
			
				A High School Student With Communication Problems Goes To The Dungeon

				by たろっぺ (https://mypage.syosetu.com/2234645/)

				Total Chapters: 268

				Read more on https://kscans.xyz/novel/

			

		
			Table of Contents

			Total Chapters: 268

		    Chapter 1: Prologue

    Chapter 2: A Changing Reality

    Chapter 3: The Adventurer Exam

    Chapter 4: First Dungeon, Part 1

    Chapter 5: First Dungeon, Part 2

    Chapter 6: Inevitability and Coincidence

    Chapter 7: Interlude: The Dungeon Agency's Concerns

    Chapter 8: The Socially Awkward Awakened Person

    Chapter 9: Golem

    Chapter 10: The Weakest Dungeon

    Chapter 11: The Labyrinth Swallowed by Nature

    Chapter 12: If You See a Boss Monster

    Chapter 13: The Physical Abilities of an Awakened Person

    Chapter 14: E-Rank

    Chapter 15: The Dragon's Scars

    Chapter 16: Kobolds

    Chapter 17: The Self-Proclaimed Ninja's Fine Plays and Fumbles

    Chapter 18: Interlude: A Certain Ordinary Adventurer

    Chapter 19: Ways to Become Stronger

    Chapter 20: The Promotion Exam

    Chapter 21: A Trail of Blood

    Chapter 22: A Faltering Voice

    Chapter 23: A Way Forward

    Chapter 24: Epilogue - Part 1

    Chapter 25: Epilogue - Part 2

    Chapter 26: Settings

    Chapter 27: Prologue

    Chapter 28: The Necessity of Golems

    Chapter 29: D-Rank

    Chapter 30: Arisugawa Aira's Sister

    Chapter 31: Miyoshi Mia

    Chapter 32: Treant

    Chapter 33: Worries

    Chapter 34: Family Matters

    Chapter 35: Interlude: The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club and the New Guild

    Chapter 36: Chapter 28: The Lion and the Ant

    Chapter 37: Chapter 29: The Indoorsy Adventurer

    Chapter 38: Christmas Interlude: IF Route

    Chapter 39: Interlude: The Dungeon Agency's Marathon

    Chapter 40: An Unexpected Encounter

    Chapter 41: The Golden Egg

    Chapter 42: Dungeon Demand

    Chapter 43: Writing

    Chapter 44: A Golem of His Own

    Chapter 45: Interlude: The Changing Dungeon Situation

    Chapter 46: No Time for Resolve

    Chapter 47: A Gentle Smile

    Chapter 48: The Ice Walls

    Chapter 49: The Lone Charge

    Chapter 50: The Choice

    Chapter 51: Epilogue - Part One

    Chapter 52: Chapter 2: Epilogue, Part 2

    Chapter 53: Chapter 2: Setting Info + Bonus

    Chapter 54: Chapter 3: Prologue

    Chapter 55: Episode 40: Encounter with the Unknown

    Chapter 56: Human Connections

    Chapter 57: I Don't Think I'll Ever Get Used to It

    Chapter 58: Entrusted with Lives

    Chapter 59: Kyouta-Style Leveling

    Chapter 60: A Known Existence

    Chapter 61: Interlude: It's Tough Being in the SDF

    Chapter 62: An Unexpected Result

    Chapter 63: A Peculiar Dungeon

    Chapter 64: Kamaitachi

    Chapter 65: The Tiger Who Defies Common Sense

    Chapter 66: Towards C-Rank

    Chapter 67: Crossbow

    Chapter 68: Interlude: The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club's Technology is the Finest in the World!

    Chapter 69: Dungeon Exhaustion...?

    Chapter 70: The 530,000 Worldly Desires

    Chapter 71: An Old Foe

    Chapter 72: Rematch

    Chapter 73: Called Off Due to Rain

    Chapter 74: A Festival in the Rain

    Chapter 75: A Shattered Blade

    Chapter 76: Interlude: Beneath the Shattered Blade

    Chapter 77: The Devil

    Chapter 78: Epilogue - Part One

    Chapter 79: Epilogue - Part Two

    Chapter 80: Chapter 3: Character Profiles & Extras

    Chapter 81: Chapter 4: Prologue

    Chapter 82: Episode 60: A Sweet, Numbing Feeling

    Chapter 83: Interlude: Akasaka Yuusuke Thinks

    Chapter 84: An Invitation from Professor Arisugawa

    Chapter 85: The C-Rank Dungeon

    Chapter 86: The Troll's Cave

    Chapter 87: Interlude: Simple Magical Items

    Chapter 88: Studying

    Chapter 89: A Grandmother's Worry

    Chapter 90: Official Equipment

    Chapter 91: Artificial Spirits

    Chapter 92: Interlude: Arms Reaching from Across the Sea

    Chapter 93: An Amulet

    Chapter 94: The City of Wolves

    Chapter 95: What Lies Beyond the Door

    Chapter 96: Interlude: The Vice-Chairman is Still in the Game

    Chapter 97: Miyoshi Mia's Request

    Chapter 98: An Unexpected Encounter

    Chapter 99: A Page from a Major Incident

    Chapter 100: A Flustered Maiden

    Chapter 101: Miyoshi Mia Wants to Be Special

    Chapter 102: Interlude: Those Who Move in Society's Shadows

    Chapter 103: A New Comrade (Already Known)

    Chapter 104: An Abrupt Nosedive

    Chapter 105: To the Rescue

    Chapter 106: The Need for Madness

    Chapter 107: The Ice Palace

    Chapter 108: Rey Cuelebre

    Chapter 109: Decisive Battle on the Snow

    Chapter 110: Epilogue: Part One

    Chapter 111: Epilogue: Part Two

    Chapter 112: Chapter Four: Character & Monster Profiles + Bonus Content

    Chapter 113: Chapter Five: Prologue

    Chapter 114: The Spirit

    Chapter 115: The Bronze Forest

    Chapter 116: The Remnants of Civilization

    Chapter 117: A Test of Reason

    Chapter 118: I'll Make You Pay for This

    Chapter 119: Interlude: The Turning Wheels, the Flowing Stars. And So the Three Musketeers Begin to Run

    Chapter 120: The Water Steed

    Chapter 121: Out of the Blue

    Chapter 122: A Dangerous Topic

    Chapter 123: Communication

    Chapter 124: Interlude: The Ringing Phone

    Chapter 125: Like Family

    Chapter 126: The Curse

    Chapter 127: Sympathy

    Chapter 128: The Rinzaki Family's Circumstances

    Chapter 129: That Self-Proclaimed Ninja Is Just Unfair

    Chapter 130: A Test of Reason

    Chapter 131: The End of the Vacation

    Chapter 132: A Labyrinth Unknown

    Chapter 133: A Reason to Live

    Chapter 134: The Master of the Labyrinth

    Chapter 135: Lightning

    Chapter 136: Conquering the Labyrinth

    Chapter 137: Chapter Five: Epilogue - Part One

    Chapter 138: Chapter Five: Epilogue - Part Two

    Chapter 139: Chapter Five: Settings + Bonus Content

    Chapter 140: Chapter Six: Prologue

    Chapter 141: Episode 104: That Crystal Orb

    Chapter 142: Interlude: An Exceptional Oddball. Or, Completely Zoned

    Chapter 143: Episode 105: The Green Forest

    Chapter 144: Dungeon-Grown Food

    Chapter 145: Segregation

    Chapter 146: Dead Serious

    Chapter 147: An Invitation to B-Rank

    Chapter 148: Chaos

    Chapter 149: The Briefing Goes Smoothly

    Chapter 150: Interlude: The Awakened War

    Chapter 151: Equals

    Chapter 152: The Curse

    Chapter 153: A Peaceful Trial

    Chapter 154: The Importance of Countermeasures

    Chapter 155: Hauling Aira Along

    Chapter 156: Interlude: The Adults Make Their Move

    Chapter 157: Nowhere to Run

    Chapter 158: The Mononoke

    Chapter 159: The Nue's Nest

    Chapter 160: Awakening Training

    Chapter 161: An Unexpected Conclusion

    Chapter 162: Modern Adventurer Life

    Chapter 163: Interlude: The Awakened Marriage Situation

    Chapter 164: Worries

    Chapter 165: The Beast with a Human Face

    Chapter 166: The More They Fight

    Chapter 167: Interlude: Whose Finger is on the Trigger?

    Chapter 168: A Little Before the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons

    Chapter 169: There Is No Obligation to Protect

    Chapter 170: And Still, the Boy Flies

    Chapter 171: Versus the Giants

    Chapter 172: What Arrived Was...

    Chapter 173: Interlude: The Backs of Heroes

    Chapter 174: A Lone Fight

    Chapter 175: The Final Flame

    Chapter 176: Chapter 6: Epilogue - Part One

    Chapter 177: Chapter 6: Epilogue - Part Two

    Chapter 178: Chapter 6: Settings + Bonus

    Chapter 179: Chapter Seven: Prologue

    Chapter 180: A Former Foe

    Chapter 181: Betrayal

    Chapter 182: Resolve

    Chapter 183: Interlude: The Gears Don't Stop

    Chapter 184: Spartan Love

    Chapter 185: The Professor Would Never Click Her Tongue

    Chapter 186: B-Rank's First Job

    Chapter 187: A Terrifying Demon

    Chapter 188: How Do You Protect Yourself in That?

    Chapter 189: Eighth-Grade Syndrome Takes the Stage

    Chapter 190: Parent and Child

    Chapter 191: Interlude: Upheaval

    Chapter 192: A World That Demands Self-Defense

    Chapter 193: The Dragon's Tooth

    Chapter 194: Laying It All Bare

    Chapter 195: Respective Agendas

    Chapter 196: The One Denied Passage

    Chapter 197: Byakuren Unrivaled

    Chapter 198: Just Like Always

    Chapter 199: Steady Progress

    Chapter 200: Like a Storm

    Chapter 201: Interlude: Another Unlucky Day

    Chapter 202: The Dragon's Battlefield

    Chapter 203: White

    Chapter 204: Chapter Eight - Epilogue, Part 1

    Chapter 205: Epilogue, Part 2

    Chapter 206: Chapter Seven: Settings + Bonus

    Chapter 207: Chapter Eight: Prologue

    Chapter 208: Episode 143: An Unexpected Request

    Chapter 209: Episode 144: Fear

    Chapter 210: Episode 145: What Awaits in the Mountains

    Chapter 211: Invasive Alien Species

    Chapter 212: The Right to Worry

    Chapter 213: Interlude: An Investment in the Future

    Chapter 214: If I Were to Leave the Labyrinth

    Chapter 215: Camping

    Chapter 216: The World Never Waits

    Chapter 217: In the Dark Forest

    Chapter 218: Land of Nightmares

    Chapter 219: Mia's Answer

    Chapter 220: The Briefing, Again

    Chapter 221: Kyouta-Style Boot Camp II

    Chapter 222: Even the Pandemonium Takes Notice

    Chapter 223: A Fated Connection Revealed

    Chapter 224: Interlude: What I Want to Do

    Chapter 225: Not for One Reason Alone

    Chapter 226: A Path of One's Own Choosing

    Chapter 227: Adventure

    Chapter 228: A Beast from the Age of Gods

    Chapter 229: On the Border Between Worlds

    Chapter 230: Epilogue, Part 1

    Chapter 231: Chapter 8: Epilogue - Part 2

    Chapter 232: Chapter 8: Settings + Bonus

    Chapter 233: Final Chapter: Prologue

    Chapter 234: Episode 163: The Oldest Dragon Species

    Chapter 235: The Great Serpent

    Chapter 236: Interlude: Their Respective Paths

    Chapter 237: Invisible Ninjas, Second Squad

    Chapter 238: The Monstrous Warrior

    Chapter 239: The Lord of Mount Ooe

    Chapter 240: The Oni Chieftain

    Chapter 241: Professor Arisugawa Will Commit Seppuku in Apology

    Chapter 242: Interlude: The Unbreakable Armor

    Chapter 243: The Date of the Decisive Battle

    Chapter 244: It's Okay to Run. Even So...

    Chapter 245: This Is Not a Confession

    Chapter 246: More Than the Morning Sun

    Chapter 247: Sortie

    Chapter 248: Interlude: Beyond the Pandemonium Parade

    Chapter 249: The Alabaster Labyrinth

    Chapter 250: The White Army

    Chapter 251: The Amalgam

    Chapter 252: The Destination

    Chapter 253: The Sun in the Night

    Chapter 254: Once More

    Chapter 255: Raid

    Chapter 256: The Actors Are Assembled, and Then

    Chapter 257: Invisible Ninjas

    Chapter 258: Final Chapter: Epilogue, Part One

    Chapter 259: Final Chapter: Epilogue, Part Two

    Chapter 260: Final Chapter: Epilogue, Part Two

    Chapter 261: Final Chapter: Lore and Extras

    Chapter 262: Side Story 1: An Ordinary Adventurer and an Unordinary One

    Chapter 263: Side Story 2: Before Going to the Other World

    Chapter 264: Side Story 3: An Otherworld Transfer?

    Chapter 265: Side Story 4: The Otherworld City

    Chapter 266: Side Story 5: An Adventurer's Life in the Other World

    Chapter 267: Side Story 6: A Strange Party

    Chapter 268: Side Story 7: Another Dysfunctional Party


			Chapter 1

			Prologue

			I've longed for a life less ordinary. Or rather, I'm still longing for one.

Maybe that's normal for kids these days. A world of swords and magic, free from boring classes and difficult tests.

A world where you could cut down monsters left and right, earning fame and fortune. That's the kind of life I dreamed of.

But it was just a dream. I never seriously thought that a 'life less ordinary' would actually arrive.

I really, really didn't.

"Look at this! A crowd of people dressed like knights and mages has gathered in front of the hospital! And no, today is not Halloween, nor is it April Fool's Day!"

The female announcer was speaking to the camera, her voice filled with excitement.

And she herself had become a *Dark Elf*. Her skin was bronze, her hair silver. Her already attractive features were now even more refined, and most strikingly, her ears had elongated and were twitching back and forth.

The world had changed, all in an instant.

It was evening. I'd just gotten home from school and turned on the TV when I felt a small tremor.

A 'Seismic Intensity 2' warning appeared at the top of the screen, but it listed no epicenter or region. The moment I thought that was strange, I felt a slight dizziness.

And then, the change occurred.

Some people were suddenly clad in clothes and armor straight out of a video game. An even smaller number had their 'race' change entirely.

This was, without a doubt, a life less ordinary. And I was part of it.

"You've got to be kidding me..."

I looked down at my own hands, now covered in gauntlets, and muttered.

My legs were in boots and steel greaves. Around my waist was a loincloth with chainmail sewn into the lining, and from my sword belt hung a knife and a hand-and-a-half sword. A thick book was also strapped to the back of my belt.

My torso was covered by a breastplate with something like a collar, and my head was encased in a helmet called a 'sallet.' Only the area around my mouth was exposed.

I was dressed like a character from a medieval fantasy story. And for some reason, I understood the strange 'power' that now resided within me. When I focused on it, a small whirlwind formed in my palm.

"Seriously...?"

Suddenly thrust into this extraordinary situation, my vocabulary failed me, unable to express my joy or surprise.

*I really admire people who can come up with a witty line at times like these,* I thought, realizing how strangely calm I was.



		
			Chapter 2

			A Changing Reality

			Two years have passed since that day—the day a great change swept over this country, commonly known as the *Day of Awakening*.

That might seem like a big time skip. But so much happened in that period that it took me a while to process it all.

That's what I wrote in my diary, anyway.

To be honest, I'm only writing this to sort out my thoughts. I don't usually keep a diary. ...Could that be why there's such a huge gap from the last entry?

Whatever the case, in the days immediately following what the internet dubbed the *Day of Awakening*, the Japanese government, while looking like it was about to puke its guts out, urged the public via television to remain calm.

Sometime after that, with the cooperation of those with the [Appraisal] skill, it was decided that all *Awakened Persons* should have their skills registered.

[Appraisal].

The god-tier skill that plays a huge role in so many light novels. I never thought it actually existed... and that dozens of people would have it.

Naturally, I went to get registered. I was afraid of what might happen if I defied the authorities. Plus, I wanted to know my own stats.

So I took the train to the prefectural office and had them take a look.

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 1 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 19 | Durability: 19 | Agility: 22 | Mana: 22

Skills

[Spirit Eye]

[Mana Conversion: Wind]

[Concept Interference]

Unique Skill

[Sage's Nucleus]

...Yeah. I remember thinking I had no idea if those numbers were high or low.

It wasn't until a week later, when the government announced that '10 is the average for an adult male, 15 for a professional athlete, and 20 for a gold medalist,' that I finally had a baseline.

Apparently, if you believed the info online, my stats were incredibly high. And I had four skills, including a unique one. That seemed to be the maximum; in fact, many people only had a single skill. Having three normal skills plus a unique one like me was extremely rare.

My nostrils flared with excitement. I'd been living a pretty unremarkable life, but to be blessed with a turning point like this...

And what's more, my skills, including the unique one, were ridiculously strong. Just from a quick check of their abilities, it felt like they were screaming 'Go to a dungeon!' at me.

Well, I'll get to the details of my skills later.

I think I'll write about what happened next in my diary.

Monsters started coming out of the dungeons.

It was about six months after the *Day of Awakening*. The government was still struggling to even identify all the dungeons that had appeared across Japan. Entry was, in principle, forbidden for civilians. In those days, they were sending units composed of volunteers from the Self-Defense Force and the police to investigate.

Then, from 'gates' all over Japan that had been left untouched or simply cordoned off with 'KEEP OUT' tape, monsters began to pour out.

The result was city-wide panic. The one saving grace was that conventional firearms were effective against the monsters.

I still remember it. The news helicopters captured footage of police officers using several patrol cars to hold back a troll the size of a small hut. I remember the sight of the SDF firing their rifles nonstop at a horde of kobolds that charged like a tsunami.

In a single day, there were over 200 dead or missing. For several days after, monsters continued to emerge from dungeons across the country and attack people. To this day, mountainous regions are considered dangerous, with fears that undiscovered monsters may still be hiding there.

They were extremely aggressive, and on top of that, they had the bizarre trait of 'their eyes turning red and their ferocity increasing' when they left a dungeon.

Online, some wild conspiracy theories were even being whispered about, like 'Aren't they biological weapons from a certain country?'

After subsequent investigation and deliberation, the conclusion was reached that dungeons needed to be 'culled.'

Since monsters that multiplied too much inside a dungeon, or those that reached the 'dungeon exit,' were the ones coming out, the idea was to hunt them down before that could happen.

It was a simple solution, but the problems were mountainous. Where would the budget come from? The personnel? Which agency would handle it?

The conferences went nowhere fast, and the National Diet was its usual mess of flying insults, but the government finally announced its decision. This was about one year after the *Day of Awakening*.

'The establishment of the Dungeon Agency and the creation of the Dungeon Law.'

This Dungeon Law included a little something that basically said, 'If we don't have enough people, why not just outsource it to the private sector?'

Naturally, criticism erupted both at home and abroad, but the government forced the bill through. Rumor has it there was pressure from other countries.

The reason for those rumors was the 'resources' that could be gathered from dungeons.

From ordinary iron and crystals to unidentified metals and plants. And even 'tools with mysterious powers.'

The government and foreign powers all wanted these things, which led to all sorts of pressure... or so the conspiracy theory goes.

But it's a theory I think has some weight to it. One media outlet in the US even got flamed for calling dungeons the 'New Frontier.'

In any case, the profession of 'adventurer' came into being. Amidst the voices of criticism, there was also a mix of anticipation and joy.

And I, for one, was bouncing off the walls with excitement. In fact, most of the young people who became Awakened Persons felt the same way.

But since it's a life-threatening job, there were several restrictions.

First, you had to be '15 years of age or older.' If you were a minor, you 'needed parental permission.' Civilians were 'prohibited from bringing firearms.' And so on and so forth.

For me, a middle schooler studying for high school entrance exams, becoming an adventurer was a distant dream. All I could do was study my butt off.

Fortunately, the influence of my 'unique skill' had sharpened my mind. However, it wasn't that my intelligence or knowledge had increased.

If I had to put it into words, it was more like 'the number of things I could think about per second increased.' I could do that thing you see in battle manga, where a character has an internal monologue for ten minutes when there's only one minute left.

Still, as I wrote earlier, it didn't make me smarter. It just sped up my thought process.

So when I took a test, I'd still have moments like, 'Ah, I forgot this formula,' or 'I memorized the spelling of this English word wrong,' or 'Man... I suck at classic literature...' It was all perfectly normal.

In conclusion, my scores went up a little bit. That's all.

Well, the true power of [Sage's Nucleus] lies elsewhere. This was just an unexpected bonus. It's a grateful power to have, so I should be satisfied with that.

After surviving the long and arduous exam war, I successfully became a high school student. But at that time, 'two' major problems arose.

First, my dad's company was affected by dungeon-related damage.

Not directly. A dungeon gate had appeared in the factory of one of their business partners.

As it turned out over these two years, those gates were still appearing all over Japan, even after the *Day of Awakening*. Besides being in the country, there was no common pattern.

They could suddenly appear in a room of a downtown apartment building, or they might pop up unnoticed deep in a mountain forest.

Fortunately, their frequency was low. And I heard there were no casualties at the partner's factory either.

The problem was that the factory had to suspend operations. The land was transferred to state control, and the surrounding area became a restricted zone.

What I'm trying to say is that my dad's company is on the verge of bankruptcy. I'm not kidding. And it's not funny.

I'm seriously worried about our family's finances. My parents say 'it's fine,' but their eyes were darting all over the place.

...Thinking of this as a 'chance to get them to approve of me becoming an adventurer' probably makes me a bad son.

Of course, my concern for my family is more than 80% of it.

Being an adventurer is rumored to pay better than a normal part-time job. You get 1,000 yen per hour just for being inside a dungeon. Depending on the 'harvest,' you can supposedly earn about 10,000 yen for just a two-hour dive.

Risking your life for 10,000 yen for two hours. Do you see that as cheap or expensive? Even so, for a regular high school student, there aren't many ways to earn more without breaking the law.

...And more than anything. This is just a baseless, fanciful thought, but...

I think I'm suited for dungeon exploration. Mostly because of my 'skills.'

And so, I somehow managed to convince my parents and got permission to take the 'adventurer exam.' On one condition: I had to pass on the first try. And if I didn't get a high evaluation, I had to give up.

And now, the second problem.

Two of my friends from elementary school moved out of the prefecture.

...You might say that's a small problem compared to the first one. But for me, it's a serious matter.

One of them moved to Saitama for his parent's job, and the other didn't just leave the prefecture—he went overseas.

Apparently, that friend has relatives in America, and his parents, thinking Japan was too dangerous with all the dungeons, pulled some strings and crossed the ocean.

I wonder if he'll be okay... he can't even speak English. More than that, he has a weak stomach, so I'm worried he'll get sick from the food and water overseas.

But I can't just worry about others.

Because—high school life. I'm starting out as a total loner.

So, that's what's happened over the last two years. I've written it all down in this diary... but even after sorting out my thoughts, some things just can't be helped, can they?

I close the otherwise pristine diary, save for a slightly bent corner, and hold my head in my hands at my desk.

...How do you make friends again?



		
			Chapter 3

			The Adventurer Exam

			The government's conditions for becoming an adventurer are: 'a training course of at least 24 hours,' 'passing a physical fitness test,' and 'completing a dungeon exploration accompanied by a Self-Defense Force official.'

Aside from the age requirement, these are the common hurdles for everyone.

And so, I started commuting to the adventurer training course venue by train and bus.

Alone.

...It's not like I'm lonely. In this day and age, as long as you have a smartphone with an internet connection, you'll never be bored.

There was no particular reason I was keeping as much distance as possible from the group of friends on the bus. It was pure coincidence.

Besides, I'm not here to become an adventurer for fun, you know? I'm not particularly interested in chatting with friends.

...Man, this sucks.

What really sucks is that those same people were sitting behind me during the lecture. I was at a three-person desk, flanked by two middle-aged guys I didn't know.

If my friends who moved away were here, would I not be feeling this way? No, wait, neither of them are Awakened, so that's a no-go.

But it's still possible. I mean, some people have become Awakened since the *Day of Awakening*.

The ratio started at one in fifty, but a year later it was one in thirty. The pace has slowed down recently, so the numbers haven't changed much, though.

Right, enough sidetracking. The instructor just came in.

This is the first step toward the dreamlike 'extraordinary life' of being an adventurer and exploring dungeons.

Come on, what kind of romantic, epic tales are we going to hear!

"Alright, everyone. First, I'd like to begin the lecture with a talk on taxes related to adventurer activities."

Not a shred of romance to be found. I mean, it's important, but still.

＊　　　　＊　　　　＊

Filing a blue tax return is hard.

Do working adults have to do this annoying stuff every year? Maybe I'll give my dad a shoulder massage when I get home...

The lecture continued for several days, starting with taxes and moving on to adventurer license renewal fees, precautions inside dungeons, what to do if you lose your license, and issues that have arisen during dungeon-related work.

It's been about a year since the Dungeon Law was enacted. Apparently, our predecessors have faced all sorts of legal problems in that time.

Seriously, they told us stories with no dreams or hopes to be found. But it was all necessary information, so I did my best to take notes. Luckily, they pointed out 'what would be on the test' during the lecture, so I probably won't fail the written part.

In the latter half of the course, we finally got to touch on 'monsters' and the 'inside of dungeons.'

It was a class where we watched videos of stories from SDF members who had actually entered dungeons and testimonials from those who had already become adventurers, complete with commentary.

To summarize roughly, 'radio waves are blocked inside dungeons,' 'dungeons open to the public have already been mapped by the SDF,' and 'dungeon exploration is at your own risk.'

Also, things like, 'The monsters that appear in a dungeon are listed at the Dungeon Store, so be sure to check before entering.'

*Dungeon Store*.

As a countermeasure against monsters coming out of the dungeons, the entrances are surrounded by concrete walls.

Inside, there's a reception desk, shops, and a collection point for dropped items for the people who come to cull the monsters.

By the way, they initially thought, 'Why not just bury the entire gate in concrete?' When they tried it, the gate had reappeared outside the concrete the next day. Apparently, if it doesn't have a certain amount of space and an 'exit,' its position will shift.

Seriously, what a mysterious thing. Both the dungeons and their gates.

Anyway, back to the topic. I heard 'check the monsters that appear from the URL at the Dungeon Store before entering' so many times my ears started to hurt. 'Information is the strongest weapon' is an old saying for a reason.

This part was a little exciting, like reading a game guide. If you told me I was letting my guard down, I might not be able to deny it.

That fun latter half of the indoor lectures came to an end, and it was time for the physical fitness test.

The first event was 'running 3000 meters in under 12 minutes while carrying a 4-kilogram iron bar.'

Honestly, my pre-Awakening self could never have done that. Being handed a bundle of iron pipes taped together and told to run 3000 meters...

But with this body...

—*BANG!*

To avoid any chance of a false start, I burst forward half a beat after the signal.

I left the other runners in the dust in an instant and leaped into the lead. I crossed the finish line without ever slowing down. I didn't use my 'wind' since it might have bothered the others.

The instructor at the finish line kept looking back and forth between his stopwatch and me. Seeing that made me feel just a little bit pleased with myself.

A little while later, the other participants finished, and there were zero failures. As expected, it seemed no one was paying the course fee just to 'make memories.'

That aside, I was in first place. I've never been number one in sports in my entire life, so I couldn't stop smirking internally. I somehow managed to keep a straight face, though.

My current 3000-meter time, in my *natural state*, is about 5 minutes. I've easily shattered the 'former' world record. This was the biggest reason my parents gave me permission to take the adventurer exam.

An Awakened Person's physical abilities are generally higher than a non-Awakened's. On top of that, you have the supernatural power of 'skills.'

*Unique Skill: [Sage's Nucleus]*

The Philosopher's Stone. My heart possesses the same power as that famous treasure of alchemy.

My blood is a mass of life force, my mana wells up endlessly, and I can heal any illness, curse, or wound.

When it comes to endurance, it's a cheat among cheats. I can run 3000 meters like it's a 100-meter dash without even breaking a sweat. And it has other benefits on top of that, so you could say it's an incredible 'lucky skill.'

...Of course, the current unofficial world record for 3000 meters is an insane '1 minute flat.' That, too, is a record set by an Awakened Person.

Awakened Persons can't participate in official competitions. It's no wonder that various sports associations started implementing that rule last year. Of course, there were protests, apparently.

Next up was the shuttle run, with a backpack containing 10 kilograms of water added to the 4-kilogram iron bar.

Then push-ups. Sit-ups. Back extensions, and various other exercises—and I placed first among all the participants in every single one.

"What's with that guy...?"

"He's a monster..."

"A-Adventurers are... like this...?"

Man, this feels good!!

I desperately suppressed the grin that threatened to spread across my face as the other, breathless participants stared at me as if they'd seen a monster.

If I were to laugh out loud here, it would be all over social media in a flash and I'd get flamed for sure. I know how these things work...!

And more importantly... it occurred to me. Isn't this a chance to gather friends, or rather, party members?

Anyone taking the course here is, in all likelihood, a local resident. And a good number of them look to be my age. I don't know their exact ages since I haven't spoken to anyone, though.

Maybe there's someone from my high school here. Couldn't I make some good friends that way?

Everyone wants to party up with strong people to dive into dungeons. So, if I make a name for myself here, it's a sure thing that I'll be hearing 'Kyaa! Kyouta-kun!' and 'Let's go to a dungeon together!'

What? Is a parasitic relationship like that okay? Only people who have never experienced recess just listening to the surrounding chatter without talking to anyone can say that. Or people who aren't lonely, but '†solitary†.'

Everything starts with a single step. A friendship that starts with parasitism... that could be a thing, right!?

...I'm starting to think it's not! I really don't want a relationship like that. I can see a future where I'm just being used.

What should I do? Now that I've calmed down, my mood has totally soured. Well, whatever. I'll see this through seriously to the end.

Adventurers are currently divided into six ranks. It's the same system you see in light novels. The lowest is 'F' and the highest is 'A.' In some stories, there's a hidden 'S' rank above that. I'm sure the person who decided this is 'one of us.'

From what I heard in the lecture, the dungeons you can enter are determined by this rank.

Basically, beginners start at 'F,' but if you're deemed excellent in the training and exams, you can start at 'E.' I need to get an 'E' to get my parents' approval to become an adventurer.

By the way, to raise your rank after becoming an adventurer, you need to have your level checked by someone with [Appraisal] and reach a certain threshold, or clear designated quests.

In any case, the physical fitness test ended with me getting extremely high scores. ...I think.

As long as the participants here aren't exceptionally weak, I should be fine. The written portion was also just as the internet said; as long as you paid attention in class, the content was no problem.

Thus, the final task is...

"—Alright, everyone will now be diving into a dungeon."

Only the dungeon exploration, held the day after the physical fitness test.

Those who passed the written and physical tests from each training center in the prefecture have gathered.

The place looks like a driver's license test center I've seen on TV before. There are about fifty people here, including me.

Looking around, there are quite a few female examinees. At a glance, maybe 30%?

With Awakened Persons, it's common for their appearance and gender to be completely disconnected from their actual physical abilities. I once saw a video of a delicate elementary school girl lifting a 200-kilogram barbell.

With some kids having strength that puts adults to shame, I imagine the education system has its hands full. It might be a little weird for a high school student to say that, though.

Anyway, this is the crucial moment. My first dungeon... I don't think it will be as hard as a death trap right at the start, but how far will my abilities take me...!

"Okay, please form pairs of two right away."

An instant-death spell at the very beginning...!?

I frantically look around, but it seems like everyone has already paired up. No way, did they decide on partners beforehand!? Isn't that cheating!?

A dungeon 'party' is typically three or four people.

That's because when you go through a gate, you're teleported to a random location in the dungeon, but if you're physically touching, you'll supposedly all end up in the same spot.

The limit for that is four people. During an SDF investigation, a five-person team tried to enter, and one member ended up in a completely different location.

But there are other factors, like the 'narrowness of the dungeon,' that change the recommended party size. This dungeon is for three-person teams. Including the supervising instructor, that means two examinees...!

I thought we'd be pairing up on the spot. But everyone was already moving. This is 'an adventurer's advance preparation'... The test had already begun!

No, the examiner probably wasn't thinking that far ahead. This is just because I have low social skills and a passive attitude.

This is no time for self-deprecating humor. This is bad, this is really bad...!

What do I do? It's an even number, right? There were about 50 people, not 51 or 49, right? I'm not going to be the only one left over, am I?

What happens then? Will there be two instructors? Or will it be one-on-one? Either way, I don't like the sound of it!

Cold sweat dripping down my back, my eyes dart around.

*Calm down, Kyouta. If it's someone from the same training center, there's a chance they'll team up with me because I showed off my physical abilities...!*

—*poke, poke.*

"Huh?"

Suddenly feeling a tap on my shoulder, I turn around to find a girl standing there.

She's incredibly beautiful. Awakened Persons tend to get fit, and their skin and hair improve, so there are a lot of good-looking people, but she was a head above the rest.

Her sparkling blonde hair, which reflected the light, was tied in twin tails, and her large, almond-shaped eyes were emerald green.

Her skin was as white as snow, and her nose was perfectly straight. While her features gave a cool impression, her mouth was curved into a gentle smile.

Her attire was what you might call Taisho Roman style. A red kimono with black hakama pants. On her feet were lace-up boots, which made her stand out a bit in this setting.

But the fact that it suited her was surely a testament to her beauty.

Also, it's hard to tell with the kimono, but this girl is quite busty—

"DOMO!! I AM NINJA!! Won't you dive into the dungeon with me!!!"

Whoa, she's loud.



		
			Chapter 4

			First Dungeon, Part 1

			*Dungeon*.

A labyrinth that suddenly appeared in Japan. The Japanese government currently classifies their danger level on a scale of 'A to F.'

Their interiors vary from abandoned mine shafts to ruined castles, but they all have one thing in common: they contain monsters that will attack humans.

The dungeon for the adventurer exam is a bottom-tier 'F' rank dungeon. The SDF has already cleared out most of the monsters inside and completed the mapping.

Even so, after a certain amount of time, monsters will appear from somewhere and wander the dungeon as if nothing happened. The place we're heading to now is teeming with man-eating creatures.

Even if it's the lowest rank, it's still a life-or-death situation.

And into that dungeon—

"Nice to meet you, Shacho-san! Just pretend you're on the Titanic, it'll be fiiine!"

"Ah, yes... a pleasure..."

I ended up going in with this fake foreigner.

Her name is apparently Rinzaki Erina. She said she's a quarter British.

For the record, she was born and raised in Japan, so her English is supposedly so-so. But that doesn't explain her bizarre way of speaking. Also, we're about to enter a dungeon, so please, no 'Titanic' references.

But I can't bring myself to point it out. I don't want her to dislike me. This is an important exam, after all...!

"Alright, once you've formed pairs, please head to that door. For those whose *Arcane Gear* lacks sufficient defense, we are lending out bulletproof vests—"

Following the staff member's instructions, we move.

*Arcane Gear*.

That's the stuff I was inexplicably wearing on the *Day of Awakening*. Amazingly, I can equip and unequip it just by thinking about it. I can change clothes in an instant just by willing it.

It's a power straight out of a manga, incredible all on its own. It must be a headache for the police, though, since you could easily bring a blade anywhere.

"Ah, Rinzaki-san, are you, um, okay? With the bulletproof vest..."

"I'm fine. I'm a ninja, after all. Ahem!"

"Ah, right."

What's being a ninja got to do with it? Is this one of those 'if it doesn't hit you...' things?

Well, as we were introducing ourselves, we decided I'd be the vanguard and she'd be the scout and mid-guard. As long as I don't mess up, an attack shouldn't reach the back lines.

After that, I'm pushed along by the incredibly energetic Rinzaki-san as we wait for our turn. We're being a bit loud, but everyone else seems to be in a giddy mood about their first dungeon too. They're all having joking strategy meetings or just chatting about things unrelated to the dungeon.

The atmosphere is nothing like a place where people are about to risk their lives. Not that I'm in any state to judge, so I'm not about to criticize them.

And so, it was finally our turn.

"I'm Kageyama, and I'll be in charge of your exam. A pleasure to meet you."

"I'm Rinzaki Erina!! A pleasure!!"

"Yagawa Kyouta. A pleasure to meet you."

The female SDF officer named Kageyama's cheek twitched at Rinzaki-san's loud voice. I know how you feel.

Feeling a bit uneasy, my 'eyes' noticed something was off.

Rinzaki-san probably has experience in some form of martial arts. I noticed it by comparing her to Kageyama-san; the way she shifts her center of gravity is similar. Even though she gestures wildly, her core is solid.

While thinking my 'eyes' are quite useful, I also felt a small sense of relief.

Rinzaki-san seems like she'll be reliable, as long as she takes this seriously. I did some practice swings in between studying for my exams, but there's a huge difference between an amateur doing it for fun and someone who has properly studied martial arts.

"Alright, both of you, please deploy your *Arcane Gear*."

"Yes, ma'am."

"YES, MA'AM!!!"

She's so loud.

I grumble internally as I deploy my Arcane Gear. A sallet, a choker-like piece of armor with metal plates for my neck. A breastplate with a collar covering my torso, and a loincloth with chainmail sewn into the lining at my waist.

Gauntlets and greaves on both sides, and boots with iron plates on the toes and heels. The left gauntlet is beefier than the right, with overlapping plates like a crustacean's shell.

In contrast to me, Rinzaki-san's gear is much lighter.

A tight black inner layer covering her from neck to torso, with a navy blue kimono edged in dark green worn over it.

Her shoulders and thighs are bare, while her forearms and the area from her knees down are again covered in thin black tights. On her feet are what look like leather greaves and sandals. Her arms are covered in gauntlets of the same material, but her fingers are exposed.

I see, she really does look like a ninja. With the white scarf-like cloth wrapped around her neck, she looks like she could be in an anime.

...Also. This girl really does have a great figure. Is this the British blood, I wonder?

*No, bad thoughts.* I fight back my worldly desires with reason and stare straight ahead. I also hang an LED lantern from my sword belt. This way I can illuminate my surroundings without tying up my hands.

At first, I thought about sticking a flashlight to my helmet, but it didn't work out as well as I'd hoped. Besides, this has more of an 'adventurer-like vibe,' which is nice.

The room we were led into was just a room with a 'gate,' filmed from all sides by surveillance cameras.

As we approached it, Kageyama-san turned to face us.

"We're going in now. Both of you, please grab my shoulders."

"Right."

"Got it!"

Readjusting my backpack, I touch Kageyama-san's shoulder.

"Yagawa-san. Please hold on tighter. It's dangerous if you let go."

"Ah, sorry."

Even through my bulky equipment, touching a woman's body makes me nervous.

Telling myself it's for safety, I grip her shoulder firmly. Of course, through the gauntlet and her bulletproof vest, all I can feel is hardness.

"Okay, here we go."

With that, Kageyama-san opened the gate and stepped inside.

As I followed, pulled along, my vision went completely dark for a moment.

An incredible sense of wrongness. It was like the ground beneath my feet had vanished, yet there was no feeling of floating—a strange contradiction.

A mysterious sensation that made me feel nauseous, as if I had vanished from this world.

Immediately after, the light from a lantern illuminated the surroundings.

A rocky path, reinforced with rotting wooden planks. Stakes were driven in here and there, with LED lights hanging from them.

A place like an ancient mine, lit by modern lights. It gave off a very 'mismatched' impression.

"This is... a dungeon..."

"Yes, it is."

At Kageyama-san's words, I quickly let go of her shoulder.

She answered matter-of-factly while checking the rifle slung around her neck. Now that I think about it, Kageyama-san isn't wearing *Arcane Gear*, but standard SDF equipment. Helmet, bulletproof vest, and a gun.

This is the first time I've seen a real gun up close. It's a little scary.

"There are places illuminated like this, but in areas where the wiring doesn't reach, or where it's been destroyed by monsters, there's nothing. Please be careful."

"Y-Yes, ma'am."

"Understood."

Her calm tone of voice made me check beside me.

Rinzaki-san was looking at me with a smug look on her face. *You can speak normally...?*

"As you heard in the lecture, there are numbers written by the SDF in various places in the dungeon. Please compare those with the map to confirm your current location."

As she said that, I took out the map we were given beforehand from my backpack.

On a nearby wall, 'B-4' was painted in yellow.

"During the exploration, I will generally not give instructions or advice. However, if I judge it to be dangerous, I will halt the exam. From that point on, you will follow my instructions to escape."

"Yes, ma'am."

"We're counting on you."

Kageyama-san's words, spoken not as a threat but as a simple matter of procedure, were frightening in their own way.

I realize now that, deep down, I'd been giddy this whole time. Drunk on this newfound power, I'd held nothing but a romanticized image of this 'extraordinary life' in a dungeon.

I don't know if that feeling is completely gone, but... I'll do this.

I take one deep breath. My heart is still pounding a little, but it's okay. I convince myself that it's okay.

"Alright, you may begin."

Kageyama-san moved behind us. I immediately showed the map to Rinzaki-san and started talking.

"Um, about our route..."

"Yep. We're at 'B-4' now, so I think it's best to go from here to 'B-3,' then move to '2,' and then head for 'C-8'."

"...Uh, um..."

I hurriedly traced the numbers she mentioned with my finger and saw that it was indeed the shortest route to the 'exit.'

"...The map, have you memorized it by any chance?"

"Smug!"

My cheek twitched as Rinzaki-san put her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest.

I really was a frog in a well... no, a tadpole who couldn't even see the inside of the well.

But I need to switch gears. Having a competent partner is nothing but good fortune.

"Then let's do that. ...Um, could I ask you to navigate?"

"Of course. Oh, but depending on the number of monsters we encounter, we might change the route."

"Right."

And with that, I readjusted my backpack and started walking.

...Come to think of it, most adventurers carry backpacks to bring back 'drop items,' but she doesn't have one.

Did she decide she didn't need one since this is an exam? I'd think it would be better to have the same equipment as a real mission, especially since we have an SDF escort.

Well, she probably has her reasons. I focus on the dungeon.

The path is lit by the lights hanging in the passage, so I can see the ground clearly and don't have to worry about tripping.

The path is about two and a half meters wide, and the height is two meters... maybe a little higher?

I draw my hand-and-a-half sword and hold it in my right hand as I proceed cautiously. After walking for about three minutes down the winding tunnel, Rinzaki-san spoke up.

"Hey, Kyo-chan. I hear something like footsteps and a cry, maybe?"

"Kyo—... Understood."

Slightly taken aback by the nickname my mother used to call me when I was little, I readjust my grip on my sword.

The monster in this dungeon is, if I remember correctly...

I stick my arm out slightly from around the corner and use a hand mirror to check what's ahead.

*Vvvv...*

A low growl reaches my ears.

A bipedal, dog-like monster covered in coarse fur. Its head is about 150 centimeters off the ground.

Milky white eyes, yellowed fangs. And through the gaps in its fur, rotting skin peeks through.

*Zombie Kobold*.

Apparently, there are also 'normal Kobolds,' but those are 'E' rank. This one is an 'undead' Kobold.

Its intelligence and agility are supposedly relatively low, and it attacks with its claws and fangs.

...Come to think of it, the instructor said during the lecture that 'the exam will feature mentally tough monsters.'

I see. This is certainly...

I can feel my mouth form a grim line at the sight of what can only be described as a rotting dog corpse.

There's one of them. No other monsters in the vicinity...

I whisper this to Rinzaki-san, and she says,

"Well, since we're here, why don't we take it down?"

...Indeed, 'since we're here.'

I glance at Kageyama-san.

I'll have to fight these kinds of things anyway after I get my license. So I should get used to it while my safety is at least minimally guaranteed.

I nod silently in response, and Rinzaki-san pulls out something like a nail from behind her back. This is... I've seen it in historical dramas. A 'bo-shuriken,' was it?

"Okay, I'm going to throw this. When it comes at us, I'm counting on you, okay?"

"Got it."

I was about to take another deep breath, but the smell of the Zombie Kobold wafted over and I stopped.

I look at Rinzaki-san, and she's holding up three fingers, which she then folds down one by one.

As her thumb finally folds, she leans out from around the corner.

The bo-shuriken is thrown without a sound. It flies straight and hits the Zombie Kobold directly in the head.

*Gih!*

The small body staggers with a short cry.

But it immediately charges straight towards us.

*Vuoooh!!*

The bo-shuriken is sticking out of its left eye, having crushed the eyeball, but it doesn't seem to care. As its ferocious roar echoes, I feel my knees start to buckle, but I force myself to leap forward.

"—Hraaah!"

I had predicted that I would freeze up when I came face to face with a monster like this.

So, even though it's not exactly recommended in a dungeon, just once, for the very first strike.

"Hraaaaaaaah!"

I'll shout. I had decided on that. To forcibly move my body, which I knew would be paralyzed by the fear of a first battle and the tension of attacking an 'animal.'

Because I had decided, I was able to raise my sword. And I swung it down with all my might.

—*CLANG!*

"Huh!?"

Eh, what, the tip of my sword hit something... the ceiling?

A hard impact, a shock that travels up my arm. And my slash comes to a dead stop.

I had no time for my blood to run cold; the Zombie Kobold was right in front of me.

I *see a vision*. Its ragged claws swiping at my torso. The 'future' where they slam into my breastplate.

Therefore, without thinking, I slam my left hand into the predicted trajectory of the claws.

My left arm is covered in a thicker gauntlet than my right, so even a clumsy swing is like being struck with a hammer. The Zombie Kobold's right wrist shatters, and the sickening sensation of crushed rotten flesh travels up my arm.

"Tch!"

Still holding the sword, I punch the Zombie Kobold's face with my right hand. It was a clumsy punch by my own standards, but the impact sent the Zombie Kobold's body flying.

The creature collapsed two or three meters away, and after a few seconds, its body turned white and crumbled away.

Salt. Just like the information from the internet and the lecture said, a monster's corpse turns into an equal mass of salt.

Amidst the salt, I saw something glitter. But with no time to worry about that, I resumed breathing, which I had unknowingly stopped.

"Hah... hah..."

...How uncool.

I can't help but give myself that evaluation. After all that image training, all those practice swings. During the physical test, I was so smug, even if it was just internally.

And then, when it comes to a real battle, this is the result. It's so pathetic I feel like crying.

This means an 'E' start is out of the question... maybe even the adventurer license itself...

"Nice guts!"

"Whoa!"

A light pat on the back makes my body jump in surprise.

I turn around to see Rinzaki-san with an impossibly bright smile.

"Eh, no, um..."

"That was an amazing punch. When it hit, it went '*THWACK!*' you know. *THWACK!*'"

She's bouncing around like a little kid. I give her a small bow.

"I'm sorry. For, um, taking so long. And for making you worry..."

"Hm? What are you talking about?"

Rinzaki-san tilts her head, looking genuinely confused. Is she acting, or...?

"...Oh. If you're talking about hitting your sword on the ceiling, that's fine. Everyone makes mistakes at first. When I was doing kendo, my sword slipped and I broke a ceiling light!"

Well... I feel like that's a bit different.

But she seems to be saying it from the heart. And that made me feel a little lighter.

"...Thank you."

"You're welcome!!"

"...Also, I'm sorry for shouting."

"I don't think monsters will come running just because you shout in a dungeon. My senpai said so too!"

Rinzaki-san says with a smile, throwing her hands up in a 'banzai' pose. Senpai? I see, she has a senior adventurer.

"Understood. In that case, let's resume the exploration. Oh, but before that..."

I stick my fingers into the pile of salt that was once a Zombie Kobold and pull out a single coin.

*Drop Item*.

When you defeat a monster, it turns into salt, but there's always some kind of item mixed in.

Sometimes it's an iron or copper coin, sometimes it's a horn or claw that seems to be a part of the monster. It varies.

It's a phenomenon straight out of a video game, and scholars all over the world are scratching their heads over it.

Some say, 'Did we really connect to a game world?' while others suggest, 'Are they being operated with some kind of technology using that as a core?' There are no conclusions, only a flurry of hypotheses.

Well, for adventurers, none of that matters. These drop items are a source of income separate from our hourly wage.

...In fact, in the early days of the Dungeon Law, the value of these drop items was apparently the only reward. It was only after complaints from our predecessors that the 1,000 yen per hour was added.

By the way, I call it an 'hourly wage' because it's easier, but it actually has a different official name and is separate from the minimum wage. It's a tough world.

Adventurer activities, except for some 'quests,' are treated as 'individuals voluntarily going to dungeons to hunt,' so that's how it is.

Anyway, back to the topic. I show the iron coin to Rinzaki-san.

"Um, who should hold onto this? It's an exam, so we don't get to keep it, but..."

Unlike a real dungeon exploration, everything we find in this exam goes to the testing facility. Considering we have the insurance of an SDF escort, I have no complaints.

"Hmm, then I'll hold it."

"Okay. Please do."

I hand her the coin, and Rinzaki-san puts it 'somewhere' behind her back.

...Seriously, where did she put it? For a moment, my 'eyes' caught a flow of mana.

*[Spirit Eye]*

A type of magic eye that reads the flow of mana and, in the face of danger, shows a glimpse of the near future.

In daily life, it's useful for dodging bird droppings or avoiding dangerous cars, but in a dungeon, it's extremely helpful.

Since that's what I sensed, it's probably some kind of skill. She really is a ninja, it seems.

In any case, it's time to resume the exploration. I once again proceed forward cautiously.

My first dungeon exploration. I'll just try not to be too nervous. I tell myself that.

First, I need to get through this safely. That's all that matters.



		
			Chapter 5

			First Dungeon, Part 2

			This tunnel is sized for humans, making me wonder if people used it long ago. If Zombie Kobolds had dug it, it would probably be a bit narrower.

There are wooden supports for the walls and ceiling. There's even a wooden door, and I turn to Rinzaki-san before it.

"I don't hear any sounds from inside."

"Got it."

Apparently, this person has sharp senses. She told me it's a skill she has.

Trusting her, I enter, and sure enough, there's nothing there. Simple desks and chairs are lined up, and along the walls are empty shelves.

Places like this are why I think people used to live here. In other dungeons, too, there are signs of human habitation, but no one knows what happened.

How long ago, what kind of people were here, and what happened to make it like this? With the existence of monsters and skills, there are too many variables to be certain. A government scholar on TV said they 'don't even know roughly how many years ago people, or something resembling people, were here.'

Just in case, I stay alert for anything under the desks as I cross the room and open the door on the opposite side. There may not be any enemies, but that doesn't mean there aren't any traps.

After a little while longer, Rinzaki-san let out a small voice.

"There's a sound up ahead. Probably two Zombie Kobolds."

"Right."

I reply in a low voice and proceed slowly. Then, this time, the monsters appeared not from around a corner, but from straight ahead.

*Voh!*

*Grrrr...!*

Two Zombie Kobolds, reeking of decay. They let out a growl and charged at us.

Rinzaki-san immediately threw a bo-shuriken, and I matched her by drawing and throwing a knife with my left hand.

I used to have terrible aim, but thanks to these eyes and this body, my accuracy has improved significantly with just a little practice. And on top of that, I have [Mana Conversion: Wind].

As the name suggests, it releases the mysterious power of 'mana' from my body as 'wind.'

I can wrap it around my limbs to accelerate, infuse it into my sword to increase its power and speed, and use it to help my throwing knives fly straight.

My knife and the bo-shuriken spectacularly buried themselves in the face of the left Zombie Kobold. The other one, paying no mind to its companion that had stumbled back, charged on. I met it head-on, my sword at the ready in my right hand.

This time, I swung in a diagonal slash, not a vertical one. A diagonal cut wouldn't get the tip of my sword caught.

I kept my arm slightly bent for a more compact swing, and my sword, with its superior reach and speed, bit into the Zombie Kobold's shoulder.

Then, with a push from the wind, I sliced it in two. With surprising ease, I cut down the monster.

"...Haaaah."

I let out a small breath as the Zombie Kobold, including the splattered blood, turned into salt.

I feel surprisingly little guilt about slicing through fur and rotting flesh, or about killing it like this.

Maybe it's because the opponent is so obviously a monster, or because no corpse is left behind. Or perhaps it's both.

In any case, this time I was able to defeat two of them head-on. It's going much smoother than at the start. It seems my skills and body are more than enough to handle a dungeon. All that's left is technique, knowledge, and experience.

I pick up the two coins and turn around to see Rinzaki-san holding up one hand with a smug look on her face.

"Yeah! High five!"

"Eh, ah, sure."

I quickly, and with some difficulty, wedge the coins between the fingers of my right hand, which is holding my sword, and meet her high five with my left hand.

What should I do? Can I even keep up with this person's energy?

Just then, I noticed an earring in Rinzaki-san's right ear. I hadn't been able to stare at a member of the opposite sex's face so intently until now, so I hadn't noticed, but it glinted for a moment.

I felt a faint trace of mana from her earring.

A magic tool... maybe? But something feels off.

*Magic Tools*.

Mysterious items discovered in dungeons. Or, tools created by Awakened Persons using some kind of skill.

I've never seen either, but this doesn't seem like one of those.

I mean, while I can feel a slight bit of mana, it's very faint. Considering what I heard in the lecture, the characteristics don't seem to match.

Well, I'm scared to comment on a woman's accessories, so I'll just keep quiet.

I'll forget about the earring for now and hand the coins to Rinzaki-san.

These coins are strange things, too. Apparently, they're 'iron coins' that are unconfirmed anywhere in Earth's history. Is this also a remnant of some civilization?

The mysterious dungeon, or rather, there's nothing but mystery in dungeons.

"Well then, um..."

"Yep! Let's go!"

I nod at Rinzaki-san, who's pumping her fist with a smile, and we resume our exploration.

...Although, there's not much else to tell.

We already knew the path, and Rinzaki-san could sense approaching monsters. The enemies were generally alone. Occasionally there were two, but we could usually take one down with a thrown weapon.

And the remaining one, I wouldn't lose in a one-on-one fight. I was careful not to hit the ceiling or walls with the tip of my sword like the first time, and I even had the leeway to think about how I was swinging my weapon.

We engaged with monsters four times, including the first, and it took about fifteen minutes from entering the dungeon.

In a surprisingly short amount of time, we arrived at the dungeon's 'exit.'

From a distance, a building that looked just like a police box stood in an open area. In front of it was an SDF member in similar gear to Kageyama-san, and there was another person on the roof with a gun at the ready.

"Good work out there!"

The person on watch saluted Kageyama-san. She returned the salute.

"GOOD WORK OUT THERE!!!"

"Huh?"

And then, Rinzaki-san replied with even more volume, making the guard's face twitch in surprise. I know how you feel.

But then, he saluted again, his face slightly flushed by her beauty. I know how that feels, too...!

Led by a slightly exasperated Kageyama-san, we went inside the police box-like building. There was another soldier inside, so it seemed there were a total of three people guarding this place.

And beyond that, there was a 'black gate.' Passing through this would return us to the location of the 'white gate.' To be precise, to the opposite side of where we entered. If you ignored the middle part and just connected the pictures, it would look like you had passed through the white gate.

I heard in the lecture that they tried to bury this black one in concrete, just like the gate outside, but it had moved the next day, so they decided to station a police box and guards here.

When monsters overflow from a dungeon, it's mainly because they've broken through this door. Since the defenses are solid like this, a military expert on TV said that 'stampedes' are unlikely to happen except from 'unidentified dungeons.' The lecture instructor said so too.

In any case, this marks the end of our first dungeon exploration.

We had cleared the test to become adventurers.

＊　　　　＊　　　　＊

'Yagawa Kyouta: E-Rank Adventurer'

On the way home, as the sky turned red, I couldn't help but smile as I held the license card with those words written on it.

"Yay! That's great! We both got an 'E' start!"

"Yeah. It's all thanks to you, Rinzaki-san."

"Nah. You worked hard too, Kyo-chan! High five!"

"Eh, ah, sure."

For some reason, Rinzaki-san was walking with me from the testing center to the bus stop.

I raised my hand, a little late, to meet her outstretched right hand.

—*Clap.*

A light sound as our palms met. The fleeting feeling of her soft hand made my eyes dart away.

We high-fived in the dungeon, but I was wearing gauntlets then. This bare-handed contact feels strangely embarrassing.

I wonder if this sunset will hide the blush on my cheeks. Or so I hope.

Still, why is this person walking with me? Does she want to have a celebration party or something?

C-Could it be... she's interested in me?

...No way. Definitely not. There's no way something that convenient would happen.

She's either just a friendly person, or this is an invitation to 'party up.'

"By the way, Kyo-chan! Do you have time after this?"

"I do, I guess..."

"Then! Then! Why don't we go for some tea? My paisen asked me to 'bring along anyone interesting' I met at the adventurer exam!"

Just as I thought.

"Um... what kind of person is she? Your senpai."

"Umm... she's super weak but super smart! And she's beautiful!"

That's a description that's hard to react to.

The government encourages adventurers to form parties. Normally, the more people you have, the higher the survival rate.

But at the same time, parties are also where trouble starts.

Interpersonal relationships, dividing the rewards. And 'experience point distribution.'

Experience points. Just like in a game, Awakened Persons level up when they 'defeat monsters.'

But unlike a game, it's not automatically and equally distributed to all party members. I hear that those who form a stronger 'connection' with the monster get more experience points. In this case, 'connection' refers to the depth and number of wounds inflicted on the monster.

In other words, people who don't attack don't get much experience. Healers and support classes, which are in high demand in any party, are at a disadvantage in that sense.

In any case, wherever people gather, trouble is bound to arise. A person like me often gets the short end of the stick in those situations, so it's best to be extra cautious.

But still. Turning down an invitation from a rare acquaintance is scary, and more than that, I feel bad about it.

"...Um. Where are we meeting this senpai?"

"At the cafe in front of the station! She said the tea there is delicious!"

"...I see."

A cafe, huh. There aren't many buildings around the station, just a dilapidated shopping street a little ways off.

Among them, the brand-new cafe right in front of the station's north exit stood out. I had looked up the testing center online beforehand, and apparently, the staff there occasionally use that cafe. They probably opened it with that in mind.

But, I'm pretty sure the wall on the station side is almost all glass. The structure makes it easy to see inside from the outside.

And it's a cafe that public servants from the testing center often use. In that case, the chances of any trouble happening there are low, right?

"...Okay. I'll go."

"Yay!"

Rinzaki-san throws her hands up in joy, and I feel a little guilty for being so suspicious.

But don't let your guard down, Kyouta. She's beautiful. There's a term for a honey trap, after all. You can never be too wary of a good-looking stranger.

Because there's no way a beautiful woman or girl would be nice to you without some ulterior motive!!

If I think anything is even slightly suspicious, I'll leave the cafe immediately. And while I'm at it, I should probably record the conversation on my phone.

"My paisen is my senpai's older sister, you see!"

"I-Is that so?"

...I was planning on looking up how to record on the bus, but I wonder if I'll have time.

＊　　　　＊　　　　＊

After a bumpy ride down a poorly maintained road, we got off the bus.

Rinzaki-san led me into the cafe in front of the station.

—*Jingle-jangle.*

Passing through the door that rang with a pleasant bell sound, I saw a dark wooden counter, chic chairs and vases, and a large window that let in the red-tinged light from outside.

At one of the tables lined up by that window, in a seat in the back, a woman gave us a little wave.

"Sorry to keep you waiting! Paisen!"

"Hello, Erina-kun. The tea here is quite delicious, you know. I found the time was passing by rather quickly."

She was a very beautiful person.

A different kind of beauty from Rinzaki-san. She possessed a beauty like that of an ice sculpture crafted by a master artisan.

Her glossy silver hair flowed down to her waist. Her deep blue eyes were almond-shaped, and her skin was white and smooth.

Her body, wrapped in a white button-down shirt, was slender yet distinctly feminine, with curves in all the right places.

And what caught my eye were the long, pointed ears peeking out from her silver hair.

"An elf..."

I muttered, forgetting my greetings.

Among the Awakened, there was a very small number of people who had become different races.

Elves. Dark Elves. Dwarves. Beastmen. Dhampirs. Beings that were commonplace in subculture, yet couldn't have existed in reality. 'Demi-humans.'

They're sometimes featured on TV, but this is the first time I've met one in person.

"Oh my. Is this young man the 'interesting child' you found, Erina-kun?"

"Ah, um, pleased to meet you. My name is Yagawa Kyouta. Um, I was with Rinzaki-san during the exam..."

"How very polite of you."

As I bowed, the woman also stood up.

She wore a black high-waisted long skirt and heeled boots. It was a simple outfit, but on her, it looked incredibly stylish.

With the dramatic flair of a stage actor, she placed a hand on her chest and bowed at the waist.

"I am Arisugawa Aira. Erina-kun and I are cousins. And for the record, I am not an elf, but a 'half-elf.'"

"Ah, um, I'm sorry."

"Not at all, I don't mind. Come, have a seat. This is my treat."

"...No. I'll pay for my own, so it's okay. My parents told me to."

That's a lie. But if I asked them about a situation like this, that's definitely what they would say.

I don't want to be treated and then have something demanded of me later. I learned in middle school class about those kinds of criminal recruitment tactics.

Arisugawa-san didn't seem offended by my response and sat back down in her original seat with a smile. I sat in the seat opposite her, on the aisle side.

Naturally, Rinzaki-san sat across from me, next to Arisugawa-san. Now, I'm not cornered.

Surreptitiously, so it couldn't be seen from the table, I placed my phone on the chair next to me. At the same time, I tapped and launched the recording app I had installed on the bus.

—*BING.*

...So it's the kind that makes a startup sound.

Feeling awkward, I glanced at them, but they were ignoring me, with Rinzaki-san holding a menu and talking to Arisugawa-san.

"Paisen! I hear the tea is delicious, but what else is good!?"

"I recommend the croissant. It was crispy and fluffy."

"Seriously! Then I'll have that. What about you, Kyo-chan? This honey bacon hamburger or something?"

"Ah, no... just tea for me."

I actually prefer orange juice to tea, but I read the room and ordered tea as well.

And what's with that? Honey, bacon, and hamburger? I can understand the latter two together, but there's no way that's something you pour honey on.

Is this some kind of worldwide taste sensation...? I mean, in American dramas, they put honey on bacon and sausage too.

"Excuse me! We'd like to order!!"

While I was still confused, Rinzaki-san called over a waiter. I hurriedly asked the waiter who came over to give me a separate check.

I feel like I got a lukewarm look. Was it that? Did they think I was a kid trying to act like an adult?

I guess I can't blame them for thinking that, but this is a pretty serious situation for me. I'm talking to someone who might be running a honey trap, after all.

"Well then. First of all, congratulations to you both on passing the adventurer exam. When I heard you were starting as 'E' rank, I was as happy as if it were my own accomplishment."

"Ossu! We did our best!"

"Th-Thanks..."

Arisugawa-san's cheerful words made my voice turn into a whisper.

...If this person has no ulterior motives at all, doesn't that make me a pretty rude guy?

Ah, maybe I should have just declined the invitation and gone home alone. Even if it meant going to the dungeon solo, I did have a 'secret plan.'

"Fufufu. Don't be so tense, Kyo-chan-kun."

"Kyo—"

"I'm not going to eat you. I am but a harmless and frail university student."

...Why do foreigners start calling people by nicknames right away? I guess she might be half or quarter, given her name.

I really don't get this sense of distance.

"But well. It seems it will take some time for you to let your guard down. However, it's not good to keep a minor out late. So, let's get straight to the point."

I straightened my back at Arisugawa-san's words.

Thank goodness. I have no idea what to talk about with an older woman, so this is a relief.

"Kyo-chan-kun. I want you to team up with this Erina-kun and accept a request from me."

"A request...?"

"Indeed. But I'm not asking you to do anything special. I just want you to 'show' me your dungeon explorations."

Arisugawa-san continued with a cynical smile.

"I want you to become the hands and feet for my frail, ephemeral self."



		
			Chapter 6

			Inevitability and Coincidence

			"My hands and feet, you say?"

"Precisely. But before I explain that, why don't I disclose my skills?"

"Uh, sure…"

Her brisk, clear way of speaking was a bit overwhelming.

*Besides, who just tells their skills to someone they've just met?* I wondered, but I held my tongue so as not to interrupt the flow of the conversation.

"I have two skills: [Telepathy] and [Appraisal]. That said, my [Telepathy] is a little special."

As she spoke, Arisugawa-san took two small hand mirrors from her bag.

She placed one on the desk and held the other up in front of her face.

*'This is how it works.'*

"Wha—!?"

Suddenly, Arisugawa-san's face appeared in the mirror on the table. *Wait, is this a video call?*

No, it wasn't a tablet. This had to be her skill.

*'Even with the same skill name, the effects and procedures can differ. Most telepathy is just that—telepathy—but mine requires an extra step. It needs these special mirrors. In return, I can see scenery through the mirror, not just transmit words.'*

"I-I see…"

*'Annnnd! While radio waves don't work in dungeons, my skill is a different story. I can give instructions to someone I've given a mirror to beforehand and tell them to show me this or that!!'*

*Ah, so she really is Rinzaki-san's relative. Her energy level is just as weirdly high.*

Putting the mirror down, Arisugawa-san graced her beautiful features with a nihilistic smile.

"And that's the gist of it. I'd like you to accept my offer."

"Umm…"

"Paisen! That explanation was way too short, Paisen!!"

Rinzaki-san was right. I understood how her [Telepathy] worked, and I had a vague idea of what she wanted me to do.

But that was it. I still had no idea who this person was or why she wanted to do this.

"Hmm. Then allow me to explain in a little more detail."

"Y-Yes, please."

*...Wait. How did I end up being the one asking?*

"I am, as you can see, a university student in the bloom of her youth, and the professor in my lab happens to be intensely curious about dungeons."

As she spoke, Arisugawa-san offered me a business card.

I took it instinctively and was a little surprised to see the name of a famous national university in our prefecture.

*No way... a person this eccentric is from...?*

"However! If you've taken the course, then you should know, yes? The government 'does not permit items obtained in a dungeon to be taken outside the Dungeon Store without permission'."

"Y-Yeah, I know…"

Arisugawa-san sighed dramatically. As she said, drop items, minerals, and plants found in a dungeon are forbidden from being taken outside the store.

Adventurers can only sell dungeon items at the designated buyback counters inside the Dungeon Store.

"I think I learned that they're sent as samples to government-designated research labs after that…"

"Those 'designated labs,' you see, are almost all overseas. I'm sure it's partly because they have more funding and better technology, but it seems there's some politics involved as well."

"...Seriously?"

"Seriously."

*So the rumor that the Dungeon Law was passed with a push from foreign countries might actually be true.*

If what she's saying is correct, anyway.

"If you think I'm lying, try searching online. You'll see the names of four famous domestic universities and research institutes, followed by the single word 'etc.' to round it all out. Meanwhile, there are alreeeady tons of papers published under the names of foreign researchers."

Though she was smiling, a dark light flickered in Arisugawa-san's eyes as she continued.

"Ah, it's truly a terrible state of affairs. I want to see, touch, and study dungeon items, too. To be robbed of an outlet for my intellectual curiosity is nothing short of torture, you know…!"

*What is with this woman...?*

*Shouldn't she be more concerned about getting her name on a paper or something?*

"Paisen's a pretty huge weirdo! You can't grow up to be an adult like her, Kyou-chan!!"

"Ah, right, well, um…"

*Aren't you, the one saying that with a huge smile while she's sitting right next to you, also on that side of the line? Just in a different way.*

I thought about saying it but kept it to myself. That would be a bit too rude.

"Are you two even listening? In any case! I, and my professor, are dying to research dungeons!!"

"Oh, by the way, the professor is our grandma! She's exactly like Paisen!"

I see. So a higher-grade weirdo, then.

"Um, in that case, couldn't you just become an adventurer yourself...?"

"I told you a moment ago. I am frail."

"Paisen once got into a brawl with an elementary school girl back in high school and got totally wrecked! She's a weakling who came home crying! Watch what you say to her!!!"

"Heh heh heh, let 'em have it, Erina-kun."

"Somehow, I'm sorry."

*And shouldn't Rinzaki-san be the one watching what she says?*

"This [Telepathy] is quite convenient, you see. I can even use [Appraisal] remotely."

"...Ah, you don't mean—"

My gaze instinctively flicked to Rinzaki-san's earring.

"Exactly. I have a mirror embedded in her earring. I was examining the stats of all the candidates at the testing site before the exam began."

"It's the clip-on type!!"

These two beautiful-but-disappointing women puffed out their chests proudly. What they did was basically half-voyeurism.

*Wait, did she disclose her own skills at the start... as a way of atoning for looking at mine without permission?*

*Ah, no, that's not it. Her eyes have been sparkling this entire time. From the very beginning.*

"Of course, I turned it off during the test, so you can rest easy. As for your performance in the fight, I only know what Erina-kun told me via email on the way home."

"...Well, I understand why Rinzaki-san approached me now."

It wasn't just a coincidence, nor was it because we were both loners. She judged me based on my skills and stats.

I wasn't going to say it was wrong, and I wasn't offended. If anything, it made sense.

Dungeons are a matter of life and death. As long as you're not breaking the law, there's nothing wrong with putting in the effort. Though I do think it's a breach of manners.

"Promising adventurers, with few exceptions, are already spoken for. So we decided to bet on finding new talent. Man, I was lucky to succeed in reeling one in like this!"

In the middle of our conversation, the items we ordered arrived.

I don't usually drink much tea, but the one before me had a wonderful aroma rising with the steam that tickled my nostrils.

"So, what do you say? Won't you team up with us? I think this will be highly beneficial for you as well. Of course, you'll be compensated by our lab."

"...You said you saw my stats and skills with [Appraisal], but is that really enough to hire me?"

Before I could even question how suspicious this was, another question popped into my head.

[Appraisal].

It's a god-tier skill in countless works of fiction, and it's highly valued in this country now that reality has turned into a fantasy.

But it's not omnipotent. For starters, when it comes to 'Unique Skills,' it seems it can only reveal the name.

That's why I could keep a straight face when I underwent [Appraisal] at the government office.

There was no way someone would see the name [Sage's Nucleus] and immediately connect it to a Philosopher's Stone. If someone asked for details, I planned on saying something like, 'Thanks to this skill, my head feels clear and I'm overflowing with stamina.'

*...That excuse makes it sound really bad for my health, though.*

On top of that, I've heard that it can only read regular skills in broad strokes. It gives a fuzzy idea of 'what it can do,' but the finer details remain unknown.

The skill [Appraisal] is convenient and useful, but it's not absolute or all-powerful.

With just that information, why me?

"Tsk, tsk, tsk. You're so naive, Kyou-chan-kun."

Arisugawa-san clicked her tongue and wagged her finger.

"You may not know this, but an Awakened Person with 'three normal skills' and 'one unique skill' is incredibly rare. We're talking only '0.001%' of the population in Japan."

"What?"

Seriously? I thought I read online that there were more... wait, was that a lie? But who's lying?

I guess I should trust Arisugawa-san over some anonymous person on the internet...? But still.

"Personally, I think of 'one skill' as 'C-Rank,' 'two skills' as 'R,' 'three skills' as 'SR,' and 'three skills plus a unique' as 'SSR.' My, oh my. I really did pull a divine roll."

"You make it sound like a gacha game…"

I get what she's trying to say, though.

Still, 0.001%... That's certainly not a lot. So does that mean I really was one of the chosen ones...?

*...Wait, that's not 0.001% of Awakened Persons, it's of all Japanese people. The current population is, what, 120 million...*

Yeah, there are still a lot of chosen ones.

"Besides all that, your physical abilities are quite high for an Awakened Person. You should have more confidence in yourself."

"Uh, okay. ...But still, wouldn't it be more efficient if you went to the dungeon yourself, Arisugawa-san...?"

She said she lost to an elementary schooler, but that must have been before she became an Awakened Person.

The difference between being Awakened and not has a massive impact on physical ability. I cleaved a Zombie Kobold in two today, but before I Awakened, it would have eaten me for breakfast.

Even if her skills aren't suited for combat, I don't think this is a job for some high school kid.

When I voiced my thoughts, Arisugawa-san set her cup back on its saucer with a fearless smile.

"I see. So you're that curious about—my true power."

"...!"

The moment Arisugawa-san said that, I swallowed hard.

What was this... 'intensity'? A shadow fell across her elegant face, and the corners of her mouth curled up like a crescent moon.

"Eighteen seconds."

"...What's that number for...?"

At some point, a cold sweat had started to run down my spine.

An indescribable weight enveloped my entire body. It was a fear greater than the first time I'd locked eyes with the Zombie Kobold.

Eighteen seconds. Was she telling me, *'That's how long it'll take me to kill you,'* or something...!

"That's my time for the 100-meter dash."

"...Huh?"

"Before I Awakened, it was a struggle just to finish the race."

*You're a university student, aren't you? Isn't it kind of a problem that you couldn't run 100 meters at your age?*

"...Ah, by any chance, do you have some kind of illness—"

"I've never even had a cold in my entire life."

"Ah, I see."

I'm not sure what to say to that proud declaration.

"Paisen! This croissant is seriously amazing!!"

"Right?"

And at some point, Rinzaki-san had already finished her croissant.

I'd seen her in the corner of my eye, tearing off bite-sized pieces and popping them into her mouth. Her movements were graceful, but the pace was so fast that it was a slightly surreal sight.

What is with these two?

"I'll give you two orders from outside the dungeon and navigate for you using a map. If there's an accident, I can even call for rescue from the Dungeon Store. And Erina-kun has extremely useful skills outside of direct combat. Using my earlier analogy, she's an 'excellent SR'."

"Heck yeah I am!"

"And as I said before, you'll be paid by the university lab. Don't you think it's a good deal?"

Well, it *is* a good deal. It really is.

That's what makes it so suspicious, but it seems they just hold me in high regard.

Above all, having a professor from a national university backing this adds a lot of credibility.

I'm torn. I'm really torn.

"Ah, right. The professor told me to give the candidate a summary of the specific payment amounts and various conditions."

With that, Arisugawa-san took out her phone.

"May I have your contact info? Dealing with paper documents is a pain, so I didn't bring any."

"Oh, sure."

I answered on impulse. *A beautiful university student's contact info...*

*Is this really a honey trap?*

"Alright. Looks like it sent properly."

"...Um."

When I saw the contents of the contract she'd sent, I froze for a few seconds. Then, I somehow managed to force out my voice.

"What is it? Is the pay not enough? Every company out there is desperate for dungeon-related information. I could probably get the companies partnered with our lab to increase it."

"No, on the contrary, it's, uh, a lot."

"What's up, Kyou-chan? You're talking all stiff."

*I don't want to hear that from you, fake foreigner.*

According to this contract, I'd get a minimum of 50,000 yen for a single dungeon exploration. And that's for an 'F' or 'E' rank dungeon.

If it's a 'D' or 'C' rank dungeon, or if we find information on a useful drop item, the pay goes up even further.

Even if I only explore once a day, that's a guaranteed 50,000 yen daily. If I dedicated myself to this, I could live a pretty comfortable life, couldn't I?

Well, dungeons are a recent phenomenon. There's always a chance they could suddenly disappear, so I have no intention of quitting high school.

"It's not too much at all. When dungeon items eventually hit the market, knowing what kind of things will be available is extremely valuable information. Any company would gladly spend that kind of 'chump change' to get advance intel."

It's true, dungeon items could flow into the market in the future. So this is an investment and information gathering, with that in mind.

Considering the amount being offered to a mere high school student, it started to seem reasonable.

Though, to be able to pay this much even when it could all end up being for nothing, my first thought is still, *'They must be loaded.'*

"...Can I take this home for a bit? I'd like to discuss it with my parents."

"Of course. More importantly, your tea is getting cold, you know?"

"Ah, yes."

I took a sip of the now slightly lukewarm tea, but I'd forgotten to add sugar, so it was bitter.

*Yeah, I still prefer orange juice.*

"Oh, by the way, Kyou-chan."

"Yes, what is it?"

Having already finished her tea and croissant, Rinzaki-san tilted her head and looked at me.

"It's true that the reason I invited you to be my partner was because of the [Appraisal] results, but there's another reason I talked to you, you know?"

"Huh, really?"

She was closer to my age and we'd been in a dungeon together, so Rinzaki-san was easier to talk to than Arisugawa-san.

I calmly sipped my tea as I replied.

"Because we go to the same school."

" "

My hand, which was about to raise the teacup, froze.

"And we're in the same grade."

"...Srsly?"

"Srsly!!"

I couldn't help but ask in slang, and she responded with a huge smile and a victory pose.

"We're in different classes, but I look forward to working with you! Kyou-chan!!"

...Let's just get to the conclusion.

After talking it over with my parents, I decided to accept Arisugawa-san's offer.

What sealed the deal for my parents was the 'ability to request rescue in an emergency via [Telepathy]' and the 'credibility of having a national university professor backing it.' They even called the university to confirm, so the business card and contract were both legit.

As for my reason... let's just say there were a number of them.
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Third-Person POV

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. One floor of the Central Government Building here currently serves as the headquarters of the Dungeon Agency.

'The Dungeon Agency.'

Its responsibilities are wide-ranging: tracking and managing dungeons throughout Japan, sharing information with relevant parties like the Self-Defense Force, formulating countermeasures against monsters, and so on.

Among those duties was 'the monitoring of Awakened Persons and assessment of their potential threat.'

In a certain room within the Dungeon Agency, at the corner of an office lined with desks, sat a larger table.

Ten men and women were gathered around it. Paper documents were spread across the table, and about half of the staff held tablets.

"...The number of adventurers has more than doubled since last year, has it?"

A staff member next to the 'Director' nodded in response to his murmur.

"Yes. The media has been actively featuring adventurers and dungeons. Public awareness has spread considerably."

"Online, in particular, there are numerous posts expressing admiration for or envy of adventurers. It seems they're viewed quite favorably."

The man, the Director, furrowed his brow at his subordinate's slightly fast-paced report.

"Just as the foreign powers intended, I see."

The 'Dungeon Law,' which permitted civilians to work as adventurers and explore dungeons.

That bill was passed through the Diet largely due to pressure from foreign countries.

'Dungeons are the new frontier.'

Those words, uttered by an American journalist, had caused a firestorm, especially since people had been dying due to dungeon *stampedes*. But they were an accurate representation of the opinion held by many foreign nations.

Unknown minerals. Mysterious plants. And land that bore traces of human presence but was uninhabited.

Every country wanted it. But no country wanted to spend its own money or risk its own people.

'Since the dungeons are in Japan, let's have Japan do the investigating.'

It was a natural conclusion, and had the situation been reversed, the Japanese government would likely have thought the same.

Furthermore, for the foreign nations who wanted to understand the nature of dungeons as quickly as possible, more hands on deck was better. There was no time to spare, given the possibility that dungeons could spread beyond Japan's borders, or that something even more catastrophic might occur.

That was the purpose of the Dungeon Law.

"The Ministry of Defense and the National Police Agency have voiced considerable dissatisfaction. They claim they can handle it on their own."

"However, the number of dungeons continues to increase. The Self-Defense Force alone can't possibly manage, and the police lack the necessary firepower."

But even setting aside foreign interests, Japan had its own reasons for needing to pass the Dungeon Law.

Dungeons multiply.

As of now, there were approximately '500' confirmed dungeons nationwide. After three major municipal mergers, the number of municipalities in Japan is about '1,700.' That meant there was a dungeon in one out of every three or four municipalities.

A year after the 'Day of Awakening,' there were about '400.' That number has increased by '100.'

The cause, and the conditions under which they appear, are unknown. And this number only accounts for confirmed dungeons; it's possible that more have appeared deep in uninhabited mountains or in long-abandoned houses and have yet to be discovered.

The Self-Defense Force cannot devote all its resources to dungeons. It has to defend against foreign threats, provide disaster relief, and suppress any dungeons that happen to stampede. Their plate is full.

Meanwhile, the police don't have the firepower to take down some of the monsters that have already been confirmed. More importantly, the police are just as short-staffed. On top of their regular duties, they also have to search for undiscovered dungeons.

Furthermore, each municipality is so busy creating evacuation manuals for dungeon stampedes and explaining Dungeon Store procedures to residents that they can't possibly spare people to help elsewhere. In fact, they're the ones asking the government for help.

They're desperate for any help they can get, willing to clutch at any straw. That is the current state of Japan.

"However, it's also a problem if Awakened Persons level up too much in the dungeons," one of the subordinates continued, manipulating his tablet.

"At the recent joint military exercise between Japan and the U.S., which was held in secret, I heard that the Ground Self-Defense Force was completely routed by a 'Level 10' Awakened Person who had never received any combat training."

It was an 'experiment' where the U.S. military loaned training equipment, including paint rounds, in exchange for shared data.

A unit of 30 non-Awakened soldiers, chosen from the GSDF's infantry, engaged a 'Level 10 adventurer' in a simulated urban environment. The SDF's armament consisted of rifles loaded with paint rounds and throwables like stun grenades. In contrast, the Awakened Person had only a single bamboo sword—a disparity in numbers and equipment that, from an outside perspective, looked like bullying.

The SDF soldiers, despite the odds, approached the match without letting their guard down and...

In approximately 12 minutes, the SDF side was, in a literal sense, annihilated.

In a follow-up experiment, the SDF side formulated a new strategy based on information about the Awakened Person and their fighting style, and they emerged victorious. However, nine soldiers still received a 'killed in action' judgment.

It was hardly a victory to celebrate.

"Awakened Persons are practically human weapons. They can carry their weapons anywhere, and some of them can turn invisible or teleport. On top of that, they can become stronger than a brown bear. It's no surprise that some people want to use them for military purposes. In fact, overseas, they already—"

"Hey."

A female staff member sitting next to the man, who was still talking with his eyes on his tablet, lightly tapped his shoulder.

"There are people in this room who have family members who are Awakened. Please choose your words more carefully."

"Ah."

The man looked toward the Director and several other colleagues.

"My apologies."

"No. Do not let personal feelings interfere. I will do the same. Everyone, please speak your minds freely. Right now, we need all the wisdom we can get."

The Director, whose daughter was an Awakened Person, looked around at his subordinates.

In response, one of them raised a hand.

"In that case, I believe it would be best to further reinforce the impression that 'Awakened Persons level up by defeating monsters'."

The staff member continued, looking at the documents in his hand.

"If it becomes public knowledge that 'levels also increase when humans are killed,' it could lead to an increase in violent crime."

──Killing a person also grants experience points.

The government learned this fact as a result of a certain incident.

Seven months after the 'Day of Awakening,' a murder occurred, committed by an Awakened Person. The use of skills made it extremely difficult to track the perpetrator.

The final toll was 14 dead and 3 injured. It shocked the nation as a major incident in the modern era.

The perpetrator was only identified because they began leaving behind items and messages that could serve as evidence at the scenes, driven by a desire for self-display.

And so, they succeeded in arresting the culprit.

The criminal had never once been inside a dungeon. However, while their [Appraisal] at the prefectural office had shown them to be 'Level 1,' at the time of their arrest, they had become 'Level 2.'

From this, it was inferred that experience could be gained by killing beings other than monsters.

"However, I believe it's only a matter of time before this becomes common knowledge."

Another staff member raised a hand.

"Crime committed by Awakened Persons is increasing year by year. It's possible we'll see another incident with as many casualties as that one."

"And with the rise of illicit part-time jobs these days..."

"Leveling up is possible through means other than crime—or rather, other than murder. An Awakened Person working in the fishing industry could potentially gain the necessary experience to level up just by gutting fish."

It might seem somewhat comical to see bureaucrats in suits seriously discussing 'leveling up,' 'monsters,' and 'dungeons,' but they were deadly serious.

What was once thought to be fiction had now become reality.

"Is it best, then, to rely on Awakened officers to arrest Awakened criminals...?"

"However, the SDF and police currently don't have much of a level advantage."

The female staff member who had admonished her colleague looked down at her tablet.

"Initially, the SDF and police were defeating monsters using modern weaponry, but reports have come in from various quarters that their level progression is slower than those who defeat monsters with 'Arcane Gear' or their bare hands."

"Right. There are cases of SDF soldiers who have killed hundreds of monsters with a machine gun and are still only 'Level 5'."

Another colleague nodded and scratched his head.

That's right. It had become apparent that unless a monster was defeated with Arcane Gear or bare hands, one could barely form a 'connection' with it.

The SDF and police had been fighting monsters since before the Dungeon Law was enacted, but they had gained few levels from it. It wasn't that they gained no experience at all, but it was extremely inefficient.

As a result, many of their personnel are being surpassed in level by first-year adventurers.

"...That's not something we can publicize. The police will have to level up secretly using 'Arcane Gear.' There's no other way."

"Agreed. I don't want to believe people are that foolish, but we must consider the possibility that an adventurer, seeing the level disparity, might think 'no one can punish me for what I do' and go on a rampage."

Currently, the number of incidents involving Awakened Persons is considered... low.

There are cases where crimes go unnoticed simply because skills are used to conceal them. But beyond that, the vast majority of Awakened Persons are simply good citizens. They know the risks of breaking the law and live earnestly.

However, if that restraint were to be removed—even if based on a misunderstanding—and they were to be overcome by a sense of omnipotence, there is no telling how they might act.

If a small number of Awakened Persons were to run rampant, the SDF and police could easily handle it if they moved in with 'lethal intent.' They could even send in a high-level, combat-specialized Awakened Person to suppress them non-lethally.

But just like dungeons, the number of Awakened Persons is also increasing. As the population grows, it is natural that the number of those who stray from the path will also increase, and a 'something' could occur that exceeds the response capacity of government organizations.

"But if we eliminate the adventurer system, we won't have the manpower..."

"It's a balancing act. If we shore up one side, the other collapses."

It would be troublesome if Awakened Persons leveled up too much, but without them, the SDF and police alone cannot handle the dungeons.

In that case, they had no choice but to steer toward preventing the 'certain danger' of dungeon stampedes over the 'mere possibility' of a rampage by Awakened Persons.

"But the disparity in abilities among Awakened Persons is drastic, isn't it?"

The male staff member who had looked awkward earlier murmured as he glanced at the documents.

"There are some Awakened who would lose to a non-Awakened civilian, but there are also those who are as strong as a professional soldier right from 'Level 1'."

"Well, Awakened Persons are human too. It's natural there would be individual differences."

"In that case, should we really be focusing on Awakened Persons with high stats or powerful skills? In fact, if we narrow our focus to just them, couldn't we save on budget and personnel?"

"That would be the case, but... the accuracy of [Appraisal], and the number of users..."

Everyone fell silent.

The number of [Appraisal] skill users the Japanese government had managed to secure the cooperation of was only a few dozen. With one in thirty people now being an Awakened Person, this was not nearly enough. They also needed these individuals to appraise items and monsters discovered in dungeons.

Moreover, foreign powers were actively recruiting Awakened Persons. The number of [Appraisal] skill users willing to cooperate with the government was a prime target and was dwindling further.

Furthermore, there were many skills whose effects were unknown even after being appraised. They could only learn the skill's name; they had to ask the person themselves what the skill actually did. There was always the risk of a false report.

No, even before that, the sheer number of Awakened Persons made it practically impossible to question each and every one of them under the current circumstances.

After that, various other opinions were put forward. Some were groundbreaking ideas, and the meeting seemed to be a fruitful one.

"However, how many of these proposals can we actually implement 'within budget'?"

The female staff member's softly spoken words caused the Director to close his eyes with a pained expression.

"...I will take a few of the proposals from this meeting that received the most support and bring them to my superiors."

"All we can do now is hope for the budget proposal that will be submitted at the next Diet session."

The words of the male staff member, clutching a tablet to his chest, said it all.

The Dungeon Agency. It was chronically understaffed, and even more so, underfunded.

For these passionate public servants, the mornings were early, and the nights were long.



		
			Chapter 8

			The Socially Awkward Awakened Person

			'Alchemy.'

It was a 'discipline' with the goal of transforming imperfect metals into the perfect metal: gold.

In modern times, however, it had become a 'former discipline,' something heard of only in occult magazines, shady cults, and fantasy stories. Of course, the study of alchemy contributed to the development of physics and chemistry, but alchemists themselves were generally treated as either fairy tale characters or con artists.

What a strange irony it was that it was now recognized as something that could 'actually be used.'

From a cardboard box in the corner of my room, I took out a flask.

When one thinks of alchemy, after 'transmutation of gold' and the 'Philosopher's Stone,' there's another famous thing... or rather, 'being.'

'Homunculus.'

An 'artificial human' created by placing several types of herbs and male semen into a flask, sealing it, and leaving it for forty days.

This one was something I 'intentionally made using the wrong procedure.'

Inside the flask I held, there was no little person, but a floating white mist.

Semen is required because the information of the soul is necessary. This allows the Homunculus to possess a certain level of knowledge and intelligence from the start, as well as a pseudo-soul.

So, what would happen if I infused it with 'just mana' instead of semen?

Furthermore, the temperature was just room temperature, not the ideal condition.

The result was this existence, which possessed neither personality nor knowledge... not even a soul. Just as I'd planned.

As for how I have such knowledge, it was written in the book that was fixed to the back of my waist when I wore my 'Arcane Gear.'

Whether formed by the influence of my unique ability, that book contains the fundamentals of alchemy.

Thinking about it calmly, it's a deeply mysterious book. Who wrote it, and how?

But if I'm going down that road, the 'magic' that exists as a skill is also extremely strange.

'Magic.'

This ability, sometimes possessed by Awakened Persons, comes with knowledge. They say that the moment they Awaken, information about magic they never knew before suddenly enters their minds.

According to a post online, one person described it as, 'It felt like I connected to somewhere for a moment, and a massive PDF file was slammed into my brain.'

While I didn't feel much of anything strange when I Awakened, it seems that Awakened who gained magic experienced strong nausea and fatigue.

There are rumors that they might have 'connected to the Akashic Records' or something, but the details are unknown. For now, they use it because they can. In fact, most Awakened feel that using their skills is as natural as 'of course I can use it.'

Various scholars question whether this is dangerous, but for an Awakened Person, it feels as natural as moving their own limbs... I myself have no aversion to using my skills, as long as it doesn't cause trouble for others.

Anyway, it seems that in my case, the knowledge of 'Alchemy' was output as part of my 'Arcane Gear,' like an accessory to my unique ability, rather than being downloaded into my brain.

However, compared to someone who has 'Alchemy' as a skill, the amount and precision of my knowledge are worlds apart.

They already have the necessary knowledge in their heads and can draw a transmutation circle instantly with just a piece of chalk. I, on the other hand, have to repeatedly stare at my book, rely on a ruler and compass to draw, and then nearly cry and redraw it because of a millimeter-long error.

...I once saw a video online of someone who had created their own Homunculus.

It was footage of a tiny girl in a dress, singing and dancing inside a flask.

It immediately blew up in a storm of controversy, with people calling it 'a human rights violation' and 'an evil act of creating life against nature and ethics.' The video was taken down within a few days, but it was so shocking that it's still a topic of discussion on the internet today.

Could I create a Homunculus as intricate as that?

...To put it simply, yes, I could. If I were to just create it as a beautiful doll, it would be within the scope of the basics. In fact, if I used the power of my 'Nucleus,' it should have the precision equivalent to a skill user's.

But I won't. Or rather, I can't, emotionally.

Creating a Homunculus isn't illegal, technically. It became a topic of discussion as to whether it violated laws related to cloning, but the laws concerning skills themselves are hardly established. On top of that, Homunculus technology and cloning technology are completely different, so it's unclear to what extent the law should apply.

But I don't think that just because it's not against the law, anything is permissible. I couldn't stomach the idea of creating and consuming a life.

Which brings me to this imperfect Homunculus-like thing. It's not a life, just a kind of AI, mana with a slight tinge of color.

*...I'm sounding a bit like a mad scientist myself.*

And someone who doesn't know about alchemy or magic would probably say, 'What's the difference?!'

*It's different, I swear. This really isn't a living being. It's like something an amateur desperately cobbled together by writing some code.*

But I digress.

I made this for one reason and one reason only: dungeon exploration.

I placed a kettle I had bought beforehand onto a transmutation circle drawn on a piece of copy paper. Then, I poured a ton of mana into it.

As I did, I was cheating by clutching a memo in one hand, on which I had transcribed notes from my 'Arcane Gear' book. Activating alchemy requires the 'formula' to be in the user's mind, but there's no way I could memorize something like this.

After a red glow, the shape of the kettle changed. The spout disappeared, and the opening at the top widened.

I confirmed that the flask could fit inside, padded it with cotton and an oven mitt I bought at the 100-yen store, and...

Finally, I attached a marble to the kettle using alchemy, and it was complete.

This was my 'secret weapon' for if I couldn't form a party with anyone. Now that I had teamed up with Rinzaki-san, it seemed unnecessary, but I wanted to be extra careful.

As for its specific use, well, that will come in due time. For now, I was satisfied with the 'vessel' I had created from the kettle.

*...Thinking about it again, alchemy is really convenient.*

It can't do flashy things on the spot like other magic, but it's a skill that goes head-to-head with modern industrial technology.

By the way, the person who made that Homunculus I thought of earlier is in police custody.

The charge was 'selling gold ingots made with alchemy on the internet.'

There are other cases of Awakened who can use alchemy getting arrested for crimes like 'creating artificial diamonds and selling them door-to-door.'

What's wild is that it doesn't seem to be some government conspiracy; they're genuinely committing these crimes...

The Dungeon Law prohibits the sale of items created with production-type skills for profit, and creating precious metals or gems is also outlawed. I need to be careful not to accidentally get caught up in that myself.

I thought about such things as I put the kettle and flask into my bag for adventuring activities.

*...If I could make and sell rare metals with alchemy, I'd be a multimillionaire in no time. No, wait, other alchemists would make them too, so the price would probably crash immediately.*

***

The time of trial is upon me.

The final bell has tolled, and my surroundings have become a living hell.

A sense of alienation and anxiety, as if I've been cast out alone into a wasteland. And the fear of when an irresistible hardship will strike.

A demonic space where one must not make enemies, and where allies are nowhere to be found.

That is──the classroom during break time.

...I know. I know what I have to do.

I can't be passive. I need to be the one to talk to others. Those who do not act are rarely given anything.

But I don't know what to talk about.

My conversation deck consists of things like games and anime. If someone thought, 'I'm not interested,' or 'That's creepy,' it would be all over.

In middle school, I used to get excited talking about that stuff with my friends during breaks. But they're not here anymore. They've gone far away. Specifically, out of the prefecture and out of the country.

'Why not just talk to the otaku-ish classmates?' you ask? Don't lump all otaku together. There are Gundam otaku and hard-core Jump fans, you know.

On top of that, I'm a casual fan. I only know a shallow and narrow range of things. If the other person is the type to proselytize, it's not so bad, but if they're the exclusionary type, I'll seriously run out of people to talk to...!

As a result, here I am, fiddling with my phone during breaks, giving off a 'please don't talk to me' aura.

'But you want people to talk to you, don't you?' you might say. Being seen as a lonely loner is, well, embarrassing...

*Agh. Rinzaki-san is in the next class. Maybe I can find a way to meet her during lunch... no, I can't.*

If I had the vitality to go see a girl in another class, I wouldn't be a loner in the first place.

But, but when it's after school...!

"Hey, Kyou-chan! How're ya doing!?"

"!?"

Someone suddenly clapped me on the shoulder, and I jumped in surprise.

*Wait, that voice...*

"R-Rinzaki-san?"

"Yes! I am Rinzaki Erina!! Good morning! Or is it good afternoon? Good morfternoon!"

When I turned around, a beautiful blonde girl stood there with a smug look, her arms crossed under her ample chest.

The entire classroom's attention focused on me. As a conspicuous beauty with a loud voice, this self-proclaimed ninja really stands out.

"Uh, um, why are you here...?"

"Greetings are important!!"

*...Wait, did she seriously come all the way to the next classroom just to say 'hello'?*

Arisugawa-san asked us to go to a dungeon right away today, so we're going to see each other after school anyway. She's quite conscientious.

"Th-Thanks."

"Yup!!!"

After a big nod, she shot her right hand into the air.

"Well then! Let's go to the dungeon together after school!!"

"Yes, I will."

"FIGHT!!"

"...F-Fight-o."

"One-hundred times!!"

*You should probably just stick with one.*

The overly energetic ninja (self-proclaimed) left the classroom with a smug look. In the hallway were some of her friends, it seemed.

"Yeah! The one with the pretty eyes is Kyou-chan!! He's strong!!"

...I couldn't hear the other girls' voices, but Rinzaki-san's loud voice echoed clearly.

The classroom fell silent for a moment, and the gazes that had been following her returned to me.

*Oh, this is scary.*

Just as I was thinking of escaping to the bathroom, the person in the seat next to me spoke up.

"Hey, Yagawa-kun. Is that person Rinzaki-san from the next class?"

"Uh, oh, yeah."

Crap, I answered on impulse and missed my chance to get up.

Before I knew it, I was surrounded by several classmates. *N-Not good...!*

"Whoa, what's your relationship? Is she your girlfriend?"

"No, we're in a party as adventurers..."

"Yagawa-kun, you're an adventurer?! Seriously? That's awesome!"

"It's not that awesome... I think."

"So you can use magic and stuff? What are dungeons like?"

"Well, I can't use magic... and I've only been to a dungeon once, for the exam, so..."

"Wanna try cross-dressing?"

"N-No thanks..."

They talked to me for a while after that, but soon everyone got bored and the area around me quieted down.

*...Isn't this the point where not being able to turn this into an opportunity is what makes me a loner?*

I thought so, but it was too late. I wish the goddess of opportunity had hair on the back of her head, too. Long hair, down to her feet.

I did try my best to expand the conversation halfway through. But well... Awakened Persons are 'special.' That's a sentiment that's been growing stronger lately.

I was busy studying for exams so I don't know the details, but apparently the culprit in a serial murder case that happened seven months after the 'Day of Awakening' was an Awakened Person, and it caused quite a stir.

The fear of being killed before you even know what happened, thanks to a skill. The envy towards those who can use these supernatural abilities. And the imposed expectation that they should deal with the dangerous dungeons.

The gazes of my non-Awakened classmates, a mixture of various emotions... were, frankly, terrifying.

These 'eyes' of mine sometimes see too much. They perceive people's expressions and the movements of their gazes all too clearly.

If asked whether I'd want to get rid of my [Spirit Eye], I'd have to shake my head. I don't want to lose this 'specialness.'

I might just be scaring myself for no reason, but... still...

I let out a small sigh that no one could hear and looked at my phone.

──After school, my and Rinzaki-san's adventurer debut awaits.

Right now, I couldn't wait for it.



		
			Chapter 9

			Golem

			After school. It wasn't like Rinzaki-san and I walked home together—not at all.

We live in different directions, so we went our separate ways, got our things ready at home, and then headed to the dungeon.

We did meet up again at the station, though.

"Man, I'm getting pumped! It's like we're at a theme park!"

"Y-Yeah, I guess..."

I was tired. Somehow, I was already tired.

She had been talking nonstop, to the point where I started to suspect she had infinite stamina.

What was really surprising was that she even used some mysterious advanced technique of 'shouting in a whisper' on the train and bus. Maybe she was born from a mouth.

Or maybe she has a disease that will kill her if she stops talking. Her chattiness was enough to make me genuinely worry about that.

In any case, the dungeon.

The bus ride there was normal, for the most part, except for the person next to me.

A shopping arcade with shuttered storefronts stretching from the station. A slightly old-looking supermarket, and ladies with eco-bags, probably on their way home from shopping.

But gradually, the signs of people disappeared, and by the time we reached the Dungeon Store, we were surrounded by empty houses.

When a dungeon gate is discovered, the government 'orders' an evacuation of a one-kilometer radius for safety.

The prefecture is supposed to provide housing for several months, but naturally, there's resistance to suddenly being told to abandon your home.

I understand the sentiment, but the danger in case of an emergency is real. Even an 'F' rank monster can kill a person, regardless of its strength.

As someone about to benefit from the dungeon, I know it's a troublesome existence. That labyrinth.

And so we arrived at the Dungeon Store. It didn't look much different from the supermarket I'd seen on the way. Maybe a little cleaner.

Passing through the automatic doors, to the right was a counter with numbers like a bank's reception desk, and chairs lined up in front of it. That must be the famous 'buyback corner.'

Further in, there was a convenience store, with two sets of tables and chairs set up near the automatic doors.

And to the left. There were changing rooms, a police box, and restrooms. There was also a space that looked like a clinic.

But the door to the most important room could be seen right as you entered.

At the very back of the Dungeon Store, there was a room with a sign that read 'Gate Room.'

"Well, I'm going to get changed..."

"Okay! Don't forget anything!"

"I won't."

Finally freed from Rinzaki-san, I headed to the men's changing room. I never thought talking to a beautiful girl could be this exhausting...

*Harem protagonists in rom-coms are amazing.*

With that thought, I finished getting ready in the changing room.

I'd be wearing my 'Arcane Gear' in the dungeon, but there was always the possibility of fainting and having it deactivate.

To prepare for such a situation, it was recommended to wear clothes with at least some level of protection that would be easy for a rescue team to carry. In my case, that meant navy-blue coveralls and long boots.

I looked less like an adventurer and more like some kind of laborer. I readjusted my hiking backpack and left the changing room.

These clothes and the backpack had cost me a fair bit for a high school student. I needed to earn it back.

It wasn't just a longing for the extraordinary; helping out with the family finances was another reason I became an adventurer. I hadn't forgotten about that.

Well, I figured I should use the restroom too, and when I came back from taking care of business, Rinzaki-san was waiting in front of the changing rooms.

"Yo! Kyou-chan!"

"Ah, sorry to keep you waiting."

"No worries!"

She was wearing a black tracksuit and sneakers. It suited her strangely well because she was beautiful, but she looked like she was just out for a stroll.

Well, it's true that it would be easy to carry her in that, and it's within the range of recommended attire.

"Alright then, Kyou-chan. Put this on."

"Okay."

I took the clip-on earring that Rinzaki-san offered me.

I tried to put it on, but... it was surprisingly difficult.

"Here, let me."

"Huh?"

Rinzaki-san deftly took the earring and clipped it onto my earlobe.

The warmth of her hand on my cheek, her fingertips brushing against my ear. With her beautiful face close enough for me to feel her breath, I felt my face turn red and looked away.

"There, all done!"

"Ah, thank you..."

"Mhm! You are most welcome!!"

I gave a small bow to Rinzaki-san, who was striking a proud pose with her hands on her hips, and a voice came from the earring.

*'Hello, hello, hello, Aira-san here. Can you hear me?'*

"Ah, yes. This is Yagawa. It's a pleasure to work with you."

"Loud and clear, Paisen!!"

*'Mm-hmm. You're as energetic as ever, Erina-kun. And Kyou-chan-kun, you need to be a little more enthusiastic.'*

"Uh, o-okay."

*'Alright then, for starters, let's have you disclose your fetishes.'*

"I'd rather not...?"

*What is she talking about?*

"Paisen! That's sexual harassment!!"

*'Hahaha. Oh, please. I read in a book that sharing fetishes is an efficient way to get friendly with boys.'*

*Burn that book.*

*'Well, now that we've gotten the witty banter out of the way, let's head to the dungeon.'*

"...Yes."

"Roger that!!"

*'Just to be sure, are you two feeling okay? You've both used the restroom? Anything you're concerned about?'*

"I'm fine... probably."

"All green, Paisen! A ninja is always prepared!"

*'Excellent. Then let's march. Shall I blow the conch shell?'*

"No, that's alright."

*Please don't. A conch shell right next to my ear is a form of terrorism.*

While feeling slightly wary of Arisugawa-san, who muttered a disappointed 'I see...', I headed towards the 'Gate Room.'

Passing through the door, I found another reception desk. However, unlike the 'buyback corner' outside, the person at this desk was a Self-Defense Force officer in a bulletproof vest.

"Hello. May I see your license, please?"

"Here you go."

I showed him my adventurer's license, and after he confirmed my identity, I opened another door at the back.

Beyond the thick metal door was a white door, just like the one I'd seen in the exam.

I silently deployed my 'Arcane Gear,' and next to me, Rinzaki-san also transformed.

I looped my lantern through my sword belt and spoke to Arisugawa-san in a whisper.

"Preparations complete. We're entering the dungeon now."

*'Mm. May fortune favor you in battle.'*

"Right."

I glanced back at Rinzaki-san, and she gave me a firm nod. It seemed she was mentally prepared as well. Her hand came to rest on my shoulder.

I placed my hand on the white door, pushed it open, and a black space that swallowed all light spread out before me.

Feeling an indescribable unease, I steeled myself and stepped inside.

There was that momentary sense of dislocation I'd felt during the exam. Is this what it feels like to be a dish on a tablecloth that's suddenly yanked away?

That feeling soon passed, replaced by a solid sensation under my feet. And artificial light illuminated the surroundings.

A damp, rocky cave. It was wide enough for people to pass each other with ease, and near the ceiling of the wall, LED lights were installed with power cables stretching out from them.

I checked my surroundings just in case, but there were no monsters. I'd heard in the course that for dungeons open to the public, the SDF does extensive culling while mapping them out, so the monster density is low, and the probability of an encounter right after entering is low.

Still, it's not zero. I was also told in the course to be most careful the moment you enter.

*'Hmm. It seems the [Telepathy] is working. I can see inside the dungeon.'*

"You said it worked fine in the experiment with your sister, right, Senpai?"

The 'senpai' she mentioned must be the 'Arisugawa-san's sister' that came up in our previous conversation.

She's also an Awakened Person and an adventurer, apparently. Well, it's none of my business.

"Excuse me, Rinzaki-san. Could you keep an eye on our surroundings, just in case?"

"You can count on me!!"

I entrusted scouting to her and took out the 'kettle with the Homunculus-like thing' from my hiking backpack.

I placed a wooden board with a transmutation circle drawn on it on the exposed rock ground, and set the kettle on top of it.

Then, I poured a ton of mana into it.

"Ngh..."

It drained more than I expected, but it's fine. It'll recover quickly.

A red light glowed as the ground around it sank in a wide, shallow depression over about ten seconds, and in its place, the ground beneath the kettle began to rise.

Arms stretched out from it, and feet stamped on the ground.

'Golem.'

Alchemy is a technique that changes the state of matter. Using it, it's not impossible to create a 'body' like this from dirt and stone.

However, the limit of alchemy is that you can't make the all-important brain out of stone. Apparently, with something called 'Civil Engineering Magic,' even that is possible.

Still, if you prepare 'something to act as a brain' beforehand, it's not a problem.

The two marbles attached to the kettle glowed faintly, gaining the function of eyes. Then, the 'Homunculus-like thing' slowly moved the stocky stone body.

*'Is that the golem you mentioned in your email yesterday, the one made with alchemy?'*

"Yes. It seems to have worked."

It's short, only about 150 centimeters tall, but it's quite wide and thick. It has a body like a mascot costume.

However, being made of rock, its durability is high. As long as the round-bottom flask inside the kettle isn't destroyed, it won't cease to function.

I plan to use this as a 'tank.'

Being a wall is a position that few people want to play, even in games.

When it comes to facing monsters in real life, it's inevitable that even fewer people would raise their hands for the job.

In fact, many people are reluctant to even engage in close-quarters combat. There are frequent demonstrations in front of the Diet, demanding that adventurers be issued guns, or at least be given the right to buy and use them.

However, with this 'Homunculus-like' golem, there's no problem using it as a shield.

The core parts can be made for about 3,000 yen, and since the body below the neck is made in the dungeon, it's free. On top of that, it's not a living being, so I won't feel guilty using it as a shield or a decoy.

By the way, since I can make it, other alchemists can too. The reason it's not in widespread use is simply because 'the mana consumption is shockingly bad.'

Apparently, a normal single-digit level person would be on the verge of collapsing just from creating the body and infusing it with mana to move. From there, you have to directly touch the golem at short intervals and supply it with the same amount of mana as during activation.

Even I wouldn't think of using this method without my 'Unique Skill.' But if I hadn't been able to form a party with Rinzaki-san, I would have had to explore the dungeon with only this golem as my companion.

I cut off that line of thought. I had the golem shoulder my backpack and held a pre-printed photo of the monsters that appear in this dungeon in front of its marble eyes.

"This is a 'Matango,' a monster that appears here. Only counterattack when you're attacked by this. Otherwise, follow us."

The golem sluggishly nodded its entire upper body.

'Matango.'

It might be easy to imagine if you think of a walking mushroom.

It's a monster with a giant mushroom about a meter tall, with mushroom-like legs. It doesn't release spores or anything, and its only observed attacks are body slams and kicks.

In the adventurer community, it's even called 'the weakest monster.' It's a fitting opponent for a first-timer. Still, I can't be too careless.

As I was doing this, a voice came from the earring.

*'...I have a question. How can you use alchemy, Kyou-chan-kun? You shouldn't have a skill like that.'*

"A while ago, I was lucky enough to find a website with various alchemy recipes. It's gone now, though."

I relayed my pre-prepared excuse to Arisugawa-san.

I don't want them to figure out the true nature of my 'Unique Skill' from the fact that I can use alchemy. But on the other hand, I want to have the golem out just in case.

For the sake of this lie, I've decided not to materialize the 'Book of Alchemy' where they can see. I didn't take it out during the exam either, and looking back now, that was a fine play on my part.

*'...I see. That was truly fortunate. I'm curious about that site myself, but it's been taken down, has it?'*

"It seems so."

I broke into a bit of a cold sweat at Arisugawa-san's reaction.

I don't think they'd immediately subject me to 'human experimentation' or 'rip my heart out' if they found out about the Philosopher's Stone. Still, it's better to be cautious.

In a world like this, it's probably better to have the resolve to protect myself... I think.

"Yes, yes! I have two questions!"

"Uh, what is it...?"

"Why are you being so formal, Kyou-chan!! We're the same age, you know!?"

Rinzaki-san protested, on the verge of tears for some reason. *Wait, is it that big of a deal?*

"Well, I just..."

"We're partners. We'll have to trust each other with our lives in a pinch. To close the distance between us, I think we should reconsider how we address each other and how we speak."

*Whoa, she suddenly became super serious...!?*

I was surprised by Rinzaki-san's change of pace, but I could understand her reasoning. It's kind of embarrassing, though.

"...Right, I understoo—I understand. Rinzaki-san."

"Erina! Repeat after me! Erina!!"

"Erina... san."

"Hmm. Well, I'll let it slide this time. You should be grateful, whelp!"

"Th-Thanks?"

I can't. I seriously don't get this girl's vibe.

I was a bit put off, but a mix of embarrassment and happiness filled my chest at calling a girl my age by her first name.

*S-So, I have a girl friend who I can call by her first name...*

*'Oh? If you two are calling each other by your first names, won't you call me by my first name as well, Kyou-chan-kun?'*

"Uh, umm..."

*'...You haven't forgotten my first name because you call me by my last name and figured you didn't need to remember it, have you?'*

"...I'm sorry."

*'It's Aira! I am Aira. You may call me so with all the reverence, affection, and friendship you can muster!'*

"O-Okay. Aira-san."

*'Excellent. If you forget my name again, you will hear the sound of a grown woman wailing like a child. And right next to your ear, at that.'*

*What kind of threat is that?*

"And my other question is, what's this golem's name?"

"Well, it doesn't have a name. I might have to use it as a decoy in a pinch, so I don't want to get attached..."

"Aww. But that's inconvenient."

*'That's right, Kyou-chan-kun. A name is important. I'll cry if you forget mine!!'*

I feel like what Arisugaw—Aira-san is saying is a bit different.

But, it's true that not having a name is inconvenient.

"...Then, how about 'Byakuren'."

Its main body is a lump of white-mist-like mana, so I just gave it that name on the spot. I feel like the 'ren' part was just tacked on because it sounded good, so it's a bit lazy of me.

But Erina-san probably wouldn't be satisfied with 'Golem No. 1' or 'Homunculus-like thing.'

"Alright! Byakuren it is! Nice to meet you, 'Byak-chan'!"

"'Byak-chan'..."

Erina-san slapped the golem's shoulder repeatedly. Naturally, the golem didn't react.

I scratched my chin lightly and let out a small sigh.

As expected, she's a strange one.

"Alright, let's go, Kyou-chan! Byak-chan! Paisen! Our journey starts now!!"

*'Please look forward to Erina-kun's next work.'*

"What's with that 'cancelled series' vibe...?"

And so, the exploration finally began.

...I feel tired before we've even started. Dealing with people is exhausting.

──No, wait, thinking about it calmly, it's just these two who are weird, isn't it???



		
			Chapter 10

			The Weakest Dungeon

			Three minutes into our journey through the light-illuminated dungeon.

*'Take the next right. That should lead you—'*

"Wait, Paisen. I hear footsteps."

At Erina-san's words, I stopped.

[Five Senses Enhancement].

A skill that, as its name suggests, allows her to arbitrarily enhance her five senses, including sight. With this, she was demonstrating hearing far beyond that of a normal human.

I moved forward, checking the feel of the one-and-a-half-handed sword in my right hand.

Byakuren is just a 'decoy for emergencies'; I have no intention of actively having it fight in this dungeon. It's a good-luck charm and a baggage carrier, so to speak.

More importantly, if I can't fight at this rank, I won't be able to make a living as an adventurer.

With a soft *pof pof* sound of footsteps, a giant mushroom... a 'Matango,' appeared from around the corner.

According to scholars, it has a sense of smell and uses it to locate humans.

Having spotted us, it started running with its short legs... or is that even running?

As the Matango trotted towards us, I silently threw a knife at it. The blade, accelerated by the wind, pierced it with ease.

The Matango fell over from the impact, twitched a little, and then turned into salt.

*Wow, it's weak.*

...I can really understand why the residents around here opposed the 'evacuation.'

But I quickly shook my head. A rookie has no room for carelessness or arrogance.

I approached, retrieved the knife and a coin, and turned back to Erina-san.

"Um, if you would."

"Okey-dokey!"

When I held out the coin, she opened a square 'hole' in the empty air and tossed it in.

'Spatial Magic──Item Box.'

Yes, *that* Item Box. Alongside [Appraisal], it's a staple of countless fantasy works.

The reason Erina-san isn't carrying any luggage is because she has this.

Fighting with something on your back is surprisingly difficult. Thus, it is indeed a 'convenient' magic.

But it's not all-powerful. I heard its capacity is about two cardboard boxes' worth. It might change as her level increases, but for now, it's difficult to fit in the backpack containing the 'rope' and 'blanket' recommended by the Dungeon Agency.

At least, it's too tight for two people's worth, which is where Byakuren comes in.

...I might not have needed to summon the golem in a dungeon of this rank, but 'peace of mind' is important.

I told myself that and sheathed my knife.

*'Hmm... I've seen it in videos, but monsters are truly strange life forms, aren't they?'*

Aira-san's voice came from the earring.

It seems the pendant-shaped mirror hanging from Erina-san's neck is being used as a camera. This earring is just for communication. Well, it's small, so it would probably be hard to see through.

*'However, I wonder why they turn into salt? I'd like you to bring some back if possible, but...'*

"That's the one thing I will absolutely not do... It's dangerous."

*'Hahaha! Of course. They'd stop you at the store anyway.'*

Yes, it's dangerous. Bringing back 'salt' from the dungeon.

I heard that the Self-Defense Force once collected rocks and other things as samples from a dungeon, and among them was the salt of a defeated monster.

But as soon as they collected the salt and started carrying it, their encounter rate with monsters shot up, and when they tried to leave through the gate, every monster in the dungeon attacked them with glowing red eyes.

From surveillance camera footage, it seems that salt left alone is eventually absorbed into the ground. Cleanly, without a trace.

One of the leading hypotheses is that 'the dungeon recycles monsters.'

The labyrinth strongly dislikes having its salt taken away.

Although, I heard an experiment was conducted based on this theory, to see if they could 'lure the monsters outside and destroy them, so they stop multiplying'... The details weren't reported, but I heard it had almost no effect.

*'Alright. For now, let's prioritize reaching the exit as planned.'*

"Right."

From then on, we moved through the dungeon following her instructions.

We encountered six Matangos along the way, but it all ended with me and Erina-san taking turns throwing a knife and a throwing spike.

Erina-san's attacks don't seem to be one-hit kills, but the opponents are slow and light anyway. When the throwing spike hits, they fall over and can't avoid the follow-up attack.

This is 'the weakest monster.' It certainly deserves its 'first enemy' designation from the Dungeon Agency.

And so, we arrived at the dungeon exit. Near a building that looked like a police box, Erina-san placed her hand on the stone wall.

"...■■...■..."

She seemed to be chanting some kind of spell, but I couldn't hear it clearly.

Eventually, mana gathered in her palm and was absorbed into the wall. To the naked eye, it probably just looked like it glowed faintly for a moment.

"Alright! Now we can 'Teleport' back!"

"Whoa."

'Spatial Magic──Teleport.'

She, or rather, users of spatial magic, can teleport to any location they've 'marked' like this. And they can even bring anyone they're touching with them, to some extent.

However, there's a limit to the number of times they can mark, and if they exceed the limit, the first mark they made gets overwritten. I don't know the details.

What's important is that 'you can't teleport from inside the dungeon to the outside.' And vice versa.

But, if you mark the area near the exit first, you can return at any time during the rest of the exploration. This is another important 'insurance policy.'

Even if you're being chased by a monster, you can get to that police box where the Self-Defense Force is.

I can see why Aira-san described her as 'extremely convenient.' In fact, she's more than convenient; she's a lifeline.

"Um... I look forward to working with you in the future."

"Hmm? Okay!!"

...If I'm going to continue as an adventurer, I should stick with this person as much as possible.

After securing our escape route, we focused on hunting Matangos.

As expected, the 'hunts' continued to be not even worthy of being called combat, which was a relief. All I had to do was throw a knife, and it was over, so it was pretty easy.

In exchange, the earnings were quite small.

The coins that drop also have ranks. With some exceptions, I heard in the course that they generally correspond to the monster's threat level.

The ones the Matangos drop are iron coins, but they're pretty beat up. The buyback price and the subjugation reward are next to nothing.

I saw online that if you only frequent this dungeon, you won't even be able to pay the license renewal fee.

Around the time we had collected about 20 Matango coins, we came out into an open area.

A resting space, like the one where the Zombie Kobold was. Amidst the rotten and collapsed chairs and tables scattered on the floor, we moved to a relatively clear corner.

*'Alright, if you would, Erina-kun.'*

"You got it!"

With that, Erina-san deftly began to take out a bag of coins, a gas burner, pliers, and various other things from her Item Box.

By law, dungeon items cannot be taken outside the store.

So, the policy of the lab Erina-san belongs to is to just collect some simple data inside the dungeon. It's a gray area, leaning towards white.

They'd definitely get yelled at if they did it inside the store, so they do it here, apparently.

*'Kyou-chan-kun. I need you and Byakuren-kun to stand guard.'*

"Understood."

With Erina-san, who had started heating the coins, at my back, I stood guard. It doesn't have the versatility of [Five Senses Enhancement], but my [Spirit Eye] also has high scouting capabilities.

If anything enters my line of sight, I can see through its concealment, even if it's by a skill. So, for the time being, I'm just a lookout.

...This isn't what I imagined dungeon exploration would be like, but if it gets me a guaranteed 50,000 yen, I'm motivated.

I enthusiastically glared at my surroundings.

***

An hour and a half after entering the dungeon. We finished collecting data, hunted a few more Matangos on our way out, and returned.

After changing in the locker room, we went to the buyback counter to exchange the coins we 'hadn't broken,' but...

'1,700 yen.'

That was our income from this exploration. '3,400 yen' for the two of us.

It was easy, but a bit meager. Well, there were some coins that were too damaged to be 'bought back,' even though they 'accepted' them, so it can't be helped.

*'If you're going to collect them for free, then let us buy them. There are things we can only investigate in a lab, you know...!*'

I ignored the resentful voice coming from the earring. She can tell the Dungeon Agency about that sort of thing over the phone.

I learned something from this exploration. If I react to every little thing Aira-san says, I'll die from overwork.

It might be an unthinkable way for a high school boy to treat an older, beautiful woman. But if I don't treat this disappointing beauty with that level of carelessness, I don't think I can work with her.

For better or worse, I've designated her as someone I don't need to be reserved with. Dungeons really do strengthen a person's spirit...

But I digress. Our earnings here were meager, but the main payment was separate.

*'Ahem. First of all, thank you both for your hard work. I appreciate the useful data you managed to collect on your first outing.'*

"Thank you for your hard work as well."

"Thanks for your hard work, Paisen! And you, Kyou-chan!"

*'I'll transfer the payment to your designated bank accounts. Please check them later. Well, there's an ATM in the convenience store inside the store, so you can check there!'*

"Okay."

I plan on going to check right away.

It's my first income, so maybe I'll buy something on the way home. Something the whole family can eat would be nice...?

As I was thinking that, Aira-san spoke up.

*'Oh, Kyou-chan-kun. You might be a filial son, so let me give you a little advice.'*

"Yes...?"

***

I went home with a pack of sushi I'd bought at a supermarket on the way.

My mom was genuinely happy that I'd returned safely from the dungeon. My dad was the same when he got home from work.

Then, I convinced them to let me put part of my earnings into the family account... and while I was at it, I asked my dad about taxes and things.

*'Listen, Kyou-chan-kun. Everyone has pride, big or small. It's one of the seven sins, after all. And parents want to look good in front of their children. I want you to understand that.'*

The advice Aira-san gave me after that preface was, I think, very helpful.

My dad, who had been reluctant to let me put some of my earnings into the family account at first, gradually softened up as I relied on him for tax matters.

She's suspicious and a bit loud, but when it comes down to it, Aira-san is reliable.

...A classmate I can call by her first name, and an adult outside my family I can rely on.

It seems that even though I was a loner in class, I was blessed with 'connections.'

With that thought, I sent Aira-san a thank-you email, but...

*'Heh heh heh. As I thought, I'm a reliable adult lady, except when it comes to exercise, right? By the way, my dear boy. I noticed your eyes wandering to Erina-kun's chest during the exploration, you know? I could tell from the position of the mirror.'*

*'No, no, I'm not blaming you! She noticed too but didn't say anything, you know! A man's glance is a woman's stare, you know? According to one theory, even bald men are sensitive to gazes directed at their heads.'*

*'I asked you before you entered the dungeon, but your fetish is a woman's chest, isn't it? I bet you especially like large ones. How wholesome! My chest is also above average, you know. Could it be that you're looking at me in that way?'*

*'Don't be so flustered, young man! I have a good head on my shoulders and a pretty face, so I'm used to those kinds of looks. But still, this is fun, this is fun! It's so enjoyable to tease people from a safe distance!'*

*'Hmm? That sound just now? It's the sound of me opening a Strong Z☐ro. In fact, it's my sixth one. That's right! I'm already drunk! Keep me company a little longer. It's a phone call with a beautiful older sister, you know?'*

*'Mhm. I'm playing a game while we talk. It's a recent hobby of mine. Drinking while playing online games. What is it? You think I'm a lonely adult? This is what university students are like, my boy. Not that I have many friends, so I wouldn't know for sure!'*

*'Ha-ha-ha! And then I told him. With your jump, you can't even clear an ant! Looking back on it later, I thought, what kind of analogy is that, and it was so meaningless it was hilarious!'*

And so on. I ended up on the phone with her for about an hour. I felt I owed her, so I decided to listen just this once, and this is what I got.

...Yeah.

Rinzaki-san and Aira-san really are related, aren't they...



		
			Chapter 11

			The Labyrinth Swallowed by Nature

			The day after conquering my first dungeon since getting my license.

"Yeah! Let's do this!"

"R-Right..."

We were back at a dungeon again.

It was a different one from the other day, with different monsters. This time, there would be 'combat.'

In front of the changing room, Erina-san pumped her fist, so I gave a small raise of my arm in return.

The stares from the store staff are painful...!

*'You two are full of energy, that's good to see. I was worried since you're here two days in a row, but you seem fine!'*

"Conversely, why are *you* so energetic...?"

I'm tireless thanks to my *Nucleus*, but this frail, half-elf drunkard is a mystery.

*You really only have two skills? You don't have some kind of durability skill?*

*'What are you talking about, Kyo-chan-kun? As if a mere ten or twenty cans of strong cocktails would affect me the next day.'*

"Are you a legendary drunk or something?"

It *should* affect you. As a human being.

...No, wait. I think I remember seeing something online about Awakened Persons being unusually strong drinkers.

I'm not sure if it's because of a high metabolism or just being plain tough, but I think there was a thread about people's alcohol consumption increasing.

"Hey, Paisen and Kyo-chan seem to be getting along pretty well, don't they? Let me in on it!!"

*'Oh, my. He and I had a long talk yesterday. Thanks to that, we were able to break the ice.'*

"Yeah, I guess."

It's more that I've come to realize it's foolish to be reserved around this person.

If she were a high-and-mighty type, I think I would have just been intimidated... but she sometimes whines while drunk, so I feel a strange sense of familiarity with her.

"What? I talk to Kyo-chan a lot too, you know?"

"Well, how should I put it..."

"What's the difference between me and Paisen! Do you like older women! Are you into mature women, Kyo-chan!"

*'Erina-kun. I am twenty-one years old. Not a mature woman. And you should never, ever say such things to other older women. It will start a war, you know?'*

"Yessir, Paisen! I'll be careful!!"

*'Good girl. Hmph... I once said that to a senior at my university and got a lump on my head. Good times.'*

What is wrong with her?

Listening to the energetic duo's conversation, I head towards the gate room.

I show my license to the SDF member, deploy my Arcane Gear, hook my lantern to my sword belt, and give my equipment a quick check.

Should be fine. I look at Erina-san and she gives me a nod, so I reach for the gate. I confirm that her hand is on my shoulder, just like last time.

*'Let me confirm one last time. Are you two really okay? From your condition yesterday, I judged that today's exploration would be no problem, but you are, of course, free to object. This is not an urgent investigation. Please do not forget that your safety is the top priority.'*

"Yeah. I'm fine, Paisen."

"I'm fine, too."

*'...Understood. I wish you good fortune.'*

"Right."

"Yessir!!"

I nod at Aira-san's words and finally open the gate.

For the third time, I feel the strange sensation of entering a dungeon. I doubt I'll ever get used to this feeling, I think, as I step into the labyrinth.

*Clack*, a hard sensation travels up the sole of my foot.

A floor and walls made of bone-white stone. The walls, which must have once been neatly stacked, have been pierced by thick tree roots, and vines creep everywhere.

Inside a stone building, encroached upon by trees. That's the best way to describe this place, our dungeon for today.

The roots are in the way, making it impossible to install lighting, so the LED lantern on my waist is the main source of light. There are roots and vines on the ground as well, so I have to be careful.

While asking Erina-san to scout, I activate Byakuren. It forms its Golem body, seemingly sucking up a thin layer of the stone floor.

"Hey, can I have a sec?"

Erina-san calls out.

She turns on a penlight and tapes it to Byakuren's head with duct tape. She's quite dexterous. When I tried to do that with my helmet before, it didn't work out so well.

"Alright! Now Bya-chan won't fall over!"

"Ah, right."

Falling in a dungeon is no joke, so I'm grateful, but...

That aside, I can't get used to her putting '-chan' on a Golem's name. Is that a girl thing?

*'Are you ready? My recording equipment is all set. If you two are good to go, let's depart.'*

"Understood."

"Yessir!"

I nod at Aira-san's words and, after giving Byakuren its instructions, start moving forward. A little further on, there's a paint marking from the SDF, and we proceed with our exploration using her navigation as she looks at the map.

Then, after about three minutes, Erina-san warned me in a low voice.

"I hear a rustling sound. Two of them."

I nod in response and check the feel of the sword in my right hand.

The passages in this dungeon are about the same width as the one with the Matango. As long as I swing normally, the tip of my sword shouldn't get caught.

Gripping a knife in my left hand, I wait for the shadows to come from around the corner.

*Gigi-gi.*

A grating sound, like branches rubbing together. With a strange footstep, *it* appeared.

A grotesque monster that looked like a tree stump with wooden arms and legs. It was about 160 centimeters tall, but had no head.

Instead, on the stump that served as its torso, there were indentations that looked like eyes and a mouth.

*Lesser Treant*.

The monsters charge, pointing their fingerless, spear-like arms at us.

First, a volley of thrown weapons—a knife and a bo-shuriken. They hit one of the Lesser Treants, and a satisfying sound echoes.

But it doesn't go down. It charges on, the weapons still sticking out of it.

"Byakuren! Forward!"

Next to the lumbering Golem, I charge at the Lesser Treant I just attacked.

The Lesser Treant guards against my diagonal slash with its arm. But with the help of the wind, I sever its raised left arm and slash into its stump-like torso.

*Gii!*

The monster raises its right arm in a counterattack, but it's too slow.

I slam my left fist into what I can't tell is its torso or face.

With a cracking sound, the Lesser Treant's body is heavily gouged, scattering splinters. Without taking my eyes off the blasted creature, I use my [Spirit Eye]'s wide field of vision to check on Byakuren.

*Gi! Gi!*

A Lesser Treant, having dodged Byakuren's wide swing, thrusts with its arm, but it has no effect on the stone body.

Byakuren, guarding its head with its left arm, seems unable to land a decisive blow, and neither can its opponent. Their movements are generally slow.

But that's enough. Seeing the other one turn to salt, I attack the remaining Lesser Treant from the side.

*Gi!?*

It finally seems to have noticed its partner is gone, but it's too late.

I cut off its swinging arm with a single stroke, and with a follow-up slash, I strike its torso with my sword.

I couldn't cut it in two, but the blade bit deep. Then, I swing it around with all my might.

The Lesser Treant, which flew a few meters away, stopped moving. And after a few seconds, it turned to salt.

I let out a small breath and check on Byakuren out of the corner of my eye. It doesn't seem to have taken any major damage either.

For now, I can consider this a success.

"Good work, Kyo-chan! Bya-chan! To be honest, I couldn't really see what was going on from behind you two."

*'Same here. Perhaps I should have you wear a slightly larger mirror, Kyo-chan-kun?'*

"Ah."

I had completely forgotten about that. I feel a little bad.

I thought it would hinder my movements, so I quickly stuck a spare mirror to Byakuren's chest. I check to see if that works. If it doesn't break in combat, I think we should be able to film...

*'Oh, don't worry about it. My lab specializes in investigating drop items rather than combat data.'*

"Right..."

*'More importantly, are you mentally okay? Unlike the Matango, there was a counterattack this time.'*

"Ah, I'm fine with that."

I'm not bluffing.

While it can be inconvenient in daily life, [Spirit Eye] is an extremely useful skill.

I can see the opponent's movements clearly, so I know at a glance whether an attack will hit or miss. Thanks to that, I don't feel much fear.

And if I'm about to get hit directly, I also have a limited form of precognition. Thanks to that, I wasn't unnecessarily intimidated by the enemy's attacks.

If I didn't have this, I'm confident I would have been cowering the whole time.

*'That's good to hear. I'll be counting on you for future battles.'*

"Right."

I collect the coin dropped by the Lesser Treant and resume the exploration.

About five minutes later, we encounter them again. Looking around the corner, there are three this time, but since Erina-san spotted them first, they aren't in a combat stance yet.

"Okay, let's get the one on the far right first."

"Got it."

I exchange whispers with Erina-san and leap out from around the corner, throwing my knife and her a bo-shuriken at the rightmost one.

Mine unfortunately missed, but Erina-san's hit. It stuck in its wooden body.

*Gigi!*

The Lesser Treants spot us and start running, but there's still some distance.

We both throw again, and this time I hit too. Three hits were apparently too much for it, as that one stumbles back and falls.

Two left. I leave one to Byakuren and charge at the other.

*Gii!*

The spear-like arm is swung down. But my sword reaches it first.

I sever, or rather, shatter its arm at what could be called the shoulder, and follow up by cutting off its other arm.

I slam my left fist into the face of the Lesser Treant, which has flinched after losing both arms. Its torso is the kind that my sword gets stuck in if I try to cut it.

As that one flies away, scattering splinters, the one with the knives and bo-shurikens sticking out of it gets up and approaches.

*Gigi-gi!*

I slap away the thrust from the Lesser Treant, its eye-like indentations narrowed, with my sword. Then, with a hook-like motion, I slam my fist into it, crushing it between my fist and the right wall.

I immediately turn to look at Byakuren, and it's the same situation as before. It seems I can count on the Golem to hold down one of them.

With a surprise attack from the side, I quickly finish off the remaining one and watch it turn to salt.

*'My, my... it seems our eyes did not deceive us. You are truly strong, Kyo-chan-kun.'*

"Huh? No, not really..."

*'There is no need for modesty. Lesser Treants are among the stronger enemies in the 'F' rank. The fact that you can overwhelm them at 'LV: 1' means you are brimming with talent.'*

"That's right, Kyo-chan! Puff out your chest!"

"Is... that so."

I'm a little embarrassed.

I don't know specifically how strong other adventurers are, but it seems I'm one of the stronger 'newbies.'

I don't like to stand out, but I have a normal desire for recognition, so I was genuinely happy.

*'Let's keep this up and keep going! Hip hip hooray!'*

"H-Hooray!"

"No, we have to be careful, okay? Lesser Treants are genuinely dangerous."

"Ah, right."

*'Hmph... that is absolutely correct!!'*

I involuntarily lower the left arm I had raised and quietly avert my eyes from Erina-san's serious face.

She's right. If I get stabbed by a Lesser Treant's spear-like arm, my breastplate and helmet might be fine, but it would definitely hurt in the gaps in my armor.

I don't think thick clothes alone would be enough to stop it, so caution is important.

Steeling my resolve, I resumed the exploration.



		
			Chapter 12

			If You See a Boss Monster

			*GIGIIGI!*

I punched clean through the torso of the Lesser Treant that had lost its right arm.

As it collapsed in a shower of wood splinters, I watched the last of them turn to salt and felt a strange sensation.

"Hm...?"

"What's up, Kyou-chan? You hurt?"

"No, it's not that... It's just, did my power just go up? I think...?"

It was a terribly vague feeling, but it seemed like my physical abilities and my mana had increased.

That said, it wasn't as if I had complete mastery over my own body. It was such a subtle change that if someone told me it was just my imagination, I'd have a hard time immediately denying it.

As I was pondering this, a voice came from my earring.

*'I just used *Appraisal* on you, Kyou-chan-kun. You're at LV: 2 now. Congratulations.'*

"Woohoo! Congrats!"

"Ah, thank you."

I felt a little embarrassed as Aira-san clapped and Erina-san threw her arms up in celebration. I looked at my palm, checking my mana.

...She was right. The flow and volume of my mana had definitely increased. Yet, it felt calm, not forced. It was as if this was its natural state.

I see. So this is leveling up. I'd heard about it, but experiencing it myself was a rather profound feeling.

An idea struck me. I formed my left hand into the shape of a pistol and aimed my fingertip at a wall five meters away.

"I'm going to try something."

*'Oh? What's that?'*

"The power of my wind... or maybe an application of it?"

As I spoke, I compressed the wind at the tip of my index finger and immediately released it.

With a sharp *snap*, the surface of a root protruding from the wall burst open.

It was shallow, and the sound was faint. It didn't seem to have as much power as I'd thought. It might work on a Matango, but it wouldn't be effective against the monsters here.

"Whoa! Ninja art! Kyou-chan, you can use ninja arts?! What kind of shinobi are you? Kouga?! Iga?!"

"It's not a ninja art, and I'm not a ninja..."

"...A rogue ninja!?"

"Why...?"

Her completely baffling question left me bewildered.

*Please don't tell me she's going to start calling all magic and related skills 'ninjutsu'...*

*'Hmm. This is excellent. The stat increase from leveling up is high. As I thought, you really are an *SSR*.'*

"You're still using that term...? And besides, it wasn't all that powerful."

*'It's never a bad thing to have more cards in your hand. More importantly, that was a blade of wind born from the increased mana output of your level-up, right? That means as your level rises further, so will the number of things you can do.'*

"That's true."

Right now, it only had the power of a light knife swing, but if I kept this up, it might eventually have the same force as a proper slash.

If that happened, it would be a significant boost to my combat strength. Dungeon diving would get a lot easier.

"Hmph. You and *senpai* are getting pretty friendly, aren't you, Kyou-chan?"

"Hey, I'd rather not be seen as friendly with her."

*'And why is that, Kyou-chan-kun? You're already on my friends list, you know?'*

"Ugh, I don't like the sound of that..."

*'Heh heh heh. Don't say things like that. You'll make me cry.'*

"My apologies."

It was a slip of the tongue. I regretted it.

*'I know! To deepen our bond, let's have a game night tonight!'*

"I'm in! My controller is about to spit fire!"

"Doesn't that mean it's broken...? And do I even own a console for online multiplayer..."

Lately, I'd only been playing mobile app games; I hadn't bought anything like that. I wonder if the one I had ages ago still works...?

As I searched my memory, a gentle voice came from the earring.

*'I see... You don't have many friends either. No, you were a loner, weren't you? Even more so than me.'*

"I'm going to knock you flat, you jerk."

*'Too bad! I'm not a jerk, I'm a lady!'*

*Soooo annoying.*

It's not like I didn't have friends. I had two all the way through middle school, so I had to be better off than her.

Though... I haven't heard from them much lately. I'm probably just a friend from the past to them now.

*'There, there. In that case, I'll send you a game console.'*

"Uh, no, you don't have to go that far."

*'Nonsense, don't worry about it. I have one I was saving for when I eventually made a new friend. Think of it as proselytizing. Please, accept it.'*

"...Aira-san, you really don't have many friends, do you?"

*'Alright, I've decided. I'm sending the console cash on delivery, and after that, I'm going to call and email you nonstop until you agree to play. Prepare yourself.'*

"Your retaliation is so petty... Besides, I'm serious, it's fine. Game consoles are expensive."

"You two, that's enough. I hear something."

At Erina-san's words, I shut my mouth and re-gripped my sword.

We cautiously advanced in the direction she indicated, where we found two Lesser Treants. They seemed to have noticed us as well, letting out a sound like scraping branches as they charged.

Since we knew the enemy was there beforehand, I was able to calmly throw my knife. The small knife and a rod shuriken struck one of the Lesser Treants.

It flinched slightly but barely slowed down. Still, driving in a wedge like that makes them easier to break when I hit them. Just like before, I moved to the front lines with Byakuren.

*GIGI!*

As the Lesser Treant closed in, my sword, with its superior reach and speed, would strike first... or so I thought.

"Ah."

I just plain missed.

I'd been practicing on my own, but I was still just an amateur. Thanks to my 'Eye,' my aim—or what you might call my intuitive sense for hitting things—was getting better, but it had its limits.

By the time I frantically pulled back my sword from its wild swing, my opponent was already winding up its right arm.

*Don't panic. There's an overwhelming 'performance gap' between a Lesser Treant and me.* I told myself that, even as a cold sweat trickled down my back. I couldn't let it bother me now.

It was in moments like this that I was truly grateful for my unique skill boosting my thought process.

As it thrust forward, my future sight activated. I swung my sword down into the path of the direct hit.

My blade slammed down from above, shattering the Lesser Treant's right arm. The monster, apparently feeling no pain, immediately thrust with its other arm, forcing me to take a single step back.

The sharp tip of its arm stopped just short of my breastplate. My retreat had made its reach just a little too short.

As the Lesser Treant pulled its arm back for another attack, I leaped into its guard and slammed my fist into it. The added weight of the armor made my left gauntlet feel like a blunt weapon.

I felt like the power of my punch had increased, too. It was just a feeling, though.

My gaze shifted from the blasted-away Lesser Treant to the one next to it. Byakuren was fighting the remaining one, and a quick slash from the side secured an easy victory.

Despite my mistake, the flow of the battles hadn't changed since the beginning. It was becoming almost mechanical, like 'work'.

And I was glad. I wasn't looking for a thrilling, blood-pumping fight. I wanted to keep racking up these quiet, methodical wins.

But I couldn't let my guard down. As I collected the coins from the monsters that had turned to salt, I took a shallow breath.

These were F-Rank opponents, considered small fry in the world of adventurers. But I, too, was small fry—a 'rookie adventurer'.

In terms of rank, we were equals. If I got careless and let them surround me, the result would be disastrous.

Even as I steeled my resolve, our earlier conversation brought to mind a game I used to play.

Right after leaving the first town, I'd thought, *'Goblins and slimes are weak,'* and charged in, only to get my whole party wiped out on one of the earliest stages. It was the result of forgetting that everyone starts out weak.

In a game, it's a funny story to laugh off. But this is reality. There are no saves or loads.

"Erina-san, here."

"Got it. Leave it to me!"

I handed the coins to Erina-san and kept watch on our surroundings while she put them in her Item Box.

Don't be overconfident, but don't be careless.

Easy to say, harder to do. But I'll learn to do it, even if it's slowly.

After all, I plan on making a living in these dungeons for a long time to come.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

About an hour had passed since we started exploring the dungeon.

We'd reached the exit within about fifteen minutes of entering, and I'd already marked it. Having a secured escape route was, as expected, a great relief.

Following Aira-san's navigation, we had been proceeding deeper when—

"Hold on. I hear a weird sound."

I stopped at Erina-san's words and readied my sword.

"Weird sound?"

"I don't know... It's similar to a Lesser Treant, but it sounds heavier. It's coming from the room up ahead."

There should be a slightly larger chamber just ahead on this path.

The possibility of other adventurers... unlikely. If it were just a heavy sound, maybe, but a sound *similar* to a Lesser Treant probably wasn't human.

Which meant the most likely possibility was...

"A boss monster?"

"Maybe?"

Erina-san and I both tilted our heads.

'Boss Monster'.

Simply put, it's a name for an individual monster that's stronger than the others found in that dungeon.

It wasn't as if defeating one would make the dungeon disappear, and apparently, multiple boss monsters had even been discovered at the same time.

This was all just knowledge from the lecture and the internet, so I couldn't say for sure what it was really like, but I'd heard they were ridiculously strong.

On top of that, they supposedly acted like pack leaders, commanding other monsters from the same dungeon as underlings.

During the lecture, they'd drilled it into our heads: 'If you encounter one, retreat without hesitation. Report it to the Dungeon Store staff immediately.'

"Hmm, but I'm not sure... I'll go check it out!"

"Isn't that dangerous? It'd be better to send Byakuren in and have Aira-san check."

"It's fine. The sound is pretty loud. I doubt it can even fit down this hallway."

Saying that, Erina-san clasped her hands together.

"Ninja art! Technique of Concealment!!"

*Your voice is so loud.*

As she shouted, her body began to turn invisible... or was it?

To my eyes, she just looked slightly translucent; I could still see her perfectly. The only change I could really comment on was the mana circulating over the surface of her body.

But apparently, to normal eyes, she was now invisible.

*'Yep, I can't see a thing. The only slight concern is that I lose telepathic contact in this state.'*

'Invisibility'.

Another skill name that was just as straightforward as 'Boss Monster'. This was Erina-san's 'third' skill.

While using it, she couldn't use magic tools or other skills. Still, 'being unseen' was a considerable advantage.

...Well, it was ineffective against those with skills like magic eyes, though.

"Alright, I'm heading out!!"

"Ah, yes. Be careful."

She gave a salute and ran off without a sound. Watching her go, I couldn't help but think, *'Isn't the technique to erase your footsteps more like a superpower than the skill itself?'*

After all, that was pure technique, not a skill. Maybe she really was a ninja.

I waited in a spot where I could still see her, and after about twenty seconds, Erina-san returned, just as silently as she had left.

"Yeah, it looks like a boss monster. It was in the big room up ahead."

"The boss monster here would be a mature Treant, right?"

"Yup. Just like in the pictures."

'Treant'.

An animated tree, a staple of fantasy games. Its appearance was quite different from a Lesser Treant, said to resemble a giant made of wood.

Furthermore, the indentation that looked like a face was now a grotesque hollow, and it could even use magic.

This was not an opponent we should be fighting right now. We'll follow protocol and return.

"We're heading back. Is that alright, Aira-san?"

*'Of course. As I said before you went in, your safety is the top priority.'*

"Understood. Erina-san, if you would."

"Okay-dokie."

Erina-san waved her hand, and a silver ring materialized in the air. This portal, about a meter and a half in diameter, was the teleportation gate she created.

After a final check of our surroundings, I grabbed Byakuren's head and dispelled the golem body. Taking Erina-san's hand, I stepped through the ring.

...It's an odd time to be thinking about this, but holding hands with a girl is nerve-wracking.

I couldn't feel a thing through my gauntlets, yet my heart was pounding.

In an instant, we were back at the dungeon entrance. We went straight to the police box and explained the situation to the Self-Defense Force officer inside.

Following their instructions, we returned to the store and reported the Treant's presence to the SDF member at the gate.

After he made a phone call, the soldier questioned us for a few minutes and then urged us to head home for the day. They would handle the rest.

By the time I finished changing in the locker room, a police officer was standing in front of the gate room.

When I asked, I was told that entry for the general public was prohibited until the safety of the dungeon could be confirmed.

*What part of any dungeon is 'safe'...?* I thought to myself, but obediently complied. Our exploration for the day was over.

"I'm sorry, Aira-san. We couldn't get any data today..."

*'Don't worry about it. It's not something you need to apologize for. This was just a matter of luck.'*

Her lighthearted, cheerful reply was a relief.

*'Your payment will be the same as usual. I'll have it deposited into the designated account.'*

"Thank you very much."

At the buyback counter, we each received 2,100 yen. It was a high wage for an hour's work, but cheap for having risked our lives, even hypothetically.

I'd heard the subjugation rewards increase dramatically at E-Rank, but even so, it was like comparing the moon to a turtle next to Aira-san's compensation.

All hail our sponsor.

*'Oh, and there were two things I wanted to mention.'*

"Yes?"

"What's up, *senpai*?"

As we left the buyback counter, Aira-san spoke, a hint of laughter in her voice.

*'You two referred to the Treant as the 'mature' form of a Lesser Treant, but that might be incorrect.'*

"...? They're a different species?"

*'I can't say for sure. But monsters are different from ordinary living creatures.'*

"Huh."

*Well, that much is obvious.*

*'First off, monsters have no reproductive organs.'*

"What, really?"

*'Yes. This is from a study published by a government team, but even Orcs and Goblins, who are often depicted as embodiments of lust in manga, were found to have no reproductive organs. They had openings for excretion, but that's it.'*

That was completely unexpected. In that case, how do monsters multiply...?

"So monsters are propagated by the dungeon...?"

There's a theory that they're recycled from the salt, but could that really be true?

But they are increasing... not just 'maintaining a certain number'.

*'The possibility is high. To support that hypothesis, monsters that have overflowed from dungeons show no signs of reproduction. Furthermore, no eggs or infants have ever been discovered inside a dungeon. Therefore, we still don't even know if monsters are creatures that grow at all.'*

"Overflowed monsters don't reproduce?"

*'Correct. Japan seems small, but it's quite vast. There have been cases where monsters have unknowingly spilled out from dungeons that formed in unmanaged forests or mountains... but they never stray a certain distance from the dungeon. And observation has shown no signs of mating behavior.'*

...This is probably a serious topic, but hearing words like 'reproductive organs' and 'mating' from a beautiful woman's mouth is making my heart race a little.

*'New individuals emerge from the dungeon, and monsters that had established territory near the gate move as if pushed out. But surprisingly, no territorial disputes have ever been witnessed. They simply move away from the gate, as if following some unspoken rule.'*

"...That's, uh, a really strange ecology."

*'Isn't it? That's what makes it so fascinating!!'*

*Her voice is so loud.*

Since it's an earring, the sound is right next to my ear. I wish she'd be more mindful of her volume.

"Is it something like... the depths of the dungeon are filled with rock salt? And they use that to multiply little by little?"

*'That's also unknown. After all, many areas are blocked off by cave-ins.'*

"Huh."

Come to think of it, I saw on the news that there was an investigation to find the 'outside' or the 'depths' of dungeons, but I never heard a follow-up. A place like a mine shaft should have an outside, but I guess it's still a mystery.

Well, I'll have to leave those complicated matters to the experts. An ordinary citizen like me can only listen to what the scholars say and go, 'Huh, interesting.'

Still seemingly excited, Aira-san's voice turned sharp.

*'Now, about the second thing.'*

"Oh, right."

I wonder what else there could be.

Not being entirely devoid of curiosity, I listened for the voice from the earring.

*'Since our exploration ended earlier than planned... let's all three of us hang out and have some fun!!'*

"YEAAAHHHH! I've been waiting for this!"

"Eh..."

I could feel my own mouth twisting into a frown.

Honestly, it sounded like a pain. If I could go home early, I'd rather play mobile games or watch the anime I've recorded.

*'Hey, hey, what's with that unenthusiastic voice? You get to hang out with a beauty and a cute girl, you know? You should be overjoyed!'*

"That's right, Kyou-chan!! Get ready!!"

"Ah, right. I understand..."

*The pressure is insane.*

A socially awkward person like me doing things with the opposite sex is subtly agonizing.

If it's for 'work' or 'as part of a class,' it's fine. There's an external factor, a common goal, and you just do what needs to be done.

But 'hanging out,' 'having fun,' 'chatting'... that kind of free-form interaction is what I struggle with.

Especially Erina-san. Aira-san is basically 'just a voice,' so I don't have to worry about her as much... but dealing with someone I see face-to-face like this is just... not relaxing.

*'Alright. I'll pay. Let's go buy a game console right now!!'*

"You got it! Hey old man, give me your best gear!!"

"No, really, I'm good. And Erina-san, we're still in the store. Please don't try to charge the reception desk. What you're looking for isn't here...!"

*'Heh heh heh. Then let's do this. I'll lend you one of the consoles I own. That should be fine, right?'*

"Uh, well, if it's just borrowing..."

Wait a second. If I borrow it, won't I have to play games with her anyway? Out of a sense of obligation?

But it was too late. Both Erina-san and Aira-san were already completely hyped.

*'Alright, it's decided! I actually sent a console to your house yesterday. It should be there by the time you get home!'*

"What is with your pointless proactiveness? And how do you know my address?"

*'Your parents told me. I got their contact information so I could let them know immediately if anything happened during a dungeon exploration.'*

"Don't use that for personal reasons."

*'Aww, what's the big deal? We're friends, aren't we?'*

"I don't think we're friends..."

*'Then what are we?'*

"Don't tell me it's just a physical relationship?! Kyou-chan, is that the kind of depraved connection you're after?!"

"No, it's more like a boss-and-subordinate kind of relationship."

*'How cold! You'll make a delicate flower like me cry!?'*

"Business-like, huh. In other words, a ninja. So you are one of the Kouga after all!!!"

"Wait, you were from Iga...?"

"Nope. What are you talking about, Kyou-chan?"

*'Did you hit your head, Kyou-chan-kun? Come on, you can tell your big sister all about it. I'll listen while I have a drink.'*

"You...!"

After that, they continued to pester me on the bus and train ride home, and I was forced to join them for online games when I got back.

...The annoying part was that, against my will, I actually had fun.



		
			Chapter 13

			The Physical Abilities of an Awakened Person

			No matter how much my days became a cycle of visiting the 'extraordinary' world of dungeons, the 'ordinary' world of school continued. In fact, my studies were supposed to be my main job.

And that's why...

"Alright, everyone, partner up."

...an instant-death spell was so easily cast.

But fear not. When it comes to 'PE class,' I have already completed my self-defense preparations. There are no blind spots.

The Grim Reaper's scythe passed harmlessly over my head.

Because I'm sitting in a squat, clutching my knees. By myself.

No, you don't understand. Really, you don't get it. There's a reason for this, I swear.

To put it simply, the PE teacher indirectly told me, 'You're a hazardous material, so you're on observation duty.'

...There's a huge disparity in the physical abilities of Awakened Persons.

There are those like Erina-san and me, who exhibit athleticism surpassing professional soldiers and SDF personnel, and then there's Aira-san, who boasts that she 'might be able to barely win a fistfight against a middle school girl from the literature club.'

Among the Awakened, those who are considered 'high-rollers'... are beings who could accidentally kill someone.

A sad accident occurred at a middle school in a certain prefecture a while after the Day of Awakening.

Because the parties involved were minors—middle schoolers, at that—the specific details were never reported 'on television'.

As for the internet and weekly magazines... I really didn't have the stomach to look, so I don't know.

At any rate, an Awakened Person tripped while running at full speed during PE class, resulting in three people suffering serious injuries, including broken bones.

It was an incident where people said it was a miracle no one died. Naturally, the Board of Education was thrown into utter chaos, from top to bottom.

Some shouted, others cried, and the meetings were said to be a frenzy.

Some even voiced the opinion that 'Awakened Persons should not be allowed to exercise with non-Awakened,' but that, in turn, drew criticism for being educationally questionable. After much meandering, the result was...

'Each school is to handle each student on a case-by-case basis.'

...an official notice that, in summary, said just that. In other words, they passed the buck. The school was to deal with the measures and the responsibility.

And the ones who get the short end of the stick are the school and the PE teacher supervising the class. So, what do they do?

'Yagawa, you're not feeling unwell, are you? Oh, you're fine... Are you sure you're not feeling sick? Maybe you're hiding an illness. I won't lower your grade for something like that, so be honest with me. You look a little pale. Student safety is our top priority, after all.'

When it's so obvious that even someone with my low social skills can pick up on it, you know it's bad.

I've been on observation duty for PE since the middle of my junior high years. Isn't that messed up?

You might think it's fine as long as other students are far away, right? Well, even Awakened Persons can get injured by their own power. In the incident I mentioned, one of the people with a broken bone was apparently the Awakened kid.

To add to that, my high school requires students to report if they have a part-time job. I, of course, followed the rules and went to the office to report, 'I have become an adventurer.'

They asked for my rank, so I honestly answered, 'I started at E-Rank'... but looking back, that was basically like saying, 'I'm a hardcore combat type among Awakened Persons.'

So I can't really blame the PE teacher for being wary. Though back in middle school... yeah, I think they were being overly sensitive.

And so, for today's PE class—girls in the gym, boys on the field—I am on observation duty.

Wow. I'm so happy I can take it easy. I feel sooooo guilty for faking sick.

For the record, since it's still the end of April, the activity for today is badminton, which also serves as a recreational icebreaker. The purpose is for everyone to become friends through this class.

Hey, teacher. The student who needs this class the most right now is diagonally behind you. In the direction you haven't glanced at once since class started, there's a student pleading for help.

Or so I think, but of course, the PE teacher only ever turns to look this way when class is over.

Today, as always, I am alone. I feel like I'm about to evolve into '†The Solitary One†'. Or is that a devolution?

...Maybe I should just use 'feeling sick' as an excuse to go to the nurse's office and mess around on my phone.

As that thought crossed my mind, I watched my classmates having fun.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

*'You too, Kyou-chan? I was so disappointed when I couldn't use my ninja arts in class!!'*

"There really are some Awakened who should never be allowed to participate..."

*Seriously, don't you dare activate your skills at school. I mean, Erina-san's probably wouldn't cause much collateral damage, but still.*

It was after school. I was at home, playing an online game with Aira-san and Erina-san.

We were using the usual earring for voice chat. It's great because there are no phone charges.

*'Still, that's not right. While there are aspects that can't be helped, it's not good for the mental well-being of Awakened students. It could easily create friction with other students.'*

"Aira-san is saying something serious... What?!"

*'It's going to storm tonight!'*

*'Shall I make it happen for real?'*

"Eek."

The game we're playing today is 'Super Matsuo Race 8 ☆ Dangerous X'.

In Heian-era Kyoto, a man named Matsuo, who worked as the driver of a certain nobleman's ox-cart, secretly entered his ox-cart in betting races at night without his master's permission.

He got caught, fired, and then his wife left him, saddling him with enormous debt.

Now, he joins a betting race organized by Abe no Seimei, aiming to strike it rich... That's the story of the game.

The cast of characters is a spectacular lineup, from ordinary townspeople to Minamoto no Yorimitsu and his Four Heavenly Kings, and even Shuten Douji and Ibaraki Douji from Mount Ooe.

It's a massively popular game where success depends not only on techniques like shortcuts and cornering but also on getting a game-changing item from the 'baskets' scattered along the route.

Ma●io Kart? I'm sorry, I'm not very familiar with foreign languages...

Anyway, one of the items that appears in this Matsuo Race is...

*'There, the Denden-Daiko.'*

"Nwaaaah!?"

*'Not while I'm in a shortcuttttt!!'*

There's an item that drops lightning on everyone but your own character.

Sounds like a Thu●der? Sorry, I have no idea what you're talking about...

*'Ha-ha-ha! A magnificent comeback from last place! With a boost item and a perfectly executed shortcut, I'm in first! This is a true success story. I am the queen of Kyoto!'*

*'My, my, *senpai*. For a queen, your manner of speech is rather vulgar, is it not!'*

*'Say whatever you like. The victor is justice! To the victor go the spoils, Erina-kun!'*

*'In that case, I shall put a stop to your reign with the utmost elegance!!!'*

Erina-san's character, running just ahead of me, readied a brown item.

*'Be so kind as to RECEIVE THIS COW DUNGGGGGGGGG!!!'*

*'I'd like to ask you to define 'elegance'!!'*

A massive amount of cow dung was scattered across the course. *This woman, she must have gotten cow dung multiple times in a row.*

Aira-san's character slipped on it, spun out, and as she came to a stop, Erina-san overtook her.

*'O-ho-ho-ho!! This is a true queen, my dear *senpai*! The battle of elegance is my victory!! Begone, commoner!!'*

"Not a shred of nobility in sight."

*'Silence! With this, I shall cross the finish line! To a future of hope, ready go!!'*

"Ah, sorry, I got cow dung too."

*'...Pray wait, Kyou-chan-sama. I believe we should play with more decorum. Something like cow dung is most unseemly, you know.'*

*'Indeed!!!'*

"Well... I am the king and the winner, so."

*'Y-You little piece of filthhhhhhh!!'*

*'Hold on! There's no reason to target me toooo! Aaaahhh!'*

I hit both Erina-san, who was ahead, and Aira-san, who had just recovered, with a direct hit of cow dung. You shouldn't underestimate the motion tracking of my *Spirit Eye*.

I crossed the finish line with a massive lead. To be a winner is to be solitary...

"Well, that was a fun race, you two in 7th and 9th place."

*'Grrr. To think there would be a villain who would bring cow dung into a sacred battle.'*

"You were the first one to use it, Erina-san."

*'Hmph... It was a magnificent battle. I have nothing more to teach you.'*

"You're acting like a master, but you've come in last three times in a row, Aira-san."

I was basically forced to take this game console, but one way or another, I was having fun.

I guess party games really are the ultimate tool for communication. Amazing, Nin●endo.

*'Still, you've really opened up, Kyou-chan-kun. Are you like this at school, too?'*

*'Nah. When I go see him during break, he's the same old Kyou-chan.'*

"...Well, uh, yeah. It's different behind a screen versus in person..."

I think there are times when being physically distant makes you a little bolder.

I can kind of understand now why some people get so aggressive when they play online games.

*'Alright, my socially awkward Kyou-chan-kun. How about a fighting game next?'*

"Ehh. Aira-san is way too good at those..."

*'Senpai is a weakling in real life, but she's surprisingly strong in fighting games!!'*

It's truly a mystery. I'm pretty sure I have her beat when it comes to reflexes and motion tracking.

But before I know it, I'm backed into a corner of the screen, and she's locking me in an infinite combo.

*'Heh heh heh. In my mental simulations, I am the woman who wins 98 out of 100 battles, my friends.'*

"We're not exactly impressed by you bragging about winning in your head."

*'So you even lose twice in your imagination?!'*

They say the good and bad thing about mental training is that 'your opponent moves exactly as you expect.' No wonder her win rate is so high.

*'Yes. Those two losses are to the real-life Kyou-chan-kun.'*

"Me?"

*'Your growth potential is SSR-rank too, you see...'*

What she calls 'growth potential' probably refers to the rate at which my stats increase.

It's common for all Awakened Persons' stats to rise when they level up. However, how much they increase varies from person to person. It's always 'individual differences' with the Awakened.

Apparently, you can't know until you actually level up, but the basic increase is said to be 'Level x 1.X'.

For some Awakened, at LV: 10, their stats might be '11' higher than their starting value, while for others, they might be '15' higher. Or '12' or '13'. Furthermore, even for the same person, the increase can be different for 'Strength' and 'Endurance'.

I found this out on the bus ride home, but my current stats are as follows:

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 2 Race: Human/Awakened Person

Strength: 22 Endurance: 22 Agility: 25 Mana: 25

...something like that.

Upon leveling up, all of my stats increased by '3', which is 'Level x 1.5'. This is apparently a 'Growth Rate: A'.

This is all according to Aira-san, so I can't be sure. Still, it makes me feel a bit self-conscious.

But well... I can't get too carried away because of it.

Aira-san herself told me that even with this level-up growth, there might be others who are even better.

Even if this is the highest growth rate she knows of, there are countless Awakened she's never met. The actual number is probably much higher.

Overconfidence is a great enemy. I might be able to become a big fish in a small pond, but I should probably assume that's my limit.

It's not like I'm aiming to be the strongest anyway, so that mindset is probably just right.

*'When I level up, I'm gonna be amazing!! Just you watch, Kyou-chan!!'*

"Right."

*'Alright, then, let's get started on 'Super Matsuo Brothers Great Riot ☆ The Chaos of Oeyama' right away.'*

"Ah, well, as far as fighting games go, that one's..."

*'Kyou-chan! Team up with me!! Let's surround our loner *senpai* and beat her down!!'*

*'Hey, now. There's no way Kyou-chan-kun, the very embodiment of fair play, would agree to such a thing! Right, Kyou-chan-kun?! And I'm not a loner. Because... I have you guys!!'*

"Let's do it, Erina-san. For the sake of casting this tyrannical, pathetic loner of a college girl into the depths of hell."

*'Huuh?'*

After that, we teamed up against her and lost nine out of ten matches.

Just how much has that pathetic beauty grinded this game?



		
			Chapter 14

			E-Rank

			It was the weekend. April was finally drawing to a close.

We had already conquered the Lesser Treant dungeon, where our exploration had been cut short, during the weekdays after school.

So today we'd come to a new dungeon... but this time, it wouldn't be 'work' like before.

An E-Rank Dungeon.

Currently, the majority of adventurers frequent dungeons of this rank. In other words, this is where the world of the 'professional adventurer' begins.

Normally, you'd need to attend various lectures and pass tests to operate at this rank. However, because we scored so highly on the adventurer exam, we started out as 'E-Rank Adventurers'. We may lack experience, but our abilities are more than sufficient.

It might seem like I'm making a big deal out of a single rank, but the threat level is worlds apart from 'F'. After all, the monsters are 'armed'.

Spears, swords, bows. And in some cases, monsters clad in metal armor roam the labyrinth. Weapons originally meant for humans to kill humans... or tools for humans to defeat the inhuman, are now wielded by the inhuman themselves.

Therefore, the 'danger of killing people' is clear. While no deaths have occurred outside of dungeon overflows, over thirty adventurers were injured last year alone.

It's not just the armaments. The monsters' own physical abilities are also generally considered higher than those in F-Rank.

On the other hand, while the quality of dropped items doesn't change much, the 'subjugation rewards' increase significantly. Thanks to this, it's said you can earn an average of 20,000 yen per day of exploration.

...Honestly, I question whether the reward is worth the risk.

Even if you make it your full-time job and go 20 days a month, that's 400,000 yen a month. Simple math makes that 4.8 million yen a year in rewards. From there, you have taxes and license renewal fees, and for some, equipment costs... I don't think you can live a wealthy life.

It's the fact that the pure take-home pay, or rather, the monthly income, looks pretty good on the surface that's so insidious.

After all, 'adventurer insurance is special'. Since existing insurance policies don't apply, the government established a new one, but... the terms are so bad you'd think it was a scam.

Naturally, there are no bonuses like you'd get at a normal company, and there's hardly any kind of guarantee. Since everyone is an independent contractor, maybe it can't be helped.

That's why people apparently upload videos of their explorations to the internet to earn ad revenue or find sponsors like I did. If that doesn't work out, they end up doing it while working another job.

Although some taxes and regulations are more lenient for adventurer-related activities, it was only natural that the system was being criticized from all sides.

But I digress.

If you plan to make a living as an adventurer, you have to be able to clear this rank.

Steeling my resolve, I stepped into the Dungeon Store.

I prepared just as I always had, took a deep breath, and passed through the gate with Erina-san.

And what lay ahead was different from anything before.

"...Hah."

There were no lights installed on the walls; a single LED lantern hanging from my waist illuminated the surroundings.

The air felt damp and humid. The passage, built from grayish stone, was without a single window.

This dungeon, structured like a medieval fortress, lacked SDF-installed lighting not because of obstructive trees like in the Lesser Treant dungeon.

It was because the monsters were destroying the lights. In other words, they were acting with 'intelligence'.

*'...You two, be extremely careful. I believe you can clear this dungeon with room to spare, but do not let your guard down.'*

"Right."

"Got it."

Aira-san's voice was more tense than usual. I nodded at the voice from my earring, gave a command to Byakuren, whose golem body was now formed, and we began to advance slowly.

In the light of my lantern, I spotted SDF paint on the wall. With Aira-san navigating, we headed for the exit first.

After about a minute of walking...

"I hear footsteps. They sound strange for a human."

At Erina-san's words, I swallowed a hard lump in my throat.

"How many and from what direction?"

"Three of them, coming from the front."

Straight ahead. That means a surprise attack is out of the question.

Ahead of us, in the darkness beyond the reach of my lantern and flashlight, I began to hear hard, yet light, footsteps.

How can monsters perceive their enemies in this pitch-black dungeon?

It's because they are creatures that stir in the darkness.

*'Kakaka!'*

A sound like chattering teeth, which could have been laughter.

In the gloom, a pair of red eyes glowed eerily.

'Skeleton'.

A skeleton, without a single scrap of flesh remaining. It was clad in tattered clothes or simple leather armor, walking with a rusted weapon in its hand.

In a game, it would be a trivial early-game enemy. But seeing it in person like this changes that impression.

It was deeply unsettling. It exuded an aura that was not of this world—unpleasant and chilling.

But my body moved. My left hand drew and threw a knife. Diagonally behind me, Erina-san also threw a rod shuriken.

The one on the far right of the three. A rod shuriken struck it in the head, and my knife pierced its right shoulder.

*'Kak!'*

The rod shuriken lodged in its forehead, and the creature's right arm tumbled to the floor. It didn't fall, but it was clearly a heavy blow.

My attacks work. That means I can defeat them.

I told myself that as I put strength into the sword gripped in my right hand.

*'Kakaka!'*

I couldn't tell if they were laughing at our attack or angry.

Ignoring the one that was picking up its dropped weapon, the two relatively unharmed skeletons charged at us.

I left the spear-wielder to Byakuren and faced the one with a sword and shield, taking a high-guard stance with my hand-and-a-half sword.

This passageway was wide. Nearly four meters across, with a ceiling about three meters high. I could swing my weapon without any problem.

The skeleton thrust its buckler, a small shield, towards me and raised its sword. I brought my own sword down diagonally from above, aiming for its shield.

The buckler went flying with a high-pitched clang, and on the return swing, my sword sliced into the side of the skeleton's head.

I expected the blade to bite into the exposed skull, but instead, it shattered with no resistance. The skeleton, now without a head, collapsed into a pile of bones on the floor.

For a moment, I was almost taken aback, but I quickly reset my stance. The one-armed skeleton was charging at me, its spear held low.

*'Kakaka!!'*

It came at me with the force of a body slam, but to my *Spirit Eye*, it was moving in slow motion.

I dodged the spear, stepped in hard, and countered with a downward diagonal slash.

My sword entered its left shoulder, ignored the leather armor covering its torso, shattered its clavicle, and tore through its spine and ribs. As expected, the skeleton easily returned to being just a pile of bones.

I averted my gaze from the two that had turned to salt and looked at the last one, which was fighting Byakuren.

"Hyaah!"

*'Kaaah!?'*

With the skeleton unable to move, its spear caught by Byakuren, Erina-san brought the back of her ninja sword down on its head.

The skull cracked with a *snap*. As the skeleton collapsed into a pile of bones, the self-proclaimed ninja declared, 'Justice is served!' or something.

...Huh?

"...Aren't these guys... kinda weak?"

*'Oh? Is that overconfidence I hear?'* a teasing voice came from the earring.

*'Skeletons may look like that, but they have the strength of an adult male and the speed of a high school track club member. The fact that they're attacking with weapons makes them a considerable threat under normal circumstances.'*

...So, they're about as strong as an athletic adult male?

I mean, a threat is a threat, but, seeing them as monsters...

"Honestly, they seem weaker than the Lesser Treants."

*'That's because Lesser Treants are tougher! It's only natural that a tree stump is harder than a mere bone. I told you, didn't I? The fact that you two can overwhelm Lesser Treants means you're in a pretty strong class.'*

I guess that's true, but...

To come in here so tense and have this be the result, I can't help but feel a little let down.

"Don't get careless, Kyou-chan! You'll get tripped up! Like in lotion sumo!!"

"...Why lotion sumo?"

"Because the comedians do it a lot on New Year's and spring specials!!"

"...We're not comedians."

"!!??"

*Is this self-proclaimed ninja really okay?*

My head starting to ache slightly, I took a single deep breath.

It was certainly anticlimactic, but taking a spear or sword to an unarmored part of my body would still be dangerous.

Her example was weird, but Erina-san was right. Complacency is forbidden. I'll continue the exploration just as I have been.

I picked up the coins from the salt and handed them to Erina-san.

The skeletons' equipment... seemed to have vanished. Apparently, their weapons and armor sometimes remain, so it's a bit of a shame.

Getting my head back in the game, I resumed the exploration.

As I started walking, I reconstituted the knife in its sheath. The one that had passed through the skeleton and clattered to the floor had disappeared, and a new small knife now rested at my waist.

Things like this are really convenient. The only downside is that it takes about ten seconds to reconstitute, probably because I'm not used to it yet.

As we proceeded through the dim dungeon, we discovered an unnatural structure in what appeared to be a large hall. A police-box-like building inside a medieval-style fortress created a tremendous sense of incongruity.

I marked a nearby wall, and we continued our exploration. Then...

"Ah, sounds like someone's fighting up ahead."

I stopped at Erina-san's words.

*'Can you tell what's going on?'*

"Hmm, I don't hear any screaming. Oh, there's the sound of bones scattering on the floor."

It seems the person, or people, fighting ahead are successfully defeating the skeletons.

*'In that case, it's best to go around. Approaching other parties carelessly inside a dungeon is a recipe for trouble.'*

"Yes, *senpai*!"

"Understood."

It's not like we have the place to ourselves, so of course, this kind of thing happens. Especially in a populated 'E-Rank' dungeon.

It's basic procedure not to get close to other adventurers exploring the same dungeon unless it's an emergency. That's what they taught us in the lecture.

There's the concern of kill-stealing and loot-snatching, but even more frightening is the risk of 'accidents'.

Adventurers are basically ordinary people who just happen to have high physical abilities. Even professional soldiers and SDF personnel have 'friendly fire' incidents, so the chances of a spear or arrow hitting another person instead of a monster are not low.

"Kyou-chan's socially awkward, so he doesn't want to meet other people anyway!!"

"...Yeah, sorry about that."

"Hmm. Your energy level is different from when we're playing games. Yesterday you were so fired up you were hitting me with a paper fan."

"...Well, uh... yeah."

*Where did a paper fan come from? Is she still on that comedian kick from the lotion sumo thing?*

*'I understand, Kyou-chan-kun.'*

"Aira-san."

*'There's a big difference between being behind a screen and meeting face-to-face.'*

"Aira-san...!"

That's exactly it. Being in my own room, where all I can perceive is a voice and my opponent's player character, is incredibly relaxing.

That's why I can speak to Aira-san relatively normally. I can only hear her voice.

*'A textbook internet tough guy and closet nerd! Welcome to our side!!'*

"Please stop with the self-deprecating jokes that I don't even know how to respond to."

"Ooh, you two really are good friends."

*'Good friends... Was I the lover in Kyou-chan-kun's ear all along...?'*

"I'll pass. And didn't you just say we shouldn't get careless?"

"You're right. Okay, let's get serious!"

*'Yeah!!'*

"Y-Yeah..."

With a rally cry, we resumed our advance. A few minutes later, we encountered skeletons again.

"Three of them again. They're just around this corner. I went invisible to check, and there's an archer on the far right, so be careful."

"Roger."

I held my hand-and-a-half sword in my right hand and a knife in my left.

...While I'm at it, might as well test 'that' technique I've been practicing.

I thought so and consulted with Erina-san, who gave her consent.

Right after we exchanged a glance, I leaped out from around the corner. Noticing me, the skeletons turned to face us.

The priority target was the one with the bow. A small knife and a rod shuriken flew towards it and found their mark.

The knife pierced its right shoulder, and the rod shuriken shattered the fingers of its left hand, causing it to drop the bow.

I couldn't help but be impressed by her skill. To be able to aim for the fingers in this gloom was amazing. I was barely hitting the shoulder when I was aiming for the torso.

*'Kakaka.'*

I focused on the skeletons raising their weapons and coming towards me, gripping my sword with both hands and moving forward.

I gathered wind around the blade. Just like in practice, with the image of swinging a giant club...!

"H-Hraaaah!"

With a shout, I swung my sword in a wide horizontal arc.

The released wind struck them like a sledgehammer. The two skeletons holding a sword and a spear staggered from the impact, their ribs and other bones scattering.

*Mana Conversion: Wind.*

Without missing a beat, I swung my sword back, again coating the blade with wind for a flash-like slash. Before the two could even swing their weapons, they were blown to pieces and scattered across the floor. *Whoosh.* The dispersed wind slapped against the walls.

Meanwhile, the remaining one, with its broken fingers, clutched an arrow and charged at me, but I shattered its skull with a single blow.

I confirmed that it had turned to salt and exhaled. I'd tested it at the 'government-approved practice facility,' but I was glad it worked in a real situation.

*'Was that the area-of-effect attack you were talking about?'*

"Well, I wouldn't call it an area-of-effect attack..."

I answered Aira-san while picking up the coins. No equipment drops this time either, huh.

"The reach isn't that long, and at most, I can probably only hit two or three of them standing side-by-side."

*'That seems more than sufficient to me.'*

Being able to attack multiple enemies at once is certainly convenient, but the wind output is still weak. I think a normal sword swing accelerated by wind probably has more raw destructive power.

As for mana consumption... thanks to my 'unique skill,' I don't have to worry about it.

*'It's never a bad thing to be able to thin the enemy's numbers quickly.'*

"But I don't get much experience that way!!"

"Ah."

...Oops.

"I'm not asking you to weaken them for me, but I'd appreciate it if you left some for my ninja training."

"S-Sorry."

*'Hey, hey. Isn't this the part where you're supposed to retort with, 'What the hell is ninja training?! The only bedroom arts I know are sleeping!'?'*

"Three points."

*'Hmph... I shall consider your harshness a sign of familiarity...!'*

*Her way of thinking is just like a pervy old man's.*

But it was true; this kind of trouble was famously common in parties. It was something I knew about intellectually, but to have forgotten it was something I had to reflect on.

It's one thing when we're in a tight spot, but since the archer was dealt with and we weren't outnumbered, I should have let Erina-san have some. Besides, I could probably deflect a skeleton's arrow with just wind.

She's also leveled up to LV: 2, same as me, but creating a strange gap between us from here on out would just make things awkward. Especially since... our growth rates aren't the same.

"I'll be more careful from now on..."

"Yup! Do as you see fit. Also, you had a bit of an opening after those two swings earlier, so you should be careful about that."

"Did I...? Alright, I will."

"Yeah!!"

I gave Erina-san a slight bow and resumed the exploration. We proceeded without any further issues, and in a corner of a room that might have been a dining hall, lined with long tables, she collected data by burning and bending drop items. I just stood guard during that time.

In any case, my first exploration of an E-Rank Dungeon, which lasted a total of about two hours that day, ended safely.

My income from drop items and subjugation rewards, after accounting for damaged coins and such, came to '10,000 yen' per person. The cooperation reward from the research lab Aira-san belongs to, partly because our rank had increased, was '60,000 yen' per person.

That's 70,000 yen in total. Even after some is taken out for taxes, it's still a significant amount compared to a normal part-time job.

All things considered, my adventurer life is going smoothly. My high school life, on the other hand, is not worth mentioning.

However, I must never forget the dangers involved. Monsters are terrifying creatures, and I will continue my adventuring career with that awareness.

...Or so I told myself, but there was still a part of me that had grown lax.

The day after I went to the skeleton dungeon, a news report on TV would serve as a stark reminder of the threat monsters posed.

*'Look! The town, the town is being swallowed by a tsunami of flames!'*

On the other side of the screen, for the first time this year, a dungeon in the middle of a town had overflowed.

*'It's a dragon! A dragon is flying in the sky! W-We're trying to escape this airspace now, but our helicopter is also—'*

There was a loud noise, and the reporter's voice turned into a scream. The camera feed became chaotic, making it impossible to understand the situation.

In the split second before the screen cut back to the studio,

*'■■■■■■■────!!!'*

A monster's roar echoed.



		
			Chapter 15

			The Dragon's Scars

			A Great Tragedy Befalls a Small Town.

That was the headline that graced the front page the next day.

The afflicted town was one formed by the merger of several smaller towns during the great Heisei mergers, but it had been unable to overcome the wave of depopulation, and its population had been shrinking year by year.

What increased instead were elderly people living alone and lonely deaths.

This time, the gate had appeared in the home of one such deceased person. The house itself had been put up for sale by relatives, but according to a neighbor who was interviewed, it hadn't been properly inspected in several months.

The result of that was this disaster.

'Dragon'.

A monster whose name is almost guaranteed to appear in any fantasy work.

The first to capture its image was a news helicopter.

They were staff from a paranormal TV show, and they had apparently been searching for a UFO that had been sighted near the town in question.

That they found a dragon instead could only be described as misfortune.

They immediately reported it to the police and attempted to leave the area, but whether they had already been spotted by the dragon or it was simply bad luck...

A Wyvern appeared on their escape route. While taking a wide detour, they filmed the town, capturing what the newspapers would later call the 'tsunami of flames'.

Its true identity was the 'breath' unleashed by the dragon. A storm of fire that swallowed ten percent of the town in a single exhalation.

While they were distracted by the massive fire on the ground, they were struck by the Wyvern, and the helicopter is believed to have crashed.

Shortly after, the Self-Defense Force arrived on the scene. Two fighter jets distracted the dragon while combat helicopters shot down the Wyverns.

The dragon in question, surprisingly, retreated 'back into the dungeon'. A pursuit was impossible, but they succeeded in preventing any further spread of the damage.

Afterward, firefighting and rescue operations were carried out while remaining vigilant for any remaining Wyverns, but the scale was too massive for the SDF and fire department alone.

It was then that President Fudge Valentine of the United States dispatched the US Forces in Japan to the area as humanitarian aid, assisting in the rescue efforts.

Some voiced suspicions that they were there to scavenge for dragon scales, but thanks in part to the cooperation of the US military, the fire was extinguished about two hours after the dragon's retreat.

Nearly two thousand people were dead or missing. As far as damage from a dungeon overflow, it was the third largest in scale.

Currently, in the town... or rather, where the town used to be, the search for the missing by the SDF and US military is still ongoing.

On TV and the internet, naturally, the news is dominated by this incident.

*'It would not be an exaggeration to say that the declining birthrate, aging population, and the concentration of people in urban areas led to this tragedy.'*

*'Can't the government be more proactive in investigating vacant houses?'*

*'Mutual support within communities is crucial, and communication between residents is...'*

*'The SDF's response was too slow. The fighter jets aside, their ground force deployment was far too sloppy.'*

*'A Wyvern, was it? When we were attacked by that flying lizard, a girl who looked to be in high school saved us.'*

*'Regarding the deaths among SDF personnel, the Minister of Defense will hold a press conference...'*

*'Minister! Is it true that SDF aircraft used missiles and machine guns while the evacuation status of civilians was unclear?!'*

*'Could the dungeon overflow not have been prevented?! Is this not a case of administrative negligence?'*

*'President Valentine has announced that he is deeply pained by the damage from this incident and others caused by dungeons. He told the media that the United States will provide as much support as possible in the near future.'*

*'There are many eyewitness reports of three girls who appeared to be Awakened Persons working hard to guide evacuees. Who were these people who risked their lives to save the townspeople? This time, we will...'*

*'Regarding the large number of fake news stories circulating on social media, Professor Uso states that this is a manifestation of social anxiety, and in order to avoid being deceived by such things...'*

And so on. No matter which channel I turned to, the content was much the same.

On the internet, as feared, baseless rumors were flying around. Things like 'this is the work of aliens,' 'a US military conspiracy,' or 'the wrath of an ancient civilization.'

Furthermore, someone was arrested for doctoring an image of the dragon to make a video of it flying through the city and spreading it. It was utter chaos.

Thus, the impact of that incident on society was immense. And I, too, was affected, not insignificantly.

The final footage captured by the news helicopter. Because it was a live broadcast, an completely unedited version was shown in living rooms across the country.

It was only a few minutes long, but it was nothing short of 'intense'.

That was hell.

This 'Eye' of mine sometimes sees too much. The figure of a person being held in a Wyvern's jaws, the person on fire jumping into a river to escape the flames, the people who collapsed, bleeding from their ears from the dragon's roar, and stopped moving.

Even in a few seconds of footage, I could perceive all those scenes as information. To be blunt, it felt awful. I was truly glad I saw it before dinner. Otherwise, I would have thrown up.

After this incident, my parents told me, 'Maybe you should quit being an adventurer after all,' but a creature like that wouldn't appear in a dungeon that 'civilians' go to.

Dungeons are ranked from 'A' to 'F', but only those up to 'C' are open to the public.

A detailed investigation is still underway, but a dragon's dungeon would undoubtedly be designated 'B' or higher. Though, nine times out of ten, it would probably be the highest difficulty, 'A'.

Still, I understand how my parents feel. That incident in the town made them realize once again that monsters are terrifying creatures. I, too, felt my somewhat lax attitude tighten up.

But that is precisely why the conclusion I reached was...

"I'd like to increase the number of times I go to the dungeon..."

...to become more active as an adventurer.

*'Hmm. May I ask why?'*

I used the earring with the mirror to talk to Aira-san and Erina-san.

"Well... it's just that, after the dragon incident, I realized how scary dungeon overflows are."

*'I see. So you want to actively 'level grind'.'*

"Yes."

Right now, the city hall is calling and emailing every household to check if 'a gate has appeared somewhere in your home'. Since it's legally and logistically impossible for the city to check every house, they're asking people to at least check their own homes thoroughly.

Scam calls and visits are popping up amidst this, but that's another story.

As for vacant houses, city officials and the police are conducting investigations all over the place. In the midst of all this, what 'self-defense' can I do?

It's a little sad that the result of racking my brain was the overly simple answer of 'improving my self-defense capabilities'.

"If I focus on 'leveling up,' my chances of survival will increase, whether I fight or flee... and as a bonus, if I can help with the 'culling' in the neighborhood, it'd be killing two birds with one stone..."

I'm still an 'E-Rank Adventurer', but the dungeon closest to my house is also that rank. If I can cooperate in culling the monsters there, the chances of our area suffering damage will decrease.

But more than that, it's about leveling up. It promises a faster improvement in physical ability than regular strength training.

Leaving aside absurdities like dragons, I want to be able to choose whether to 'fight' or 'flee'. My survival rate should be higher than just hiding and waiting for the monster to go away.

In the recent incident, civilian Awakened Persons apparently played a major role in guiding the evacuation. In that hellscape where a dragon rampaged and Wyverns soared.

I may not be as capable as those rumored girls, but if I become stronger, I might be able to get my family to safety. At the very least, I can create that possibility.

"So, that's... uhm. What I'm thinking..."

*'You sound incredibly timid, Kyou-chan-kun.'*

*'Your voice is even smaller than usual, Kyou-chan!! Speak from your gut!!!'*

Well, yeah, because this is almost entirely for my own benefit.

It's a story that still has merits for Erina-san, but there's nothing in it for Aira-san. The professor probably chooses which dungeons to investigate. There shouldn't be any value in an unscheduled dungeon.

But if my parents found out I was exploring without her support, they'd worry even more...

Above all, Aira-san is my direct 'employer'. Even if I were to go to a dungeon solo after they refused, it's only proper to discuss it with them beforehand.

"Ah, well, if you two don't want to, I was thinking of just increasing the number of times I go to the dungeon by myself."

*'Now, hold on, Kyou-chan-kun. Don't be so quick to jump to conclusions.'*

"Y-Yes."

*'Regarding your proposal, let me say this.'*

"Yes..."

*'Personally, I'm willing to accompany you on explorations of dungeons outside our research schedule. In fact, I'd like to.'*

"Really!?"

*'Yes. Well, I do have credits I can't afford to fail, so I can't say it's a guarantee.'*

*'A dungeon, huh. I'll go too! When are we going? Right now?'*

"No, now's not a great time..."

It's already night. It's not a good idea to go to a dungeon at this hour. My mom would get mad.

*'It might be a good idea to consult with Grandma... I mean, the Professor, and adjust the schedule. That way, you might get your usual reward, you know? If we make it officially part of the 'job,' it's easier for us to take responsibility in case of an emergency.'*

"I'm so sorry for all the trouble..."

*'Ha ha ha! Don't be so formal, Kyou-chan-kun. We're friends, aren't we!!'*

"Uh... ah, yes."

*'Hmph... I shall now sing a song. Please listen. Lyrics and music by Arisugawa Aira. 'Friendship Absolute Hypno-Max'.'*

"No, please don't. Seriously. I apologize for hesitating."

*'Woooooah! It's *senpai*'s song! I'll sing too!!'*

"Stop."

After that, the noise was so bad I seriously considered smashing the earring.

Her voice is beautiful, but the content of the song being some kind of friendship brainwashing is just... really something. And Erina-san is just plain bad at singing.

In any case, my adventuring activities now had a purpose beyond 'making money'.

From now on, I'll have to think about leveling up... strengthening my combat power...

As I searched for a site called the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' on my phone, I flipped through the book that was part of my Arcane Gear.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

And so, the day after that conversation.

"Someone, anyone, help!"

"Hieee!"

*'VUUUOOOOO!!'*

I found a party running at full speed and an incredibly buff 'Kobold'.

...Could this be a bad situation?



		
			Chapter 16

			Kobolds

			And so, time winds back just a little.

The day after 'leveling up' was added to my immediate list of goals, we found ourselves at a nearby dungeon.

It was Monday afternoon, right after school, and I was feeling the usual lethargy, but by the time we reached the Dungeon Store, my mind had reset.

Or rather, the machine-gun torrent of words coming from the girl next to me and the earring in my ear had forcibly overwritten my post-school mood.

I wouldn't be struggling if I could control my own mental state like some elite soldier from a manga. For that matter, I wouldn't be so socially awkward, either.

In any case, the dungeon we'd arrived at was a Kobold dungeon.

Kobolds.

They were the upgraded—or rather, the original—form of the Zombie Kobolds we fought during the adventurer exam.

Since they weren't zombified, their fur served as proper protection, and they even had the intelligence to use weapons. They were monsters worthy of their 'E-Rank' designation.

We finished our preparations and entered the gate room.

Standing before the white door, I took a single deep breath and did a final check of my equipment. The connection with Aira-san was good. Erina-san and I exchanged a nod. I confirmed her hand was on my shoulder, and we stepped through the gate.

There was a momentary sense of wrongness. It was a queasy feeling, like the ground disappearing without any sensation of floating, and then my feet touched solid earth.

Bare rock walls were illuminated by artificial light. The tunnel, which looked as if it had been dug by hand, was reinforced with old timber, and Self-Defense Force lights were fixed to the walls.

Unlike in the skeleton dungeon, the lighting here was never destroyed. The Kobolds, it seemed, also relied on the light. Apparently, there used to be glowing, mysterious ores embedded in the walls, but the SDF had collected them.

"Erina-san, stay sharp, please."

"You got it."

After a quick word to her, I took out Byakuren and set him on the ground. I then formed his golem body, showed him a picture of a Kobold, and issued my commands.

With that, our preparations were complete. We could begin exploring.

"Aira-san, we'll need you to navigate."

*'Right. But don't let your guard down for a second. Both of you, be careful.'*

"Understood."

"You bet!"

Unlike with the Zombie Kobolds, the air in this dungeon was somehow dry.

The rock face had a rough, gritty feel to it, and Byakuren's heavy footsteps echoed through the passage.

As we proceeded, Erina-san's voice cut through the quiet.

"Footsteps, up ahead. They're coming this way. Two of them."

"Roger."

I readjusted my grip on the bastard sword in my right hand and reached for a knife with my left.

This dungeon had incredibly wide passages. They had to be nearly four meters in both width and height.

It was a scale ill-suited for Kobolds. Perhaps they hadn't been the ones to dig this place, or maybe there was some other reason.

But none of that mattered to me. What was important was that I had plenty of room to swing my sword.

*'Vo! Vo!'*

With dog-like barks, the dog-faced monsters appeared, their small footsteps pattering against the ground.

Bipedal dogs, about 160 centimeters tall. They brandished iron batons, their eyes gleaming and their fur standing on end.

Kobolds. Their glares carried more weight than the zombies' had.

As soon as they were in range, I threw. A small knife and a throwing spike flew through the air, closing in on the one on the right.

The Kobold raised its baton like a shield, managing to block the spike. It ignored the knife that sliced a shallow cut into its left shoulder and charged straight for me.

*'Vaa!!'*

With a roar, the right-hand Kobold swung its baton high and attacked.

But it was slow. A reverse diagonal slash from my sword tore from its right flank to its left shoulder. I quickly reversed the blade and slit its throat.

The sensation of cutting something with blood and flesh was, unlike before, far from pleasant. I had to fight the urge to grimace.

Keeping my sword pointed at the creature as it collapsed, gurgling blood, I shifted my gaze to the other one.

The one facing Byakuren was swinging its baton wildly, but its attacks were being blocked by the golem's rock-hard arms.

As the Kobold struggled to land a decisive blow, a throwing spike pierced its eye, and it let out a short scream.

An instant later, a slender arm extended from beside Byakuren, and a ninja-to stabbed through the monster's throat. Then, with a quick twist, the blade was pulled free. Blood sprayed out, and the Kobold fell backward.

I watched as both of them turned to salt, then let out a small sigh.

They were faster than the skeletons, but not particularly strong. The fur and flesh made them a little tougher, but they weren't as durable as a Lesser Treant.

*...If anything, it makes the Lesser Treants feel like they were completely misranked. I found them way more troublesome, personally.*

As I thought that, I collected the coins and turned back to Erina-san.

*'Good, you both seem to be fine.'*

"Yes, ma'am."

"Yup. Easy, breezy, beautiful victory! *Hmph!*"

I handed the coins to Erina-san as she puffed out her chest with a smug look.

*...I wish she wouldn't do that. My eyes are instinctively drawn to her slightly jiggling, ample chest. I had to summon all my willpower to resist.*

*'So, you think you can handle Kobolds without any issues?'*

"Probably, but..."

"I'll be fine, too!"

*'Excellent. In that case, let's continue exploring as usual.'*

I gave Aira-san a short reply and we started moving again. Following the paint markings left by the SDF, it wasn't long before Erina-san spoke up once more.

"Kyou-chan, there are Kobolds coming around the corner up ahead. Three of them."

"Got it."

We were at a crossroads, so I backed up a little and focused my attention on the right-hand passage.

A few seconds later, a Kobold burst around the corner.

The instant I saw it, I threw a knife. It plunged into the creature's side, and a throwing spike gouged out its eye.

*'Gyah!*'

As the staggering Kobold tried to turn toward me, another spike flew into its face. It shot into its open mouth and disappeared down its throat.

The leader collapsed. Without so much as a glance at their comrade's grisly fate, the two ferocious-looking Kobolds behind it raised their weapons and charged at us.

I gripped my bastard sword with both hands and moved forward.

Last time, I was told that swinging twice left an opening. In that case...

I swung the sword, now wreathed in a wind of mana, in a single flash. I swept it through both of them, pinning them against the wall.

*'Goh!*'

*'Vo!*'

The Kobolds grunted and lost their balance. I hadn't been able to finish them in one hit, and their fur meant that even two hits probably wouldn't be enough.

But this was my chance. I lunged at the stumbling Kobolds, and before they could block with their batons, I sliced their throats.

The one next to it hastily brought its weapon back up, but then it saw Byakuren approaching and hesitated, unsure which of us to attack.

In that moment of indecision, I lopped off its left arm and slammed my fist into its face. The Kobold went flying, hitting the wall with a sickening *squish*.

The Kobolds stopped moving and turned to salt. I confirmed they were gone and picked up the coins.

*'...This is a bit late, but we are fighting monsters that look a lot like dogs. If you feel any guilt, or nausea, or anything like that, let me know immediately.'*

"No... I'm mostly okay. It's not a great feeling, but..."

"It's like an old-fashioned dog hunt! I'm getting pumped!!"

"Seriously...?"

I couldn't help but feel a little weirded out by Erina-san's reaction.

Well, I suppose I'm in no position to judge, since I'm the one cutting them down.

"They clearly don't look like normal dogs, so I've compartmentalized them as just monsters."

*'Is that so? As a dog lover, I'm actually taking a little emotional damage here...'*

"You're the one feeling sick...?"

Is she really going to be okay?

*'Rest assured. I plan to soothe myself with cute puppy videos later.'*

"I see..."

*'Besides, I'm the one who gives you two this kind of work. I only complain every once in a while.'*

"...Right."

*'And I don't throw up after drinking, either.'*

"Did you just try to land a punchline and fail?"

*'Don't point that out. The comedian in my soul screamed at me to make a joke...!'*

"You're not a comedian, though."

*'?!'*

"Sorry, Erina-san already did that one."

*'Wha... What did you say...?!'*

"*Hmph!*"

Don't puff out your chest, you busty ninja. You're stimulating my worldly desires.

She has this ridiculously smug look on her beautiful face, but her figure is so incredible my brain is short-circuiting. I subtly averted my gaze, turning my whole head away as I handed the coins to Erina-san.

"Here, please take these."

"You got it, Kyou-chan. Hey, why are you looking away?"

"Just... checking our surroundings."

"*Muuu.* You're using polite speech again."

"...I'll try to watch it."

"That you shall!!"

Her voice is as loud as ever.

*'Kyou-chan-kun.'*

"What is it?"

*'Try to keep your naughty thoughts in check, okay!'*

"Just focus on your job, you disappointing college student."

*'Ha-ha-ha-ha!*'

Please stop attacking my fragile, adolescent heart. I'm going to become a shut-in, for real.

I continued my exploration, the frown on my face deepening under my helmet. About twenty minutes after entering the dungeon, the winding paths finally led us to an exit.

We marked the wall and started walking through the dungeon again.

Along the way, we fought several more Kobolds but defeated them without much difficulty. A little disappointed that they only dropped coins, we pressed on and eventually reached a large chamber.

It was a room lined with old benches and desks, similar to the one in the Zombie Kobold dungeon. This one, however, was larger, and much more dilapidated.

All the desks had rotted away and were scattered across the floor, and most of the chairs were barely holding their original shape. Wooden shelves lined both sides of the room, but they were in shambles as well.

There was also a counter-like structure at the far end of the room, suggesting this might have once been a cafeteria. It didn't seem like the Kobolds had used it; the desks and chairs were too high for them.

I really wonder what happened here...

Keeping my internal questions to myself, I cleared a space in the corner of the room by pushing aside the scattered wood fragments.

"Alright, let the experiment begin! Scalpel!"

"Huh? Um..."

*'He's joking, Kyou-chan-kun, don't take him literally.'*

"Hmph. You still have a lot to learn, Kyou-chan!"

I'm seriously considering giving this self-proclaimed ninja a good whack on the head.

"Stop with the confusing jokes..."

"So you're okay with obvious jokes! You are!!"

"No, first of all, we're in a dungeon. You can't be screwing around in a dungeon."

"Yes, sir, Teach'."

*'Teach'! How do I make friends?!'*

"That's something... that even I would like to know."

Shaking my head slightly, I turned my back on Erina-san—who was taking a gas burner and a hammer out of her Item Box—and began to stand guard with Byakuren.

Unlike in games, dungeons don't have safe zones. We had defeated every enemy we'd encountered on the way here for the sake of leveling up, but there were still passages ahead. They could come from that direction.

I had Byakuren watch the far door while I kept my eyes on our surroundings.

Fortunately, since most of the chairs and desks were broken, there was nowhere for the Kobolds to hide. And even if they did, I would be able to see the flow of their mana.

*This is the perfect time to use these 'eyes' of mine,* I thought, standing guard diligently for about thirty minutes.

"Hm?"

Erina-san, who had been soaking coins in some kind of solution on Aira-san's instruction, let out a small noise.

*'What is it, Erina-kun?'*

"I think I just heard a scream."

"A scream?"

I asked, keeping my gaze fixed on the cafeteria interior.

"Yeah. Oh, there it is again. It's getting closer."

"...Another party, maybe?"

*'Could be. Both of you, prepare for battle just in case.'*

"Right."

"To battle!"

While Erina-san packed up her equipment, I readjusted my grip on my sword and heightened my senses even further.

"All packed up! So, shall we go?"

"Yeah... but, um, which way?"

Abandon them, or go back?

Unable to decide, I turned to face Erina-san.

*'Well now. Normally, we wouldn't have any obligation to help them.'*

"Let's check it out first and then decide!"

*'Yeah, I thought you'd say that.'*

A chuckle-filled voice came from my earring.

*'What do you want to do, Kyou-chan-kun?'*

"...I agree with her."

*'Alright. But don't do anything reckless.'*

"Understood."

"Yes, sir! Ninpo: Art of Invisibility!!"

I'm telling you, you're too loud.

Following Erina-san, who struck a pointless hand seal and activated [Invisibility], we slipped through the door on the opposite side from where we'd come.

A short distance ahead, we saw people running down a straight corridor toward us.

"Someone, anyone, heeeelp!"

"Hiiieeee!!"

Four people, a man and three women, their faces pale with terror. One of them was being carried on the back of a man wearing what looked like medieval soldier's Arcane Gear.

A four-person party, huh? Is that rare? I think it's supposed to be pretty rare.

Anyway, they were being chased by several Kobolds. And as if that wasn't enough, there was an even larger shadow behind them.

*'Vuooooooh!*'

The roaring monster was over two meters tall.

Its entire body was covered in black fur, but here and there, something like scales grew. And on its head was a single sharp horn.

Its silhouette resembled a Kobold, but it was clearly a different creature. This monster, holding a mace in one hand, was a Kobold Lord.

The *boss monster* of this dungeon.

"?!"

The woman with cat ears running at the front, a bow on her back, noticed us. She didn't seem to see Erina-san, but her eyes met mine.

"R-Run... Run away!"

Even as she said it, the four of them were still heading our way. Well, it was a straight path, so they didn't have much choice.

Not that I had time to just stand here and watch. I retreated into the cafeteria and spoke into my earring.

"Aira-san. Are the Kobold Lord's stats higher than mine?"

*'No. Overall, you're stronger. But are you planning on fighting it?'*

"...What should I do?"

Run or fight.

I knew I had to choose one immediately, but I was just breaking out in a cold sweat, unable to make a decision.

*If we run, what happens to them? Can they make it back to where the SDF are? But it looked like they were about to be caught...*

*So, should I fight? But it's a boss monster. Is it worth taking that kind of risk... for strangers?*

"Kyou-chan, are you hesitating?"

"Eh, yeah..."

"Then listen!"

Erina-san moved in front of me, cutting off my indecision, and handed me one end of a rope.

"I want you to help me out! Let's save them!"

"───Alright."

Her words cut straight through my mind, which had been on the verge of shutting down. It was pathetic, I know, but I was relieved to have someone else make the decision for me.

Honestly, I'm better at following orders than thinking for myself.

I quickly hid in the shadow of the doorway, facing Erina-san.

The instant the group of four ran through the open door, we pulled the rope taut.

*'Vo?!'*

Their prey had been almost within reach, and perhaps their focus had narrowed. The lead Kobold tripped, and all five of them tumbled to the ground in a heap.

"Hiyah!"

Without a moment's delay, Erina-san threw a net. I stared, wide-eyed. She'd brought something like that with her?

But there was no time to be surprised. Seeing her point her ninja-to at the Kobolds, I lunged forward with my bastard sword.

Unable to put up any real resistance, two of them died. I had just pierced the chest of a third when the Kobold Lord entered the room with a powerful roar.

I jumped back hastily as the Lord glared at us and readied its iron-lump of a mace.

*'Vrrrr...!!'*

Its bloodshot eyes were the same as a regular Kobold's. But I could also sense an intelligence in them, like a police dog I'd seen on TV.

At its gaze, a cold sweat trickled down my back.

*...I might have acted too rashly.*

It was too late for regrets. It would be more dangerous to turn my back now. Swallowing hard, I raised my sword.

Two throwing spikes flew from the shadows and struck the remaining Kobolds that were crawling out of the net.

*'Gyah!'*

*'Va?!'*

Apparently, the Kobolds couldn't see Erina-san. Her [Invisibility] was working.

As the confused creatures were distracted by Byakuren lumbering towards them, their attention shifted.

But the Kobold Lord was looking only at me. It gripped its mace with both hands and let out a bellow.

*'Vaaaaaaah!!'*

The mace was raised high overhead. Its reach was overwhelmingly greater than mine. And it was fast.

The Lord's attack would reach me first.

But...

"*Fuuu...*!"

...to these *eyes*, it's too slow.

I sidestepped the downward swing of the mace, and the moment the iron chunk hit the rock floor, I swung my sword at its arm.

I severed its right thumb. The wind-accelerated blade cut through flesh and bone more easily than I'd expected.

*'Ga, Aaaaaah!!'*

Letting out a sound that was both a scream and a roar, the Kobold Lord swung its mace sideways with its left hand.

I ducked under the swing and dove into its range.

Carrying my momentum forward, I thrust my sword. It easily pierced the Lord's flank.

But...

"?!"

It won't come out. Its abdominal muscles are too strong!

As I struggled with the stuck sword, the Kobold Lord grit its teeth and reached for me with its right hand, its finger now missing.

In a panic, I grabbed its arm with my left hand to stop it. It was a reflex, but with the aid of the wind, I was able to hold it back.

Next, I released the wind that had been enveloping the blade. As it blasted the flesh and blood of the wound apart, a cry of agony echoed from above me.

Without pause, I twisted the sword and swung it upwards with all my might. A massive spray of blood erupted, but the wind cloaking my body deflected it all.

Its strength gone, the Kobold Lord fell to its knees before me. With a single flash, I cut its thick neck, and its head fell to the ground with a thud.

My first fight against a boss monster. Judging by the result alone, it had ended in a flash.

But inside, I was anything but calm. In fact, it was only now that my heart started pounding in my chest.

*Tha... That was close. My sword getting stuck... I experienced the same thing with the Lesser Treant...*

Drenched in a cold sweat, I looked over at Byakuren and Erina-san. Just in time to see the remaining two Kobolds turn to salt.

I let out a breath of relief and lowered my sword.

*...I just followed her lead on impulse, but I feel like I just did something incredible.*

I just defeated a boss monster. The kind they told us over and over in the lectures to 'run from on sight.'

As I stood there, frozen again by a delayed wave of fear and excitement, Erina-san came trotting over.

"Kyou-chan, you okay?"

"Uh, ah, yeah. You?"

"Not a problem in the world!"

I couldn't help but smile wryly at Erina-san as she flashed a V-sign.

"But Kyou-chan, a thrust is a finishing move! You can't use it unless you're going for the kill!"

So said the self-proclaimed ninja while shadowboxing at the air.

*Isn't a punch completely different from a sword thrust...?* I thought, but her point was valid. In fact, I'd just learned it the hard way.

"I'll be more careful from now on..."

"Then all is forgiven!"

*'Whew. I didn't even have time to get nervous, but I'm glad you're both okay.'*

I was about to reply to the voice from my earring when...

"Uh, umm..."

"Huh?"

Startled, I spun around at the voice from behind me.

There stood the guy in the medieval soldier getup and the three other adventurers.

*...Right around the time I faced the Lord, I completely forgot about these guys.*

"Oh, hello."

"Er, yes. Hello..."

Feeling incredibly awkward, I gave a small nod, and the soldier-like guy seemed to bow back reflexively.

He and the other three were all looking dazed, as if they couldn't quite process what had just happened. If this were a manga, you could practically see the sound effect for 'dumbfounded' hanging over their heads.

*...What do I do about this atmosphere?*

My eyes darted around the room, at the piles of salt scattered across the floor. Before me were dazed-looking strangers. On my side were a self-proclaimed ninja, a disappointing college student, and me.

*...Someone, please help me.*



		
			Chapter 17

			The Self-Proclaimed Ninja's Fine Plays and Fumbles

			...This is awkward.

I stood facing the man in front of me, who was wearing a kettle hat, I think it was called? A metal, helmet-like thing. I was at a loss for what to say next.

Looking closely, I noticed his ears were somewhat cat-like, so he was probably a 'Cat Beastman' like the woman who had been running at the front. No, that doesn't matter right now. For starters...

"Um, are you injured...?"

"Ah, yes."

It seemed he had been frozen, too, but my words rebooted him.

His dazed expression vanished, replaced by a sharp, focused look.

"One of my companions has sprained her ankle, and we have some bruises... but I don't believe any of the injuries are life-threatening."

"I see. That's a relief."

I let out a genuine sigh of relief.

Honestly, I didn't know what I would have done if he'd said someone's life was in danger without immediate treatment.

Truth is, my unique skill allows me to heal others... but I want to keep that hidden as much as possible.

That said, I'm pretty sure it would haunt me forever if I just abandoned them and they died, so my relief was from the bottom of my heart.

"Thank you so much for saving us back there. I don't know how to possibly repay you."

"No... um, the one who said we should help was my partner, I just..."

The Cat Beastman bowed deeply, and I took a step back, waving my hands dismissively.

Being thanked so earnestly made my chest ache with guilt for even considering abandoning them.

"Your partner, you say. I've been hearing a voice this whole time..."

"Indeed, it is I, the ninja!!"

"?!"

Erina-san's loud declaration and smug expression made the man and his companions whip their heads around in surprise.

Oh, she's still using [Invisibility].

"I am one who lurks in the shadows of society. You must forgive the discourtesy of my not revealing myself!!"

What is she even talking about.

Her content was nonsense, and even her phrasing was bizarre. Oh, wait, that's just her normal self.

Her excitement had clearly broken through the stratosphere. With a smug '*mhu-huu*' grin, she folded her arms under her chest, striking a pose that was meant to look cool. While invisible.

For now, I subtly averted my eyes from her emphasized chest. This was, of course, to maintain vigilance over our surroundings.

Always on the battlefield. Caution is the parent of safety. Tighten your helmet strings after a victory. I must not waste the great wisdom left by our predecessors.

This had nothing to do with the fact that a 'blonde, busty, beautiful classmate'—a being straight out of an eroge—was threatening to disturb my inner peace. Not at all.

"A... a ninja...?"

The Cat Beastman looked confused. I mean, of course he was. Anyone would be confused if someone suddenly claimed to be a ninja.

Toward him, the invisible, self-proclaimed ninja struck a determined pose.

"Indeed. We are members of the secret society, the *Invisible Ninjas*...!"

That is soooooo lame.

That name is just unacceptable. I wanted to retort, asking what she was on about with a 'secret society,' but before that, the name *Invisible Ninjas* was just a total non-starter.

But I won't say anything. Because I don't want to get involved in this conversation...!

While seriously scanning our surroundings, I observed the Cat Beastman's party. He'd said their injuries weren't serious, but just in case...

*'Kyou-chan-kun. I did an Appraisal, and none of them have any major injuries. Just some minor bruises and a sprained ankle. It might be fatal in a dungeon, though.'*

"Right..."

I whispered my agreement to the voice from my earring. It seemed she shared my concern.

Incidentally, Aira-san was whispering, too.

*'Let's leave this to Erina-kun. She's not an idiot. She'll handle it well.'*

"Right..."

*'Besides, I don't want to talk to people who look older than me and outnumber us...!'*

I'm starting to worry a little about this person's future.

"Um... so, Invisible Ninjas-san. Again, thank you for your help. I don't know if you'll believe me, but we had no intention of 'training' the monsters on you..."

"Worry not. We are those who live in shadow, who walk in shadow... To be blunt, that stuff is a hassle, so it's OK if you don't worry about it!!"

"O-Oh..."

I am so sorry about our self-proclaimed ninja.

I apologized internally to the confused Cat Beastman, but I had no intention of taking over the conversation for Erina-san.

Because strangers are scary...

"We shall take all the dropped items here. In return, we shall act as your escort on the way back, I shall! Is this not a fine proposal, I ask?! Oh, and no prying into each other's affairs, if you please. Because I am a ninja!!"

"That's... yes. Understood."

"Yay! Oh, just give us ten minutes to prepare."

"Understood."

With the matter settled in short order, Erina-san took my hand and led me to the spot where we were gathering data earlier. I wish she wouldn't just grab my hand like that; it makes my heart skip a beat, even through my gauntlets.

The other party moved to the wall on the opposite side. The cafeteria was spacious enough that we couldn't hear their conversation at a normal volume.

"The Kobold Lord's horn is all yours for ten minutes, senpai!!"

*'You've done it!!!'*

I said *at a normal volume*, you idiots.

Erina-san efficiently set up her equipment while Aira-san rattled off instructions at high speed.

...Looking at the results, Erina-san had handled the situation perfectly.

We encountered a boss monster and found an injured party. The circumstances forced us to fight... and somehow, we won, leaving us in an awkward spot.

We were supposed to report the boss monster, but it was already dead. Trying to leave with spatial magic would be difficult with this many people.

But leaving them behind would leave a bad taste in my mouth. Escorting them back was the decent thing to do. However, that would leave us with no time to collect data on the dropped items.

Hence, the ten-minute window.

This way, we could pass it off as 'just preparation time for moving out' to the other party and the SDF who would surely question us later, without raising any suspicion. We shouldn't get on the bad side of the store or the Dungeon Agency. They'd probably figure out what we were doing since the drop item would be a wreck... but they wouldn't press the issue.

If we could gather data on a rare boss monster drop during this time, we could keep our sponsor happy, and Aira-san would be in a good mood. We might even get an extra bonus.

Not revealing our identities was also a wise move to avoid future trouble. I was aware, at least to some extent, that we were on the stronger side among Awakened Persons. I wanted to avoid any strange recruitment offers.

I'd heard in the lectures that you could sue someone for training monsters onto you depending on the situation... but this was clearly an accident. If we had suffered any damages, it would be a different story, but we didn't have a single scratch. We didn't need the extra hassle of a lawsuit.

Their party, our sponsor, and us. No one lost out. In fact, everyone gained something.

It felt a bit like she'd steamrolled them with sheer momentum, but she'd managed to wrap things up neatly for all three parties in such a short time. I had to take my hat off to Erina-san.

*...Could it be that, if she just fixed her way of speaking, this person is the very embodiment of beauty and talent?*

"Oh, right, Kyou-chan."

"Yes?"

Erina-san turned her eyes toward me, though her hands never stopped working.

"I doubt there are, but could you go ask those people if they saw any other boss monsters? And leave 'Byak-chan' here to guard us."

"Got it. If it's just that..."

I felt a little guilty for letting her handle everything up to this point. I could manage a simple, business-like conversation without getting too nervous.

I could... probably!

"And also..."

She turned not just her eyes, but her entire face toward me.

"Thanks for fighting with me! That was a nice fight!"

"...You're welcome."

Feeling my cheeks flush at her innocent smile, I started walking toward the group of four.

I wish she'd stop with the surprise attacks. Those are the one thing my 'Spirit Eye' can't predict.

I restrained the urge to start taking long strides, took a small, deep breath, and approached them. They seemed to have noticed me coming.

"Excuse me. I'd like to ask you something."

"Yes, what is it?"

The Cat Beastman started to stand, but I motioned for him to stay seated and knelt on one knee.

"You were being chased by a Kobold Lord just now, but were there any others? There have been cases of multiple bosses spawning, so I wanted to check just in case."

"I see. No, we didn't see any others. We were too busy running for our lives to be certain, though..."

He glanced at his companions, and all three of them shook their heads.

It seemed there wouldn't be a second helping of boss monster. I breathed a sigh of relief.

"That's good to hear. Excuse me."

"No, um..."

The man hesitated for a moment before looking at me with a somewhat fearful expression.

"I was told not to pry, but may I ask just one thing? How long have you been an adventurer?"

*...Hmm. Well, I guess it's okay to answer something like that. He looks strangely serious.*

"Since mid-April of this year. So, about half a month."

"............I see."

After a few seconds of silence, the man replied with a wry smile.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

After that, we were able to escort them to the exit without any further incidents.

Normally, if a boss monster is spotted, the dungeon is supposed to be sealed off until the SDF can exterminate it. But this time, we had already defeated it.

Even the guards stationed at the exit seemed unsure of what to do in this situation.

In the end, it was decided that everyone would just withdraw. Incidentally, the Kobold Lord's horn had been left in a truly pitiful state. It was scorched and smashed to pieces. What on earth did they do to it?

According to Aira-san:

*'Even if you brought it to the store in pristine condition, you wouldn't get a single coin for it, right? And taking it out is strictly forbidden. So, we might as well do whatever we want with it!!'*

Come to think of it, I remember hearing in a lecture that even if you bring a boss monster's drop item to the buyback counter, they won't assign a price to it.

Apparently, it's out of fear that if they started buying them, adventurers might start taking reckless risks. In that case, I think they should at least give us the same amount as a normal coin, but that's probably a wish that will never come true.

As for us, we're apparently getting a special bonus from the research lab, so I'm satisfied. Amazingly, the reward is double what we got last time.

It was startling and there were some tense moments, but all in all, it was a fruitful dungeon exploration.

...More importantly, though I was in a bit of a panic right after and didn't notice, it seems I leveled up to LV: 3 when I defeated the boss monster.

As the first step after renewing my resolve, it was an auspicious start.

...Although, when I got home, my parents were incredibly worried and almost made me quit being an adventurer, which was a whole ordeal in itself.

*'As someone who employs a minor, I'm obligated to report incidents like today's, you know?'*

That's what Aira-san had said to me via Telepathy that night while cracking open a Stro-Z, so she must have been the one to tell them about the boss fight.

Her logic was so sound I couldn't argue at all, so I tried to at least blow off some steam with a video game. I mean, what she said was right, but I wish she'd told me *before* I got home that she'd tattled on me to my parents. I need time to mentally prepare and come up with excuses.

Well, I got completely destroyed in the game anyway. Is this person just unnaturally good at fighting games?

Afterward, she got cocky and started taunting me, so Erina-san, who had joined mid-game, and I teamed up and pelted her with cow dung in 'Matsuo Race' over and over. We really let her have it.



		
			Chapter 18

			Interlude: A Certain Ordinary Adventurer

			Side: None

"...It's wonderful to be alive."

"Yeah..."

In the rest area of the Dungeon Store, four adventurers sat with drinks they'd bought from a convenience store, a dark cloud hanging over them.

The party leader was a Cat Beastman named Yamashita Hiroshi, age twenty-six.

He worked in a team with his younger sister, Akemi; her friend, Kiriko; and his own childhood friend, Shougo.

His reason for becoming an adventurer was not common in modern Japan, but not exactly rare either.

His company had gone out of business.

A dungeon had appeared in the building where his office was located, and the government had sealed it off. Since it was a small company to begin with, the president had decided it was better to just close up shop rather than try to start over somewhere new.

The employees who were let go had it rough, to say the least. Hiroshi could be considered one of the lucky ones. After all, he was an Awakened Person.

Awakened Persons, especially 'Beastmen,' tend to have relatively high physical abilities. On the other hand, their keen senses of hearing and smell limited their job options. Still, there was a demand for Awakened Persons. Many of them had great stamina.

Even so, the reason Hiroshi chose to become an adventurer was a mix of 'aspiration' and 'expectation.'

For now, the government monopolized dropped items, but considering the scale of it all, he believed they would eventually be opened up to the private sector. When that happened, he thought, it would surely become a massive market.

He reached out to his childhood friend Shougo, who had been working part-time after failing to find a job, and they decided to get their adventurer licenses together. Just after he told his parents, he learned that his sister and her friend were also planning to become adventurers.

If they were going to form a party, it was better to team up with people they knew well. So, they joined forces.

The exam itself wasn't particularly difficult, and all four of them passed, starting out at 'F' Rank.

For the past six months, they had diligently worked as adventurers.

They went to a dungeon three times a week, at least once without fail, earning experience and money.

──Dungeon exploration is grueling physical labor.

You spend nearly two hours moving through a labyrinth roamed by monsters. There are no clearly defined safe zones, so breaks can only be short. On top of that, you have to remain constantly vigilant.

There was no 'instantly killing' or 'overwhelming' multiple skeletons or kobolds; it was normal to be gasping for breath from exhaustion after every single fight.

And the pay wasn't that great either.

The tax laws for adventurers were relatively lenient, exempting them from things like the recently talked-about '1.03 million yen wall.' But as if to make up for it, there was an 'adventurer tax,' so it wasn't exactly a gentle system.

On top of that, insurance premiums were high. Since regular insurance wouldn't cover them, the government-created adventurer insurance took a hefty sum every month. But for those who made a living fighting, not being insured wasn't an option.

Private insurance companies were considering entering the market, but dungeons and adventurers were still too new. The respectable companies were cautious, and only shady ones were showing up.

Despite all this, they continued their adventurer activities and, after six months, raised their rank to 'E.' The leader, Hiroshi, had also grown considerably.

'Yamashita Hiroshi' LV: 6 Race: Cat Beastman - Awakened Person

Strength: 21 Endurance: 20 Agility: 22 Mana: 17

His stats had improved quite a bit from when he first started.

All of them only had one skill each, but Akemi's friend could use 'Fire Magic.' She could only cast it a few times per exploration, but its presence made a huge difference in their stability. When they were outnumbered, her magic would reliably take out one enemy, thinning the herd.

They were able to operate steadily even at 'E-Rank' and had avoided any major injuries so far. Their income was also slightly better than when they were 'F' Rank.

At this rate, maybe they could even make it to 'D' Rank. That's what they were thinking as they explored the dungeon today.

...Until they encountered the 'monster.'

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

*'Grrrrr!!'*

"Oof...!"

Hiroshi blocked the baton swung by a snarling Kobold with his kite shield.

He was superior in both strength and stature, but the Kobold was ferocious. He couldn't move his shield under the relentless onslaught of its attacks.

Beside him, Shougo was also holding a round shield, enduring a Kobold's attacks. In the meantime, Akemi took aim and shot a Kobold with her bow and arrow.

*'Gyah!'*

"Take this!"

Then Kiriko, using her long staff as a club, struck the monster while hiding behind Shougo.

Their basic pattern was for the men to push back the Kobolds that had been staggered by the women's attacks, and then finish them off with a mace and an axe, respectively.

"Phew..."

"Good work."

Hiroshi took a breath and wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. His armor consisted of a kettle hat, a thick cloth tunic, and a leather chest plate. Other than that, he only had the kite shield on his left arm.

His defense was a concern, but it also meant he tired less quickly. Shougo, on the other hand, was dressed like a Viking, looking quite hot in his layers of chainmail and fur.

"Here, you two."

"Oh. Thanks."

"Sorry, Akemi-chan."

"No problem, no problem."

Akemi took drinks out of a backpack she had set down and handed them to the two men. They usually dropped their backpacks on the spot during combat. Since the Yamashita siblings were Cat Beastmen and could easily detect approaching enemies by their footsteps, they had time to unload their gear.

Even so, it was this exhausting, which was why it was often said on adventurer message boards that 'you need someone just to carry the luggage.'

"We're getting used to 'E-Rank,' huh?"

"Yeah. But it doesn't seem like we'll make much money even at this rank..."

Shougo shrugged at Hiroshi's words.

"If we dive twelve times a month, that's about 240,000 yen a month. Assuming we can keep earning at this pace, that's 2.88 million a year. After taxes and all that..."

"I think it's about 2 million, right?"

Hiroshi recalled the calculation they'd made a while ago and smiled wryly.

"But if we get to 'D' Rank, our income should increase accordingly."

"Yeah, but if the rank goes up, the enemies get even stronger."

"That's just how it is."

As they talked, they shouldered their packs again.

Kiriko collected the dropped coins, and while the front-liners rested, Akemi kept watch. It was their way of showing consideration for the two whose job it was to physically hold back the monsters.

"Hey, you guys. Should we make our video debut? We could film ourselves and upload it to the internet later."

Akemi, bow in hand and ears twitching, spoke to her brother and his friend.

"I mean, Kiriko-chan and I aren't bad-looking, right? If we film without makeup, we could pass for high school girls."

"Ugh..."

Kiriko, having been dragged into the conversation, made a face of clear disgust.

Hiroshi shook his head at his sister's proposal.

"Don't underestimate the internet. Weird fans and stuff, that's no joke. And more importantly, we don't have the luxury to worry about looking good on camera while fighting."

"Besides, Kiriko-chan doesn't like it, Akemi-chan."

"I don't like standing out..."

"Aww."

...Incidentally, though the men didn't say it out loud, they were both thinking, 'The average attractiveness in the Awakened Person community is so high that average or slightly above average just gets buried.'

Elves and half-elves. And those who were already handsome or beautiful to begin with, who had become even more polished.

Some of those Awakened Persons were already dominating television with their beauty as a weapon, so it would be difficult to attract discerning viewers with their level of looks.

But if they said that, they were likely to get an arrow in the back, so the brother and childhood friend both averted their eyes.

They were tired, but the dungeon exploration was going smoothly. They thought today's activities would end just like that.

"...Hm?"

"What's that sound?"

The Yamashita siblings noticed something was wrong.

"What's up, you two?"

"I don't know, there's a weirdly loud footstep..."

"Another adventurer, maybe?"

"Seriously? Are they coming this way?"

"Yeah. And they're pretty fast. Maybe they're running..."

"Any other footsteps... I can't quite make them out."

At his siblings' words, Shougo's mouth formed a grim line.

"Whatever it is, I don't want to get involved. Let's get out of here, fast."

"Yeah. We should—"

Hiroshi, in the middle of speaking, whipped his head toward the sound.

"What the—it just sped up. It's almost here!"

"Huh? Why... Don't tell me, a train?"

"No, this is───"

*'Vuooooooh!!'*

There isn't much more to tell.

They were unlucky enough to be spotted by a Kobold Lord that was wandering the dungeon, and they instinctively took a battle stance.

The training lectures said to run from such an opponent, but you don't encounter a boss monster every day. Their lack of experience led them to choose to fight.

But they were outmatched in both quality and quantity. They could barely withstand the Lord's attacks, allowing the regular Kobolds to get past them to the back line. Kiriko, their one chance at turning the tables, was injured.

In a panic, they abandoned their luggage and fled, but with the fatigue from their exploration so far, it was inevitable that they would be caught.

It was then that they were saved by other adventurers who happened to be there by chance.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"...I guess geniuses really do exist, huh?"

Akemi murmured softly.

*'Since mid-April of this year. So, about half a month.'*

*He's so strong, he must have been an adventurer longer than me, even though he looks young.* That's what Hiroshi had predicted—no, what he had *wanted* to believe. The answer the boy gave to his question was a cruel one.

The wall of talent is a towering presence in any field.

A deep sigh escaped Hiroshi's lips without him realizing it.

"...Maybe we're just not cut out to be adventurers."

"........."

At her brother's moment of weakness, Akemi averted her gaze.

An opponent that the four of them together couldn't even mount a defense against had been overwhelmed by a younger upstart.

She was grateful for being saved and sorry for getting them involved, but it was impossible not to feel something else besides that.

"Still, quitting being an adventurer now is kinda..."

"Shougo and I might have a hard time finding new jobs, huh..."

Perhaps it was government policy, but when Awakened Persons went to the employment office, they were first and foremost encouraged to become adventurers. In fact, it was difficult to get referrals for other jobs.

And having 'combat experience' was surprisingly a disadvantage when interviewing at a normal company. They were viewed with apprehension, as in, 'Might he cause a violent incident in the office?'

There was the option of looking for a job online, but with the recent problem of illegal part-time jobs exploiting Awakened Persons, the possibility of getting caught up in something shady was not low.

A heavy silence descended upon them.

It was Kiriko who broke it.

"...The secret society, the *Invisible Ninjas*."

The ridiculously bizarre organization name that their saviors had given.

Even Hiroshi had been confused by the obviously made-up name.

"It was a silly name, but they were strong."

"...Yeah. They're one hell of an 'organization.'"

At her friend and brother's words, Akemi's cheeks twitched.

"Uh, hang on you two. You don't actually believe that, do you? It was obviously a lie."

"No. The crazy organization name was probably a lie made up on the spot, but the fact that they're a secret society might be true."

"Huh? What are you talking about, big brother? A secret society..."

Akemi gently touched Hiroshi's forehead. She thought he might have hit his head somewhere.

Gently pushing his sister's hand away, he continued.

"The number of Awakened Persons is about four million. That's like a small country."

Hiroshi took a sip of his canned coffee and continued speaking as he thought.

"It's a minority compared to the population of Japan, but you could say it's a considerable scale. If the Awakened Persons were to band together, they could potentially overthrow the country."

"...I won't deny that, but doesn't that sound a bit like a conspiracy theory?"

"You're right. It's hard to imagine four million people doing something all at once. What I'm trying to say is that there are that many of us. The possibility that several communities have already been formed is quite high."

It's natural for those in a minority position to gather and protect themselves.

Awakened Persons are both many and few. While their supernatural skills and high physical abilities are valued, there are also many non-Awakened who view them as dangerous.

To escape that, it's not unnatural for Awakened Persons to form groups larger than just parties.

"There are several communities of Awakened Persons. Maybe they belong to one of them."

"...Well, even if that's true, it doesn't have anything to do with us."

"I wonder about that."

To his sister's dismissive tone, Hiroshi stroked his chin and slowly swished his tail as he explained his thoughts.

"Maybe we should join such a community... or create one ourselves."

"What?"

Akemi frowned as if to say, 'What are you talking about?'

"This is about 'our future as adventurers,' right? What's the benefit in that? The maximum number of people who can enter a dungeon is four, right? And some places only allow three at a time."

"True, that's the limit for entering as a party. But it's a different story after you're inside, isn't it?"

"...?"

"Hiroshi. In other words, you're saying we could meet up inside and form six-person or eight-person parties?"

"Ah, so that's it."

At Shougo's words, Akemi clapped her hands in understanding.

"But a large group would have trouble moving in the narrow passages, and more importantly, it's not realistic to rendezvous with someone whose location you don't know inside a dungeon."

"You're right."

Akemi, convinced again, pointed a finger at her brother with a smug look.

"Yeah. But still, 'having a large number of people' is a strength. ...Besides, the *Invisible Ninjas* were communicating with someone through some means."

"What? Is that true?"

"Hey. Whatever, but can we stop saying that super-lame name...? It's embarrassing just hearing it come out of my brother's mouth."

Akemi's earnest plea unfortunately did not reach Hiroshi's ears.

"It was probably the 'Telepathy' skill you hear rumors about."

"I see. So if we gather enough people, we might get someone with a skill like that."

"Of course, the chances of that are low. The government and corporations have probably already recruited those with useful skills."

"Then it's pointless, isn't it?"

"But it's still worth a try. More importantly, having more people means you can do more things. No matter what it is. Like putting together members suited for a specific dungeon, or sharing know-how."

"No, the government is already accumulating know-how, and as for party composition, isn't it just going to end up with weak people like us teaming up?"

"The government provides almost no feedback on that know-how. And everyone has their own strengths and weaknesses when it comes to party composition. I think this team is optimal for me, but it's better to have more options. And besides, the ability to cooperate with other parties inside a dungeon is still attractive."

"I wonder if it'll really go that smoothly."

"...You know, Hiroshi might be right."

"For real?"

Akemi's mouth dropped open as Shougo nodded in agreement. She then turned her gaze to her friend, Kiriko.

"...What do you think, Kiriko-chan?"

"...I don't think it's a bad idea. We could even 'guild' up and take over a dungeon to make sure we can rendezvous..."

"A guild? This isn't a game. Besides, that sounds like something a toxic player would do."

"Haha. A 'guild,' huh? That name might fit perfectly. Well, taking over a dungeon would be no joke, though."

Hiroshi smiled at Kiriko's words.

"Since adventurers are gathering to work together, calling it a 'guild' is fitting. Even if it deviates from the original meaning, it's easy to visualize."

"It's a staple in games and anime. Anyone in this industry would get it."

"And most importantly, it sounds cool...!"

"...Now that you mention it?"

Hiroshi stood up and raised his canned coffee.

"Alright... then, let's aim to establish a 'guild'──and to prepare for that, let's keep diving into dungeons! No matter what, we need levels and money!"

"...Isn't that the same as what we've always been doing?"

Akemi gave her brother a deadpan look at his declaration, while the other two laughed.

They had once faced death through misfortune and survived through luck. Their decision to continue as adventurers was heavily influenced by the excitement of escaping a dire situation and the potent drug of a 'younger, superior' presence.

But it was, nevertheless, the path they had chosen. What kind of future awaits them at the end of it?

That, no one yet knows.



		
			Chapter 19

			Ways to Become Stronger

			'Adventurer Training Ground'

Its purpose is exactly what the name suggests.

Shortly after the adventurer system was established, the government converted public gymnasiums and athletic fields across the country. The Dungeon Agency apparently negotiated with various parties, arguing that Awakened Persons needed places where they could practice with their weapons. Well, you can't use real swords, obviously.

I myself visit one of them from time to time.

"Ho, hah!"

I practiced with a rented wooden sword against a target called a 'pell.'

It's a simple thing—just a log stuck in the ground—that soldiers and mercenaries used in ancient times, but it was adopted at this training ground due to budget and durability issues.

Before, if I had tried to strike something like this with a wooden sword, the recoil would have immediately made me yelp in pain. But with my current body, it's not a problem.

In fact, if I use 'Mana Conversion,' I have to be careful not to break either the wooden sword or the pell.

Still, I come here to try and correct my swordsmanship, even if just a little.

...Of course, since there's no one to instruct me, it's all self-taught in the end.

I tell myself it's better than nothing and just keep imitating the Western swordsmanship moves I've seen in videos.

The sword I use is a 'bastard sword.' It can be wielded with one hand or two, but apparently, the center of gravity requires some thinking to swing properly... or so I've heard.

But I don't understand the finer details, so I just copy the moves that seem doable.

The 'Windmill Cut,' where you swing diagonally, then rotate the tip of the sword for another downward slash.

The 'Serpentine Cut,' which uses a diagonal stepping motion to make it difficult to defend against by changing your position.

The 'Viper's Stance,' where you grip the middle of the blade with your left hand for defense and to more easily target gaps in armor. ...The defensive part is just mental training for now, but remembering the movement might be useful someday.

Beyond that, I continued to mimic all the knowledge I could find online, like using the tip of the sword as a blunt weapon. Times like these, smartphones are really convenient.

With the appearance of dungeons and Awakened Persons, the number of gyms teaching swordsmanship and martial arts has increased. When I saw a sign in front of the station that said, 'Let's Have Fun Learning! Kaishakenjutsu!' I couldn't help but do a double-take.

After about an hour of training, I put the wooden sword in the return box. I handed the ticket I received upon entry to the front desk and paid the usage fee.

I didn't forget to show my adventurer license. Normally it's 1000 yen per hour, but with the license, it's only 500 yen.

I wasn't physically tired, but coming straight from school, I was mentally drained. I stretched lightly and was about to head home when...

"Yagawa-san. Yagawa-san, do you have a moment?"

"Yes?"

The lady at the reception called out to me, and I turned back with a questioning look.

*Hmm, did I forget something?*

That's what I thought, but the lady pointed to a man in a suit.

"Someone from the city hall would like to speak with you."

"...Huh?"

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

*'I see, a recruitment offer.'*

"I was completely surprised, and now I'm exhausted..."

That night, the three of us were talking via Telepathy while playing 'Matsuo Sea Battle ☆ Squid-Octo Wild Dance.'

'Matsuo Sea Battle ☆ Squid-Octo Wild Dance'

The story follows the protagonist, Matsuo, a drunkard known as the 'Savior of Kyoto, Splash Matsuo' due to his exploits in a previous game. He accepts an invitation from a salmon who is gathering strong fighters from various lands to participate in a betting match called the 'Ink-Painting Battle' held at the Dragon Palace, aiming for the prize money.

The team that paints more of the battle stage with their own ink wins. Plus, the more ink you paint, the more the gauge at the bottom of the screen fills up, allowing you to use a special move: the 'Ultra Ink Splasher.'

Splatoon? I have no idea what you're talking about.

Anyway, back to the story. I thought the person from the city hall wanted to talk to me about something, but it turned out to be an offer to become a contract employee for the city office.

I didn't know much about it, but apparently, each municipality is starting an initiative to create a department of 'retained adventurers' to deal with nearby dungeons that aren't being sufficiently thinned out... the ones that adventurers don't often visit.

Usually, those dungeons are handled by issuing 'quests' to adventurers of the appropriate rank. But that lacks stability, so the city decided to secure their own personnel.

And that's why they went out of their way to recruit someone like me.

*'How could you, Kyou-chan! Was our time together just a game to you?!'*

*'What a terrible man... To think a socially awkward virgin could toy with a woman's heart like this...!'*

"If it's a game you want, that's what we're doing right now. And Aira-san, that's sexual harassment."

I dove into our team's ink spreading across the stage and went for a flank. Yes, one kill from a surprise attack. Now for another...

Ah, I've been sniped.

"I turned them down, of course. I'm not interested in taking on more risk for less reward."

Sadly, the city hall doesn't have much money either.

For now, dungeons don't generate any income, so dealing with them is purely an expense. Naturally, the compensation for a contract adventurer is also extremely meager.

I wouldn't get a reward as good as what Aira-san's lab offers, and my partners would be undetermined. In the worst case, I'd have to go in solo.

If they had approached me before my adventurer exam, I might have considered it... but as things stand now, there was really no merit in switching over.

"Still, I wonder why me? Are they just taking potshots, trying to recruit every adventurer in the city?"

*'No, they were definitely aiming for you. Considering your boss monster kill, the record of you undergoing 'Appraisal' at the prefectural office, and your exam results, it's a logical choice.'*

"Ah..."

Now that she mentioned it, there were plenty of reasons for them to recruit me.

To be honest, when I'm teamed up with Erina-san, it's hard to think of myself as being that strong. She's pretty exceptional, after all. In fact, sometimes it's me who gets discouraged.

She's beautiful, quick-witted, and has skills suited for exploration. Her personality is bright and kind. Other than my stats and number of skills, there's nothing I have over her.

*'However, the fact that they went out of their way to approach you when you were alone suggests they were serious about getting you.'*

"Maybe so. The official did say that they intended to talk to my parents as well, but they wanted to hear my thoughts first..."

But let's be honest, that city hall guy was trying to sweet-talk me. He probably thought a high school kid would be easier to persuade than his parents.

It's his job, and it concerns the safety of the city, so I'm not going to complain. I was just surprised. It was a risky move that could have easily blown up in his face.

*'It just goes to show how attractive of an SSR you are.'*

*'You're so popular, Kyou-chan!! You're even getting love letters from the other team!!'*

"Those aren't love letters, that's focused fire. Help me?"

This is strange. I'm a complete beginner with only three hours of playtime, so all I've been doing is spamming Matsuo's special move, the 'Cow Dung Missile,' which the system automatically multi-locks for me...

No, wait, that's a perfectly good reason to be targeted.

*'Hahaha! I just got spawn-camped, so I can't.'*

Ah, they've pushed us all the way back to our base. Isn't this bad?

*'Leave it to me! Take this, my ultimate Poo Attaaaaack!!'*

"Don't say 'poo.'"

Please just say the 'Ultra' part properly.

What? Did you think I meant Ultra-Poo? No. As you can see, it's a move where you swing down a dog-shaped hammer: the 'Ultra Doggo.'

*'Hang on, Kyou-chan! I'll throw some poo your way!!'*

"That sounds kind of gross..."

*'Excretion!!'*

"Now that's just regular poo."

*'Wait for me, Kyou-chan-kun! I'll charge my gauge and get on the urchin!!'*

The urchin? Ah, the 'Sea Urchin Tank.' A small tank with cannons that looks like a sea urchin.

Incidentally, its aim is all over the place and its power and armor are low, so online, the duration of its activation is called 'serving a prison sentence.'

"Why did you bring such a weak special move?"

*'Tanks are cool, aren't they? Now, ride on! From now on, it's my time... ah. Aaaah...'*

"Is falling off the stage and self-destructing cool?"

Maybe she messed up the motion for getting into the tank, because Aira-san's character just fell off the map.

*'Hmph... The rest... is up to you...!'*

"Don't give up, fight."

*'Get fired up, senpai!! You use your poo too!!'*

"Stop abbreviating it."

We lost, of course. It was a four-person match, so I apologize to the random person who got stuck with us.

*'But seriously, Kyou-chan, aren't you too strong?'*

"Nah. It's just because you two are using joke weapons."

*'Nuh-uh. I'm not talking about the game, I'm talking about the dungeon.'*

"Oh..."

Even if they say I'm strong, I think it's only within the context of 'E-Rank.'

After the game, I was scrolling through videos uploaded by other adventurers on my phone while we continued our telepathic conversation.

Watching these is helpful for reference, and more importantly, it makes me realize that there are people on a whole other level.

I'd rather not get a big head in a dungeon only to have not just my nose, but my entire neck broken.

*'Your stats are certainly high, but is that enough to overpower a Kobold Lord by brute force?'*

*'That's an excellent question, Erina-kun.'*

What's with that game show host reply?

*'The secret lies in 'Mana Conversion.''*

*'The thing that makes the wind go whoosh?'*

*'That's right. First of all, as a premise, that's not something you can just activate constantly. It's a self-buff that's more like a finishing move, something you'd be lucky to use five times in a single exploration.'*

...Come to think of it, I think I saw something like that online.

I once looked up videos and posts from people who had the same or similar skills as mine.

In fact, right now I'm watching a video from an adventurer who has the 'Concept Interference' skill.

It seems there are a lot of people in the world who are willing to reveal their hand. I'm grateful for that. This particular uploader seems to be more motivated by a need for approval than by ad revenue, so they provide a lot of explanations about their abilities.

*'Kyou-chan-kun negates the weakness of high mana consumption with his 'Sage's Nucleus.''*

I had previously given Aira-san my prepared explanation: 'Thanks to this skill, my body and mana recover quickly, and my head feels clear!' It wasn't a lie, but it wasn't the whole truth either.

Incidentally, upon hearing that, she had burst out laughing, saying, 'That sounds like some crazy drug!' Was that really something to laugh at...?

*'While 'Mana Conversion' is active, you could say Kyou-chan-kun's 'Strength' and 'Agility' are effectively increased by '+10.' On top of that, his unique skill and 'Spirit Eye' combine to allow him to master rapid acceleration and deceleration.'*

*'Whoa.'*

*'To put it in game terms, it's like he gets to take two actions for every one action others get.'*

"Aira-san, you really like your game analogies, don't you..."

*'My hobbies are gaming and drinking!!'*

Is that really something a young college student should be saying so proudly?

*'But in reality, having a gamer's mindset can actually make dealing with Awakened Persons and dungeons easier, you know?'*

*'That's true. The knowledge from that TTRPG we played before, senpai, has actually been useful in explorations.'*

"Ah..."

Now that she mentioned it, it was hard to deny.

Of course, games and reality are different, but it's true that they can be a 'good reference.' Living in the modern world, you don't really imagine 'what to do if you encounter a monster in a cave' until dungeons actually appear.

*'...That's what I'm wondering about.'*

"Yes?"

The playful tone in Aira-san's voice faded slightly.

*'Why do monsters that we know, like Kobolds and Skeletons, actually exist? Don't you find that strange?'*

"...Are you saying that people in the distant past actually saw real monsters?"

*'I don't know. But perhaps the story is more complicated than that.'*

"...?"

*'...It's all just hypotheses. Any further talk is meaningless. Forget I said anything.'*

Even if you tell me to forget it, saying something so profound makes me think all sorts of things.

*'Senpai! It's not cool to end things with a mysterious comment just because you'd be embarrassed if you were wrong!!'*

Oh, so the mysterious ending was intentional.

*'Silence, Erina-kun! I want to maintain my mysterious older sister persona who always seems to know everything! I don't want to tarnish this cool beauty vibe!!'*

"No, you only had that vibe when we first met."

*'Zat is correct! I am ze true cool beauty!!'*

"Don't compete with her."

*'Very well. Then let us settle which of us is the true cool beauty, Erina-kun!!'*

*'I accept your challenge!! I'll make your teeth rattle in your jaw!!'*

"Excuse me, I think I'll be leaving now. Good night."

*'Wait, Kyou-chan-kun! Don't you want to be the witness to this battle of the century?!'*

*'Don't run away, Kyou-chan!! You're going to become a cool beauty too!!'*

I removed the earring, wrapped it tightly in a towel, and put it in my desk drawer.

Then, on my phone, I opened the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' website that I had looked up before.

Truly, the internet is convenient. As an excuse for creating 'Byakuren,' I had fudged it by saying 'I found the instructions on my phone before,' but there really is a site with that information.

It seems that those with the 'Alchemy' skill, instead of just accepting the knowledge that suddenly appeared in their heads as 'just how it is,' have gathered to deepen their understanding by putting it into writing.

Their posts align with the contents of the book that came with my 'Arcane Gear,' so they are undoubtedly 'the real deal.' They're different from the delusions written by the 'self-proclaimed alchemy skill holders' you sometimes see.

But well, the reason they go to such lengths to deepen their knowledge of alchemy is...

'The 108th Meeting to Create the Ideal Homunculus Wife.'

...80% lust and 20% a desire for 'the ultimate bodyguard who will do whatever you say.'

Putting the 20% aside, I felt a little pathetic for having instinctively empathized with the desires that made up the other 80%.

I mean, who wouldn't want one? A beautiful girl homunculus who is perfectly convenient for you.

Of course, I have no intention of actually making one. There are ethical issues, but more than that, I'm afraid of what others would think...!!

The thread also had a story about someone who, while living with his parents, created a golem body that looked exactly like a human woman and made his parents cry. At first, they seriously suspected a murder, and then they were saddened to think their son was making a custom love doll at home.

...You should cherish your parents!



		
			Chapter 20

			The Promotion Exam

			The day after the city hall recruitment offer, I was looking at the calendar in the morning when I spoke to my mom.

"Hey, Mom."

"What is it? If you don't leave soon, you'll be late for school."

"Yeah, well… about your wedding anniversary this year, you're still going, right?"

At my question, my mother's brow furrowed in a slightly troubled way.

"…Your father's company seems to be doing okay for now, but we want to keep saving up. I was just about to suggest we skip it this year."

"I'm earning money as an adventurer, too. Isn't it fine? You should go."

My parents got married in early May. When I once asked why not June, they told me that my maternal grandparents weren't in good health at the time, and my dad had said, 'I want the people who raised you to see our wedding.' So, it ended up being in May.

Any more details would just turn into a story about them gushing over each other, so I've never asked. What kind of sadist would I have to be to willingly listen to my parents' love story?

Anyway, every year, the two of them go on a short trip for their wedding anniversary. It's a modest pleasure for my parents, who don't usually indulge in luxuries.

"But still…"

"Come on, it's just a trip once in a while. Go and enjoy yourselves."

"Hmm…"

That reaction. If she were being honest, she'd want to go.

They're such a close couple they still kiss every morning when my dad leaves for work. As their son, it's beyond awkward, but it's far better than them not getting along.

…And well, there’s also a little part of me. Just a tiny part, that enjoys the liberating feeling of having the house to myself.

Watching anime during dinner while eating whatever I want, or staying up all night playing games.

I have my own slovenly pleasures to look forward to, so I really do hope the two of them go on their trip.

"Oh, but make sure you go somewhere with no reported dungeon discoveries. And check the local evacuation guides online beforehand, okay?"

"We haven't even decided to go yet. More importantly, you need to get to school."

"Yeah, yeah… But seriously. Go on the trip, okay?"

"…Alright, I get it. I'll tell your father."

"Okay. Well, I'm off."

"Yes, yes. Have a good day. Be careful of cars."

And with that, another ordinary morning came to an end.

I set off for school alone.

* * *

May. A Friday, two days before my parents' wedding anniversary.

The rainy season hadn't quite started, and the humidity wasn't too bad yet. But the temperature was deceptively high; it seemed this year would be another scorcher.

Despite that, the dungeon we'd come to today was filled with a damp, sticky air.

It was a place that looked like a widened cave, but with occasional staircases and even small rooms with doors, it had a strongly artificial feel.

It was a dungeon like a hidden fortress. The passages, illuminated by lights brought in by the Self-Defense Force, had roughly hewn walls, but the floors were perfectly flat.

After finishing our usual preparations and passing through the gate, I immediately activated Byakuren and proceeded with caution.

I always try to be vigilant, but I was on particularly high alert in this dungeon.

After all, this was an 'E-Rank Dungeon' known to have 'the danger level of a D-Rank.'

There were SDF-installed lights in this dungeon as well, but a section of them being out was a sign of 'danger.' They were out there, licking their lips in the darkness. Or so the Dungeon Store's website said.

Of course, even if the lights hadn't been extinguished by monsters, we still had to be on guard. There was no room for carelessness.

Still, this was a place Aira-san had deemed manageable for us. She was a bit of a letdown in many ways, but she was a navigator I could trust. We should be fine… probably.

I took a small, deep breath as I walked. Just as I did, Erina-san stopped.

In her line of sight, at the far end of the passage, was an old wooden door.

"I can hear footsteps getting closer from behind that door. As for the number… probably three."

"Got it."

I held my breath and gently placed a hand on my knife.

The passages in this dungeon weren't especially wide, but they weren't narrow, either. There was plenty of room for people to pass each other, and the ceiling was about two meters high. Swinging a sword with full force would be difficult, but as long as I was mindful, it shouldn't be a problem.

With Byakuren beside me, any attacks would have a hard time reaching Erina-san. Instead, my concern was whether my weapon would get caught on something.

After all, my own level had risen to 3, which improved my mana output. Accordingly, the size of the golem body I could form had also increased. The current Byakuren was about 180cm tall with a thick frame—a very reliable-looking tank, at least visually.

As I was pondering this, the door creaked open with a *Giii…*.

Swallowing hard, I tightened my grip on my sword.

*"Graa…"*

A creature just over 150 centimeters tall appeared with a low growl. It had a slightly hunched posture and held a rust-covered sword and a buckler.

Its skin was green all over, and its twisted, large nose and long ears were distinctive features. Its yellowed teeth and bulging eyes were illuminated by the artificial light.

The small monster, wearing only a loincloth, glared at us and raised its sword.

*Goblin.*

A vile little demon whose name is frequently heard in Japanese fantasy fiction.

These ones, having appeared in reality, possessed all the ferocity and cunning of their novel and manga counterparts—minus the libido.

Before it could do anything, I threw a knife and a shuriken spike. Both struck it square in the face, and the lead goblin fell backward.

*"Gyaa! Gyaa!"*

The remaining two goblins stepped over their fallen comrade and shrieked at us. One had a spear, the other a sword and shield.

I left the spear-wielder to Byakuren and took on the other one. It charged right at me, so the distance between us closed in an instant.

*"Graaah!"*

The creature's bloodshot eyes and spittle-flecked charge radiated a murderous intent that belied its child-like stature.

Fighting back the urge to be intimidated, I stepped forward.

The goblin was raising its sword while protecting the left side of its head with its shield. I aimed for its right shoulder and swung my blade in a downward diagonal slash.

Its upraised sword tried to move to defend, but it was too slow. My blade cleaved the little demon's body in two.

I glanced over at Byakuren to see they had yet to trade blows. While the goblin's attention was on the stone body, I flashed in from the side and lopped off its head.

With a light thud, the green head rolled across the floor.

I remained vigilant as I watched all three of them turn to salt.

It was to be expected that the fight itself would be over quickly. The scary part of this dungeon wasn't the strength of the monsters.

Seeing no reinforcements, I exhaled and collected the coins lightly buried in the salt.

…Still, the sensation of cutting this monster was particularly disgusting.

Since it looked like a classic 'goblin,' I didn't have any resistance to cutting it down, but its silhouette was still close to a human's.

Should I be glad I don't have some hidden psychopathic talent, or am I already a lost cause for being able to kill without hesitation…?

Either way, that wasn't something to think about right now.

"Erina-san, if you would."

"Mhm. Leave it to me."

As she put the coins in her Item Box, she remained on guard.

*'…I was worried it might be premature, but it seems you'll be fine after all. For the D-Rank promotion, that is.'*

The promotion of one's rank. It's proof of an adventurer's ability.

Most adventurers start at 'F.' To rise to 'E,' one must pass a physical fitness test and attend a special training course.

It's a relatively simple task to get to 'E,' and there are even people like us who start at this rank from the get-go.

But 'D' is a different story. From that point on, you're treated as a 'first-rate' or 'professional' adventurer—at least, in adventurer circles.

The difficulty jumps with just a single rank. The rewards are better, but it's said that most adventurers stay at 'E' because the risk doesn't match the pay.

If I remember correctly, the distribution was about 30% F-Rank, 40% E-Rank, 20% D-Rank, and 10% C-Rank?

That's how high the danger level is. There are even calls to ban public access to goblin dungeons and any dungeons ranked D or higher.

But I digress. Being able to clear this goblin dungeon is the condition for promotion.

It's only been half a month since I became an adventurer, but I've heard some people get promoted to D-Rank in just a week. It's rare, but not impossible.

*'But don't let your guard down for a second. Move while carefully observing your surroundings. I'll do my best to watch through the mirror as well.'*

"Yes, sir."

"Got it!"

We replied to Aira-san and resumed our exploration. After checking beyond the open door with a hand mirror, we moved forward.

It seemed to be a T-junction, so I performed a clumsy clearing. At least there were no enemies in sight.

As we proceeded, we found a broken light at a corner. We both stopped and slowly looked around.

"…Any enemies?"

"Can't see any. You, Kyo-chan?"

"Nope."

We nodded to each other, and Erina-san took a penlight from her Item Box, shining it into the darkness.

There, a simple, thin rope was stretched across the passage. Following it with our eyes, we saw a small crossbow hidden in a recess in the rock.

If we'd carelessly tripped that rope, an arrow would have been embedded in our calves. A goblin trap.

Yes, this dungeon had 'traps.' It's why this place was known as 'the most terrifying E-Rank dungeon.'

After Erina-san severed the rope by throwing a shuriken spike, I sent Byakuren ahead just in case.

…Nothing out of the ordinary, huh.

"Let's go."

"Okay!"

*'I'll mark it on the map here. Make sure you report it when you get back to the store.'*

"Understood."

Discovering and reporting a trap in this dungeon earns you a decent reward. Not a huge amount, but still.

For a moment, I considered recovering the crossbow itself, but the buyout price and the reward for reporting it were about the same, so it wasn't worth the trouble.

We caught up to Byakuren and moved forward, soon coming to a closed wooden door.

Erina-san pressed her ear to it, but there was no sign of any enemies. However…

"Ah, it's locked."

Another simple lock was fastened below the doorknob.

We could just kick it down, but according to information from the store, 'some traps are activated by forcing a door open.'

I considered just having Byakuren charge through, but if a crossbow was set up at head height, the flask could be destroyed.

Guess I'll have to rely on 'Alchemy' here.

The structure of the locks in this place is public knowledge at the store. I took a small wooden tag from my backpack and pressed it into the keyhole.

I visualized the structure of the keyhole and imagined it unlocking. At the same time, I poured in my mana.

A red light flashed for a moment with a *snap*, followed by a soft *click*.

"…It's open."

"Whoa."

I put the wooden tag back in my backpack, unhooked the scabbard from my belt, and slowly pushed the door open. When it was about a quarter of the way open, I sent Byakuren in first.

Apparently, no trap was triggered. Letting out a breath of relief, I entered and looked around, but there were no traps to be seen.

It seemed I'd worried for nothing.

"That's amazing, Kyo-chan. You're like a phantom thief!"

"I'd rather not become a common thief…"

"Ehh? But a phantom thief and a robber are different, aren't they?"

"Are they not the same…?"

I raised a questioning eyebrow at Erina-san, who tilted her head with a finger on her lips.

*'Well, some robbers call themselves phantom thieves, so it's hard to say. Though phantom thieves do have that righteous outlaw image. More importantly, Kyo-chan-kun, did you learn that alchemy from the internet as well?'*

"Yeah, pretty much."

It had been posted on the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club website for reasons like, 'I'm going to raise my level in dungeons and improve my golem forces! For my homunculus bride!'

…Thinking about it calmly, is this really the kind of technology that should be posted online?

*'I'm quite interested myself. Could you perhaps share the URL?'*

"I found it on a site called the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' but it has a lot of lewd jokes, so it's a bit hard to recommend… oh, right. Never mind."

*'What's that, Kyo-chan-kun? As if we're well-acquainted with lewd jokes.'*

"That's exactly right, isn't it?"

"What was that, Kyo-chan?! You won't find maidens as pure and proper as us in this day and age!"

"A pure and proper maiden does not repeatedly shout 'doody.'"

"Hmm? Did I say something like that?"

*'Hey, hey, Kyo-chan-kun. We're in the middle of a serious exploration here. Please refrain from such vulgar language! Ha ha ha ha!'*

"Have you morons forgotten what happened yesterday?"

A self-proclaimed ninja and a hopelessly uncool college student whistling poorly.

Feeling my cheeks twitch, I shook my head to clear my thoughts. It was true that we were in the middle of exploring a dungeon. I had to focus.

The doorway didn't lead to a room, but rather to a path that curved in an L-shape.

There was a wooden shelf at the corner, but it was empty. If this were a game, there might have been a ring or a gem inside.

If there had been anything like that, the SDF or police who entered first would have collected it all and sent it to some research lab.

Unfortunately, the romantic dream of finding treasure sleeping in a labyrinth just doesn't happen in public dungeons.

There's nothing but traps and monsters. Though some dungeons occasionally have ore that can be sold.

If there were any treasure to be found… it would mean it was in a 'danger zone' that the SDF had missed.

In any case, we had to explore.

"Ah, wait, Kyo-chan."

Erina-san's quiet voice stopped me. The grip on my shoulder was by no means weak.

"I just heard breathing from up ahead. There might be an ambush."

"………"

I nodded silently in response.

*'If you turn that corner, it's an immediate slope. They'll have the high ground. Want to turn back?'*

"…Nah. Let's keep going."

I nodded again at Erina-san's words.

I gave Byakuren an order in the quietest voice possible, having it guard its head with its arms as it advanced. The moment the golem's body cleared the corner, a single arrow flew through the air with a whoosh.

A simple arrow, deflected by the stone arm. Before it even hit the ground, I lunged forward.

*"Gyak! Gyaa!"*

Two goblins with spears shrieked at me. Behind them, another was trying to nock an arrow to its bow.

I immediately threw a knife. I aimed for the archer, but it went slightly off, only piercing its ear. Still, it was enough to stop its movement.

As the archer let out a short scream, the two spearmen turned their points toward me.

With a flash of my sword wreathed in wind, I forcefully parried the approaching dull gleam.

Immediately after, a shuriken spike flew past my head. It expertly struck the archer's fingers, causing it to drop its weapon.

I have no idea how she controls it like that. All I know is that it's incredibly reassuring.

*"Graah!"*

I closed in on the goblin that had raised its spear. I sliced through its body and the haft it was holding. I left the other spearman to Byakuren and brought my longsword down on the back of the one trying to flee while clutching its injured right hand.

I cleaved the small green back in two. When I immediately turned around, the last goblin was collapsing with a shuriken spike sprouting from its eye.

I remained vigilant. After confirming that all the enemies had turned to salt, I picked up the coins.

I remembered reading a post by a 'former SDF adventurer' about how grateful they were that monsters turned to salt like this because it meant they couldn't play dead.

He was certainly right. Being able to tell at a glance that an enemy is dead reduces the risk of a surprise attack.

This goblin dungeon was a dangerous place where it felt like 'the entire dungeon is the enemy.'

However, including the data gathering, we cleared it safely in about two hours.

Erina-san and I had taken a step toward 'D-Rank.'

…Mind you, just because we took a step doesn't mean we're D-Rank as of today. We've only passed the practical portion.

We still have to take a written exam and an interview for the promotion later. Even if they're largely formalities, an exam is an exam.

Frankly, it's a drag and a pain.

First, you have to apply to take the exam, then a few days later when your application is accepted, you go to the designated test site, have an interview with someone from city hall right after the written test, and then you find out if you've been promoted in three days to two weeks… something like that.

I doubt it, but I hope this isn't part of the reason so few people advance to D-Rank, right?

──Brute force alone won't get you recognized. That's just how modern society works.



		
			Chapter 21

			A Trail of Blood

			"Alright, you two be careful now."

"We will. You watch out for fires and robbers, too."

"We're off."

"Okay. Have a good trip."

And with that, I saw my parents off on their trip. They were taking the train to the big station near the prefectural office, then the bullet train to Nara. It was a two-day, one-night plan. My dad had even used up his accumulated paid leave for it.

After seeing them off, I immediately started watching the anime I had recorded on the living room TV.

Just as I finished binge-watching two episodes of my favorite show this season, my phone rang. It was Aira-san.

"Hello, Yagawa speaking."

*'Hey there, it's Aira-san! Are you free right now? You are, aren't you? How about you hang out with us older sisters for a bit?'*

"Uh, no, I'm not free."

*'Whaat?! Impossible… Kyo-chan-kun has plans? What kind of plans, I wonder?'*

"I'm planning on lazing around while watching the anime I recorded."

*'So my invitation ranks even lower than that?! This is an invitation from a beautiful college student, you know! What happened to the usual you, the one who's like an incarnation of lust?!'*

"Who are you calling an incarnation of lust?"

Sure, I'm a healthy high school boy. My libido is at least average, if not more.

But that's beside the point.

"Because hanging out with you and Erina-san is incredibly draining…"

*'That's just proof of how much fun you're having.'*

I could tell she had a smug look on her face without even seeing her. Not that I'd deny it.

It really is fun hanging out with them. More than just the fact that they're beautiful women, there's something great about just messing around and playing games with people.

Ah, it makes me nostalgic for middle school. It's heartless, but I barely get any replies when I message my old friends on social media anymore. It seems they've already made new friends over there.

This is how human relationships fade, how friends become acquaintances, and then strangers…

I let out a small sigh and put down the remote.

"Alright, fine. So, what are we doing today?"

*'Mhm, mhm. Your body is honest, no matter what your mouth says, Kyo-chan-kun.'*

"I'm hanging up."

*'I was just kidding!?'*

"No, I'm switching over to Telepathy."

I ended the call and went to my room. I took the earring out of my drawer and put it on.

From the way she was talking, Erina-san was probably participating too. Telepathy would be more efficient.

With that thought, I clipped it to my earlobe. I'd gotten quite used to this.

*'Kyo-chan-kun! Kyo-chan-kun, can you hear me!!'*

Sighing at the obnoxiously loud earring, I picked up my game console.

When it came down to it, I had no objections to playing. I might as well just relax and enjoy it.

"Yeah, yeah. Sorry to keep you waiting. I'm turning on the console n—"

*'Kyo-chan-kun. Turn on the TV right now.'*

"Huh?"

Her unusually serious tone cut me off. Confused, I returned to the living room, console in hand.

Then, I used the remote to turn on the television.

"What is it? I've never even connected the TV and the game console before."

*'Calm down, be rational. Watch the news.'*

"What are you talking about? What's so—"

*'We repeat our earlier report. A dungeon stampede is currently occurring in three locations.'*

"…Huh?"

A news anchor was reading from a script with a grim expression.

At the top of the screen, 'EMERGENCY DUNGEON ALERT' was displayed, along with the names of the areas affected by the stampede.

And among them…

*'Kyo-chan-kun. One of them is about one train station away from your house. The chances of the damage reaching you are low, but be prepared to evacuate with your family at a moment's notice.'*

I didn't have time to answer Aira-san.

I immediately tried to call my parents on my phone, but the lines were congested and I couldn't get through.

Wait, calm down. Right, there was a number for disasters…

"Aira-san! In a disaster, what number am I supposed to call?!"

*'…For the message dial service, it's 171.'*

"Not a message service… isn't there one that connects right away?!"

*'There isn't. Social media is relatively easier to connect through, but even that is unstable right now. I'll say it again, calm down.'*

"How can I be calm?!"

I clutched my head, tangling my fingers in my bangs, and desperately tried to remember the train schedule.

It takes twenty to twenty-five minutes by car from home to the station, and I think the train was scheduled to arrive soon after they got there, which means my parents are in the affected area right now…!!

It could just be my imagination. But to make things worse, my Spirit Eye was throbbing.

As if it were on the verge of showing me the worst possible 'future.'

"…My parents might be at the location of the stampede. I'm heading to the scene now."

*'Understood. Leave the navigation to me. Erina-kun just left as well. Meet up with her on the way.'*

"Wha…?"

I thought she would try to stop me, but her response was the complete opposite.

On top of that, Erina-san left? Why?

*'Do you have time to hesitate? We can talk while you run.'*

"R-Right!"

*'And even if you're in a hurry, lock your door. Things have been dangerous lately.'*

"Uh, ah, right."

I stumbled over to get my keys, shoved only my phone into my pocket, and burst out the front door.

I locked the door with a *clack* and put the keys in my pocket. I immediately summoned my Arcane Gear.

As long as I made my sword and knife partially disappear, I shouldn't be stopped by the police on the way. They'd probably get mad at me for jumping into a disaster area, but I didn't give a damn.

After confirming there were no cars, I started running. Aided by the wind, I unleashed the maximum output I could currently manage.

One step, two, and by the third, I hit top speed.

The speed I'd clocked at the training ground in the next city over was around 70 km/h on a straightaway. If I take shortcuts, I should be faster than a car…!

*'You'll run into trouble on the main street. I'll guide you through a route with less foot traffic that still leads to your destination. Open your ears and listen up.'*

"Got it. But, why…"

*'I've already researched the geography around your house with Erina-kun when we were planning to prank you.'*

"That's not what I mean, why are you helping me…!"

*'Turn right at that traffic light.'*

"Right!"

I shouted back, almost in a frenzy, and changed direction.

My soles scraped against the asphalt as I released wind diagonally. I touched a telephone pole for a split second with my left hand, using my arm strength to re-accelerate. I made the turn with almost no loss of speed.

The road was barely wide enough for a single car to pass. But that didn't matter to me.

I dodged an oncoming bicycle, leaped over a car, and avoided pedestrians.

Spirit Eye and 'Mana Release.' Using both to their fullest, this was easy.

So, I just had to go faster…!

*'As for the reason I'm helping… hmm. A few things come to mind, but there are two main ones. Ah, run straight to the elementary school. You should be able to see it soon.'*

"Okay."

*'The first is calculation. Both my lab and I want you to continue helping with our research. Other universities or companies might offer you better compensation and environments, you see. I want to put you in my debt.'*

A red light glowed on the road ahead.

But there was a pedestrian bridge next to it. I sprinted up the rusty stairs in three steps and leaped to the other side in one go. I jumped down the stairs in front of me in a single bound, using my hands and feet to land.

"Ngh…!"

The impact sent a jolt of pain through my joints, but I didn't care. It would heal soon enough.

*'When you see the elementary school gate, turn right at the crossroads in front of the main entrance.'*

"Roger!"

*'Now, as for the second reason… what can I say? It's just personal sentiment.'*

I heard the creak of her chair as she leaned back.

*'Families… are better off together. That's a sentiment both I and Erina-kun share.'*

"Kyo-chan! Over here, over here!"

A little ways after turning right, Erina-san was waving at me, dressed in her ninja gear.

*'She's placed a marker in front of the aquarium in the next town. You should be able to take a major shortcut. I've prepared another map on my computer just now. I'll handle the navigation from here on out.'*

"Thank you… so much…!"

I was so focused on running that I'd only half-heard what Aira-san had said, aside from the navigation parts.

But—her voice, a mix of kindness and sadness, lingered strangely in my ears.

* * *

I jumped to the next town with Erina-san's teleportation and then ran some more.

"Kyo-chan! I'll be fine, you go on ahead!"

"Right!"

*'Splitting up is… no, it's fine. Erina-kun will manage somehow.'*

I ran, and ran, and just kept running.

*'—Tch… Kyo-chan-kun. I have good news and bad news.'*

I could hear Aira-san's click of the tongue.

But I didn't slow down. Abandoned cars gradually became more noticeable on the road, and I started hearing all sorts of sounds, of voices.

*'The good news is that no matter what you do from now on, the police won't stop you.'*

And then, the devastation, the…

*'The bad news is, dealing with this area has been postponed. It'll be a while before help arrives.'*

…hell, spread out before my eyes.

───I thought I knew what a battle was.

For all my victories born from overwhelming specs, I thought I had experienced a life-or-death struggle.

I had deluded myself into thinking I understood how easily life could be snuffed out.

And I had come here without any preparation, without any conviction.

This smell, like iron mixed with smoke.

The screams I could hear, the sticky wind clinging to my skin.

The blood-soaked ground that filled my vision, and the corpses of the people lying there.

I was seeing, feeling it all for the first time.

"Ah, ahh…!"

I realized my feet had stopped.

I had to hurry. I had to search. But the moment the tip of my boot touched a red puddle, I found myself rooted to the spot.

I couldn't look away. A young couple, both with their heads missing, lying together. An old man, missing everything below the waist, staring at the sky with vacant eyes. Next to an empty baby carriage, a woman, her intestines spilled out on the ground.

"Hk…"

My throat constricted, and no words came out.

But what was I even trying to say? A shout of anger? A scream? A meaningless shriek?

No. It was 'denial.' I was about to say that this situation, this reality, was just a dream.

But that's impossible. This is really happening.

Every one of my five senses was screaming it at me.

*'Suuuu… WAH!!'*

"Hk!"

A loud shout in my ear made my shoulders jump, and I snapped back to reality.

I must have been holding my breath, as I coughed a little.

*'Can you hear me, Kyo-chan-kun? Don't ignore me like that. It makes me want to cry.'*

"Sorry…"

*'If you want to turn back, I won't stop you. In fact, as an adult, I should be telling you to go home right now. If Grandma finds out about this, I'll get more than just a rap on the knuckles.'*

"…I'm sorry. I can't go back."

*'Is that so? Then I'll continue navigating. For now, head toward the station. I'll give Erina-kun the same instructions.'*

"Right! …Thank you."

*'No need for thanks. I told you. This is calculation, and simple sentiment.'*

"Even so, thank you."

I planted my feet on the blood-soaked ground and ran.

…Please, let this all be for nothing.

Let my parents not be in this town, but somewhere safe. I feel bad for them, but I desperately want my actions to be a complete overreaction.

The houses I could see had their doors and windows smashed in, with bloodstains everywhere. Human corpses were strewn about carelessly, and a car that had crashed into a telephone pole was smoking.

I didn't want to believe my parents were in a place like this.

"H-Aaaaaaaah?!"

A scream echoed from not too far away.

The high-pitched voice was male, but I couldn't identify the person.

I immediately ran toward the sound and leaped. I cleared a concrete block wall, used a house's roof as a stepping stone, and jumped again.

Where I landed, a monster stood with a blood-soaked weapon before a man who had collapsed to the ground.

───That's not my dad. It's a stranger.

The monster, noticing me observing the man, turned its gaze toward me.

*'Bugoo…!'*

An ugly pig's face, a belly thick with fat. In contrast, its limbs were powerfully built, and its thick-looking skin was gray.

Clad only in a loincloth, it held a crude axe. The blade was chipped all over, but it was more than enough to kill a person. Especially in the hands of a monster.

A body over two meters tall, weighing well over 100 kilograms. A grotesque man-pig hybrid, armored in muscle and fat.

*Orc.*

A D-Rank monster was standing in the middle of the street.

*'Buoooooooh!!'*

With a war cry, the Orc directed its killing intent at me.

But…

"Huuuuuh…!"

So what?

As I exhaled, I kicked off the asphalt with all my strength and charged the 'enemy.'

My Spirit Eye predicted the trajectory of the axe as it swung down in a one-handed blow. Adding a twist of my waist, I swung my two-handed sword in an upward diagonal slash and met its blade.

Even if I was losing in raw strength, the power of the wind allowed me to forcefully parry it. I pressed forward with the momentum, and as the Orc's axe was pushed upward along with its arm, I swung my blade through its neck.

One clean cut. Beheaded, the monster collapsed to the ground behind me.

Without looking back, I spoke to the man.

"Are you okay?"

"H-huh, y-yeah, ah…"

"Then run."

With only those words, I started running again. I didn't have the luxury of escorting strangers to safety right now.

As I moved my legs, my eyes scanned the area for any landmarks.

"Aira-san. There's a school diagonally to my right."

*'…Probably a middle school. Alright. Head there for now, then turn left onto the main street and go straight.'*

"Got it."

A droplet of water hit my helmet with a soft *pat*.

Rain. Small raindrops were falling sporadically from the overcast sky.

With each drop that hit me, I felt the blood in my veins run cold.

What I had to do settled into my chest with a thud. My limbs, which had needed a conscious effort to move, now moved naturally.

But… even so.

*'Bugo, bugo…'*

*'Buaaaah!'*

On a road stained dark red, flanked by stopped vehicles, monsters were cheerfully feasting on 'meat.'

My blood should have been running cold. And yet, seeing this sight…

"Get out of"

My voice, my throat, trembled.

Feeling a strange heat simmering deep in my brain, I acted on an emotion I couldn't fully comprehend myself.

"the waaaaaaaaaaay!!"

Whether it was out of rage, or to mask my fear, I didn't know.

I just relentlessly swung my sword at every 'enemy' that blocked the path I was given.



		
			Chapter 22

			A Faltering Voice

			I ran across ground mixed with rain and blood.

Before me were dozens of Orcs. To count them would be foolish and pointless.

I would break through, with maximum speed and efficiency!

*'Buoooh!!'*

With a war cry, one Orc readied a simple spear. It twisted at its waist as if drawing back, preparing to unleash a thrust from its powerful arm.

But it was too slow.

I drew a knife with my left hand and threw it in the same motion. The blade embedded itself in its face, and a scream tore through the air.

In the brief moment it flinched, I leaped into its range and sliced its neck halfway through.

The red staining my feet grew, and before it could even turn to white salt, the other Orcs began to move.

*'Pugya! Pugyaaa!'*

*'Bugooo!!'*

Two of them, one with an axe and the other a hammer, swung their weapons at my skull.

I dodged by lunging forward. From a low stance, I released a blast of wind and spun sideways. My blade made a full circle, slicing through the monsters' knees.

*'Ga, aaah?!'*

Ignoring the Orcs that collapsed screaming, I pressed forward. I jumped to evade a sweeping slash from a monster further back that aimed to cut me in half.

I thrust my sword into the attacker's neck and twisted.

Blowing away the clinging flesh and blood with a gust of wind, I kicked off its head to create distance.

*'Bugoooooo!!'*

This was the heart of the enemy's formation. An Orc that had been waiting where I landed swung its axe down from behind.

But my 'Eye' had seen that too.

Without turning, I jumped backward, causing the axe to hit empty air. I slammed my elbow into the thick belly now pressed against my back and stomped on its foot, crushing it.

*'Gah!'*

Though it grunted, the Orc tried to grab my head with its left arm, but I ducked and spun on my left foot.

I plunged my sword into its exposed armpit and used wind to force the wound wider.

As blood sprayed, I saw three Orcs in the corner of my vision take huge breaths.

They sucked in a massive amount of air through their pig-like snouts, their bellies swelling like pregnant women. A moment later, my Spirit Eye showed me a vision of myself being incinerated.

*'Booou!!'*

With a strange cry, the Orcs shot fireballs from their mouths.

Fireballs the size of a human head rushed toward me at high speed. I tracked their trajectories and dodged with minimal steps.

As I ran closer, I threw the longsword I held in my right hand.

It struck the one in the center, piercing its torso. But its thick hide and fat prevented it from being a fatal wound.

Ignoring their comrade who was groaning from the pain and impact, the Orcs on the left and right readied their weapons, taking a defensive stance.

But I ignored them and charged forward recklessly. I slammed my left fist into the pommel of the embedded sword, driving the blade deeper and destroying its heart.

As it vomited blood, I used the creature as a stepping stone—no, I ran up its body.

Aided by the wind, I launched myself. I performed a massive jump of over ten meters.

Unfortunately, the landing didn't go as well.

"Ngh, ugh…!!"

My armor crashed against the road with a loud clang, and the dull pain made my vision blur for a moment.

Still, it would heal quickly. I staggered to my feet, glancing behind me by turning only my head.

The Orcs were trying to chase after me in a panic. But at this distance, they wouldn't catch up.

To hell with monster extermination. Right now, I had to find my mom and dad…!

This time, I ran without looking back, placing my left hand on my scabbard to reconstruct my weapon.

"Aira-san! I've reached the middle school! Is it to the left?!"

It might have been an evacuation shelter. But there were no people there, only a few Orcs milling about.

*'Left, onto the main street!'*

"Right!"

Ignoring the monsters that turned toward me in reaction to my voice, I turned on my heel. Spears and rocks flew my way, but I couldn't see a future where they hit me, so I paid them no mind.

…My body was moving surprisingly well.

My mind was still in a state where I couldn't even analyze if I was calm or in chaos, yet my limbs moved as I wished, and my sword felt as light as a feather.

Come to think of it, I'd heard a theory before. 'Perhaps Awakened Persons have their bodies remade upon awakening so they can fully handle their Arcane Gear.'

Someone who had never even touched a sword or spear before could practice without injuring themselves, albeit clumsily. At that stage, they already had the skill of a third-rate fighter.

Bones, muscles, nerves… all changed to handle the 'new part of the body' called Arcane Gear. That was the hypothesis.

This must be the same for me. It felt a little creepy, but for now, it was convenient.

*'Follow that main street and you should see the station. Erina-kun has also just arrived in town and has begun her search.'*

"Got it…!"

It didn't matter if Orcs spotted me along the way. I'd leave behind those who couldn't keep up and run over any that stood in my way.

Ten minutes, maybe twenty, after entering the town, the station finally came into view. A few Orcs noticed me and brandished benches, bus signs, and the spears they were holding.

Mass attacks, launched with inhuman strength. Most of them flew off in wild directions, but a torn-off road sign was heading straight for me.

I punched it away with my left gauntlet and closed the distance. A horn-like object was blown, and monsters began to gather in droves.

I could see fourteen of them in my field of view. …I can do this.

I'll slaughter every last one of them and find my parents!!

"Aaaaaaaaah!!"

With a war cry, I hoisted my sword onto my shoulder and charged. I plunged recklessly into the midst of the Orcs as they tried to form a circle around me.

*'Buoooh!'*

The one in front of me, though panicked, thrust its spear.

I dodged the tip aimed for my head with a simple tilt of my neck. I continued my momentum, slashing the monster's flesh in a diagonal cut and tearing through to its organs.

*'I can't see well, but there are a lot of them! Don't stop moving!'*

I didn't need to be told. I kicked off a pillar supporting the roof of a bus stop, forcefully changing direction. I aimed my blade at a hammer-wielder who had turned towards me and charged.

I pierced its heart as if to tackle it, then swung my sword in a wide arc while releasing a blast of wind. I kicked its bulging stomach and used the recoil to dodge a spear aimed at the side of my head.

As expected, my field of vision is wide with this eye. Even with the sallet's visor down, I could see my surroundings clearly.

*'Buaaaaah!!'*

As the Orcs roared and charged, I met them head-on. The distance between us closed in an instant, and before they could swing their weapons, I dashed past and slit their bellies.

I moved on to an enemy diagonally in front of me, throwing a knife at the throat of one about to unleash a fireball. As flames erupted from its wound, I kicked that Orc into another enemy.

While one of its comrades rolled on the ground engulfed in flames, I dodged its attack and, with a single flash of my blade, took its head the moment its gaze left me.

It seems I had leveled up at some point. My body felt even lighter.

I wouldn't let the attacking Orcs surround me. I made sure to keep no more than two in my range at any time. Any more than that, and I wouldn't be able to handle it.

I had the overwhelming advantage in speed. Axes, spears, and hammers swung down, shattering the asphalt and scattering raindrops and fine debris.

I chipped away at them from the edge of the group. Dashing past, I slit bellies, pierced throats, and destroyed hearts.

I leaned forward as much as possible and accelerated. The monsters' eyes tried to follow me, but they were all too slow.

I would grind them all to dust.

I cut, and cut, and cut, and cut, until I slashed the last one diagonally, and as it knelt, I took its head.

"Huuuuuh…"

The pool of blood turned into white salt, and I let out a huge breath.

Physically, I wasn't tired. But my nerves were stretched so taut that the back of my brain was tingling.

*'…That was incredible. It's hard to see through this mirror, but how many did you cut down?'*

"I wasn't counting. More importantly, I have to find them…!"

As I entered the station, the smell of iron, too strong to be washed away by the scent of rain, made me grimace.

I had a bad feeling. Still, as I walked deeper inside, I soon came across the first corpse.

It was a holiday, so men and women of all ages were strewn about. Among them, a small body, probably not even half my age, lay sleeping on the concrete ground.

With a grinding sound, I finally realized I had been clenching my teeth. If I didn't, I felt like I would throw up.

I shook my head and quickly scanned my surroundings, searching for any sign of my parents. No, I didn't want them to be among these bodies.

I forced down the bile that had risen to my throat and shouted.

"Dad! Mom! It's Kyouta! Are you here?! If you are, answer me!"

Careful not to step on the bodies, I proceeded along the station platform and peeked into the stationmaster's office.

But I couldn't see anyone who looked like them. I didn't know whether to be relieved or to tear my hair out.

"No… where could they be…!"

I strode out of the station and stood at a loss by the bus stop.

The rain was getting heavier, and visibility was only getting worse.

To find my parents in an unfamiliar town. I never thought it would be this difficult.

*'Don't lose your cool, Kyo-chan-kun. The fact that they're not here means they either weren't in this town to begin with, or they escaped somewhere alive. It's not a bad thing. Calmly… what?!'*

"Hk, what's wrong?"

Her sudden shout in my ear made me instinctively draw my sword and take a fighting stance.

*'Good news. Erina-kun found your parents. I'm the one who met them during the contract signing, so there's no mistake.'*

"Ha… haaaah…!"

The tension suddenly left me, and I almost collapsed. I used my sword as a cane to support myself.

They found them… my parents. As that realization sank in, I felt my eyes grow hot.

"Thank god… really…!"

*'I'm connecting you to Erina-kun's mirror now. I'll act as a relay, so you can talk to them yourself.'*

"Thank you."

Only now did my heart begin to pound noisily in my chest. I took a few deep breaths to calm myself.

Perhaps it was inappropriate to be so happy at a time like this. But I couldn't stop the corners of my mouth from turning up.

*'Hey, Kyo-chan! I found your parents! Praise me!'*

"Yeah. Thank you, really…! I don't know how I can ever repay you…"

*'Hehe! It was worth it to have Paisen check every person I came across! Ah, I'll put them on now. It's through a mirror, but time for a moving re—'*

──*CRASH!!*

A loud, heavy sound echoed.

"Erina-san? Erina-san?!"

I called out, but there was no reply.

Feeling the blood drain from my face, I somehow managed a weak smile.

"Please don't joke around at a time like this. I'm not really in a laughing mood."

*'Kyo-chan-kun, head to the location I designate, now.'*

"Hk, right!"

Aira-san's cold voice made me nod reflexively.

*'Out of the station and to the right. Full speed. It's not far.'*

"Um, what's…"

I asked as I ran.

The sour taste that had been in my throat, which had subsided, was rising again.

Did Erina-san drop the mirror? Or did one of my parents fall and break it?

That's what I wanted to believe. Please, let that be it.

*'Erina-kun's party was attacked by someone. For just a moment, I saw a large shadow raising a spear.'*

"………Hk!"

I tried to put more power into my running legs. But I was already at maximum output, including the wind.

Every second, every meter felt agonizingly long. I rounded a gentle curve in the road and continued along it.

"Ah…"

I saw a familiar bag.

Next to a heavily warped guardrail. It was lying in a puddle mixed with something red. I picked it up.

There was no mistake. It was the bag my mom used when she went out.

My heart was pounding. Holding it in my left hand, I desperately turned my head.

"Mom! Dad! Erina-san! Where are you! Where?!"

*'I can't connect with Erina-kun. Search, find her! There's no way that girl is dead!'*

Aira-san was shouting, her voice strained, but I couldn't pay it any mind.

I wandered like a lost child, calling out.

*Clatter.* Something emerged from a nearby shop.

"Huh…?"

Stepping on broken window glass with its bare feet, a large shadow slowly revealed itself.

In its right hand, it gripped a spear befitting its massive frame. In its left, it was pinching a thin, white 'human arm.'

It was gnawing on the flesh of the arm for a moment before it noticed me and tossed it aside.

I recognized the gauntlet on that arm.

*'───Alright, let's go home! Kyo-chan!!'*

The hand that always took mine when we were leaving a labyrinth. It looked so, so much like it.

The bag in my left hand slipped from my fingers.

"You're the one…"

*'Bugoo…'*

*'Kyo-chan-kun, did you find something? Report your status—'*

A massive body, dark brown and stained with blood. It must have been three meters tall, thicker in both width and depth than any Orc I'd seen before.

An Orc with some kind of black pattern tattooed on its body, wearing navy and gray-colored body armor and a loincloth.

*Orc Champion.*

The boss of the Orcs.

"You… you bastard!!"

Something inside my head snapped.

The Orc Champion, showing not a single flicker of alarm at my roar, calmly readied its spear.

Staring straight back into its gaze, which seemed to hold a hint of reason…

I leaped at it, sword in hand.



		
			Chapter 23

			A Way Forward

			"Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh───!!"

A beast-like roar clawed its way out of my throat.

As I charged forward on pure emotion, a spear shot toward the space between my eyes. No, at almost the same instant, my Spirit Eye had shown me a vision of my own skull being split open.

Gritting my teeth, I tilted my head to dodge. Sparks flew from the side of my helmet, and the impact slowed me down.

Immediately after, without a moment's pause, it unleashed a thrust aimed at my throat. I avoided it with a sidestep, only to be pursued by a horizontal sweep.

"Guh!!"

I managed to get my sword between us at the last second and block.

I matched its strength by releasing a burst of wind, then slid my blade along the spear's shaft. As I stepped in, intending to slice off its fingers, my Spirit Eye issued another warning.

I hastily pulled my sword away from the spear's shaft, just as the Orc Champion's knee cut through empty air. If I had kept going, I would have eaten a knee-strike counter.

Carrying the momentum, I circled to its side and immediately drew back my sword, thrusting at its flank. But it was knocked down by an elbow, and a sweeping blow from the spear smashed the asphalt, aiming for me.

I forcefully pulled my sword back and defended just before impact. I tried to block it, but my body was sent flying with ease.

My raw strength, even with the wind, is only on par… the size difference is…!

The champion's massive frame was at least three meters tall. As I was thrown into the air, reaching its eye level for a moment, it unleashed a high-speed three-strike combo.

If any of them hit, I'd die. That was obvious even without foresight.

"O-Ooooh!"

I twisted my body to dodge the first strike, struck the second from the side with my pommel, and used the recoil to escape the third.

As I landed, sliding on the rain-slicked ground, the Orc Champion pursued relentlessly. *Thud.* Its footsteps echoed as it swung its spear down in a diagonal slash.

I instinctively used wind to dodge sideways, and the ground where I had just been exploded.

The asphalt was easily shattered. Seeing the spear embedded in the ground, I tried to move forward, but at that moment, the tip was flicked upward.

Shrapnel-like fragments of the road flew at me.

"Hk…!"

I couldn't dodge. The wind mitigated some of the impact, but I couldn't block it all, and the shock hit me through my armor.

There was no pain, but my body was 'swept away.' The Orc Champion, not missing this opening, charged in again.

A left fist, delivered in an upward scooping motion from its massive body. My own left hand barely made it in time, and I blocked it with my gauntlet.

A heavy impact resounded. My body was sent flying, and I landed stumbling. A strange sound echoed from my limbs, but before the pain could register, the Orc Champion was right in front of me.

I ducked under a wide horizontal swing. In that instant, I saw that the path to its solar plexus was wide open.

*I can kill it! Avenge my parents!!*

With one hand, I drew back my sword and—

I saw a vision of my own skull being crushed.

"───"

My Spirit Eye foretold the future.

The corner of the Orc Champion's mouth, twitching into a grin.

And its massive spear, pivoting around its thick neck.

*A feint…?!*

I used a reverse blast of wind to emergency-stop my forward momentum. At the same time, I leaped backward with all my might.

But a moment later, I realized my mistake. I shouldn't have retreated. I should have gone forward and pierced its side.

This distance was the reach of a polearm.

The spear's trajectory shifted slightly and caught up to me. To defy the foreseen future, I raised my left arm to my temple.

*Mekiii…!*

The moment I heard something shatter, my body was sent flying like a baseball.

As my vision spun, my Spirit Eye showed me the moving scenery.

I had bounced in an empty parking lot, flown over broken glass, and been slammed into a ravaged storefront.

"Gah, iiih…!!"

I couldn't catch my breath. It hurts, it hurts, it hurts…!!

Letting out a meaningless groan of agony, I tried to stand up, putting a hand on my knee, but my left arm momentarily gave out and I failed.

As I placed my hand on the cracked floor, something red dripped down with a *plop, plop*.

Is this, blood? Whose… mine?

My head felt light, and with a soft sound, my helmet… what used to be my helmet… fell to the floor along with some blood. My left arm, too, had lost its gauntlet plating, revealing bare skin.

I somehow managed to stagger to my feet, but my knees were trembling.

It wasn't because of the damage. That had already healed.

This was… fear.

"D-Damn it…!"

I cursed myself for flinching in front of my enemy. How pathetic. To fall for a trap so easily, and then this…!

Outside the store, the Orc Champion waited for me to come out. Assuming it was being cocky, I gritted my teeth.

Fueling myself with that anger, I forced my retreating feet forward.

*'──y! Hey! Can you hear me, Kyo-chan-kun! Yagawa Kyouta!!'*

"Aira-san…"

*'Finally got through… Report your situation. Where are you? The mirror on your earring is showing scattered clothing with price tags on them.'*

"Where… a used clothing store, I think."

Keeping my sword pointed at the Orc Champion, I glanced around the store for a moment.

Toppled hanger racks everywhere, clothes of all sizes. A sign hanging from the ceiling that said, '20% OFF SALE.'

But the store was too ravaged to be explained by just me being thrown into it, and the ceiling lights were shattered. The sale sign was hanging by only one string.

Ah, this place is….

"The shop the Orc Champion came out of."

Then, my parents and Erina-san were here…

*'What's there? No, could it be that Erina-kun is—'*

"There's nothing. No sign of anyone, nothing."

I couldn't imagine the three of them being under the scattered clothes.

They must have been eaten by that monster. My grip on my sword tightened.

The moment I tried to focus on reconstructing my armor, my Spirit Eye screamed a warning.

"Kuh!"

The Orc Champion had ripped out a nearby road sign and thrown it.

I dodged instinctively, and it completely destroyed the already broken door at the back of the store.

Next, it pried up a manhole cover with the butt of its spear, grabbed it with one hand, and threw it like a frisbee.

A chunk of metal weighing as much as a person came flying at me, and I couldn't dodge. It's too cramped in here!

I somehow managed to block it with my sword before leaping out of the store.

*'Nothing? You didn't see any people?'*

"That's right… so I'm going to kill this thing right now."

Perhaps because the blood had drained from my head, or because the fear was working in a good way, I was able to face my foe with relative composure.

Beneath the rain, we aimed our weapons at each other, the Orc Champion slowly readying its spear.

Calmly, certainly, swiftly.

"I'll slaughter you…!"

*'…Kyo-chan-kun.'*

"Don't try to stop me. This one, and this one only, I absolutely will…!!"

*'Erina-kun and your parents are alive. …Maybe.'*

"───Huh?"

Despite the situation, an idiotic sound escaped my lips. No, it wasn't just my voice. The strength left my shoulders, and the tip of my sword dropped.

The Orc Champion didn't miss the opening and thrust at me. I avoided it with a backstep, but flying debris grazed my cheek.

With my helmet and left gauntlet gone, even the aftershock of an attack like this could be fatal.

If it hit my eye, my heart would be pierced before it could regenerate. If it hit my head and knocked me out, I'd be eaten alive.

Even as I instinctively understood the danger, I couldn't help but latch onto her last statement.

"Alive?! What do you mean?! Are they still in its stomach?!"

*'No. There's no time to explain. Just defeat it. If you show it your back, you'll be killed.'*

"Hk… If you're lying, I'll never forgive you!"

*'Hurry, or the truth will become a lie. There's no one in its stomach, so you can tear it apart.'*

"Roger!!"

They're alive. My parents. Erina-san.

I don't know why Aira-san thinks so. But I want to believe her. I want it to be true.

And to confirm it right away…

*'Buooooooh!!'*

"You're in my way!!"

With a war cry, the Orc Champion thrust its spear from above. I dodged to the side and changed my stance.

From a suicidal charge to a half-sword grip, holding the middle of the blade with my left hand… the basic form of the 'Viper's Stance.'

My gauntlet was broken, but my hand was still there. I could still grip the blade.

With a defense-oriented stance, I focused on responding to its attacks. I needed to hurry, but I had to finish this for sure.

As I dealt with the fierce onslaught, a question popped into my head.

Why didn't it come into the store? If it had pressed its advantage right after sending me flying, it could have killed me.

…Ah, I see.

*'Buo! Buoooh!!'*

I received a ferocious downward swing and deflected it to the side. Immediately after, the Orc Champion tried to retreat.

I pressed my pursuit.

The monster gritted its teeth and pulled its spear back, attacking me again. I continued to defend.

This thing has no stamina.

That body, with its combination of fat and muscle, is like a sumo wrestler's—good for short, explosive bursts of combat, but not suited for a prolonged fight.

The Orc Champion *didn't* come in, not because it chose not to, but because it *couldn't*. It needed even a moment to catch its breath.

Furthermore, that shop is too cramped for its body.

The interior had cracks running all the way to the ceiling. Did it try to force its way in and get a painful counterattack from *someone*?

My thoughts raced as I looked at the Orc Champion's slightly reddened pig-snout.

───Ah, really. You're an incredible person.

*'Buaaaaaaaah!!'*

A thrust that lacked its initial sharpness, merely fast.

I met it near the crossguard of my sword and deflected it to the right as I stepped in. By supporting the blade with my left hand, I could drive the point of my sword accurately into its stomach.

But it was blocked by its body armor. The champion immediately threw a roundhouse kick, which I blocked with my pommel.

I was pushed out of range by the impact but managed to hold my ground.

My adrenaline must be pumping. My body was screaming, but the pain was dull.

I was pushed back into the spear's range, but I stepped in again. I wouldn't give it a moment to rest.

I relentlessly took its attacks, deflecting and dodging. And through it all, I slowly, steadily closed the distance.

Was it a minute, or two? It couldn't have been three minutes.

The Orc Champion's breath was coming out in white puffs, and its face was covered in droplets that weren't from the rain.

*'Bu, gaaaaaah!!'*

A powerful strike from the butt of its spear exploded on the ground. It wasn't a miss; it had deliberately shattered the ground at my feet.

I was forced to retreat, shielding my face with my arm from the flying fragments of wet asphalt.

At the same time, the Orc Champion also jumped back.

A retreat? No. Those eyes were filled with rage toward me.

*'Buuuuooooooo…!!'*

*Thump.*

The Orc Champion's belly swelled as it took a huge breath.

Just like the other Orcs I'd seen, it was preparing a fireball!

*'That sound! Watch out, it's planning to burn a wide area!'*

Aira-san's warning and my Spirit Eye's vision of the future came at almost the same time.

In response───I charged forward.

*'Bugaaaaaaaahhhh!!'*

A fan-shaped torrent of red flames erupted from its mouth. A raging inferno spread out as if to lick the very ground clean.

I couldn't evade. I couldn't stop it in time. And I couldn't endure it.

In that case…

*Concept Interference.*

I'll throw it back!!

I mimicked the movements of someone I had once seen with the same skill.

I met the oncoming flames with my blade, interfering. I 'entangled' the mana composing it with my sword and wound it up with all my might.

"Oooooooh!"

I twisted my body as if doing a shoulder throw, then spun once more.

I swung my sword at the monster that had unleashed the flames.

The captured fire assaulted the pig-headed beast.

*'Pi, gyaaaaaaaaaah!!??'*

Its entire body engulfed in flames, the Orc Champion let out a shriek.

Even so, its fighting spirit wasn't broken. It glared at me with bloodshot eyes, baring its teeth and roaring.

*'Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!'*

It was exhausted and engulfed in flames, with surely little breath left. Yet the blow it unleashed was aimed precisely at my skull.

Which made it easy to dodge.

"Hk…!"

Losing a few strands of hair, I moved forward again.

I raised my foot to its burning body, kicked its knee, and stepped on its bulging stomach.

*'───A thrust, you see, is a finishing move!'*

I plunged my two-handed sword into the monster's throat.

The blade tore through thick hide and flesh, grazed bone, and pierced through its neck. Using its shoulder as a foothold, I spun my entire body.

Twisting the still-embedded blade, I released my sword and landed.

*Splat.* With that sound, the Orc Champion's massive body pitched forward and collapsed.

"Huuuuuh…"

Vigilance. I pointed my sword at the thing rolling at my feet for a few seconds. When it turned to white salt, I let out a breath of relief and touched my earring.

"Aira-san, the enemy is dead! Where are my parents and Erina-san?!"

*'They most likely escaped through the back of that store! I can't imagine anyone would bother to hide bodies under a bunch of clothes! If there are no bodies in the used clothing store, then that's what it means!'*

"Roger!"

The moment Aira-san said 'escaped through the back,' I turned toward the store and was about to run.

But two shadows emerged from a nearby alley.

*'Buo, buo.'*

*'Bufuuu…'*

"Not now of all times…!"

Two Orcs, one with a spear and one with an axe.

Were they drawn by the sound of the fight, or did they follow me here? Either way, I don't have time for this.

"Get out of the…"

My words were cut off.

A lone girl, her body coursing with mana, leaped down from the roof of the store.

With a ninja sword held in a reverse grip, she sliced the spear-wielder's neck, then forcefully pulled the blade out, showering the other Orc in a spray of blood.

As the creature flinched with a short scream, her blade flashed. Its neck was deeply cut, and the Orc staggered before collapsing.

With the monsters turning to salt behind her, the ninja-clad girl turned to me.

"Hey, Kyo-chan! I heard a noise so I came back!"

"Erina-san…!"

Smiling her usual carefree smile, she made a peace sign with the hand holding her sword.

Her left arm was gone from the mid-forearm down.

*'Is that Erina-kun's voice! Tch, it's hard to see with this mirror! Are you alright?!'*

"Ah, Paisen. Sorry, I broke the mirror I was holding. It got smashed to bits along with my left arm! *Gushaa!*"

*'Your left arm?! How bad is the injury?!'*

"It got torn off!"

*'Torn…'*

I couldn't say anything as Erina-san spoke so casually.

I just stood there, stunned, at the sight of my acquaintance having lost an arm.

"Ah, Kyo-chan. I have your parents waiting behind that shop right now. You should go get them!"

"Erina-san, your arm…"

"Yeah! This thing…"

*Sway.* Her body wavered, and her slender frame seemed about to fall backward.

"Erina-san!"

I instinctively caught her, but she was terrifyingly light. More than that, her already pale skin was even paler, almost like a corpse's.

Her rain-soaked body was cold, and blood was slowly trickling from the wound, which was tightly bound with cloth.

The red stained the puddle on the road.

"Looks like I lost too much blood. My vision's getting a little blurry."

*'Damn it! A hospital… no, I doubt any are functioning right now…! With Kyo-chan-kun's speed, how far can he carry her… what's his speed? No, with his parents in tow, he won't make it in time…!!'*

Aira-san's frantic voice came through the earring.

Of course. Anyone would panic in this situation.

"Why are you smiling…?"

Erina-san was smiling, just like always.

"Hmm? Well, everyone dies eventually. And before that, I was able to save them."

"Save what…"

"My friend's family."

This person, who called herself a ninja…

"Families should stick together, you know."

…she said, on the verge of death, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

………Ah, damn it.

"Please."

After hearing something like that, after being smiled at like that…

"What is it?"

…there's no way I could be heartless enough to abandon a *friend*.

"Keep this a secret, okay…!!"

*'Yagawa Kyouta! Stop the bleeding, now! Any more—'*

"A secret about what?"

Ignoring their voices, I touched her wound.

I focused on my own heart. In time with its beat, I drew out my mana.

From my chest, to my shoulder, to my arm, and then to my palm. A crimson light overflowed, pouring into her severed arm.

The brilliant light, bright enough to envelop our surroundings, subsided after a few seconds. In its place, a slender, white arm had grown.

The hand that should have been lost was back to normal.

"…Haaaaah."

I let out a huge sigh and went limp.

Seriously, what is it with today? Too much has happened in one day. I'm at my mental limit. The only saving grace is that my body and mana are perfectly fine.

"Whoa, whoa, whoaaaaaaa!"

*'What was that light! Was it an enemy?!'*

"Paisen! My arm grew back!!"

*'Are you hallucinating now?! Damn it, we need to get you to a hospital immediately!!'*

"I can play rock-paper-scissors!!"

*'Right now?!'*

It was too much of a pain to explain, so I took off the earring and pushed it into Erina-san's hand.

"Is the wound okay?"

"Yup! Perfectly fine!!"

She stood up and started jumping up and down, then even did a backflip.

She's got a little *too* much energy now, I thought with exasperation as I headed toward the back of the store.

On the way, a pungent smell hit my nose. Ah, I see. So she threw something spicy at the Orc Champion's nose, huh?

Anyway, beyond the destroyed door, through a short hallway, and past another door.

"Mom, Dad."

"Kyouta…?!"

Seeing my parents, a smile naturally spread across my face.

The moment I felt a profound sense of relief that they were both in one piece…

"What are you doing in a place like this!"

"Whoa?!"

"W-Wait, Mom?!"

I narrowly dodged a slap from my mother.

Then, she grabbed my shoulders and started shaking me back and forth.

"Coming to such a dangerous place! Why aren't you at home?!"

"Uh, well, to rescue you."

"It's dangerous!!"

"Honey, calm down."

My dad tried to somehow placate my mother, who seemed beyond reason.

Then, my mother pressed her forehead against my chest plate.

"I'm sorry… I'm so sorry, Kyouta…"

"…Let's go home."

I didn't know what to say myself.

Should I be happy they were safe? Should I be angry for being yelled at? Or should I apologize?

I can figure that out later.

"Let's go home."

"…You're right."

"Yeah."

After bumping fists with my dad, I led them both outside the store.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Really, Erina-san, I don't know how to thank you."

"Kyo-chan! Let's burn this store down right now!!"

"What is she talking about?"

I gave a deadpan reply to the self-proclaimed ninja, who was holding up a plastic container with a smug look on her face. Where did she even get that?

Seriously, where did she get it from.

"It'll be a problem later if my arm is just lying around! They'll definitely make a clone ninja army!!"

"Don't just burn down a store on a whim."

"Aww. Well then, I'll just burn it on the street. Wonder if it'll catch in the rain."

What is, what is this?

The self-proclaimed ninja tossed her arm and a blood-soaked towel onto the ground and started pouring gasoline all over them.

"Oh, I wiped up your blood inside the store too, Kyo-chan! I'll burn it with this!!"

"O-Okay."

"We have to prevent the creation of a clone Kyo-chan army!!!"

"That's not going to happen."

What kind of sci-fi novel is this?

"Ignition!!"

Wow, it's burning well, even in the rain.

The lighter Erina-san threw ignited the gasoline, and flames began to consume the arm and towel.

"Alright, let's go home!! A triumphant return!!"

"…Um, Kyouta. Is she always like this…?"

"Yeah… she's a good person, though."

I wanted to tell her to give me back my moment of deep emotion and gratitude, but she's my great benefactor, so I held it in.

Ignoring my completely bewildered parents, Erina-san sidled up close to me.

Whoa, your face is close?!

"Um, why are you so close…"

"Because I can't hear Paisen's voice otherwise, duh."

"W-Well, that may be true, but…"

*'Hey there, Kyo-chan-kun! Sorry to interrupt your very virgin-like reaction, but let's share some intel!!'*

"Ah, yes, please. Also, I'm punching you later."

*'Isn't that a bit harsh?! Ahem. It seems Erina-kun has made a full recovery through some mysterious power, but she's out of mana. So she can't use teleportation. You'll have to come back on foot.'*

"Okay. What about the SDF or the police?"

*'There was just a report that the stampede in the Kanto region is starting to be suppressed. The SDF should be coming to your location, which is currently just being cordoned off by the police, soon. But it won't be immediate.'*

"Understood."

I focused my consciousness on my Arcane Gear, reconstructing my helmet and gauntlet. While I was at it, I also unsummoned my warped and chipped sword and replaced it with a brand-new one.

*'Oh, and one more thing.'*

"Yes?"

*'You did run through the streets quite spectacularly, didn't you?'*

"Thanks to that, I didn't run into any enemies on the way, except for the Orc Champion!"

*'And the fight with that Orc Champion made quite a bit of noise, you see.'*

I could hear a dry laugh from the earring.

*'I think a horde of Orcs is probably heading your way.'*

"COULDN'T YOU HAVE SAID THAT FIRST!!??"

Is this really the time for a casual chat?!

*'Ehh, it's a party that came all this way just to see you, you know?'*

"You'd better take responsibility, Kyo-chaaan."

"M-My deepest apologies…!!"

It was my idea to force my way through because there was no time to fight, and I was the one who insisted on saving my parents in the first place.

All I could do was apologize. These two were originally uninvolved in this whole mess.

"So, we're making a run for it, Kyo-chan! There are cars around we can use!"

"Is that really okay…"

*'Oh, it's an emergency evacuation. If we leave them here, they'll just get wrecked anyway. If we get in trouble for it, my university will apologize to the owner later!'*

"Haaah… Dad! You have your driver's license, right?!"

I picked up my mom's bag and ran over to my parents.

───A day where far, far too many things happened.

I panicked, ran, fought, fought, fought, and healed.

In the midst of this turbulent day that was making my head spin, I averted my eyes from my dad, who was gripping the steering wheel of a stranger's car with a strained look on his face.

And quietly, I looked up at the sky.

"What're you doing, Kyo-chan! Time is money! Let's bounce!"

"Yeah, yeah…"

The sky, where black smoke had risen and rain had poured down…

…was slowly, beginning to show patches of blue.

"Alright! Papa-san, full throttle! Let's become the wind!!"

*'This is your chance, Kyo-chan-kun. They say if you stick your hand out of a speeding car, you can feel what breasts are like!'*

"Um, before I even stick my hand out, we're the only ones on the roof… For interception? Yes, that's right. But Erina-san, you're too close!!"

It was a noisy trip home. We ended up fighting quite a few monsters along the way, throwing swords and knives at them.

But we all made it home safely.
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*"Regarding the simultaneous dungeon stampedes that occurred in three locations the other day, the Minister of Dungeon Countermeasures will hold a press conference today—"*

*"The recent stampedes have resulted in a total of over three thousand dead and missing. In response, the government has—"*

*"Two of the three locations were in Tokyo and Chiba, within the Kanto region. These are densely populated areas! And yet, the Self-Defense Force—"*

*"The SDF focused its efforts on defending the Kanto region, and forces were dispatched to the remaining location over an hour after the stampede was confirmed. Are you telling me the provinces get pushed aside even at a time like this? Answer me, Prime Minister!"*

*"Rumors are circulating that the American ambassador was caught up in the Tokyo stampede, and the United States government is demanding an explanation of the situation—"*

*"During the stampede in Chiba, eyewitness reports have surfaced online of three young girls who fought monsters and saved people. Their dedication and heroism have been—"*

*"Look at this. This is the reality for a region abandoned by the capital. The search for the missing is still ongoing—"*

It was the day after the battle with the Orc Champion. The news on TV and the internet was completely dominated by talk of the stampedes.

Of course, the main focus was on Tokyo, followed by Chiba. Our town came in third.

It was a little complicated. While I wanted to be angry that our rescue had been delayed, the situation was also convenient in some ways.

*[Sage's Nucleus]*

My unique skill. The ultimate treasure of alchemy, the Philosopher's Stone, which, depending on how it's used, can create infinite wealth and life. And my own heart possessed that same power.

If anyone found out about this, it would undoubtedly lead to trouble.

I didn't think I'd immediately be turned into a lab rat or locked away, but... I was worried I might eventually face such a fate.

That's why I usually tried to play it off, but... I'd had no choice but to use it on Erina-san, who was on the verge of death after saving my parents.

I had no regrets about it. Probably. It's pathetic that I can't say for sure, but I wanted to believe that if I were in the same situation again, I'd do the same thing.

In any case, Erina-san now knew I had the power to heal others, and it was highly likely that Aira-san had figured it out, too.

After a night to think it over, the gravity of the situation was giving me a headache.

And yet, the two of them...

"Kyou-chan, Kyou-chan. When you're adding sugar, it's better to put it on the spoon before putting it in your cup, you know?"

"Oh, is that right?"

"Hmph. You'll never be popular with table manners like that, Kyou-chan-kun. And that's why you're a virgin."

"That's enough out of you. Besides, aren't you adding way too much sugar...?"

Somehow, they were acting completely normal.

We were at the same café we'd visited on the way back from the adventurer exam. Apparently, Aira-san had a craving for their croissants again. On top of that, she'd said she didn't want to go alone and dragged us along.

I didn't mind that in itself—in fact, after all the trouble I caused yesterday, I felt it was the least I could do. But...

They were so completely normal that it was making me restless.

"...Um. Aren't you going to ask? About yesterday."

"Hm? Oh, right. That car. I told you to just leave it somewhere, but your parents insisted on reporting it to the police. What happened with that?"

"Huh? Oh, no, they said it was fine since it was an 'emergency situation.' Apparently, the original owner didn't mind, either."

I say 'apparently' because I wasn't there.

We had floored it for a considerable distance from my house to that point, even with the teleportation in between. If the police had found us, it would have been a whole lot of trouble.

For her part, Erina-san had refused to meet the police, declaring, 'I'm a ninja!' so the two of us left after making sure the area was safe.

My parents, on the other hand, felt it was wrong to abandon a borrowed car and went to explain the situation to the police who had cordoned off the town. They were vague about our involvement, though.

They said it also helped that the car's owner had been taken into police protection, which made everything go smoothly. I guess you could call it good luck... although, considering they were caught in a stampede in the first place, maybe it's better to say they have bad luck that turns good.

"It was an emergency, after all. The police, who were already on the back foot, probably didn't want to pursue it unnecessarily. If the original owner is fine with it, then there's no problem at all. Just as I said!"

Aira-san puffed out her chest with a triumphant look. It felt like it had been a surprisingly long time since I'd last seen her face.

In reality, we'd only met for the first time a little over half a month ago, but we talked so often via [Telepathy] that it felt like we'd known each other for a while.

Seeing her in person like this, I was struck once again by how beautiful she was. Silky silver hair, skin so clear it was almost translucent. An intelligent sort of beauty.

And on top of that, a figure like a pin-up model, curvy in all the right places.

...Whoa, stop. If I start getting self-conscious, I won't be able to talk normally.

"No, that's not what I meant..."

"I know! I know what Kyou-chan wants to ask!"

"...Go ahead."

The self-proclaimed ninja, who had mistaken this for a quiz show, raised her hand, so I nodded for her to answer.

"You want to know if we're going to ask whether you could really feel my boobs from the wind pressure!!"

"Like hell I do, you numbskull!"

"Wow, I haven't heard 'numbskull' in a while..."

"Aww, I was wrong?"

I already tested that back at the training facility when I found out I could run at seventy kilometers per hour.

To be honest, I couldn't really tell. I don't even know what the real thing feels like, so I had no way of confirming it.

"...Look."

I glanced around.

Luckily, there were no other customers. The staff didn't seem to be paying us any particular attention, either.

"...Aren't you going to ask about how I healed Erina-san's arm?"

"Eh? But you want to keep it a secret, right?"

"And we have no intention of forcing it out of you, nor do we plan on telling anyone else."

"Oh..."

Their answers were so nonchalant that it felt like a total letdown.

Seeing my reaction, Aira-san took a sip of her tea and gave me a cynical smile.

"To be honest, it'd be a lie to say I'm not interested. But when I weigh the pros and cons of forcing the information out of you, it's just not worth it."

"Uh, huh."

"Someone who specializes in researching skills would probably do anything to find out. That's how powerful your healing effect was. But what *I* want to know about are dungeons."

She rested her elbows on the table, interlaced her fingers, and placed her delicate chin on top of them.

"You're an excellent combatant, Kyou-chan-kun. That was proven in our last battle. You're too valuable to let go of now. Let's continue to get along, shall we?"

I couldn't help but swallow hard at her bewitching smile.

The unexpected, alluring atmosphere, combined with eyes that seemed to see right through me, created an incredible pressure. I straightened my back and answered.

"...Understood. I look forward to working with you."

"Good. I'm counting on you, Kyou-chan-kun."

It wasn't just pure goodwill. But her reasoning was sound.

I still didn't know much about her, but it seemed I could trust her.

"Also, keep playing games with me. If I get lonely, I'll cry."

"...Right."

"It's strange, but everyone I play against seems to unfriend me one after another..."

I feel like I know more than enough about things I'd rather not. Like how she loves to spawn-camp and taunt people by crouch-spamming in fighting games.

"I'm a ninja, you know! I have no intention of trying to uncover a fellow ninja's secret arts!"

"Yeah, but I'm not a ninja."

"!?"

Please stop making that blank, shocked face. It's common knowledge. Adventurers and ninjas are two different professions.

"No way... but we're the [Invisible Ninjas]..."

"You're still using that name...?"

"But yesterday I introduced us like that to a bunch of people while looking for your parents..."

"What in the world have you done?"

No, calm down. Surely she didn't go around showing my parents' photo while using such a ridiculous name.

It's only minor damage. Is it minor? It's probably minor.

"I even told my friends at school that's our party name."

"That's a fatal blow."

No way. Could it be that I'm secretly known as one of the crazy ninjas?

Is *that* why I can't make any friends at school!?

...Right. No, it's not. It's because I never know what to say to people and just passively wait for them to talk to me. I know that, damn it.

"At least, let's at least change the name. I don't care about the ninja part at this point. Just the name!"

"No! I will master the way of the ninja together with this name!"

"What's with that resolve? Does it have some deep meaning...?"

"It's the fruit of my labor! I spent a whole five seconds thinking of it!"

"That's a pretty flimsy 'fruit of labor.'"

At least say you spent three days and three nights on it. You can't even make instant ramen in five seconds.

"Well, what name do you want, Kyou-chan?"

"Uh, well, you can't just ask me that out of the blue."

"Think seriously! This is about our future!!"

"You're being too loud, and stop saying things that'll give people the wrong idea!"

See, now the staff is looking over here with surprised faces. Oh, and now they're giving me a look like I'm a piece of trash.

It's not what you think. This isn't some lover's quarrel.

"Hahaha. You lose, Kyou-chan-kun."

"What part of that was a competition?"

"Then, to celebrate the official formation of the [Invisible Ninjas]..."

Aira-san snapped her fingers, and a waiter brought over a bottle of champagne.

...Champagne!?

"Let's have a toast!"

"Wait a minute. Let's just remember what time it is and how old we are."

"Are you saying it's a crime to drink in broad daylight in front of a minor!?"

"It's not a crime, but read the room!"

More specifically, look at the staff's faces.

"Shut up! My delicate heart is wounded after getting chewed out by Grandma yesterday!"

"Look, I feel really bad about yesterday, but that's a separate issue."

"She confiscated my entire stash of Strong Z▢r▢! Told me to take care of my liver!"

"You really should take care of it. Take a day off from drinking."

"As if an Awakened Person would die from a little alcohol! This has been my dream! To chug a bottle in broad daylight in front of someone who can't drink!"

"Please don't chug champagne from the bottle. And throw away such a pathetic dream."

"No, what I'm throwing away are the prejudices known as common sense! Now, let's open—"

"Senpai."

Erina-san stared at Aira-san with a smile, holding up her phone.

"Should I call your grandma?"

"Hmph... Sir. Can I take this to go?"

I feel like I just witnessed an unshakeable power dynamic.

"Oh, I can't? Then could you keep it for me... Yes..."

After watching the waiter take the champagne away, Aira-san elegantly re-crossed her legs.

"Well then... since we have a minor present, let's toast with tea. Try not to clink the cups, alright?"

"You got it, senpai!"

"Ah, yes."

I had enough compassion not to point out the tears welling up in Aira-san's eyes.

"Then, to celebrate the formation of the [Invisible Ninjas]. Cheers."

"Cheers!"

"Ugh... Fine. Cheers."

I raised my teacup slightly in agreement.

From the bottom of my heart, I hated that increeeeedibly lame name, but Aira-san was a benefactor, and Erina-san was a great benefactor and a friend.

I'll concede this one.

But don't underestimate me. I will absolutely, definitely prove that name wrong someday...!

"Oh, I'll pay for this... It's not enough to make up for yesterday, but at the very least..."

"Oh? Taking home champagne paid for with a minor's money? I like it!"

"When you put it like that, I suddenly don't want to pay anymore."

"Hey, hey! More importantly, Kyou-chan, you did that thing where you went *gyun!* with the fire on your sword and then *baa!* right? That was a ninjutsu! Was it Fire Style!? Or Wind Style!?"

"I don't think it was ninjutsu."

"............A rogue ninja!?"

"That's not it, either."

...Well, whatever the case may be.

It seems this new 'ordinary' and 'extraordinary' life of mine is set to continue for a little while longer.
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Side: None

Tokyo, on a certain floor of the Central Government Complex.

The staff of the Dungeon Agency, who had been scrambling to deal with the recent crises, gathered for a meeting.

"So, do we have accurate numbers on the damages?"

"We can't say they're exact, but I've compiled the confirmed information. I'll send it to your computer later."

"Got it. But... over 3,100 dead is a certainty, huh..."

In the meeting space set up in a corner of the room, the department director etched a deep frown between his brows.

"The appearance of the 'Wraith' type in Chiba was a major blow. Conventional weapons are less effective against them."

A female employee stated matter-of-factly, a laptop in her hands.

*Wraith*

In Japan, its form and nature would be better understood if you called it a 'ghost.' Most of them appeared as translucent, legless skeletons draped in tattered robes.

They could be seen even without any spiritual sensitivity, but only Awakened Persons or 'magic tools' excavated from dungeons could physically touch them.

What's more, they could pass through obstacles, slipping right through even simple barricades. For an unawakened civilian, there was no way to defend themselves; they could only be slaughtered.

"Well, it seems that thanks to those mysterious high school girls helping with the rescue efforts again, the casualties were kept to a minimum."

Next to her, an employee holding a tablet murmured.

"The eyewitness reports match the girls who were guiding evacuees during the dragon incident. One was small but swung a greatsword one-handed, the second had elf ears like a priestess, and the third was a girl with gray hair carrying a large scythe."

"...More importantly, has there been any confirmation on that other piece of information?"

Another employee responded to the director's question.

"No. Regarding the American ambassador, Chris Mackenzie, the embassy only replied that he returned to his home country due to a worsening chronic illness. They say he wasn't caught in the stampede... However, I've never heard anything about him being ill."

"I see..."

The director covered his mouth with one hand and picked up a document on the desk with the other.

"...Alright. I'll look into it myself later. Next. What's the public's reaction?"

"There's a considerable amount of discontent. People all over are asking if we're just going to protect the Kanto region and abandon the provinces."

"The internet's in an uproar, too. It's to be expected, though."

The male employee with the tablet managed a bitter smile.

"The response last time was too blatant. Is the rumor true that the US military was about to be deployed?"

"That's true. A friend of mine told me several trucks left the US base under the pretext of protecting the embassy."

The woman next to him, a former Public Security agent, answered.

"...And what about the last disaster site?"

"That place also suffered considerable damage, but it's less than we anticipated."

The employee with the tablet scratched his head.

"The monsters' behavior was inexplicable, and we have some strange testimonies."

"What do you mean?"

The director tilted his head at his subordinate's words.

"At first, the Orcs were attacking residents in groups of three to five, sometimes even dozens. But at a certain point, they all seemed to start heading somewhere. Even the ones attacking evacuation centers stopped fighting and started moving."

"And that 'certain point' was when?"

"The exact time is unknown. However, an Awakened police officer who was defending an evacuation center said he 'heard something like a horn.'"

"A horn... Right, some monsters, including Orcs, have a habit of calling their allies with horns, howls, or magic."

"Yes. The theory is that it's an action taken when they encounter a 'formidable enemy that requires a group response.'"

"A formidable enemy..."

The tablet displayed a projected map of the Orcs' movements as they rampaged through various areas.

They gradually moved toward the station, then changed direction again.

"This road is where they were last spotted. When an SDF helicopter went to check, a section of the road was apparently covered in salt."

"What—or who—fought them?"

"It must have been an Awakened Person, but the details are unknown. The windows and roadside trees in that area alone were damaged as if a tornado had passed through."

"What about surveillance cameras?"

"The Orcs destroyed them. They seem to remember cameras and fluorescent lights as 'things the enemy has'—the SDF—so they prioritize destroying them."

"...I see."

The director massaged the bridge of his nose before looking up.

"This incident has filled the public with frustration and distrust toward the government, as well as a strong fear of monsters. It will have a major impact on public opinion. But our job remains the same. We must continue our work to reduce dungeon stampedes."

"Easier said than done. What's the plan? The dungeons that stampeded this time were also unconfirmed ones. The police and the SDF are both severely short-staffed."

It was true. The three stampedes had originated from, respectively, 'a vacant house that was officially registered as inhabited,' 'the home of a solitary elderly person suffering from dementia,' and 'the middle of a neglected thicket.'

The police, the SDF, and local government offices were all searching for gates. But the reality was that they just couldn't keep up.

"...First, we do what we can. We need to increase the number of adventurers."

"And you think that will reduce the burden on the SDF?"

"That's right. ...Depending on the situation, we'll also consider requesting that some high-rank adventurers 'investigate unmapped dungeons.'"

"Putting aside whether the higher-ups or the public would approve, the adventurers themselves would refuse, wouldn't they?"

"I agree. They're already complaining about the low rewards as it is."

"I know. That's why I'm going to somehow get the higher-ups to approve an 'increase in subjugation rewards' and 'permission for the free sale of certain drop items.' And a partial relaxation of the 'Swords and Firearms Control Law' exclusively for adventurers. I'll wrench at least two of those from them."

"What!?"

The employee with the tablet stared at the director in disbelief.

"But if you do that, the already few Awakened Persons in the SDF and police will flow into the private sector! Especially the SDF! If the risk goes down and the income goes up... the Ministry of Defense will be furious."

"Besides, we don't have the budget. Increasing subjugation rewards will be difficult. Most importantly, some drop items have unknown effects. It would be dangerous to let them circulate among the public."

"Excuse me, but hold on with the Firearms Law, too. Even if we continue to ban firearms, we can expect a lot of opposition just on the handling of blades. It might affect the politicians' election chances..."

"They won't agree. Many of them think elections are all that matters. There are also various other possibilities, like an increase in crime. The Dungeon Law is still incomplete as it is; further bills or amendments will take time..."

His subordinates listed off the problems one by one, but they, too, wanted to improve the treatment of adventurers if they could. They had been gathered here because their job was to manage and monitor dungeons.

However, they couldn't afford to make a mistake and have the higher-ups come down on them, potentially trying to dismantle the Dungeon Agency itself. Everything they had worked for could be erased as if it 'never happened.'

If that happened, any progress on dungeon-related matters would stagnate or even regress.

"I understand. But we still lack the 'number and quality' of adventurers. We might see an outflow of SDF personnel, but it should lead to a greater reduction in their burden... I hope."

"Director, didn't you say at the drinking party that you were going to be Prime Minister in twenty years?"

The director nodded at the tablet-holding employee's words.

"I did. But first, I—no, *I* believe this is necessary for this country to even exist ten years from now."

"...Foreign countries won't stay silent either. If the dungeon goods they've been getting almost for free start to dry up..."

"No, that won't be a problem."

The director gave a slight shake of his head at the words from his subordinate holding the laptop.

"Even overseas, only a very select few research institutions are permitted to study them. By now, the pressure from other institutions—influential corporations—should be getting impossible to ignore. For American and European politicians, this should be the opportune moment. They'll judge it to be just the right time... or rather, I'll *make* them."

The director picked up a part of the document and turned on his heel.

"I'll talk to my old connections and work something out. At the very least, if the United States makes a move, other countries will have no choice but to change their response. It's a tense situation... but I'll handle it. Everyone, back to your respective duties."

Watching the director's back as he left, the employee with the tablet and the employee with the laptop exchanged a look.

"The director's old connections... where was that again?"

"If I remember correctly... it was the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

Once again, the two looked at the door the director had just walked through.

Then, they too returned to their work.

It was going to be another long night at the Dungeon Agency.

* * *

"...It's great to be alive."

"Yeah..."

A brother and sister with cat ears were having a conversation much like one they'd had before.

In a corner of an izakaya, a group of four, their bodies wrapped in bandages, held their respective mugs and glasses of alcohol, staring into the distance.

"A little while ago we were running from a boss monster and got saved..."

"And this time we were chased by a horde of Wraiths and got saved by a different party."

That's right. It was the same adventurer party that Yagawa Kyouta had once rescued.

They had been busy gathering information and making connections to establish their new 'guild,' which had brought them all the way to Chiba Prefecture.

And there, they'd had the misfortune of being caught in a stampede.

"Well, this time we weren't just the ones being saved, so it's all good, right?"

"Maybe so, but it scared the life out of me, I tell you."

Party leader Yamashita's cat ears drooped wearily as his childhood friend ate some fried chicken.

While caught in the chaos and fleeing for their lives, they had also done their best to protect other civilians who had been left behind. Whether it was by mere chance or a sense of duty from having been saved themselves, even they didn't know.

But these four fought not just to live, but to protect. That was an undeniable fact.

"Big brother, you were totally fawning over 'those three girls' when they thanked you."

"Wh-what? Of course not! They're like, high school age!"

"To think that the family of the girls who saved us would be among the people we saved..."

"What goes around comes around, right?"

Yamashita had a somber expression as his childhood friend laughed heartily.

"...Maybe so, but in the end, they were the ones who defeated most of the monsters. They were younger than us again. It's frustrating as hell."

"...That's why you're starting a guild, right?"

His sister gave her grumbling brother a light kick on the shin.

"More importantly, aren't we supposed to be celebrating the fact that we all survived in one piece today, and that we've made progress on establishing the guild?"

"Yeah, yeah. Hurry up and pour the drinks."

"Pour 'em!"

"Man, you guys are a handful."

Yamashita raised his beer mug to lead the toast.

"Alright, to celebrate everything! Cheers!"

"Cheers!"

The four adventurers each let the alcohol flow down their throats.

They had seen gruesome sights, and lives had been lost right before their eyes. They had tasted powerlessness.

But they were alive, and they were stepping forward into tomorrow.

"Oh, just so you know, we're splitting the bill."

"What? You're so cheap, brother! Don't you have the decency to treat a couple of cute college girls!?"

"Yeah, yeah!"

"Dear sister. And dear Kiriko-chan. Your big brother's wallet is not doing so hot. In fact, I'm barely scraping by with travel and lodging expenses."

"More importantly, the day after tomorrow we have that... who were we talking to again?"

"Are you drunk already?"

"I don't get drunk. Apparently, for an Awakened Person to get drunk on regular booze, you'd need a whole barrel!"

"So you just forgot, then."

Yamashita shrugged at his childhood friend, who was puffing out his muscular chest.

"The [Alchemy Enthusiasts Club]," he replied. "Make sure you don't do anything rude, you hear me?"
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● Characters

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 10 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 34 (Growth Potential: A) Durability: 34 (Growth Potential: A) Agility: 37 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 37 (Growth Potential: A)

Skills

'[Spirit Eye]' An otherworldly eye, a type of Mystic Eye. It can see through illusions created by powers that defy worldly logic, including magic, and can visualize the flow of mana. It also functions as a very limited form of future sight concerning danger to himself and his allies.

'[Mana Conversion: Wind]' Converts mana into wind and releases it. A powerful self-buff skill with poor fuel efficiency. However, in Kyouta's case, his unique skill nullifies this weakness.

'[Concept Interference]' Allows him to ignore defenses that are magical, skill-based, or otherwise defy worldly logic. However, it cannot interfere with physical strength or weight. Can be applied to perform 'Magic Slaying' or 'Magic Returning'.

Unique Skill

'[Sage's Nucleus]' His heart harbors the same power as the Philosopher's Stone, the ultimate treasure of alchemy. It heals any wound in an instant and nullifies all diseases, poisons, and curses. A 'power that strives for perfection,' it can even defend against offensive interference from time and space. It also has a support function for high-speed thinking, though it does not enhance intelligence—it only increases the speed of thought. Additionally, due to its nature, it can influence his [Arcane Gear], allowing him to materialize a grimoire containing the fundamental knowledge of alchemy.

Remarks: The protagonist of this story. A high school student with a communication ability of only 5. He has recently begun showing the rather sad traits of being an 'introvert who acts tough online' and being 'bold with his family but timid with others.' His original looks were plain, but after Awakening, the quality of his hair and skin improved, bringing his appearance up to 'above average.' His eyelashes have apparently grown longer, too. However, since all Awakened Persons' looks improve, he's still just average when compared to the whole. His [Arcane Gear] also has a plain style, but in terms of pure performance as an Awakened Person, he is without a doubt 'SSR' class. Incidentally, Yagawa Kyouta's true strength is thought to be a 'high-firepower evasion tank'... which is a front for an 'indomitable vanguard who uses high durability and regeneration'... which is a disguise for a 'high-firepower, high-mobility, medium-armored humanoid cavalry with infinite stamina and auto-recovery.' His most suitable fighting style is not in the narrow corridors of a dungeon, but running freely across a wide area, cutting down enemies as he passes. However, this is difficult to utilize in dungeon exploration. In his usual explorations, he brute-forces his way through with his overwhelming specs. Despite this combat power, on the inside, he is still a 'socially awkward, introverted virgin.'

'Rinzaki Erina' LV: 8 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 23 (Growth Potential: C) Durability: 23 (Growth Potential: C) Agility: 34 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 27 (Growth Potential: B)

Skills

'[Invisibility]' By consuming mana, she can make herself invisible. Her [Arcane Gear] is considered part of her body and turns invisible with her. According to Erina, this is the 'Art of Invisibility Jutsu.'

'[Five Senses Enhancement]' Allows her to arbitrarily enhance any of her five senses. She can enhance up to two at the same time. The 'enhancement' is a 'conceptual enhancement,' meaning that she won't be blinded by strong light while her vision is enhanced. According to Erina, 'A ninja's five senses are the best in the world!!'

'[Spatial Magic]' A magic that allows her to use an '[Item Box]' and 'teleport to marked locations' by consuming mana. Due to its powerful abilities, its mana consumption is high. According to Erina, it's 'Ninpo! Spatial Ninjutsu!!' She apparently wants to replicate a certain technique from a manga someday, but it's unclear when that will be.

Remarks: The heroine of this story? Probably the heroine. A self-proclaimed ninja and Awakened Person, and a member of Kyouta's party. Her true identity is his classmate. Being a quarter British, she is a beautiful girl with blonde hair and emerald eyes. Her figure is also outstanding, and rumors say she is the 'ideal young lady, as long as she sits there silently.' Her past has yet to be revealed in the story, but she is fixated on the words 'family' and 'ninja.' Her bust size, not to mention where, is a 'G.'

'Arisugawa Aira' LV: 1 Race: Half-Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 11 (Growth Potential: E) Durability: 8 (Growth Potential: E) Agility: 11 (Growth Potential: E) Mana: 20 (Growth Potential: B)

Skills

'[Telepathy]' A skill that allows her to converse with people far away by consuming mana. It often manifests as simple 'telepathy,' but in her case, it is activated through a 'pair of mirrors.' Depending on the size and orientation of the mirrors, it can also be used like a remote camera.

'[Appraisal]' A skill that allows her to discern the nature of living and non-living things she sees. However, it can only make a rough judgment and cannot identify detailed information.

Remarks: The other heroine of this story. Probably, most likely, a creature that resembles a heroine. She is Erina's cousin, and they are very close. She currently lives with her grandmother. She requested that Kyouta and Erina's party act as her hands and feet inside dungeons. She uses [Telepathy] to provide support while collecting research data. Her past has not been detailed either, and what is known is: 'Her hobbies are games and drinking alcohol.' 'She is taciturn with anyone she can't feel superior to.' 'She has few to no friends.' 'She is ridiculously good at fighting games.' 'She taunts other players relentlessly in online games.' 'She is surprisingly unathletic.' 'Despite that, she is in excellent health.' 'In middle school, she got into a fistfight with a grade school girl and was made to cry.' And she has some kind of attachment to 'family.' A lot is known about her, yet the crucial parts are a mystery. The currently revealed information paints a picture of a rather hopeless person. However, she is apparently an excellent student, attending a famous national university in the prefecture and belonging to the laboratory run by her grandmother. She is also beautiful, with a good figure, and could be called a peerless beauty if she were silent. She is characterized by her long silver hair and elf ears. Her size, not to mention where, is an 'F.' She's well-endowed despite having elven blood.

'Yamashita Party'

Average LV: 7 Race: Two cat beastmen and two human Awakened Persons.

Remarks: An adventurer party consisting of the Yamashita siblings, their childhood friend, and the sister's friend. Being a group of four close friends, their teamwork is good, but as Awakened Persons, their stats and skills are quite ordinary. However, they are steadily working hard. Yamashita's older brother believes that 'dungeons will one day become a huge market' and is apparently planning a vague future for himself. They had an unlucky encounter with a Kobold Lord in an 'E-Rank Dungeon' and were on the brink of death before being saved by Kyouta and his party. Afterward, they were also caught in the dungeon stampede in Chiba Prefecture, showing their terrible luck. However, they showed their strength of heart by rescuing people during the incident. They are currently aiming to establish a 'guild,' which is why they were in Chiba. They are scheduled to make contact with the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' soon.

'Dungeon Agency'

Remarks: An agency newly established to deal with the emergence of Awakened Persons and dungeons. It is perpetually understaffed and underfunded. They are constantly given unreasonable demands from both above and below, and some employees haven't been home in a week. It's a collection of misfits and heretics from various departments, but many of them are highly competent in areas other than social skills. They also have surprisingly high morale and take pride in their work. Currently, the director is negotiating with the higher-ups for 'an increase in monster subjugation rewards,' 'permission for public sale of certain drop items,' and 'a partial relaxation of the Swords and Firearms Control Law for adventurers.' The director's stance is, 'Even if my ideas are proven wrong in ten, or even five years, I've judged them necessary for now.' It is still unknown if he will get approval from above.

'The Mysterious Trio of High School Girls'

Average LV: Unknown. But all are '10' or higher. Race: Unknown. One has elf ears.

Remarks: Their names and detailed appearances are unknown. It is said that they are all beautiful girls. The main attacker and tank is the 'Greatsword User,' the 'Elf-eared Girl' handles healing, offense, and support, and the 'Great Scythe User' acts as scout and skirmisher. These girls were present at both the dragon's dungeon stampede and the one in Chiba. At both scenes, they worked to protect civilians, which speaks to their good nature. In the Chiba incident, the 'Greatsword User's' family was also caught up in it, and she was deeply relieved and grateful to the Yamashita Party for rescuing them. If the Yamashita Party had not been able to save her parents... a different outcome might have occurred.

'Byakuren'

Strength: 21 Durability: 37 Agility: 15 Mana: None

Remarks: A 'golem' created by Kyouta. Its head is a modified kettle containing a 'pseudo-homunculus.' Normally, the creator's semen is used as a material for a homunculus, but Kyouta, not wanting to form an attachment, created it using only 'mana and several types of herbs.' As a result, the flask contains something like an AI without an independent ego. Believing that it wouldn't hurt his heart or his wallet much if it broke, Kyouta uses it as a tank and luggage carrier during dungeon explorations. Golems with a homunculus as their brain are generally terrible in terms of fuel efficiency, and 'Byakuren' is no exception. It requires frequent mana refueling. Because he was in a hurry and it was slow by his standards, it was left at home during the Orc battle in Chapter 1.

● Dungeons

A place of complete mystery. For the most part, the environment is habitable for humans. There are monsters inside that attack any humans who enter. There is a white gate on the outside that only Awakened Persons can pass through. There is also a door on the inside, which allows one to exit. SDF experiments have shown that even if the interior is damaged to some extent, it regenerates over time for some reason. For structures like fortresses and castles, investigations are underway to determine 'what lies beyond these walls.' However, progress has been slow due to monster attacks and other factors. A surveillance camera recorded the salt from a monster that died in a dungeon melting into the floor after a while.

● Monsters

Creatures that are active inside dungeons. Some have biological appearances, while others look non-biological. When they die or are destroyed, they leave behind some kind of item and turn into 'salt.' Be warned that if you try to take this monster salt out of the dungeon, all the monsters in the dungeon will target you. If their numbers increase beyond a certain point inside the dungeon, they will overflow through the exit to the outside. Their ecology is full of mysteries, such as their numbers increasing despite having no reproductive organs, and many other points that differ from normal creatures. Also, while they didn't need to eat inside the dungeon, once they got outside, they were seen eating humans, suggesting a need to intake energy from external sources. A characteristic of individuals that have left the dungeon is that their aggression increases and their eyes glow red.

● Monsters Encountered

※ 'F-Rank': Characteristics of this rank include 'low intelligence,' 'do not use weapons,' and 'are simply weak.' The first enemy for any adventurer.

'Zombie Kobold': As the name suggests, it looks like a zombified Kobold. Its intelligence is reduced, but its physical strength is greater than a normal Kobold's. In return, it cannot use weapons and its fur is rotten, making it weaker overall.

'Matango': Commonly known as the 'weakest monster.' It's just a giant mushroom with mushroom-shaped legs. It doesn't even have a spore attack. An area where a stampede occurred had zero fatalities because it was their territory. Apparently, they would even lose one-on-one fights to unawakened old ladies and high school girls who were just around. There are reports of a swarm of about 50 being crushed by 10 construction workers.

'Lesser Treant': A monster suspected of being mis-ranked. It has arms like thick branches growing from a tree stump, which it uses to thrust like a spear. Its toughness is equivalent to a normal tree stump, making it difficult to defeat with swords or spears. According to Kyouta, it's 'more troublesome than a clumsy E-Rank monster.'

※ 'E-Rank': The main characteristic of this rank is 'having the intelligence to use weapons.' The majority of adventurers are in this rank.

'Skeleton': A self-explanatory moving skeleton. They are armed with tattered swords and spears, and some individuals even wear rusted armor. They seem to have some level of intelligence, destroying lighting set up by the SDF and attacking from the darkness.

'Kobold': A bipedal, dog-like monster. It possesses the agility and sense of smell of a beast. It wields weapons and cooperates to 'hunt.' Its fur also serves as natural armor.

'Goblin': So common it's hard to know what to explain. A small, goblin-like fae with green skin. Not only do they use weapons, but they also set up traps and ambush points throughout the dungeon. When the SDF first entered, they were seen using weapons stolen from the soldiers.

As a particularly dangerous presence in 'E-Rank,' there are calls for adventurers to be prohibited from entering goblin dungeons.

※ 'D-Rank': Characteristics include 'strength greater than E-Rank,' 'use of magic,' and 'area-of-effect attacks.' Adventurers who challenge this rank are called 'first-class' or 'pros.'

'Orc': A pig-faced creature with a portly belly. However, its limbs are muscular, like those of a sumo wrestler or a heavyweight wrestler. Its power and speed are comparable to a brown bear's, and it can also use weapons and breathe fire. It is an extremely dangerous monster that 'basically acts in groups of three or more.' However, there are apparently stragglers that act alone.

※ 'Boss Monster': A being that acts as the boss of its dungeon. Defeating it has no effect on the dungeon as a whole, but they have been observed leading other monsters, so the SDF prioritizes their elimination. When this type of monster appears, the dungeon is temporarily closed to the public, and an SDF unit is sent to exterminate it.

'Kobold Lord'

Strength: 25 Durability: 22 Agility: 27 Mana: 15

Skill

'[Intimidation]': Temporarily causes a glared-at opponent to flinch. The target can resist by pitting their highest stat against the user's.

Remarks: It was chasing the Yamashita Party in a Kobold dungeon. The reason their frontline was so easily broken was mainly due to this skill. It was defeated by Kyouta before it had a chance to use it, but it would have been useless anyway as he would have resisted it.

For reference, a brown bear's stats look like this:

'Brown Bear' Race: Brown Bear

Strength: 25 Durability: 22 Agility: 20 Mana: 5

Although it's an 'E-Rank' monster, the Kobold Lord's individual performance is higher than that of a 'D-Rank' Orc. On top of that, it has more stamina than Orcs, so without someone's help, the Yamashita Party would have certainly been annihilated.

'Orc Champion'

Strength: 35 Durability: 40 Agility: 35 Mana: 20

Skills

'[Monstrous Strength]': Temporarily adds '+10' to its strength stat. It can be used consecutively, but overuse carries the risk of injury due to strain on muscle fibers and bones.

'[Flame Generation]': A skill that is between magic and mana conversion. It can knead mana and unleash a flamethrower without chanting.

Remarks: The chapter boss of Chapter 1. Not only does it have high physical abilities, but it is also a master of spearmanship. It can create flames with mana and release them in a fan shape, allowing it to handle multiple opponents. It is an extremely powerful monster, but its weakness is its low stamina, caused by its armor of thick muscle and fat.

● Below is a dialogue-only digest of the encounter between the self-proclaimed ninja and the Orc Champion, from their meeting to Kyouta's arrival.

※ The actual statements and cries may differ. Please be aware.

"I'll switch with Kyou-chan's mom and dad now!"

*'An opening, you little wench!!'*

""Aieeeeee!?""

"Whoa! My arm got torn off! How careless! My scouting was sloppy due to fatigue!"

*'And here's the follow-up! I'll put a hole right through that pretty face of yours, darling!'*

"What a dastardly ambush! But I dodged it! Aw, my earring broke."

*'Nice dodge, isn't it? But I wonder how long you can evade my spear, hmmm!'*

"Take this, pepper bomb!"

*'MY EYES!?'*

"Mom! Dad! That thing is huge, so let's run into one of those shops!"

""A-Aieeeee...""

*'How dare you do that to me, you little brat! I will never, ever forgive you!!'*

"Escape through the back door!"

*'Ugh, this shop is so cramped! What's the deal!? Orc discrimination!? That's so not in fashion right now!'*

"Here you go. A Carolina Reaper bomb."

*'MY NOSE!?'*

"Fwahahaha!! Farewell, big Orc! Rinzaki Erina makes a cool retreat! Ah, I've lost too much blood. Mom, Dad, stay close to me. I'll definitely protect you."

""A-Aieeeeeeee...""

*'Hmph! I wiped my nose with a nearby cloth, but it still hurts... I'm never coming to a store like this again! Whatever! ...Oh my, what's this? There's a delicious-looking little boy over there. I could just eat you up (physically)!'*

"You..."

*'Oh my, oh my. You have a strong presence, but you're just a raw recruit, aren't you? Such a wild bloodlust. But I like it! I am the champion. I'll be happy to take your first time, my dear ♡.'*

"You... RAAAAAAAGH!!"

*'—Those eyes... you're prepared to die to take me with you. Very well, human warrior. I shall face you with my spear.'*

It was something like that. By the way, the Orc Champion's lines are just a guess. It can't talk, but that might have been what it was thinking! The truth is lost to the darkness.

● Q
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			Chapter Two: Prologue

I think everyone has experienced that feeling of being so nervous you think you might throw up.

Maybe it was during an exam, a job interview, or right after making a terrible mistake. The reasons and timing vary from person to person, but I doubt anyone has gone through life without it.

*I want to run home right now. I want to lock myself in my room and escape reality with games and manga. I want to go to sleep and wake up to find everything has been solved.*

That's exactly how I feel at this moment.

But the very reason I'm being cornered to the point of nausea is that I can't escape. If I could just turn tail and run, I wouldn't be on the verge of puking in the first place.

No, calm down, Yagawa Kyouta. How can I, the one who has slain countless monsters in dungeons and even defeated an Orc Champion, lose my nerve over something like this!

Compared to a life-or-death battle, this is nothing!

...Sorry, nope. This is rough.

After about three minutes of pointlessly killing time by checking the contents of the paper bag in my hand and looking around...

I'm probably about to be reported as a suspicious person. I guess... I have no choice but to brace myself.

"*Suu... fuuu...* Okay!"

One deep breath. It's fine. My legs are moving, and my heartbeat has settled down.

All that's left is to act.

"Let's run."

A retreat. No, this is a forward advance to the rear.

Who decided I couldn't escape? The road always continues, no matter where you are.

Don't be bound by fixed ideas. People are always free to—to choose their own path!

*'Oh, Kyou-chan-kun. Are you leaving?'*

"*Hyuh...*"

I let out a strange gasp and, fighting back a cough, looked around.

The familiar voice wasn't coming from right next to my ear as usual, but from in front of me.

"S-since when were you..."

*'About three minutes ago.'*

I directed my gaze forward, to the intercom with a camera attached.

*'How sad. I went to all the trouble of preparing to welcome you, and this is what I get. I never thought you were such a chicken. Is it any wonder you only have the two of us as friends, Kyou-chan-kun?'*

"...Two?"

*'Hahaha. If you're not my friend, I might just have to report you to the police~'*

"I'm sorry. We're probably friends, Aira-san."

I flashed my best possible smile at the camera.

I mean, Aira-san is kind of shady, after all. And she's older, so it's hard to call her a 'friend'...

You know, college students just feel so much like 'adults,' right? Especially since they drink and all.

*'Hmph. I recorded that, you know...!'*

"Oh god, that's creepy."

*'Now, enter, my friend.'*

As she spoke, the lattice gate in front of me swung open. Whoa, it's automatic...

The surrounding area was a quiet residential neighborhood. The mansion before me was an elegant, two-story house.

Passing through the gate, I walked along a stone-paved path for about ten meters, flanked by green lawns, until I reached the front door.

Just as I stood before it, the door was flung open from the inside with great force.

"Welcome, Kyou-chan-kun! I welcome you! With great fanfare!"

"BUOOOOOOOOOH!!"

Aira-san, wearing a sash that read 'To Hell With Sober Days,' set off a party popper. She was dressed in a black tracksuit, top and bottom—a surprisingly casual outfit.

And next to her, Erina-san, dressed in a vermilion and yellow kimono, was blowing a conch shell.

Oh, wait. She's just holding it to her lips and making the sound with her mouth. Either way, it's weird.

"...Uh, thanks."

I had come to Aira-san's house.

The thing is, I still hadn't properly thanked them for the whole Orc incident.

Originally, my parents were going to thank Erina-san directly, but apparently she's been living with Aira-san and her grandmother for the past week.

What's more, my parents' schedules didn't line up with the grandmother's, who's a university professor. They decided it was better not to wait too long, so here I was, gift-wrapped sweets in hand.

That's right. To a house where a member of the opposite sex... lives!!

It'll be fine as long as I don't say anything weird... Thank them, give them the gift, and leave right away... No problem. Not a single problem.

If anyone else saw me right now, they'd probably think, 'Why are you so nervous just visiting a friend's house?'

But they'd be wrong! Three thousand times sweeter than chocolate cake!

My hosts are none other than my friend Erina-san and my friend-question-mark Aira-san. While their words may be a bit unfortunate, their looks are top-tier. And their figures, too.

Like I can stay long in a place with two girls like that! I'm going home!

Before my heart stops from the stress!

"Welcome, Kyou-chan-kun. No sense standing around in the entryway. Follow me."

"Let's have a game party with snacks in the living room!"

"Ah, speaking of snacks, here..."

Okay, I managed to hand over the gift naturally.

Congratulating myself to stabilize my nerves, I offered the paper bag to Erina-san.

"Hm? What's this?"

"As thanks for saving my parents the other day... Um, they couldn't come today, so..."

My parents had said it would be better for just me, their 'friend,' to go, rather than adults visiting a house with only two young women.

Give me a break. At least my mom could have come with m—no, having a parent with me would be awkward in a different way.

"Oh my! You didn't have to worry about that."

"No, I can't just let it go."

After all, she had nothing to do with it, yet she'd sacrificed an arm to help them. A box of sweets was nowhere near enough.

But the 'debt' was so great I didn't even know how to begin to repay it. My parents were also planning to go thank her properly later, but they were at a loss as to how to express their gratitude.

"Now, now, Erina-kun. It's good manners to accept such things graciously."

"She's right, senpai! Tell your mom and dad I said hi, Kyou-chan!"

"I will."

"Now, enough talk, let's go to the living room!"

Why is Aira-san so hyper?

She's as excited as a grade-schooler before Christmas. She got behind me and started pushing my back insistently.

Hey, her hands are small, but the feeling of her palms is ticklish...!

"W-wait. I should probably get going..."

"Hmm? Do you have plans?"

"What's wrong, Kyou-chan? Was there a ninja attack!?"

"No, that's not it."

"Well then, wouldn't it be rude to leave now?"

"W-well..."

"Yeah, Kyou-chaaaan. Let's hang out."

"Why do you two look so evil!?"

The unfortunate beauty and the unfortunate pretty girl were both smiling like villains.

But it would indeed be rude to leave now. I came here to thank them, after all.

Is there no escape...!

"Alright, I understand..."

"Party of one, right this way!"

"We won't let you go home tonight☆"

"Actually, please let me go home before night..."

I took off my shoes and was ushered into the living room, still being pushed from behind.

On a side note, the slippers are incredibly fluffy. I could tell from the outside, but walking down the hallway confirmed it: this house is huge.

Could it be that Aira-san and her family... are from a wealthy family...?

"Welcome again, Kyou-chan-kun. Make yourself at home. Grandma isn't here today, so we can be as loud as we want!"

"Uh, huh."

I passed through the door Erina-san opened, still being pushed by Aira-san. Seriously, how long is she going to keep pushing?

The living room I was led into was connected to the kitchen, but even considering that, it was quite spacious. Maybe as big as a classroom?

The furniture and paintings had a refined feel, and even to my amateur eyes, they looked expensive.

However, the beautifully polished table was cluttered with a pile of snacks and juice, and a game console was already set up in front of the LCD TV. Around it were enough of those 'ruin-a-person' cushions for everyone.

...It's like... they're taking full advantage of 'Grandma' not being here today to really let loose.

"Hey now, Kyou-chan-kun. It's not polite to stare so intently at a lady's house, you know?"

"Ah, sorry."

"Aha, you were looking to see if I'd left my underwear lying around, weren't you!?"

"No."

"You pervert!"

"I'm being framed."

I don't know what to do. I feel like an idiot for being so nervous just a moment ago.

"And what would you do if I told you I'm wearing a black thong right now?"

"...Huh!?"

Instinctively, my eyes darted to Aira-san's tracksuited figure.

Despite being a beautiful college student, her attire for welcoming a guest was quite sloppy. But then again, beautiful people look good in anything. On top of that, she has an amazing figure.

My gaze unintentionally drifted to her assertive chest and the area around her crotch below her narrow waist.

"Hahaha! Of course I'm kidding. Your face is as red as a tomato, Kyou-chan-kun!"

"Y-you..."

Apparently, I'd been teased. I'm ashamed to admit my heart was pounding like crazy.

"That's right, Kyou-chan! Senpai isn't wearing a black thong today! She's wearing normal pink ones!!"

"Erina-kun. Hold on a second, Erina-kun."

Aira-san's face is as red as a tomato.

Her ears, red all the way to the tips of her elven points, she grabbed Erina-san's shoulder and shook her head weakly.

But still, I see... pink...

"Um... shall we play a game?"

"...Yeah."

"What's wrong, senpai? You're the one who started talking about panties."

Erina-san tilted her head, looking genuinely puzzled.

I've recently realized something about her. She seems like a sociable, popular type, but she's actually a cheerful social klutz, isn't she?

That aside, thank you very much!

"Very well. Tonight, I shall become a demon! I'll plunge you both into the abyss!"

"Bring it on, senpai! I'll make it so you can never go to the bathroom alone again!!"

"Please don't get too heated, you two."

Though the atmosphere had gotten a little weird, after that, things went on as usual, more or less.

Unlike our usual interactions, I could see their faces directly, but as we played games, my tension started to fade.

And then, perhaps because my guard was down, I found myself asking something.

"By the way, why are you at your grandmother's house, Erina-san?"

I regretted it a little as soon as I asked.

For two people who were so fixated on the concept of 'family,' was this question a landmine?

As cold sweat trickled down my back, Erina-san answered without seeming to mind.

"Mmm. My dad's in international trade, and he had to go to England all of a sudden. Mom went with him. They wanted me to go too, but I insisted on staying."

"I-is that so?"

Good. It's still normal... or is it?

Would they really leave their daughter in Japan and go to England right after 'that' happened?

"...Um, you told your parents about your arm, right? About the Orc Champion."

"Nope. It's already healed!"

Erina-san said with a smile, flashing a V-sign.

No, you should have told them. Your daughter's arm getting torn off is big news.

"If I told them now that it's healed, it would just make them worry, right? So I figured, why bother?"

"Seriously..."

As I stared at her, dumbfounded, Aira-san cackled.

"Well, they probably don't know she's with me, either! They dislike me quite a bit, after all. And I doubt Grandma told them my whereabouts."

"Huh?"

"Mom and Dad don't hate you, senpai. They just don't know how to act around you."

"Is that so? Well, it matters little to me either way."

...I feel like I'm listening to a very loaded conversation.

"There, an opening, you two!"

"Geh!"

"Not so fast! Ninpo, Substitution Jutsu!"

"You're using me as a shield!?"

With sweat beading on my brow, I tried to change the subject using the on-screen action. I reacted with an exaggeratedly loud voice, trying to break the atmosphere.

The two of them seemed to be acting normal, so I think I managed to gloss it over. ...I hope.

"By the way, Kyou-chan-kun. In this house right now, we have my elderly grandmother, myself—a lovely young maiden—and Erina-kun. That being the case..."

"Hey, don't talk to me while you're cornering me on the screen! Erina-san, Erina-san, help!"

"Sorry, I'm out of lives."

"Damn it, I have to face this sad monster one-on-one!"

"I'd like to question you for about an hour regarding my new nickname, but I'll let it slide. This big-sister Aira is generous, you see!"

"I don't think generous people trap others in an infinite aerial combo. Please tell me how to escape."

Damn it, no matter how much I mash the controller, I can't break free. I'm being endlessly juggled in the air.

"Wouldn't you be willing to lend a hand in protecting such a home?"

"...Huh?"

At that moment, a flash of insight struck my gray matter.

High-speed thinking, assisted by my [Sage's Nucleus], deciphered the intent behind her words.

Could this be... she's asking me to *stay the night*?

No way, was she serious when she said 'we won't let you go home tonight' earlier!?

Wh-what do I do? I didn't prepare to stay over. And this is my first time staying at a friend's house, let alone one with only girls?

No way, no way, no way! I'm so nervous I won't be able to sleep!

And, and what about me? Can my self-control handle it? It can... probably. I'm not that much of an animal.

But I'll definitely become more conscious of them in the future! Because they're both so beautiful!

Don't underestimate how easily a high school boy can fall for someone. It only takes one little thing for us to be completely smitten!

No, wait, could this be... a sign that she's interested in me!? No way, where did I even raise a flag!?

All this in a mere two seconds. With my face burning, I somehow managed to answer.

"W-with pleasure!"

Wait, what did I just agree to!?

"Oh, really? Even though I haven't gotten to the main point yet, which is 'would you be willing to sell me a golem like Byakuren?'"

" "

—KO!

On the screen, my character, who had been trapped in an aerial combo, was finally defeated.

And as Aira-san looked at me with a mischievous smile, my own thoughts froze solid.

...Yeah.

"I hope you rot in hell someday...!"

"Hahaha! I plan on living a long life, so who knows when I'll be going to heaven or hell!"

"What's wrong, Kyou-chan? Your face is all red."

"It's nothing...!"

I put down the controller and covered my face, completely drained.

I lost. In so many ways. Her combat ability is supposedly crap, but I don't think I can ever win against this unfortunate college student.

I snuck a glance at Aira-san, who was clutching her stomach, roaring with laughter.

...Even her face when she's laughing like an idiot is beautiful. That's just unfair.

"Senpai! Let's play this game next! I won't lose in a race!"

"Ha-ha-ha-ha! Very well. Allow me to teach you the meaning of true strength!"

"Not a chance! I'll cover you in cow dung!!"

"My thoughts exactly, Erina-kun. Is your bovine stockpile sufficient...!"

This ruins everything, damn it.

...Wait, what about her asking me to sell her a golem like Byakuren?
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			Episode 21: The Necessity of Golems

After shooting down the two unfortunate beauties who were vying for first place in 'Matsuo Race' with cow dung, I took a sip of juice and returned to what she called the 'main topic.'

Although she called it the main topic, I had only come to say thank you, so I had no idea what she was talking about.

"So. What's this all of a sudden about selling me a golem like 'Byakuren'?"

"How cruel, Kyou-chan-kun... to cover two maidens in filth..."

"I've been... defiled. *Sob, sob*..."

"Quiet, you."

It was just in a game, but they were making it sound terrible.

"You said it was for home security, but its fuel efficiency is pretty bad, you know? There's no way it could run 24/7."

Golems are notorious gas-guzzlers. Especially the ones that use a homunculus.

On top of that, I don't even have an 'Alchemy' skill. I'm just making them based on knowledge I read in my Arcane Gear's grimoire.

It's probably even less energy-efficient than one made by someone with the actual skill. I managed to boost its output instead, though.

The only reason I can use it normally in dungeons is because I, a walking mana tank, am constantly refueling it.

"Ah. It seems there's a misunderstanding. I don't want a golem for 'home security,' but as 'my bodyguard.' It doesn't need to be running 24/7. It's enough if it can move and fight for a while after I pour some mana into it."

"...Is someone targeting you?"

I lowered my voice and asked Aira-san.

Her words and actions may be unfortunate, but she has the face and figure. It's entirely possible she's being targeted by some ill-intentioned person for that reason.

Perhaps she even has a stalker.

"No. While it's no exaggeration to say I am the greatest beauty of this century, I haven't felt that my life is in any danger so far."

"And if any such insolent fool were to appear, they would be rusted by Erina-san's ninjutsu!"

"What does 'rusted by ninjutsu' even mean... Well, if that's the case, then fine, but why do you need one?"

"It's a warning from my grandmother. There have always been 'forceful recruitments' targeting Awakened Persons, but they've apparently been gaining momentum lately. I wanted a means of self-defense for myself."

"Forceful recruitments, you say."

I had heard rumors about it online.

Most Awakened Persons possess high physical abilities and can even use superpowers called 'skills.'

It's only natural that various government agencies and shady organizations would want them.

Moreover, some 'magic' could even make a perfect crime possible. Whether it's to use for assassination, to defend against it, or simply as a threat, the mere existence of 'such a method' is effective... or so I've heard.

In fact, it seems quite a few Awakened Persons have been headhunted by various countries.

"Until now, they've been targeting strong Awakened Persons or those with skills related to unknown technologies. But it seems there's been a development at the Dungeon Agency."

"At the Dungeon Agency? So, it's related to dungeons, then?"

"Indeed. The Dungeon Agency has submitted a proposal to the Diet for the 'partial liberalization of the sale of drop items.' It might pass soon. For all we know, it might have already passed and just hasn't been announced yet."

"That's..."

I was starting to see where this was going.

"Various organizations are now more eager than ever to acquire 'Awakened Persons who are advantageous for dungeon exploration'...?'"

"So it seems."

Aira-san popped a chocolate cookie into her mouth and shrugged.

"I mentioned before that items from dungeons are sent through the Japanese government to a limited number of research facilities both domestically and abroad. Naturally, our lab isn't the only one unhappy with that arrangement."

"So they want to have their own adventurers bring back the drop items they want."

"That's another thing we have in common!"

Aira-san laughed before munching on her cookie.

I see. Until now, they could only experiment inside dungeons, but if that proposal passes, they can bring items back and analyze them with proper equipment.

In that case, even legitimate businesses would probably start seeing things differently.

The words a certain reporter once said, 'Dungeons are the new frontier,' are still heard everywhere.

Unknown minerals, new species of plants. With things that could bring immense wealth depending on how they're used, it's a given that countless corporations and nations would scramble to get their hands on them.

"I am a frail and lovely maiden with next to no direct combat ability."

"You're saying that yourself?"

"Even so, my skills are considered exceptionally useful. I've had a few recruitment offers before, but they've been increasing lately... I don't think anything will happen right away, but I do feel my life is in danger."

"So that's what this is about. But in that case, wouldn't a human bodyguard be better?"

"Oh? Are you volunteering?"

"No. I'm saying if you have the money, you should hire a professional."

A golem is certainly useful as a 'wall,' but it can't be a countermeasure against kidnapping or blackmail 'professionals.'

From the looks of this house, she seems to have money to spare, so it would be better to rely on a professional.

"Hmph... How naive you are, Kyou-chan-kun."

Aira-san shrugged and shook her head as if to say, *honestly*.

What's going on? Is there some serious reason...

"Have you not considered that I might die from the stress of being surrounded by strangers?"

"Ah, right."

"Please think of me as a creature more delicate than a rabbit or a hamster."

"Got it."

I forgot. This person is socially awkward.

"Kyou-chan, Kyou-chan. Hiring a pro is a good idea, but there's always the fear of betrayal. Dungeons might become a huge market soon, so it's possible the people you hire are already working for the bad guys. That's how much money and how many items could be involved."

"I see."

"Yes! That's the reason, Kyou-chan-kun!"

I nodded at Erina-san's words and turned my gaze back to the noisy, unfortunate beauty.

"With a golem, as long as I have command authority, I don't have to worry about betrayal. As long as nothing has been planted inside it, that is."

"Right. I'll deal with the 'inside' part by doing regular checks, and refueling its mana isn't a problem. I have a decent amount of mana myself. If I have it with me when I'm alone at home or traveling by car, my safety will increase just by its presence."

"I see... Sorry for all the questions, but why me? As I said before, I don't have an 'Alchemy' skill, so I'm just making these based on knowledge from reference materials, you know?"

The materials are from the book derived from my unique skill, not the internet, but there's no need to tell them that. If I use the power of my [Sage's Nucleus], there's a high chance I could improve the success rate and precision of my alchemy, but that could lead to my true power being exposed. I don't use the 'Nucleus' directly when creating a golem, so it's not relevant right now.

"To put it simply, it's a matter of trust."

"Right."

"Don't look at me with such suspicious eyes. I'm serious."

Aira-san continued with a wry smile.

"Part of it is that I trust you're not the type of person to do anything drastic, being the cowardly, socially awkward virgin that you are."

"I'm going to punch you, you unfortunate college student."

"You've only ever seen other adventurers explore dungeons in online videos, haven't you?"

"Are you ignoring me? Yes, well. I don't have any other sources of information."

After all, besides Erina-san, I don't know any other adventurers.

...It's not because I have few friends or anything. It's just that there aren't that many Awakened Persons to begin with.

"Basically, those who upload videos online have some kind of 'strength.' In other words, they're often the cream of the crop among adventurers."

"That might be true."

"So you might not realize it, but your 'Byakuren,' which can fight monsters in an 'E-Rank Dungeon,' is plenty high-performance. Besides, there's a rumor that for golems, the more mana the creator has, the better the performance."

...I was convinced.

While the part about my personality was a little grating, it's true I don't have the nerve to willingly commit a crime. Not that I'd call committing a crime 'having nerve.'

Her point about performance also seemed logical. In that case, there was no reason to 'fuss' any further.

Resigned, I let out a small sigh.

"Alright. I have a spare for when 'Byakuren' breaks, so I already have a 'pseudo-homunculus' itself. All that's left is the exterior to protect the flask and a body."

"...By the way, Kyou-chan-kun. Does a homunculus really use, um... a man's semen as a material?"

"A normal homunculus does, but mine is different. It's a 'pseudo' one, so the materials are just a lump of mana and a few types of herbs."

Don't ask me with a blushing face. This kind of topic is embarrassing for me, too. Having a beautiful older woman ask me 'if I use semen' is awkward beyond belief.

"Is that so? Well, I was prepared to use a golem covered in your semen if it meant ensuring my safety, but what a relief!"

As soon as she learned the materials were normal, Aira-san crossed her arms under her chest and started teasing me with a smug look. I was irritated, but I was too busy trying to avert my eyes from her emphasized bust to say anything. You got lucky, unfortunate college student.

"That's great, senpai! You were so worried yesterday, wondering what you'd do if he gave you one made with semen!"

"Hahaha. Erina-kun. Let's just drop that topic, shall we?"

Good. It seems Aira-san is a young lady of a certain age after all...

As I felt a slight sense of relief, my client let out an exaggerated cough.

"Well, about that. Regarding the exterior and the body, I'll provide the materials, so I'd like you to make it in advance. I can't very well construct it on the spot in an emergency."

"Understood."

Constructing the body requires a certain amount of mana, about ten seconds of time, and knowledge of alchemy.

I've heard that some people run out of mana just from the construction, and 'ten seconds' is too big of an opening in an emergency. If you have that much time, you might as well call the police.

To compensate for that, I've seen on the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' website that some people prepare a body separately in advance.

In my case, I prioritize portability, so I procure the body on-site.

"Please make it about my height, if possible. It'll be easier to carry. Now, about your payment..."

"No, you don't have to pay me."

I cut off Aira-san's words and refused flatly.

"Why not? You're accepting the request, aren't you?"

"I'll make the golem. But I'm doing it as 'thanks for the other day.' I won't take any money."

This was one thing I wouldn't budge on. I stared back at Aira-san.

"I'm not a professional in this field. I can't be confident in its performance or quality. I can't accept money and be responsible for someone's life. In other words, 'I'm not prepared to take responsibility.'"

To be blunt, just as I said, I have no confidence.

The thought of someone trusting my golem and dying because my skills weren't enough... I absolutely hated that idea.

After seeing the destruction in the town where the Orcs rampaged, it's impossible not to have thoughts about death. After much deliberation... the conclusion I came to was, 'I don't want to be responsible for someone's life.'

I had to tell myself that the lives lost on that day, in that place, were 'unrelated to me.' Otherwise, I was afraid the corpses I'd seen on the way would haunt my dreams.

Fighting in a dungeon is still okay. Acting as the vanguard is okay, too. The possibility that my mistake could get Erina-san killed... I can't accept it, but I can anticipate it.

But I refuse to be in a situation where someone dies somewhere out of my reach and it's even slightly 'my fault.'

Accepting money means accepting responsibility. For this job, I can't take it. It has to be purely a 'repayment of a favor.'

"Hmm... You're quite a troublesome one yourself, aren't you?"

"I don't want to hear that from you..."

"Hey, hey, senpai."

Erina-san, who had been eating snacks, tilted her head as she looked at Aira-san.

"You might have forgotten, but..."

"What is it? Did I do something wrong?"

"I think 'buying and selling' things made with alchemy and stuff is illegal, isn't it?"

"It's fine, we'll use a workaround to get away with it."

"Doesn't that just create more problems?"

I had completely forgotten, too, but now that she mentioned it, there was a regulation like that in the Dungeon Law.

That law is hard to remember because it's still being amended and is in a state of flux.

"Well, that was half a joke. One of the proposals submitted to the Diet by the Dungeon Agency was the partial liberalization of the sale of items made by those with production-type skills. By the time the golem is finished, it should be legal."

"As expected of you, senpai! You're not afraid to charge right into the gray areas!!"

"Of course. I am a woman who leaves no stone unturned."

I wonder if that was a compliment. Well, if they're fine with it, I guess it's okay...

I put a little distance between myself and the two of them and nodded. In the end, I agreed to create the golem for free. They said they'd provide the materials for the exterior and body, anyway.

To repay the favor from the other day, one or two golems is a small price. Unlike my parents' lives, they're infinitely replaceable.

Speaking of which, thinking about parents and family reminded me of something.

"By the way, are Aira-san and Erina-san's grandmother's bodyguards all set?"

'A national university professor who is researching dungeon-related matters' and who has a granddaughter with a useful skill like Aira-san. Honestly, a person like that seems like they'd be a target in their own right.

When I asked, the two of them looked at each other and then waved their hands dismissively.

"No, that woman doesn't need a bodyguard. They'd just be a burden. Her potential rivals even yours."

"Grandma is an Awakened Person and an elf, too. She's super strong, and she even dives into dungeons herself to do research, so she's been leveling up."

Alright, so she's a fighter. I get that.

But the grandmother of these two is an adventurer... what kind of person is she?

I had a feeling she was a whirlwind of a person, nine times out of ten, and I also understood why Aira-san had said 'a bodyguard for when I'm alone at home.'

When her grandmother was home, she was the strongest defense, so no other bodyguard was necessary.

In my mind, I imagined a being that was a mix of Erina-san and Aira-san, with the combat power of an Orc Champion.

.........Hmm.

What a terrifying creature. She definitely doesn't need a bodyguard.
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			D-Rank

			May was drawing to a close, the air damp from a soft, persistent drizzle.

The quiet patter of rain greeted us as we stepped out of the city hall.

"We finally did it, Kyouta-chan!"

"Yeah."

Standing under the shelter of the entrance, I gazed at the small card in my hand.

`Adventurer License (D): Yagawa Kyouta`

A rather simple piece of identification. Below my name were my address and a few other details, vaguely resembling the driver's license my father had shown me once.

But to think that this was proof I had become a 'pro,' one of the 'elites'… it held a strange gravity.

I probably wouldn't have felt a thing if this had been before my fight with the Orc Champion.

That day, I could have died. I had come face-to-face with a monster that wielded martial arts like a man, a creature that had nearly split my skull open.

The Orc Champion's rank was 'D.' So, I suppose I've finally reached its level.

*...If I fought it again, could I win?*

Both reason and instinct were confident of victory. But my heart was filled with doubt.

I can still clearly recall the eyes of that champion, burning with intelligence and fighting spirit. The way it stared straight at me, its gaze piercing me long before its spear ever could.

The only reason I managed to step forward that day was because of the rage I felt for my parents' murder. Though, when all was said and done, I came out in one piece thanks to Erina-san.

Faced with the pure 'killing intent' of a monster, an entity capable of ending my life.

Can I truly stand against that?

"Kyouta-chan."

"Gah!"

I instinctively took a step back as Erina-san leaned in to look at my face.

"What's wrong? You look so serious."

"Oh, uh… just a little worried about the future."

"It's too early for that, Kyouta-chan! Your life is just getting started! We've gotta keep fighting until we get dementia!"

"Is that really supposed to be encouraging?"

`Hey! Why are you two just standing there at the entrance? You're gonna make a lady like me wait all day~`

"Ah, sorry, *senpai*!"

"Our apologies. We're on our way."

A telepathic message came from Aira-san, who had been kind enough to give us a ride.

"Come on, let's go, Kyouta-chan!"

"…Yeah."

I opened my umbrella and walked through the parking lot.

Carefully avoiding the puddles, I made sure not to get my new license wet.

Still without an answer to my earlier question.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

And so, we've arrived at the 'D-Rank Dungeon.'

There's no point in moping around, wondering if I can face it. As long as I'm not fighting a boss, I won't die even if I just brute-force my way through, so I might as well give it a try.

If it feels okay, I'll continue as I have been. If not, I'll just have to get used to it. It's not like I'm diving in solo.

With that in mind, I finished my usual preparations and stepped into the dungeon.

Past the gate, my feet landed on a hard stone floor.

My first impression of the surroundings, illuminated by my lantern, was 'the ceiling is high.'

According to the information I got at the store, it was apparently ten meters high. The corridor was wide, too—about the width of a two-lane road.

A floor of stone tiles and walls of stacked blocks. A faint breeze drifted past, carrying with it a musty smell.

"Erina-san, stay sharp, please."

"You got it!"

While she scanned our surroundings, I activated Byakuren. Attaching a penlight and a mirror, I sent it forward.

"Aira-san, is the connection okay?"

`Loud and clear. I can see and hear everything perfectly. Like I said before we went in, don't worry about data collection this time. Just focus on getting used to 'D-Rank.'`

"Right."

"YEAH!"

I have no idea what that response from Erina-san meant. But since she was smiling and pumping her fist, I assumed it meant she understood.

I took a deep breath to calm myself and began the exploration.

I'd heard that the difficulty of dungeons changes drastically from this rank onwards.

First, the structure is different. It's much more three-dimensional.

The walls to my left and right have considerable thickness, but they don't reach the ceiling. In other words, you can climb them.

It's a maze-like layout, but you can walk on top of the walls. However, that's a 'trap.' The staff at the store specifically warned me, 'Absolutely do not climb them.'

Even if the walls are thick, they're only wide enough for one person to walk on. And more importantly, the monsters here…

"Kyouta-chan, I hear the sound of wings."

"Hnngh…"

I tightened my grip on the sword in my right hand and touched the small knife with my left.

"…Two of them. Approaching from the ten o'clock direction."

"Got it."

I glared in the direction she indicated.

There was a wall in front of me, but there was open space above it.

They appeared with a flutter of wings.

"*Gii! Gii-ii!*"

At first glance, they resembled Goblins.

Large, bulging eyes, a twisted nose, and big ears. The difference, however, was their gray skin.

And the horns growing from the sides of their heads, along with the bat-like wings sprouting from their backs.

Imps.

Lesser demons, but still a significant threat to humans. The high ground in this dungeon is their domain. Carelessly try to climb the walls, and you'll be swarmed and knocked to the floor in an instant.

The two Imps, screeching gratingly, held spears in their right hands and pointed their empty left hands toward us.

Almost simultaneously, a bizarre sound that couldn't be called language.

"Hyaaah!!"

At Erina-san's cry, I threw the knife. It flew alongside a throwing spike, heading toward the Imps above.

Both found their mark, and one of the creatures shrieked as it fell to the floor. Combined with the drop of over five meters, it stopped moving.

But the other one, paying no mind to its fallen comrade, finished its 'incantation.'

"*Gya-gya-gya!*"

Along with its unpleasant cry, it unleashed an arrow of blue fire. That's right—these things use 'magic.'

They can fly, they're small, and they even use ranged attacks. On top of that, their physical abilities surpass those of Goblins.

They really are a pain in the ass.

*[Concept Interference].*

Predicting its trajectory with my [Spirit Eye], I met it with my sword. The blade was engulfed in blue flames, and I swung it back at my opponent with all my might.

It seemed my counterattack was unexpected. The Imp couldn't dodge and was hit squarely by its own returned fire. It fell, shrieking and wreathed in flames.

"*Gya, gyaah!?*"

A throwing spike finished off the creature as it writhed on the floor.

I had been watching the first one out of the corner of my eye; it had already turned to salt. I let out a sigh of relief that we had defeated both of them safely and collected the drop items.

The items from the salt were coins again, but they were larger and slightly more golden than before. I think they're probably mixed with gold. Or maybe it's some unknown metal.

After handing the drops to Erina-san, Aira-san's voice came through.

`Well done, you two. Are you injured?`

"No problem, *senpai*!"

"I'm fine as well."

`Good. Don't let your guard down from here on.`

"Right."

"Roger that!"

Their individual strength isn't that high, but combined with the terrain, they're troublesome monsters. I can't get complacent.

However, my body moved without any issues. I was tense, but I didn't feel the same way I did when the champion almost killed me.

I can fight at this rank without any problems. …Probably! I still have my doubts, but that's what I told myself.

"Alright."

I muttered under my breath and resumed the exploration.

After walking a short distance, I found a section of the wall that was unnaturally damaged. The surface had been scraped away.

"Is this that thing?"

"Probably so-o."

As she said that, Erina-san took out a blacklight.

Making sure not to let my lantern's light interfere, I looked at the wall. Text appeared next to the scraped-off section.

"Looks like 'B-4,' *senpai*!"

`Excellent. In that case, according to the map…`

Imps are smart.

It's unclear if they understand our language, but they seem to know that the yellow paint left by the Self-Defense Force serves as a guide for us adventurers.

That's why they go so far as to scrape the walls to hide the paint. Dungeons are truly strange places; when damaged like this, they apparently return to their original state after a while without anyone touching them. A state with nothing written on them.

But if left untouched, the markings remain. So the SDF thought, 'What if we make it invisible to the Imps?' and started writing the map codes in a script that only appears under a blacklight.

By the way, this blacklight was sold at the store. A little surprising, but it was slightly cheaper than the market price.

That's probably how much they want to say, 'You absolutely must take this with you.'

`Right. If you continue straight, you should come to a T-junction. Turn right there.`

"Got it."

"YEAH!"

I wonder if she's taken a liking to that reply.

After that exchange, we started moving again, proceeding slowly. Since the SDF's lights get destroyed just like the walls, our only light sources were the ones we carried.

Moving forward while being wary of ambushes from above was surprisingly taxing on the nerves.

Before I knew it, a drop of sweat trickled down my cheek and dripped from my chin.

"Kyouta-chan. It's good that you're watching above, but keep an eye on what's in front of you and at your feet, too."

"Huh? Oh, right."

Erina-san grabbed my shoulder, stopping me. I lowered my voice to match her whisper.

"Ahead of us, there should be a corner, just like on the map. I can hear faint breathing from there. Three of them."

`Just as Erina-kun says, there's a corner in your path.`

"Understood."

I tightened my grip on my sword and drew a knife with my left hand.

*I see. So they lure intruders into focusing on the threat from above, then ambush them on the ground.*

As expected, Imps are smart.

But Erina-san is even more reliable.

"I'm sending Byakuren ahead."

"Go for it."

I touched the golem's stone body, resupplying its mana while giving it a whispered command.

With heavy, thudding footsteps, Byakuren advanced. The light from the penlight on its head allowed me to see whether it had rounded the corner, even in the dark.

Besides.

`I see three of them, alright! They're glaring this way! `

Aira-san's telepathy filled me in on the situation.

As I heard the sound of flapping wings, we started running.

Rounding the corner, we found the Imps just as they were leaping up to attack Byakuren, and we managed to catch them by surprise.

The knife and a throwing spike took down one. The remaining two shrieked as they glared at us.

One continued its attack on Byakuren from above, while the other raised its spear to protect its head and chest as it gained altitude.

*It's trying to get out of my range.*

If I just jumped straight up, I'd risk getting knocked out of the air. I planted my feet on the wall beside me and sprinted upwards, aided by a gust of wind. With that momentum, I ran right up.

In two steps, I reached the top of the wall and leaped. The Imp's eyes widened as it saw me, and I swung my sword in mid-air.

They might be stronger than Goblins, but they're fragile compared to Orcs. I cut it down in a single blow.

As I fell with gravity, I glanced down and saw Erina-san throwing her grappling hook at the one that was trying to latch onto Byakuren.

"Take this!"

"*Gye!?*"

The Imp shrieked as it was entangled and slammed to the floor, and Byakuren stomped on its back.

Immobilized, the creature had its neck pierced by a ninja sword a moment later.

I released a burst of wind as I landed, slowing my descent before my feet touched the ground. I had practiced wall-running at the training facility, but I was glad it worked out in a real fight.

"You really are… a ninja…!"

"I'm not."

And please stop looking at me like that.

After that, we proceeded smoothly through the dungeon and returned safely after about two hours. And so, my first exploration of a 'D-Rank Dungeon' came to an end.

I was fine, both physically and mentally. It was a good start.



		
		
		
			Chapter 30: Arisugawa Aira's Sister
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 30

			Arisugawa Aira's Sister

			The day after exploring the Imp dungeon, a Sunday.

I found myself at Aira-san's house again. Or rather, I was forcibly dragged here. If not for my previous experience, I definitely would have thrown up.

The reason I was hauled into her home was…

"Well… I made it just like you asked."

"It's finally done!"

"You've done well, Kyouta-chan!"

The golem body they had ordered was complete.

"Come on, Aira-san, you've already seen it. What's with that reaction, as if you're just finding out now?"

I built it at my place, but it was her car that brought it here.

It wasn't wrapped or anything, so she must have seen the real thing then. In fact, she's the one who put that white cloth over the golem just now.

The golem body was seated on one of the chairs in the living room. Glancing at it, Aira-san and Erina-san both shook their heads as if to say, *Oh, honestly*.

Sooo annoying.

"You just don't get it, Kyouta-kun. You don't understand entertainment."

"I don't know anything about that. I'm not a comedian."

"You'll never win the comedy grand prix with that attitude, Kyouta-chan!"

"I told you, I'm not a comedian. Don't forget the comeback I made three seconds ago."

It's not happening. We might be partners as adventurers, but there's no path where we form a comedy duo.

So stop giving me that 'you're batting a thousand today' look and a thumbs-up. What's with the batting average? This isn't baseball.

"So. Oh, wise entertainers, how will you be removing this cloth?"

"Alright. Erina-kun, a drumroll!"

"*BWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!!*"

"That's a conch shell. I've seen this before. At least add something new to your repertoire."

Erina-san, dressed today in a grass-green kimono, pretended to blow a conch shell with great fanfare. If you're going to imitate it with your mouth, you might as well have just done a drumroll.

And then the unfortunately beautiful woman, once again in a tracksuit, placed her hands on the golem's cloth.

"Ladies and gentlemeeeen! Welcome to today's… et cetera, et cetera!!"

"You just got lazy, didn't you?"

"Not at all! It's for the sake of pacing!"

"Whatever you say."

"And now, the grand reveal!!"

Aira-san ripped the cloth away with pointless high tension.

At the sight of the golem that was revealed, Erina-san let out a cheer.

"Ooh! It's a mech-girl!"

Indeed. If I had to describe this golem's design in one phrase, it would be 'mech-girl.'

A body painted entirely white. Golden additional armor reminiscent of a bob haircut, and twin eyes made of deep blue 'mirrors.'

Its limbs, a fusion of feminine curves and mechanical angles, were sleek. The chest and hips, though small, traced soft lines, covered by blue armor that resembled lingerie.

It was unmistakably a mech-girl. I had built it while suspecting it was a reflection of Aira-san's personal tastes.

"Seeing it again, it's a magnificent piece of work. Are you really sure you don't have the [Alchemy] skill?"

"It's not that difficult to just make the 'shell,' as long as you have the precise measurements."

In fact, it only took one or two adjustments for each limb to get it right.

Even on the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` message board I occasionally reference, many people had apparently completed the 'looks' of their ideal `Homunculus` wives long ago.

That's largely thanks to the benefits of modern technology. Nowadays, you can create 3D models on a tablet as if you're designing a character in a game. Then, it's just a matter of performing alchemy based on those numbers.

There's a world of difference in difficulty between vaguely imagining something in your head and writing numbers into a transmutation circle. You can create things with more detail and less awkwardness.

However, in their case, they're also trying to implement things like 'vocalization functions' and 'gaining the five senses through neural connections,' so they seem to be struggling.

Depending on how it's used, it could be useful in medicine or the military, but their stance is that they couldn't care less. Are the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` members really a bunch of weirdos?

"The dimensions for each part were written down to the millimeter in this request form, which was basically a design document."

The request form was given to me on a USB, and I was shocked when I opened it on my dad's computer.

*Just how obsessed is this woman with the design of a mere 'tank' `Homunculus`?* Thanks to her, I had a hard time explaining it to my parents. They thought their son was making a 'love doll.'

I don't have a thing for mech-girls. I'm just a simple believer in boobs.

"Hmm… Hey, *senpai*. Is it possible that…"

"Alright, let's have you install the imperfect `Homunculus` at once!"

"…Yes, ma'am."

The moment Erina-san started to say something, Aira-san blatantly cut her off.

*...Seems there's some story behind this golem's design. Well, it's not like I'm going to pry.*

I inserted the key into the keyhole at the nape of the golem's neck and turned it, opening the back of the head upwards. Then, I gently placed the small flask inside the cushion-padded interior and secured it.

I checked it against the notes I had on hand and confirmed the connection was fine. I closed the back of the head and locked it.

"With this, it should activate once mana is channeled into it."

"Good. Then, let's begin."

With that, Aira-san touched the golem's forehead.

I followed the flow of mana with my [Spirit Eye], confirming there were no abnormalities, and breathed a sigh of relief. I had already run my checks, but I was still glad to see it activate safely.

Its blue eyes glowing, the golem stood up.

Standing upright, its height was about 160 centimeters, and it weighed about 70 kilograms. The main components were an alloy and wood, with rubber used for joint protection, the soles of the feet, and parts of the palms. Its pure strength wasn't on par with Byakuren's, but in exchange, its movements should be nimbler… I think.

"Ooh… Do I already have control over it?"

"Since you're the one who infused it with mana, you should."

"The fact that it can be controlled just like that makes me a little worried it could be stolen…"

"Well, when you're sure it's safe, you can always remove the flask."

I said, handing Aira-san the key to open the head.

"Why don't you try giving it a command?"

"Good idea. Alright, raise your right hand!"

At her words, the golem raised its right hand.

"Now raise your left hand."

The golem raised its left hand.

"And now a backflip!"

"Wai—"

The golem moved as commanded, but the chair it had just been sitting on was right where it was about to land.

I rushed to catch it in mid-air and gently lowered it to the floor.

"Please be careful… As I explained before, the imperfect `Homunculus` isn't capable of very advanced thought."

"Hahaha. My apologies."

The golem probably wouldn't have fallen, but the chair would have been destroyed instead.

As I felt a bit uneasy at Aira-san's unapologetic laughter, Erina-san started closely examining the golem's face.

"Hmm… The resemblance is pretty much nonexistent, isn't it?"

"………"

*Resemblance to 'who,' I wonder.*

"Well then, I must give this child a name."

Aira-san paid no mind to Erina-san and patted the golem's shoulder.

"From now on, you are Mi— No."

Her cherry-pink lips started to form a word, then stopped.

"Since it's a unit similar to Byakuren, your name is Renge. It's a pleasure to have you."

The golem, now named Renge, nodded at Aira-san's words.

She watched it with a smile that was somehow tinged with loneliness.

＊　　　　＊　　　　＊

The next day, Monday.

As soon as my classes were over, I headed to the dungeon again.

I have to work hard to level up and to earn money. Especially the former.

So, as the bus rumbled along, I thought about yesterday. Aira-san's strangely meaningful words and actions. And Erina-san's somewhat considerate attitude.

I heard before that Aira-san has a younger sister. Erina-san had called her '*senpai*,' I think.

I don't know where she is or what she's doing now. But maybe…

*Maybe she's already dead?*

Aira-san had helped me when I was trying to save my parents—my family—saying it was for 'personal sentiment.' Perhaps something tragic had happened to her own family.

Considering that along with the golem, could it be that she specified a girlish appearance because she wanted to see her sister one more time? Even if it was just an imitation.

*…No, let's not. This is just speculation. Actually, it's probably just my imagination.*

More importantly, I don't like prying into an acquaintance's private life out of curiosity. If she hasn't said anything herself, then it's my duty to feign ignorance.

She and Erina-san have done the same for me regarding my 'Nucleus.' So I should do the same for them.

As I was lost in these thoughts, the bus arrived at its destination. Leaving my distractions behind, I walked through the parking lot toward the store.

Just then, a black van pulled up near the entrance.

My gaze drifted toward it, and I saw a woman get out of the driver's seat.

She was beautiful. Golden hair styled in a bob, skin as fair and clear as glass, and eyes as blue and serene as the ocean.

She was tall for a woman and wore a black pantsuit. Her chest was large, noticeably so even through her clothes.

Her long limbs somehow didn't look out of place; she was like someone who had stepped right out of a movie.

A moment later, I noticed her long, pointed ears. I see, so she was an elf.

Lately, there have been a lot of elven actors and models on TV and online. It's a testament to how beautiful their race is.

*I wonder if that woman, who gives off such a capable vibe, is an adventurer, too?* I thought, but it would be rude to stare. I quickly turned my gaze back toward the store and…

"Oh, *Senpai*!!"

*…Huh?*

I thought Erina-san had shouted, and then I saw her fluidly remove the telepathy earring she was wearing.

She did it with such incredible speed that if it had been a piercing instead of a clip-on, her earlobe might have torn off.

She tossed the earring into her [Item Box] and ran up to the elven woman.

"…Erina-san. It's been a while."

The woman gave a small bow with a somewhat stiff expression. In contrast, Erina-san circled around her like a friendly dog before turning back to me.

"Long time no see, *senpai*! This is my friend, Kyouta-chan! Kyouta-chan, this is *senpai*'s younger sister, Mia-san! Isn't she beautiful!"

*Huh, sister? Aira-san's sister?*

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Miyoshi Mia. If you're with Erina-san, does that mean you're an acquaintance of my sister?"

"Ah, yes. Hello… I'm Yagawa Kyouta. Aira-san has been a great help to me."

I bowed, feeling a little nervous in front of a woman I'd just met.

*Wait, hold on. Is she really Aira-san's sister?* Though, now that I look, their faces do seem similar.

*Impossible…! She was supposed to be dead…!?*

I raised my head, thinking something slightly rude. The woman was wearing a perfectly beautiful, professional smile as she gently pushed away the clingy Erina-san.

*Wow. Even though it's a fake smile, her natural face is so good that I could almost get lost in it.*

And also.

For a moment, I let my gaze sweep over her entire body.

A chest even larger than Erina-san's. A tall, slender figure. All of it was a far cry from the golem request form I had received.

*…To have grown so magnificently…!*

Could my guess that the golem was made to resemble her sister have been completely off the mark?

Also, Miyoshi? Not Arisugawa?

*…Aha. This is, without a doubt, a complicated family situation.*

In front of me stood a smiling stranger named Miyoshi-san. Clinging to her side was the self-proclaimed ninja, Erina-san.

The course of action I should take in this situation was already clear.

"Well then, if you'll excuse me…"

Of the Thirty-Six Stratagems, fleeing is best! A full retreat is the supreme tactic!

Think about it rationally. A high school boy with poor social skills, a strange woman he's just met, and his eccentric female friend. Add to that a dash of family drama, and it's no exaggeration to call this an instant-death combo.

If I get caught up in this, the sheer awkwardness will kill me! I have to find somewhere to kill time.

And so, it's full speed ahead to the men's locker room!

"Aww! Let's just chat a little longer!"

But the self-proclaimed ninja cut me off! A fatal mistake!

*Someone… please help me…!!*

As I pleaded for rescue in my mind, I looked up at the sky to see overcast clouds that threatened rain at any moment.

*The only thing about to rain is the tears from my eyes…!*



		
		
		
			Chapter 31: Miyoshi Mia
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 31

			Miyoshi Mia

			"───No. Let's save the 'chat' for another day, Erina-san."

As they say, when one door closes, another one opens.

Those words crossed my mind as I stared up at the cloudy sky.

"Aww."

"It's not 'aww.' I came to this dungeon for work, and I assume you did as well. More importantly, pulling your friend into a family conversation will only make him feel awkward."

Miyoshi-san gently chided Erina-san with a soft smile.

*She's… an adult…!*

Erina-san pouted but offered no rebuttal. Miyoshi-san's gaze shifted from the now quiet Erina-san to me, and she gave a slight nod.

"I'm sorry, Yagawa-kun. I have to go now."

"N-No. I mean, I should be the one apologizing…"

I hurriedly bowed my head as well, and when I looked up, her smile was waiting for me.

"If we happen to meet in the dungeon, I'll be in your care. And also, please look after Erina-san, will you?"

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

"You too, Erina-san. Try not to do anything too reckless."

"Okay!"

"Well then."

With that, Miyoshi-san took a small bell from her pocket.

I wondered what she was doing, but the moment she shook it, a wave of mana was generated.

"!?"

*A magic tool…? No, that's not it. That's just a regular instrument. She merely imbued its sound with her mana.* But you'd have to be incredibly skilled at mana control to pull off a trick like that.

As if guided by the sound of the bell, two figures—no.

Two 'golem shadows' emerged from behind the van.

Artificial soldiers with bodies woven from wood and covered in stone armor. They held wooden man-catchers and thick wooden shields reinforced with iron.

Perhaps to show at a glance that they weren't monsters, they wore orange vests over their torsos. They also seemed to be serving as carriers, as they had large hiking backpacks on their backs.

"Golems… [Civil Engineering Magic]?"

"Yes. I made them with my magic."

Miyoshi-san replied to my unconscious mutter with the same unwavering smile.

[Civil Engineering Magic].

There are a fair number of `Awakened Persons` who can use magic, but most of them use the 'four major elements.' People like Erina-san are rare.

'Fire Magic,' which manipulates fire and heat.

'Water-Ice Magic,' which handles water and ice.

'Wind-Lightning Magic,' which unleashes wind and lightning.

And 'Civil Engineering Magic,' which governs earth and wood.

Among these four, `Civil Engineering Magic` is currently considered the most 'versatile.'

Each of the other magics has its uses outside of dungeons, but this one in particular is said to have a wide range of applications.

Leveling the ground by manipulating the earth. Felling trees by manipulating the wood. Apparently there are some issues, but it can also promote plant growth. And, of course, creating golems using nearby wood and stone.

Golems created this way are said to be capable of more than those made with a `Homunculus`.

In exchange, there are restrictions, such as only the caster being able to control them and not being able to move them too far away, but those are irrelevant demerits if you're using them in a dungeon.

To put it simply, I had heard that when it comes to 'creating combat or work-use golems,' `Civil Engineering Magic` is more suitable than alchemy.

…By the way, my source of information was the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`.

According to them, 'But you can make sexy golems with alchemy, so alchemy wins.' They really don't waver, do they.

But I digress. I followed the movements of the golems that had emerged from the van.

The golems properly closed the door they had opened and lined up behind Miyoshi-san. She confirmed this, pressed a button to lock the van, and turned back to us.

With a friendly smile.

"Well then, until we meet again."

"Ah, just one thing before you go."

Erina-san stopped Miyoshi-san as she was about to enter the store.

"*Senpai*, do you have a message for *Pai-sen*?"

"…No."

She answered without turning around.

"That person has no interest in me, anyway."

"…?"

"But, let's see. Please tell her… to take care of her health."

Miyoshi-san turned back and said this with a smile. She gave a final, light wave and entered the store with her golems.

*…Is that person really Aira-san's sister?*

She was so 'normal' that I couldn't help but doubt it. No, perhaps 'capable' would be a better word.

However, that final exchange bothered me. 'No interest'? Aira-san?

As I was pondering this, Erina-san took her earring out of her [Item Box].

`…………`

"Um, Aira-san?"

I called out to the unnaturally quiet earring, but there was no response.

I took out my own and put it on, but it was still silent.

"*Pai-sen*! *Senpai* is gone now, you know?"

`…Hmph. It seems she feared my presence and fled!`

"What is this woman talking about?"

"Yeah, that's pretty much it!"

"Erina-san?"

`I knew it!!`

I think it's probably better not to say things like that, since it'll just go to her head.

`So, Erina-kun… As a fellow ninja, there's something I want to ask you.`

"At your service!"

`The last time I measured, my height was 167 centimeters. How tall is… she?`

"By my estimate, 170.3 centimeters!"

`FUNNUAAAAAAAAAH!!`

"Excuse me, where do I even begin to call you out on this?"

Like, how do you know down to the millimeter, and what's the reason for roaring like that?

`Your comedic spirit is irrelevant! More importantly, Kyouta-kun!`

"I don't have a comedic spirit. What is it?"

`Whose boobs were bigger!?`

"…Excuse me!?"

`Mine! And my sister's! I'm asking you which of us has bigger breasts!!`

"Are you insane!?"

`I'm perfectly sane! Men are always looking at women's faces, breasts, and butts, aren't they!? So you should be able to tell by comparison!`

"That's a gross overgeneralization!"

"Oh, it's true, Kyouta-chan is always looking at my face and chest and butt!"

"Before I exercise my right to remain silent, allow me to say this: I am truly sorry!"

So it's true what they say: a man's glance is a woman's stare.

I broke out in a cold sweat, but I fully intend to plead not guilty in court.

"Oh. But you sometimes look at my thighs, too, right?"

"Please let me exercise my right to remain silent…!!"

`That doesn't matter! I'm an F-cup! What's her cup size!?`

"I-I can't tell just by looking…"

`Are you asking me to let you grope her!?`

"That's not what I meant. I'm telling you not to ask in the first place."

You know sexual harassment can apply even from a woman to a man, right? Have some self-control.

But still… so, she's an 'F'…

"She was bigger than me, and I'm bigger than you, *Pai-sen*, so it's a given that *senpai*'s are bigger, *Pai-sen*!"

`GAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!`

That sounded like the death cry of a demon lord.

The loud voice echoing from the earring made me frantically look around.

Good, there aren't many adventurers who frequent 'D-Rank,' so there's no one around.

"Oh, and I was asked to pass on the message 'take care of your health'!"

`Is that a sarcastic jab!? Is she getting cocky because she's won in height and chest size!?`

"No. Isn't it just about your drinking habits…?"

I don't know the sisters' relationship, but since they're family, it wouldn't be strange for her to have heard about Aira-san's drinking from their grandmother.

Or maybe it was just a simple courtesy.

`A younger sister who surpasses her older sister… such a thing, such a thinggg…!!`

"It's okay, *Pai-sen*! When it comes to being loud, you're the winner!"

`Oh, really? You're making me blush…`

That's something to be embarrassed about.

`Ahem. But that Mia. I wonder where the cute little girl she used to be went…`

"Um, Aira-san. I was wondering."

`What is it, Kyouta-kun? Have you decided to side with my sister because you prefer bigger breasts? Even though what you really want to hold is the underboob! I can see right through your ulterior motives!!`

"Go stub your pinky toe on a dresser. More importantly, was she the model for Renge?"

`Indeed. To be precise, it was the her from back when she was still shorter and smaller-chested than me. Around her first year of middle school.`

*I think the only thing small here is your character.*

I had always thought she was a regrettable person in many ways, but I never imagined it was to this extent. She really does exceed my expectations, in all sorts of ways.

"Well, I mean, come on. You're taller and, um, your, er, chest is bigger than average, Aira-san. You don't have to be so upset."

`I don't mind losing to anyone else. But I absolutely cannot lose to my sister…!!`

"It's no use, Kyouta-chan. *Pai-sen* will never yield on this one thing."

"I see…"

I thought to myself, *What a pain*, but kept it to myself. The moment I said it out loud, I would undoubtedly be hit with a machine-gun-like counterargument.

Besides, as Miyoshi-san said, we came here for 'work.' It's about time we ended this pointless chatter.

More importantly, if they keep talking about family stuff, I'm going to start crying.

Things like 'a friend of a friend' or 'a friend and their family's stories,' I really don't know what to say. I feel so out of place, seriously.

"Um, maybe we should head into the dungeon soon…"

`That's right! The fact that she's become an adventurer too means that her combat power might finally surpass mine…?`

"*Pai-sen*, there's never been a time when your direct combat ability was superior to *senpai*'s. I think the only exception might have been when *senpai* was a baby."

`Wait a minute. There's that. If I get serious, I'm sure there's a chance. The possibility is never zero, Erina-kun!`

"You're amazing, *Pai-sen*! That's so deep!"

`Right~? I know, right~?`

Can I just go home now?

`Oh. If we don't get back to work soon, Kyouta-kun might get so lonely he goes home.`

"Huh? I'm not lonely at all?"

"Is that so, Kyouta-chan! I'm sorry!!"

"There's no need to apologize? Instead, regarding the matter of my gaze, I would like to clarify that there was a misunderstanding."

`Now, let's head into the dungeon. GO, Erina-kun! Kyouta-kun! We're going to defeat more monsters here than Mia ever could! Oh, but safety first, okay?`

"YEAH!"

"…Right."

Somehow, I was exhausted before I even set foot in the store, let alone the dungeon.

I was torn between the feeling of wanting to go home and sulk in bed, and the feeling of wanting to take my frustration out on something.

But, work is work. After all, I was the one who asked to increase the number of times we go to the dungeon.

*…Alright, let's go kill some monsters!*

This isn't taking out my frustration. It's just a job. There's no ulterior motive, none at all.

Besides, I'd rather not get seriously injured by going in with that kind of mindset. I took a couple of deep breaths and somehow managed to switch gears. I told myself I had switched gears.

And so, after all that───we finally entered the dungeon.
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			After gearing up, we passed through the gate. The space beyond was bright, even without a lantern.

However, there were no SDF lights installed.

The ground was dark brown soil, the walls made of stone. Vines and roots encroached upon the walls, and from them, flowers bloomed here and there.

These glowing blossoms illuminated the dungeon. Not figuratively, but literally.

The vines extended not only across the walls but also to the ceiling, and the mysterious flowers growing from them lit up the entire labyrinth.

It was a truly wondrous sight. A fantastical place that could not exist in the natural world.

Dungeons are full of mysteries, and much research has yet to be done. Those flowers are one such mystery. No toxins have been confirmed so far, but I was told during my orientation to be careful about touching them.

In any case, it was time to explore.

I gave Erina-san a heads-up and created Byakuren's body. I showed the marble-like eyeballs a picture of this dungeon's monsters and gave it instructions.

Preparations complete. I touched my earring and reported to Aira-san.

"Sorry for the wait. We're ready to go."

`Good. Well then, you two, let's get to it with high spirits! I expect great results!!`

"OOOOOOH!!"

"So loud."

Monsters generally don't come running just because of a shout or two, but what's with this high tension?

Feeling slightly exasperated, I saw that the other two seemed to have switched gears as well, and the exploration began as usual.

The corridors were wide, and the ceiling was quite high in this dungeon. There were no issues with swinging a sword around.

In fact, the width, just enough for two trucks to barely pass each other, and the ceiling, which must have been over ten meters high, made me feel a sense of unease when considering 'this place's monsters.'

And so, not even three minutes after we started walking.

"Footsteps. Just one."

Erina-san's ears picked up the enemy.

"At the next crossroads, it's coming from the right. Want to let it pass?"

"…No, let's take it down."

"Okay!"

Right after hearing her reply, I began to hear the monster's footsteps as well.

*Thud, thud.* A sound like the earth trembling. Its mass was undoubtedly greater than the Orc Champion's.

This time, I didn't reach for my knife. It would be 'too small.'

I gripped my sword with both hands from the start, taking a stance similar to hassō-no-kamae.

The opponent might have noticed us as well. The interval between its footsteps shortened, and slowly, a large hand was placed on the vine-covered wall.

What appeared was a giant made of wood.

It had no neck, and its eyes were dark, hollow-like cavities. It had young, green leaves like hair.

Its inverted triangular torso and thick, powerful limbs were all formed from wood. Shedding pieces of mossy bark, the monster opened its zipper-like mouth wide.

"*OOOOOOOOOOHH!!*"

Treant.

A monster of wood, standing nearly four meters tall. Its mass was on a literally different level from the F-Rank 'Lesser' version.

The Treant spread its sharp, branch-like fingers and reached for me. In response, I stepped forward.

It's scary to charge at a huge opponent. But I could 'see' it clearly. If I knew where it wouldn't hit, I could step in.

Matching the movement of the approaching giant arm, I swung my sword down. The diagonal slash cut off its thumb.

But it seemed to have no sense of pain, as the arm continued forward without slowing down. I stepped diagonally and rotated my sword. It was a 'Serpentine Cut,' one of the forms I had been practicing.

I stepped into the space where the thumb had been and swung my half-sword from the upper right to the lower left.

The blade, accelerated by the wind, sliced deep into its wrist. Combined with the impact of its palm hitting the ground, the arm was torn off, scattering wood chips.

The Treant hurriedly took a step back, but it was too late.

Despite its mass and size, the reason this monster was only D-Rank was for one reason: its slowness.

Back when I wasn't an Awakened Person, I would have been crushed without being able to do a thing, but to my current self, it was too sluggish.

"*OOOOH!?*"

A ninja sword flew and pierced the flustered Treant's left side.

It was Erina-san's support, just as we had planned. I immediately kicked off the ninja sword in its right knee, leaped up, and landed on its right shoulder. Then, I switched my grip from the hilt to the blade.

Of course, the Treant tried to swat me away with its left hand, but it was still too slow.

"Hraaaah!"

Imbuing my blade with wind, I delivered a 'Modschlag.' I swung the sword like a hammer, landing a heavy blow on its face.

The strike, delivered with my gauntlet-covered hand gripping the blade tightly, sent wood chips flying with a satisfying crack.

With nearly half its face blown off, I used the momentum of my swing to rotate again and step in.

With the second blow, I completely blew its head off. I leaped from the teetering giant's body, slowing my descent with wind, and then jumped back slightly to distance myself from the Treant's body.

The giant fell face-first and turned to salt. I wasn't about to get caught in the collapse and be covered in salt.

Getting covered in salt instead of blood is no laughing matter. If you don't brush it off properly, monsters will chase you.

Well, a small amount that you don't notice isn't a problem, and during combat, I'm enveloped in wind, so the salt falls off on its own… but it's better to be safe than sorry.

Besides, I wouldn't want to be buried in salt anyway.

"Good work, Kyouta-chan!"

"Yeah. You too, nice job."

I replied to Erina-san and turned my gaze back to the pile of salt. A brown object was sticking out from the white powder.

I approached, pulled it out, and brushed off the salt. It was a small sapling.

About 20 centimeters long, it had no leaves, just thin roots sprouting here and there. This was the Treant's drop item.

According to my alchemy book, it can be used for various materials… but for now, I'm still obligated to turn it in to the Dungeon Store.

I wish the 'free sale of drop items' that the Dungeon Agency announced would get approved soon. I want to take home the ones I don't use for experiments.

"Erina-san, can you take this?"

"Sure!"

I felt a pang of regret as the sapling was put into her [Item Box], but I forced myself to move on.

`You seem to have won without much trouble. But Treants also have magic. Be careful.`

"Right."

"Oh-kay!"

I replied to Aira-san and resumed the exploration. Following her instructions, we came to a dead end.

However, this was supposedly the 'correct route.'

Apparently, this dungeon sometimes has huge 'ledges' like this. The Treants can climb them easily, but a wall over five meters high is tough for humans.

There aren't many of them, but they seem to be placed in quite annoying spots. Both Aira-san and Erina-san had said that 'whichever path you take, you'll have to cross a wall at least once.'

I could probably jump over it with my current body if I got a running start. But I heard at the store that sometimes there are wooden stakes waiting at the top, so I can't be careless.

So, with that in mind.

"Chowaaah!"

With a mysterious cry, Erina-san threw her grappling hook. After confirming it had caught on something high up, she quickly tied this end to Byakuren's head.

We were going to climb the wall with this rope. It might be a rather adventurer-like scene.

"Okay, I'll go first! I don't hear any weird sounds nearby, but we still need to be careful!"

"Got it. Byakuren, if a monster approaches, clap your hands to let me know."

After Byakuren nodded, Erina-san began to climb the rope with ease. Following her, I also grabbed the rope and──.

When I looked up, I could see inside her kimono.

She wasn't wearing hakama, just an inner garment like a competitive swimsuit with a single layer over it, tied with an obi. Looking up from below like this, the inside of her kimono, which spread out like a skirt, naturally came into view.

"I'm sorry!"

I hastily let go of the rope and moved to stand guard with Byakuren.

But my body has incredibly good dynamic visual acuity. Even for a moment, I clearly remembered what I saw.

The black inner wear, the curve of her buttocks peeking out from it. Her plump thighs, and yet her slender legs from the knee down.

The scene was seared into my brain, and my cheeks naturally grew hot.

"What's wrong, Kyouta-chan? This isn't underwear, you know?"

"Well, I…"

`You must understand, Erina-kun. Even if it's not underwear, men get excited by things that look like underwear.`

"Could you please stop repeating the word 'underwear'!?"

"Kyouta-chaaan."

"It wasn't on purpose! I'm sorry!!"

"I'm at the top now, so come on up!"

"I'm on my way!!"

`Whoa there, Kyouta-kun. That's a little too eager—`

"Be quiet, you disappointing college student!"

I averted my eyes from Erina-san, who was waving her hands vigorously from above, and focused on the rope.

It had been since elementary school P.E. that I had climbed a rope, but I managed it easily with my enhanced physical abilities.

I reached the top of the ledge, deactivated Byakuren's golem body, and pulled up the rope to retrieve the teapot-shaped head.

"Um… from now on, I'll go first, or let's climb one at a time."

"Aww! But you're slow at climbing, Kyouta-chan. What did they teach you at the ninja academy!!"

"I have never attended such a school. Then let's do it one at a time. Considering safety, it's the more natural decision."

"But won't that waste time? I'll make sure to hook the rope so we can both climb at the same time, okay?"

"It's better to have a lookout and guard besides Byakuren. To respond flexibly and adaptively to any crisis, I think it's more appropriate to go one by one."

"You think so… Maybe?"

`I see, Kyouta-kun. So you want to focus on peeking from below. Is that`

"Aira-san. I'm going to get seriously angry soon."

`So-rry.`

I coiled the rope, handed it to Erina-san, and placed Byakuren on the ground to create its golem body again.

Fortunately, Erina-san didn't seem to mind, but I'd rather not have something like this cause a rift in the party.

…Besides, my cheeks are still hot. I need to forget that sight, but I feel like it's going to be stuck in my head for a while.

"Ah, Kyouta-chan."

"Yes?"

"Looks like an enemy is approaching. Two of them."

"Got it."

I forcibly shifted my thoughts and drew my sword.

There were no paths to the left or right, just a single straight path ahead. From an L-shaped corner about ten meters away, two Treants slowly emerged.

They seemed to have been aware of our presence, as they unhesitatingly thrust one arm into the ground.

"Byakuren! Be a wall for Erina-san!"

Almost simultaneously with my command, several wooden stakes burst through the ground.

Stakes like those used against cavalry in the old days extended in front of the Treants. They were then launched towards us with great force.

Each one was as thick and long as a human leg. The SDF says they fly at about 120 km/h, and a direct hit would not leave even an `Awakened Person` unscathed.

But I can see them.

Charging at the monsters, I slipped through the gaps in their attack. Without any obstacles, I closed the distance.

"*Buoh!?*"

The Treants let out a low growl, and perhaps due to their agitation, they were slow to pull their arms out.

I used that opening to deliver a sweeping blow, destroying the left one's wrist. With the momentum, I slashed at the right Treant's arm as well.

No, it was more like hitting than cutting. I gouged it out with a hammer of wind, and their hands, pulled from the ground, were torn off by their own weight.

"*OOOOOOOOOOHH!!*"

With a roar of anger, a Treant tried to kick me away with its giant foot. I dodged it and slammed my left arm into its supporting leg with all my might.

My fist struck its knee directly, shattering it. The creature lost its balance and fell heavily on its backside.

The remaining one tried to punch me, but with one leg immobile, it pitched forward and fell.

I saw that a grappling hook was wrapped around its leg, the end connected to one of the wooden stakes that had been fired first. The missed attack seemed to have lodged itself deep in the ground, fulfilling the stake's original purpose.

"*OOOOH!*"

With a roar, the Treant easily pulled on the rope and yanked the stake out.

But that was enough of an opening.

"And… heave!"

I gripped the tip of my sword and delivered a full swing from below. The pommel struck its head as it fell.

The Treant's head cracked apart. I then turned on the other one, which was trying to make a last stand by thrusting its left arm into the ground, and struck it as well.

My downward swing landed at almost the same time as the wooden stakes sprouted. Wood chips scattered, and the stakes remained in the ground without being launched.

The headless bodies turned to salt. I watched them and let out a small sigh of relief.

…A towering giant, with strength and resilience to match. And on top of that, ranged attacks with magic.

I could clearly see why 'D-Rank' is called the level of pros and elites. The level of danger is clearly different from the ranks before it.

"Kyouta-chan! Nice fight!"

I gave a thumbs-up back to Erina-san, who was doing the same, though I felt a little awkward.

Well… one way or another, it seems I can manage at this rank.

"Oh, Kyouta-chan! Byakuren's arm got blown off!"

"Ah, well, I can fix it right away…"

After all, I procure the materials for that on-site.

I repaired Byakuren's arm and we continued our exploration. We were able to return safely.

…As expected, we didn't run into Miyoshi-san inside.

Her car was gone from the parking lot, and if an adventurer who went in doesn't return for more than three hours, the store is supposed to send out a search party, so she probably got back safely too.

Arisugawa Aira-san and Miyoshi Mia-san.

A complex family situation, evident just from their last names. But it wasn't my place to get involved, so I pushed aside my budding curiosity and headed home.
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			"Ta-da-da-daaa, ta-da-da-daaa."

Two days after our encounter with Miyoshi-san.

Under a sky where rain clouds hid both the moon and the stars, I found myself invited to Aira-san's house.

On the dining table was a mountain of pizza, french fries, cake, and fried chicken. And a token offering of vegetable sticks.

The first two were bought by Aira-san, while the other three were apparently made by Erina-san.

And as for what the host was currently doing… she was wearing a pair of those glasses with a fake nose and mustache, a party hat, and holding a party popper, all while humming a mysterious tune.

Her outfit was her usual tracksuit, but now with a sash that read 'Hooray for Days of Experimentation.'

"Um…"

"Da-da-da-daaa-daaan!"

"Seriously, five minutes is too long!"

Ever since I was forced into a chair, I've been subjected to nothing but Aira-san's bizarre song.

*Is she an idiot? A moron?*

At first, I held back, thinking, *She's a benefactor, and she's older than me*, but this was just too much.

"…Kyouta-kun."

Aira-san gently removed the novelty glasses and looked at me with mournful eyes.

In spite of myself, my heart skipped a beat at her gaze.

"Your comeback was too slow."

"How about I just give you a good slap right now?"

Give me back my time and my fleeting moment of excitement.

"Honestly. There's a limit to how long one can be mesmerized by my beautiful voice, you know."

"I see. That was a setup for a comeback, wasn't it? Let me just borrow this chair for a second."

"Hahaha! I apologize, so please calm down, Kyouta-kun! If a pervy gorilla like you were to hit me, I'd be turned into mincemeat!"

"Who are you calling a pervy gorilla?"

I let go of the chair I had been about to lift and sat back down.

"But you know? I didn't expect to be singing for five whole minutes myself. I thought either Kyouta-kun's comeback or Erina-kun's backup would come in partway through."

"Come to think of it, Erina-san has been quiet."

That self-proclaimed ninja, who is usually noisy in voice, appearance, or action, was maintaining her silence. A rare sight outside of a dungeon.

I looked over at Erina-san, who was sitting in the opposite seat. She was sitting quietly with her eyes closed, in a meditative pose.

On a chair. Today she was wearing a crimson kimono and white hakama.

"…What are you doing?"

"Training, Kyouta-chan."

"Oh, you were awake."

"I'm kneading chakra below my navel to improve my ninjutsu skills."

That's probably mana, not chakra. Well, maybe they're the same thing.

I think I heard on the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` forums that while the heart is the origin of mana, the tanden plays a big role in its circulation.

"It's admirable to train regularly, but right now…"

"Wait a minute, Erina-kun!? Were you completely ignoring my song!?"

"Yep!!"

"What a cheerful reply!!"

Aira-san, the disappointing college student, dramatically collapsed.

This time, I shot her a cold glare, and she stood up as if nothing had happened.

"Ahem! The reason I've gathered you all here today is none other than the major announcement from the government!!"

"Oh, the 'partial liberalization of drop item sales,' right?"

"Yes! Exactly!"

Aira-san pumped her fist powerfully. Since her figure is unnecessarily good, her chest jiggled slightly.

I quickly averted my gaze and listened.

"This means I no longer need you to bring equipment into the dungeon to collect data remotely! From now on, I can investigate myself in a proper environment!!"

"Ooh."

"YAY!!"

"And in that case, your compensation will naturally increase as well! In the form of me buying your drop items!"

"Ooh!"

"YAY!"

I'm genuinely happy about that.

Right now, I'm prioritizing leveling up over money, but the original reason I became an adventurer was to earn enough to make up for my dad's struggling company. Well… there was also the 'dream' of it.

In any case, you can never have too much money. Everywhere has been in a recession lately because of the dungeons.

It's not just that the appearance of gates everywhere has reduced the amount of safe land to live on, driving up land prices.

The TV often reports that gates appearing in fields and tunnels have dealt a major blow to food prices and logistics. As a result, the Japanese economy is becoming dependent on 'aid' from abroad.

Online, there's talk that 'this is why Japan is weaker than ever to foreign pressure,' but…

There's a strong call from all over to investigate the cause of the dungeon outbreaks and their increase.

But I digress. For an ordinary person like me, the money right in front of me is what's important. If I can sell drop items, my income will go up, just as Aira-san said.

I might even be able to become rich…

"To celebrate that, let's have a small feast today!"

"Woo-hoo, yay, yay!"

"I'm sorry, I didn't bring any gifts or anything…"

"Don't worry about it, I called you here suddenly. You can pay me back with your future work."

"Yes. I'll do my best."

"That was fast though, wasn't it, *Pai-sen*! I thought the approval would take a little longer!!"

I had the same thought as Erina-san, so I nodded and looked at Aira-san questioningly.

"Hey, now. I don't know everything, you know? All I can say is… the Dungeon Agency must have been serious about it."

"Hmm…"

If she puts it that way, she's right. It would be strange if she did know.

But the part about 'the Dungeon Agency being that serious' bothers me. Does that mean they wanted to increase the number of adventurers that badly?

If the reason is simply to build up the agency's track record, that's fine, but what if 'the dungeon situation in Japan is so dire that the government's feet are to the fire'…

No. Or are they trying to expand the market by trading drop items and escape the recession? Are they trying to boost the economy with the dungeons that have been nothing but a liability?

"Let's stop thinking about difficult things, just for today! More importantly, the food we've worked so hard on will get cold!"

"Ah, I'm sorr… wait, aren't you the main reason for the delay?"

"Now, let's have a toast!!"

Ignoring my comeback, Aira-san picked up a corkscrew and a bottle of wine.

Ugh, this woman is planning to drink.

"Grandma's not here today, either. This is my revenge for that one time! I'm going to drink in front of minors!"

"Um, Aira-san."

"Don't stop me, Kyouta-kun! I will finally taste this forbidden nectar──"

"If you drink here, your grandmother will definitely find out, you know."

"I'm going to put this back on the shelf, so you can go ahead and eat. …*Sniff*."

Aira-san walked away with a sorrowful look on her back. I mean, the living room calendar says 'Liver Rest Day.'

I felt a little bad for her, so Erina-san and I waited for her to come back.

All I can say is… tough luck!

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Back home, I thought about various things while polishing Byakuren's teapot-shaped exterior.

One was about the 'liberalization of drop item sales.' For me personally, this is undoubtedly good news.

Not only will my income increase, but it might also lead to an increase in my combat power.

The Dungeon Law has been amended in several places. One of them is the 'partial easing of the creation and sale of tools by those with production-type skills.'

Of course, there are still strong regulations on things like medicines, but the scope of what can be done has expanded at once.

I don't plan to start selling things with this amendment, but I do intend to make some tools for my own use. It might be a good idea to create a dedicated golem body for Byakuren instead of procuring it on-site.

But if I put too much affection or cost into a golem, I might hesitate to sacrifice it when the time comes…

If, by some chance, I made the golem body into a beautiful girl or woman like the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` members, I might not be able to use it as a shield in a pinch.

I'm not particularly good at self-analysis, so I'm not sure if I could make that distinction when the time comes. If a 'human gets injured while protecting a golem,' it would be no laughing matter.

But actually, for a certain reason, making it in the shape of a beautiful girl is the easiest way to make a golem body.

I thought, glancing at the smartphone I had placed beside me.

The `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` in question has been spreading a dedicated app for creating 3D models of golem bodies, saying, 'Comrades, be free in your fetishes!'

It's a pretty well-made app, and using it would probably make it very easy to create an exterior. I hear it even comes with base models.

I always make a makeshift body in the dungeon, but even then, I have to be pretty careful when writing the transmutation circle at home.

The position of the center of gravity, the length of the limbs, and so on are quite important for movement. To be honest, the fact that Byakuren's attacks don't hit the enemy very often is largely due to my poor adjustments.

Should I make it a muscle-bound gorilla instead of a beautiful girl? Like, on a level closer to a beast than a human.

No, the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`'s app probably doesn't support that… In the end, I have no choice but to calculate it on my own.

Actually, even when designing it myself, 'human-like' is really easy. Because there are all sorts of references online. There's even a backdoor method of just plagiarizing from a full-body photo of a person.

I think someone on the early `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` forums wrote, 'It's a piece of cake to perfectly replicate that AV actress!' It caused quite a stir even among that group of perverts, with people questioning the ethics of imitating a real person without permission.

Should I take the easy route and stable performance of the club's app, or should I design it on my own to be more robotic, even if it's difficult and uncertain? Or should I just maintain the status quo?

I'm probably lucky to have these options, but it's still a dilemma.

I sighed and put the teapot-shaped exterior back in its box. Well, it's not something I have to think about right now. After all, I don't have any drop items I'd want to use as materials.

…As I cut off that line of thought, another question came to mind.

'The relationship between Aira-san and Miyoshi-san.'

I don't care about Aira-san spouting nonsense like, 'A younger sister who surpasses her older sister must not exist!' Her being like that is normal.

But despite that, it bothers me that Miyoshi-san said, 'That person has no interest in me.' On the contrary, she seemed very interested.

Then there's what Aira-san said before, 'Erina-san's parents hate me,' and Erina-san's words, 'They don't hate you. They just don't know how to interact with you.'

…This really is a very complicated family, isn't it?

The more I think about it, the deeper I feel I'm falling into a pit. I sighed and was about to play a game on my phone for a change of pace when it happened.

──*Ring… Ring…*

"Hm?"

My phone vibrated in my hand, and when I checked the screen, it was a call from Erina-san.

I decided to answer, swiped the screen, and put it to my ear.

"Hello, Kyouta speaking."

`Hey, Kyouta-chan! You got a minute?`

"Yeah, it's fine, but…"

`Well, I figured you were probably at peak confusion about Pai-sen's family situation, so I called to explain!!`

"………"

I instinctively touched my own head and cheeks.

"…Was I that easy to read?"

`Heheh. I'm a ninja! You can't fool my Ninja Eye!`

"I see…"

Now, how should I respond?

No, I should be honest here. After being seen through so completely, it would be strange to try to hide it now.

"…Well, I thought it would be wrong to ask just out of curiosity."

`Hmm. I don't think Pai-sen or Senpai would hide it? I think they would have just told you if you asked! But you seemed to have a hard time asking, so I'll explain it for you! Ahem! You're welcome!`

"That's… yeah. Thanks."

`Don't mention it!!`

Erina-san is a strange person in many ways, but I believe she's a sincere person.

If that's what she decided, then I could trust her. I'll take her up on her offer.

"Okay, then tell me. What's the story with them?"

`Then I shall tell the tale… Wait a sec. I'll go get my shamisen.`

And on that note, she really is a strange person.

Accompanied by a bizarre melody, the story of their family circumstances began.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

…In conclusion, or rather, the 'cause' became clear.

It seems that the root of all this was Aira-san and the others' 'mother.'
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			Here is my summary of Erina-san's story.

First, Erina-san's grandparents moved to Japan for work.

Then, their daughter—who would become her and Aira-san's mother—had an arranged marriage meeting with the Miyoshi family.

It was a marriage between two rather prominent families, and since the couple was handsome and beautiful, everyone celebrated. From the outside, it was a good match, so of course they would.

Of course, the marriage was based on the couple's romantic feelings for each other. So it *was*.

However, the mother was having an affair.

Aira-san and Miyoshi-san—whom I'll call Mia-san for now—were 'sisters with different fathers.'

This came to light when Aira-san's 'biological father' came to the mother's house to demand money. He was a man who, as Erina-san uncharacteristically spat, was handsome but a scumbag.

The lover and the mother had apparently dated in their student days. They had grown distant, but were reunited at a class reunion… and so on.

Miyoshi-san's father requested DNA tests from multiple institutions to prove his wife's innocence. But all of them revealed the sad truth.

Aira-san's father was the lover.

After that, the mother initiated the divorce and sued Miyoshi-san's father for 'domestic violence.'

The trial dragged on for a long time, but Miyoshi-san's father said, 'I'm tired of it,' and the divorce was finalized. With a considerable amount of alimony in hand, the mother and her lover left.

…With custody of Aira-san.

However, it was the grandmother who put a stop to that. The 'Grandma' Aira-san talks about.

'If you're going to raise a child, do it after you've reformed yourself.'

According to Erina-san, it was the first time she had ever seen her grandmother so angry. Of course it was.

And so, Aira-san alone went to live with her grandparents, while the mother and her lover used 'visiting their child' as an excuse to come to their house and demand money.

This continued for three years, and the grandmother finally began to seriously consider 'throwing them into the proper place,' as she put it. …This was when Aira-san was in high school.

The mother and her lover committed suicide.

After drinking heavily, they drove their car straight into the sea. There was a suicide note in the house where they lived, and the contents were so unbearable that Erina-san omitted the details.

If it had just been resentment and grudges against the grandmother for cutting off their financial support, it would have been better. Well, not better, but the person it was written to apparently ignored it with a straight face.

The problem was the words addressed to Aira-san.

'Why don't you die with us? We'll be waiting.'

After reading this, even the grandmother collapsed. It was probably also because her husband had died of an illness shortly before this. To think that her own daughter would leave such a message for her granddaughter and die.

But let's get back to the point. Why did this lead to a rift between the sisters?

"This is just my guess, for the most part, but…"

After that preface, Erina-san shared her theory.

Aira-san has a strong complex about her birth and the words and looks she received from her mother.

Mia-san, on the other hand, believes that 'mother chose my sister.'

It's not uncommon for children who have been abused to have strong feelings of love and attachment to their parents. Even if they are, to put it mildly, the scum of the earth, a parent is special to a child.

On top of that, until the affair was discovered, their mother was truly… an ideal 'mother.'

Add to that Aira-san's academic excellence, which she had apparently shown since she was young… and they ended up in a situation where they were 'jealous of each other.'

…According to Erina-san, 'their mother said something to the sisters when she divorced.' The content of that statement is apparently unknown.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

After hearing the above family circumstances, which could be called Aira-san's past.

"I feel sick…"

`Hang in there, Kyouta-chan! Hee-hee-hoo!!`

"That's for pushing things out…"

`Your comebacks have lost their edge!?`

This was not a story to be heard out of idle curiosity.

It's no laughing matter. After hearing such a heavy story, what kind of face am I supposed to make when I see Aira-san next?

"Still, as a high school student…"

`Yeah. Around that time, you know.`

"So, the time Aira-san got into a fistfight with an elementary school girl was also because she was stressed out from that…"

`No. That was because Pai-sen used an unsportsmanlike move during a trading card game battle at the park, and it escalated into a real fight. The deciding move was a headbutt to the jaw, apparently.`

"Ah, right. I see."

I can't believe Aira-san's disappointing episode is acting as a palate cleanser…

`By the way, I heard that Senpai's father, Miyoshi-san, remarried and had another daughter!`

"Ugh…"

His wife's affair caused a divorce, and then he gets a stepmother and a half-sister.

`Grandpa and Grandma felt so sorry that they went all out to find him a new marriage partner. She's a good person, and she's nice to Senpai, so their family relations are good, but…`

"Of course that would make things complicated."

Even if they are good people, it's beyond awkward.

`In Grandma and Grandpa's generation and background, it was standard practice to find a better marriage partner as a way of settling things like this… Oh, there was talk of Senpai going to live with Grandma and Grandpa too, but Senpai refused. She went to a boarding school for middle and high school and is now living alone as a university student.`

"Has there been anything but complicating factors from the start?"

`And that's why things are the way they are!!`

A very cheerful reply came. *Right. Of course, that's how it is.*

I sighed and looked up at the ceiling.

"…The two of them don't hate each other, do they?"

`Nope. In fact, I think they love each other? Pai-sen even has a life-sized photo of Senpai on her bedroom wall.`

"That's a little creepy."

`I think it's because they love each other that they're so conscious of each other.`

"…I see."

For now, I've heard what I was curious about.

And I've already figured out what I should do.

"Erina-san."

`What is it?`

"Please tell me a lot of Aira-san's disappointing episodes. Enough to overwrite the story I just heard."

`Leave it to me! I've got a mountain of stories about Pai-sen's bloopers and fine plays!!`

What I should do. It's not to change my attitude towards Aira-san because of the story I just heard.

I don't want things to be weird between us when she's navigating for me in the dungeon. We even play games together sometimes.

In that case, I have no choice but to reset my impression of her with her disappointing episodes…!

For a moment, the angel on my shoulder said, 'Be a man and mediate between the two of them to reconcile the sisters!' But the devil and my reason beat it to a pulp.

If I had that kind of social skill and drive… I wouldn't still be a loner in the classroom…

Besides, when a third party sticks their nose into this kind of thing, it usually doesn't end well. I'm not the protagonist of a story; I'll just make things worse with my unnecessary meddling.

In fact, the fact that things are still like this even with the embodiment of action, Erina-san, around tells you just how complicated the situation is…!!

`First off, in middle school, Pai-sen introduced herself to the class as 'Silver Bullet'! The strongest vampire hunter!!`

"That's going to hit a lot of people, but first, are you okay, Erina-san? Did you take any fatal damage?"

`Huh? Why? I think that introduction is super cool!!`

"I see."

This self-proclaimed ninja is strong. I look forward to seeing her in a few years.

`There's more to this story! The very next day, Pai-sen started talking about being an onmyoji or something, so her backstory had a contradiction on the second day!`

"Oof, that's rough…"

Wait, could this be damaging me too?

………That cringey notebook I wrote in middle school. I'll burn it next time… No, maybe I should try to decompose it to the molecular level with alchemy…

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

The next day. At the Dungeon Store.

`Are you ready, Kyouta-kun, Erina-kun?`

"Yes, *Pai-sen*!"

"Yes. …Um."

`What is it, Kyouta-kun? Do you want to know my three sizes? Unfortunately, that's a top secret! You should keep your adolescent curiosity in check! Hahaha!`

"Aira-san, is it true that in middle school you claimed to be 'Silver Bullet,' 'the reincarnation of Abe no Seimei,' and 'the Knight of the Round Table who left no name'?"

`Hssss… Kyouta-kun. Who did you hear that story from?`

"I told him! Ahem!!"

`Erina-kuuuuun!!`

A wail echoed from the earring.

Yep, that's the usual Aira-san!

`In about five hundred years, when I die, I'll be reborn as Abe no Seimei, hunt vampires, reincarnate, and become a Knight of the Round Table…!! Then it won't be a dark history, it'll be a prophecy…!`

"First of all, you're planning to live for five hundred years…"

`Well, I'm half-elf, you know. I don't really know what my lifespan is like. I've heard of elderly people becoming elves and getting younger, but it's only been two years since the 'Day of Awakening.'`

"I plan to live to be 130!!"

"Are you challenging the limits of your cells?"

`Ahem! That's enough idle chatter. Let's go to the dungeon! And get a good knock on the head while you're at it!`

"You want me to get amnesia?"

`Indeed!!!`

"At least deny it, please."

With my mouth in a 'へ' shape, I finished my final equipment check in front of the gate.

"Let's go, Kyouta-chan! Forwaaard march!!"

"Yeah."

I confirmed that Erina-san had placed her hand on my shoulder and passed through the white door.

───The first dungeon exploration since the sale of drop items was permitted had begun.
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Side: None

The time is rewound slightly.

Somewhere in Chiba Prefecture, in a rented conference room. Yamashita Hiroshi and his childhood friend, Shougo, were walking through the building toward the designated room.

"I'm getting nervous..."

"Man, it's been forever since I wore a suit."

Yamashita repeatedly adjusted his tie, while Shougo stood next to him, looking relaxed.

His cat ears twitching, Yamashita glared at his childhood friend.

"Hey, you. Try to look a little sharper, will you?"

"Even so, you're the one who'll be doing most of the talking, right? I mean, is there even a point to me being here?"

"There is. They said they're sending two representatives. It'd be awkward if I showed up alone."

"Yeah, yeah. Besides, these aren't the kind of people we can bring the girls to meet."

"...Just don't say that in front of them."

"I know. I've got at least that much sense, so don't worry."

The two's expressions turned serious.

After all, the group they were meeting today was the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. For better or worse, they were a famous group, at least online.

Alchemy.

If one were to describe this skill in a single phrase, it would be 'a jack-of-all-trades, master of none.'

Among the skills possessed by Awakened Persons, some granted special powers by imbuing creations with mana.

One person forged a spirit blade that could enhance its wielder's physical abilities without any risk.

Another mixed several types of herbs to create an ointment that could instantly heal any burn.

Another used store-bought thread to sew a cloak that wouldn't burn even if thrown into a bonfire.

Another created a docile yet powerful golem from common dirt and plants.

These were just a few of the confirmed examples. Each one had an effect that could significantly impact existing society and economies.

To put it bluntly, they were like the crafting classes from an RPG. For that reason, they were called 'Production-type skills.'

Among these production-type skills, Alchemy was a bit of an outlier.

It could change the shape of iron, but both the precision and the power it could grant were weak. It could only create a few types of potions. The cloth it wove possessed no extraordinary abilities. And its golems were relatively low-performance.

Hence, a jack-of-all-trades, master of none.

And yet, it was also versatile and capable.

When it came down to it, it could do a lot of things. Furthermore, while it couldn't take first place in any single category, it could aim to create synergistic effects by combining different fields. A single person could handle most things, and it could also be combined with other production skills.

Above all, Alchemy was *fast*.

Other production-type skills generally required a dedicated workspace and various tools.

In contrast, an alchemist only needed a transmutation circle and materials. Of course, more advanced transmutations required specialized cauldrons or furnaces. Even so, the difference in time from preparation to creation, and in the required environment, was significant.

It wasn't that Alchemy was superior to other production skills. In fact, one could say it was inferior in many ways. But it was, quite simply, *convenient*.

Convenience, in and of itself, is a great power.

For these reasons, Alchemy had been attracting attention from all quarters. The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club was a gathering of its users, a place where they honed their techniques together.

In a way, they were even rumored to be 'the civilian group with the highest understanding and practical application of skills.' They were a gathering of specialists... no, generalists.

Incidentally, their driving force was lewdness. They had other motivations, to be sure, but about eighty percent of it was lewdness.

A bunch of perverts who shouldn't be left to their own devices, but couldn't be restrained by law. That was the general public's assessment of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

They were an eccentric bunch, but their skills and knowledge were formidable. They must have received countless offers.

And yet, the partner they chose to shake hands with was...

"We still don't know why they agreed to meet with us. Don't let your guard down."

"I'm here as your bodyguard. You can count on me for that, at least."

The two childhood friends lightly bumped their fists together.

Finally arriving at their destination, Yamashita knocked on the door of the room.

"Excuse me, this is Yamashita. I scheduled a meeting. May I come in?"

*'Please, come in.'*

"Pardon us."

Yamashita opened the door with a click and directed his best corporate sales smile, honed during his time as a salaryman, at the people inside.

Then, he immediately froze.

"We've been expecting you, Yamashita-san. Kawashima-san."

The soft voice was directed at Yamashita and his childhood friend, Kawashima Shougo. *Though it was muffled*, it was the calm voice of a man.

However, the voice was the only clue to his gender.

A black hood completely covered his head. Only holes for the eyes were cut out, revealing no skin at all.

Furthermore, his body from the neck down was concealed by a robe. When he spread his arms to welcome them, the brief glimpse of his arm showed it was covered by a suit sleeve and a white glove.

It was a bizarre outfit. Like a cultist from a fantasy story.

"My apologies for our appearance. This is the official uniform of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, so I ask for your understanding."

The two figures in black robes bowed their heads.

From the sound of their voices, their apology seemed genuine. However, it was clear they had no intention of changing their attire.

After freezing for a few seconds, Yamashita recovered and put his smile back on.

"I see, I understand. If that's the case, it can't be helped."

Shougo shot him a look that said, *'Are you sure about this?'* but the cat beastman gave a small nod in return.

The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club was a group of self-proclaimed perverts. Their strange attire was likely because, while they could speak freely online, they wanted to hide their faces in the real world. That was what Yamashita concluded.

But he had overlooked something.

He had overlooked the possibility that these people were dressed like suspicious individuals simply because they thought, *'Doesn't this look more like a cool secret society?'*...!

"Thank you for your understanding. Now then, let us begin with introductions."

With that, the man who had greeted them gave a perfect bow.

"I am the chairman of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. You may call me 'S'."

"And I am the vice-chairman, 'K'. A pleasure to meet you."

They were obvious pseudonyms. Yet 'S' offered a business card with that fake name written on it. With a wry smile, Yamashita also bowed and exchanged cards.

"I am the guild master of the guild, 'Walkers.' Yamashita Hiroshi."

"Kawashima Shougo."

Walkers.

That was the name of the guild Yamashita and his friends had established.

About ten adventurers had answered their call so far. However, none of them were particularly strong as Awakened Persons. By Aira's standards, they were likely all 'C (Common)' or 'R (Rare)' rank.

But they were people who continued to walk through dungeons without giving up. That was the meaning imbued in their guild name.

And so, the discussion between the suspicious men in black and the cat-eared man in a suit began.

Of the two parties facing each other across the table, 'S' was the first to speak.

"Now then, we are here today to discuss an alliance between your guild and our club... is that correct?"

"Yes. Thank you very much for responding to the call of a new, small guild like ours."

Groups of adventurers called guilds or clans had existed even before Yamashita formed the Walkers, though he hadn't known it.

Some were guilds in name only, just a few to a dozen people banded together like themselves, while others were large-scale operations of several dozen members, effectively under the umbrella of famous corporations.

"Not at all. If you speak of being new, then we are the same. In fact, the very existence of Awakened Persons is only about two years old."

'S' replied cheerfully, leaning forward slightly to stare at Yamashita... or more accurately, at his ears.

"By the way... please excuse my forwardness, but are those ears real?"

"...Yes, they are."

"I see."

He nodded as if he understood something, then glanced at 'K' beside him.

Wondering what was going on, Yamashita looked over as well.

"*Ugh... hic... sob...!*"

"Huh?"

For some reason, 'K' was crying under his hood.

"This is... this is just too much...!"

"Um, is he...?"

"My apologies. The vice-chairman is a hardcore beastman fanatic. He is lamenting the lack of 'kemono-ness' in beast people."

"Those just look like tacked-on cat ears...! You probably don't even have multiple sets of nipples, do you...!?"

"Please, pay no mind to his words. It's just the ramblings of a pervert."

"Ah, right."

*They're about twice as intense as I expected*, Yamashita thought, his gaze drifting into the distance. He had heard the rumors about the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club and had left his sister and the others behind, wary that they might fall victim to perverts.

Yamashita had been prepared to respond to the remarks of eccentrics with a smile. But he never imagined he would be driven to tears by someone fantasizing about the number of nipples he had.

If their life-saver had heard this, he'd probably say, *'Of course you couldn't have predicted that. In fact, we should probably send them to a hospital. For their head or their heart.'*

"Let's get back to the main topic. Shall we confirm what each of us seeks from the other in this alliance?"

"Yes, let's."

If they asked him to 'let them experiment on him and his sister to increase their beastliness,' Yamashita swore to himself he would leave immediately.

As it was, he'd recently started finding himself instinctively tracking catnip and cat toys with his eyes. He had no desire to drift any further from humanity.

"First, what we can offer are 'the latest combat-type golems and operators to control them,' as well as various 'magical tools.' The catalog is here."

Yamashita took the paper offered to him and quickly scanned its contents.

There was nothing strange about it... in fact, the terms were so favorable they were suspicious.

His wariness heightened, his cat ears flattened against his head, which caused 'K's breathing to grow a little heavier.

"...And from us, the Walkers, you're looking for 'provision of materials' and assistance with 'leveling up,' correct?"

"Yes. As you know, we are alchemists. At least one of our skill slots is taken up by a non-combat, frail production class. To benefit from the 'unrestricted sale of drop items' that will soon be permitted, we need someone's help."

"I understand that, but we will be adhering strictly to the designated dungeon difficulty levels, and I trust you will refrain from any reckless actions?"

"Of course. As they say, leave it to the professionals. You are far more knowledgeable about the dangers of dungeons. And we absolutely cannot die until we meet our 'ideal.' In a dungeon, we will generally follow your instructions. We have also prepared a contract to that effect."

"...Understood. I apologize for sounding so suspicious."

"Not at all. You are also the head of an organization. It is necessary to worry about your members and to clarify the terms of a contract."

"Thank you."

Although it was Yamashita's group that had requested the alliance, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, despite their bizarre appearance, had not shown any signs of a high-handed attitude so far.

They were just staring at Yamashita's ears with lustful, devouring eyes.

That was why there was something Yamashita and his friend didn't understand. And the unknown is terrifying. To confirm it, he sharpened his gaze.

"...This is just out of curiosity, but..."

"What is it?"

"Why did you agree to partner with us? I'm sure there were many others who offered better terms for an alliance."

The 'partial liberalization of drop item sales' and 'permission for partial sale of items created with production-type skills' were being discussed by the government.

Sensing that this would be enacted soon, corporations in various countries were moving to secure greater profits.

Yamashita and his companions had no money, no people, and no track record to speak of. Although they had added ten more members to their original four... they had nothing that could possibly surpass the guilds backed by major corporations.

It would be a different story if they had the combat power of a group like the Invisible Ninjas or the 'three girls who saved us in Chiba,' though they weren't a guild. But even if the Walkers banded together, they couldn't hope to match them.

'S' let out a small sigh at his direct question. Then, as if in surrender, he raised both hands.

"Yes, that is a very reasonable question. If we were to form a partnership with that doubt lingering, it might lead to a major incident someday."

"You'll answer me?"

Yamashita was surprised; he had thought the alliance might be called off at worst.

'S' gave a small laugh from under his hood at the reaction.

"Trust is paramount, after all. Especially when we're dressed like this."

The chairman of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club straightened his posture and gave a 'salute.'

"Actually, I'm a rather high-ranking police officer."

Tragic news. The man in charge of cracking down on perverts was the leader of a group of perverts.

"It may sound rude to say it this way, but we chose you *because* you're not a major player. If we partnered with a large company, there's a chance someone I know might show up. I've kept the club a secret from my wife and children, and it would tarnish my career. I want to avoid revealing my real name and public identity as much as possible."

"Oh, and by the way, I work at the courthouse. The details are, likewise, a secret."

'K', the vice-chairman, added his piece as if it were an afterthought.

Given the flow of the conversation, he likely held a respectable position in the court system as well.

Yamashita couldn't help but gaze into the distance, pondering the future of Japan. Meanwhile, his childhood friend, who had volunteered to be his bodyguard, feigned sleep with a silent vow of 'I don't want to get dragged into their pervert talk.'

"There are quite a few members in the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club who don't want their public identities known. Well, given what we do. For that reason, our options for partners are limited."

'S' explained candidly, scratching his head as if to say, *well, what can you do?*

Yamashita's cheeks twitched at their frank discussion.

"I... I see..."

"Since we're all here, let's deepen our friendship by sharing our fetishes!"

'S' clapped his hands as if he'd had a brilliant idea. 'K', beside him, nodded deeply.

Yamashita's face went blank at their words, which was hardly surprising.

"My ideal homunculus wife would be three meters tall, super muscular, and able to shatter bedrock with a single blow. A movie I saw a long time ago, about a guy named Bro▢y, kind of broke my brain... Oh, but I also like short, muscular types who have the pride of royalty!"

"And my fetish is a kemono-ness level of two or higher. Preferably around 'three' would be best. At first, you know, I was satisfied with just cat ears and a cat tail. But before I knew it, I'd come so far..."

Their tension rising, the two top members of the club began to joyfully recount their fetishes.

Yamashita considered calling the police, but then remembered there was a police officer right in front of him and let his tail droop limply.

"...Wait, does this mean I have to say something too...?"

"*Zzzzz*."

Ignoring his best friend's words, Shougo continued to feign sleep.

* * * * * *

After all was said and done, the meeting between the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club and the Walkers concluded safely.

Left alone in the rented conference room, 'S' and 'K' spoke quietly.

"The first stage seems to be going well."

"Yes. But their strength is still an unknown. We chose the most serious-looking guild we could find, but it will be a problem if their combat power is insufficient."

"That's a problem we can solve by helping them level up."

The vice-chairman responded calmly to the chairman's words. It was hard to believe this was the same person who, just moments before, had been shouting, *'Multiple nipples are not a game!'*

"A hardworking commoner will surpass a lazy genius. That doesn't change for Awakened Persons. And since their progress is easily quantifiable with [Appraisal], it's easier to maintain motivation."

"No doubt. If you work hard, you get results. Just knowing that is enough to make people strive."

'S', the club chairman, rested his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers.

"We shall offer our combat golems in support without reservation. For the sake of 'the Plan,' I want to build a mutually beneficial relationship with them where we can grow together."

"Indeed. All to achieve our 'dearest wish.'"

These two were what you would call the elite.

They had trained their minds and interpersonal skills since childhood, a 'winning class' that combined talent, effort, and lineage.

And yet, under their hoods, they wore smirks that were self-deprecating, or perhaps bestial. For now, there was no need to compose their expressions.

"...In later ages, we may be called 'the great sinners who destroyed humanity.'"

"Who knows. Perhaps we'll be called 'the saviors who led humanity to its next stage'?"

"Hmph... No doubt."

The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. They were pushing forward a certain plan.

They freely distributed knowledge of alchemy that should have been kept secret on the internet, and were even trying to create an app to make the creation of a 'Homunculus' even easier.

Yes, their objective was...

"The 'If Every Human Had a Homunculus Boyfriend or Girlfriend, We'd All Be in the Same Boat, Right?' Plan... also known as the 'ZZ Plan,' will be seen through to the end...!!"

...simply to avoid being called 'lewd perverts' by everyone around them.

They were perverts with a half-baked sense of social decency.
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Stepping into the dungeon, I felt the hard ground under my feet.

I looked around. It was a cave of light brown earth and rock. The walls and ceiling were rough and uneven, but in contrast, the ground was perfectly flat.

*Are we underground?* The air was damp and humid, clinging to my skin.

This dungeon, too, had no lights provided by the Self-Defense Force. But I knew it wasn't because the monsters here were clever enough to destroy them.

I called out to Erina-san and activated Byakuren. I lightly touched the head of the 'imperfect homunculus,' now clad in a body of rugged rock.

Last time, in the Treant dungeon, it could only withstand one or two attacks at most. I hope it can function as a tank in this dungeon as well...

With that small anxiety in my heart, I relayed information about the monster to Byakuren, then called Aira-san through my earring.

"Preparations complete. We're ready to go."

*'Excellent. Then, advance. First, as always, find the Self-Defense Force's paint markings.'*

"Roger."

"Alright! Let's do this!"

Erina-san's voice echoed through the cave.

I shot her a deadpan look, and the self-proclaimed ninja responded with a playful wink and her tongue sticking out. The fact that she's actually cute is what's irritating. That aside, considering the monsters here, I have to be even more careful about 'loud noises' than usual.

...But, well. If we're thinking about leveling up, a few more monster encounters shouldn't be a problem. Taking the salt, however, is an absolute no-go.

With that thought, I drew my sword and stepped forward.

"Alright, let's proceed as usual."

"Ah, wait, Kyo-chan."

"Yes?"

"Something's coming."

Erina-san's expression was serious. I matched her, turning to aim my sword in the direction she was looking.

The lantern and penlight provided more than enough light. This cave was wide enough for a truck to pass through. As long as I wasn't incredibly clumsy, the tip of my one-and-a-half-handed sword wouldn't get caught on anything.

"How many?"

"It's hard to tell, but I think it's just one. It's coming straight at us."

"Got it."

As I stared ahead, I heard the faint, rustling sound of footsteps.

At the same time, I perceived the movement of mana. Combining that with the premonition from my [Spirit Eye], I intercepted the incoming attack with my wind-wreathed sword.

A pale yellow liquid flew toward us. I scattered it with the wind, and it hit the cave floor and walls with a nasty hissing sound.

That was acid. Just like the information at the store said, the monsters here use a strong acid.

Apparently, an Awakened Person at this rank would only suffer a light burn from a direct hit, but I had no intention of taking that chance.

Then, the monster that had attacked me leaped into the lantern's light.

*"GAAAAAH!!"*

The roar of a beast. It was a sound you might hear on TV or from behind a cage, but a cry you'd almost never experience head-on without any barrier in Japan.

The roar of the king of beasts, a sound that stirred primal instincts, thundered through the cave.

However, the figure illuminated by the artificial light was less a king and more a ghastly specter.

Its mane, the very symbol of a king, hung limp and matted, now indistinguishable from the rest of its fur. It was so gaunt its ribs were showing, and its eyes had turned a milky white.

But if that were all, it would just be an old lion. What made it a monster was its lower half.

A giant ant. The body of an ant, as large as an ox, was connected to the upper body of a lion.

A fusion of a lion and an ant. An impossible abomination. A starving monster.

Myrmecoleon.

Letting out a beastly roar, the monster swung its foreleg down.

Not only was it simply huge, but the Myrmecoleon's physical strength, despite its emaciated state, surpassed that of an actual lion.

Against its descending claws, I raised the gauntlet on my left arm. A heavy clang echoed as a solid impact struck me.

But it wasn't unbearable. Bracing my body against the force with wind, I thrust the sword in my right hand at the creature's throat.

Parting the mane, the sharp tip of my blade pierced the lion's neck. The sensation of tearing through flesh and the blade scraping against bone traveled up from the hilt.

A clear fatal wound. But the Myrmecoleon didn't stop. It raised its left foreleg as well, bringing its claws down toward my skull.

"You...!"

Twisting the blade, I blocked the hard paw with my right elbow and kicked the creature in the stomach, breaking its protruding ribs in the process.

The Myrmecoleon's massive body lifted slightly. Contrary to its size, it retreated with a faint rustling from its hind legs, bloody foam dripping from the corners of its mouth, and turned its ant-like lower half toward me.

The Myrmecoleon took a scorpion-like stance, but before it could spray acid from its rear, a shuriken pierced its nose.

*"GOBAH!?"*

The monster let out a cry like air being forced out and lost its balance. In that opening, I closed the distance in a single step and brought my two-handed sword down on the crown of its head.

With a squelch, I smashed its skull and destroyed the brain beneath.

I readied my sword again and took two steps back, maintaining my guard. The headless body twitched bizarrely for a few seconds before the monster's huge form turned into an equal mass of salt.

As I let out a small breath, I felt a strange sensation in my body. This feeling...

*'Congratulations, Kyo-chan-kun. You've leveled up.'*

"Oh."

I hit Level 10 during the Orc stampede, but I've finally gone up again.

"Congrats, congrats, Kyo-chan!"

"Thanks. Still, I can't shake the feeling that the amount of experience, or whatever it is, needed to get from Level 10 to 11 has increased..."

*'That's probably not just your imagination. Many people feel the same way. In addition, I've heard that the required experience jumps up significantly when you surpass Level 20 as well.'*

"Ugh..."

Can't it just be like one of those light novels you see sometimes, where you can safely reach Level 100 by just grinding low-level mobs? Seriously.

It's just an internet rumor, so I don't know how much to believe it, but they say the 'top tier' adventurers are currently between 'Levels 18 and 25.'

It seems like it'll be a long time before I catch up to them.

*'Don't be so down, Kyo-chan-kun. Your leveling pace is plenty fast. There's a rumor that the higher your status growth potential, the faster you level up... How about it?'*

"Well, I wouldn't know even if you asked me. I have no way of knowing something like that."

First of all, my only point of comparison is Erina-san, and the amount of damage we deal to monsters is different. It's only natural that the experience we gain would be different, too.

"But shouldn't the Self-Defense Force's levels be insane? I heard they take down tons of monsters with machine guns and cannons."

*'Hmm, I wonder about that...? This isn't confirmed information, but I've heard stories that you don't get much experience from monsters killed with anything other than 'Arcane Gear,' 'bare hands,' or 'skills'...'*

"Ah, so it's not that easy, huh?"

It seems the world doesn't often go the way you want it to.

*'Well, it's just a rumor, so I'm not certain either.'*

"In any case, your own pace is what's important, Kyo-chan!"

"Yeah. I get that, but could you lower your volume a little...?"

"Sorry..."

"No, it's not something to apologize for..."

Erina-san pressed her hands together, her eyebrows furrowed in a V-shape. I shook my head.

This dungeon, or rather, the Myrmecoleon, hunts humans by 'sound and smell.'

Their eyesight has severely degenerated, but in exchange, their senses of smell and hearing are incredibly sharp. A voice volume that would be fine in a normal dungeon could be dangerous here, as it might attract them.

Fortunately, my matchup against them isn't bad, so a little noise won't be a problem.

With that in mind, I picked up the drop item from the salt. Unfortunately, it was just a coin.

The Myrmecoleon has two types of drops. Even the coins are bought by the research lab for a high price, but our main goal is the other one.

"Anyway, let's go."

"O-kay."

*'O-kay.'*

...Would it be rude of me to think Erina-san seems more like Aira-san's sister than Miyoshi-san does?

In any case, we found the Self-Defense Force's paint markings a little further ahead.

The Myrmecoleons are ravenous, like starving beasts, and will bite at anything that smells even slightly 'foreign.' The reason they can't install lighting is because it would just get chewed to pieces.

The paint is no exception, but since it's applied to the rock face, it only gets a little gnawed or scratched. It's still perfectly readable.

"Looks like A-14, Senpai."

*'Right. Then proceed straight, pass the next crossroads, and turn left at the T-junction.'*

"Got it."

"Roger."

I answered the voice from the earring and moved forward.

We walked through the darkness, relying on the light of the lantern and penlight. In the silence of the dungeon, our footsteps seemed strangely loud.

Byakuren's were especially noticeable due to its weight.

The store's website said that a little noise wouldn't be a problem... but I still couldn't help but worry.

It was an opponent I could defeat. Still, I couldn't let my guard down. I definitely didn't want to get hit by that acid.

Proceeding cautiously, we came to a crossroads, just as Aira-san had said, and after passing it, a T-junction.

*'Turn left, and after a short distance, there should be a small slope. Be careful of attacks from above.'*

"Yes."

I answered her, tightened my grip on my sword, and walked on.

We came to a gentle incline, and just as we were about halfway up...

"Kyo-chan. Footsteps from above. Two of them."

"Roger...!"

I replied in a whisper, but my voice was naturally tense.

The timing was almost as if they'd planned it. Seriously, what bad luck.

Two Myrmecoleons leaped out from the top of the slope. Their eyes were unfocused, but their faces were turned directly toward us.

*"GAAAAAH!!"*

The Myrmecoleons folded their forelegs, striking a pose like a leopardess. Their abdomens jutted out and arched, their tips pointed toward us.

And without a moment's delay, two jets of strong acid were unleashed. As it rained down, scattering droplets, I silently swung my sword in a horizontal arc.

I batted it away with the wind sheathing my blade, deflecting the acid onto the rock walls on either side. As the sound of hissing and melting came from my left and right, I charged forward in a single breath.

*"VUUAH!"*

Without showing any sign of distress at their acid attack being blocked, the Myrmecoleons bared their fangs. Unlike most monsters of this rank, they lacked reason.

They simply followed their instincts to tear their enemies apart. Therefore, they did not hesitate.

The one on the right leaped toward me, while the other clung to the wall and circled around to my flank.

The Myrmecoleon raised both its forelegs, preparing to crush me. I slammed the pommel of my sword into its face.

A sickening crunch echoed back. These things are 'tough,' but not 'hard.' I can shatter their skulls in a single blow.

Immediately after knocking the right one away, the other Myrmecoleon leaped at me from the left. But a shuriken embedded itself in the side of its head mid-air, causing it to lose its balance and its sharp claws to miss.

In that opening, I drove my left fist into its unguarded face. The gauntlet, armored heavily enough to serve as a blunt weapon, shattered its skull as easily as the pommel had.

I thrust my sword into the body that was slammed against the wall, just to be sure. Immediately after...

"Kyo-chan, one's coming from behind!"

"Byakuren, about-face and charge!"

At Erina-san's words, I barked an order to the golem before I could even think. Good thing we decided on this beforehand!

The Myrmecoleon that had charged at full speed collided with Byakuren. The golem grabbed the beast's swinging forelegs with its mitten-like hands, locking them in a stalemate.

In that time, Erina-san, ninjato in hand, leaped into range and thrust her blade into the eye of the Myrmecoleon that was trying to bite off the golem's kettle head.

Even if it had lost its sight, the 'hole' leading to its brain hadn't disappeared. The blade slid in, mercilessly tearing apart its insides.

The blade was twisted violently and then withdrawn. The Myrmecoleon's body went limp, collapsed, and turned to salt.

"Thanks, Kyo-chan and Bya-chan!"

"You're welcome..."

I managed to reply while keeping my eyes on the first two I'd taken down. That was seriously startling. Not good for the heart.

One lay at my feet, while the other had been blown upwards and was now sliding back down the slope. I watched them both turn to salt before finally lowering my sword.

I relaxed my stance and took a breath. ...This isn't a one-way path, so of course enemies will come from behind. I need to be able to act more calmly.

"Good work, Kyo-chan."

"You too. Are you hurt?"

"Nope! Thanks to Bya-chan!"

"Good to hear."

I nodded at Erina-san, who was flashing a V-sign, completely unharmed, and checked on Byakuren's condition.

The golem body itself was fine. But should I be concerned that its head was left defenseless when they were grappling?

It's just a modified kettle, so even a child could break it with a hammer or a rock. I might need to increase its durability or come up with another countermeasure, like dedicated equipment for Byakuren.

As I mulled this over, I glanced at the piles of salt.

"Ah."

Two of them were coins again, but the one that had slid down the slope seemed to have dropped the item we were looking for.

What I picked up was a dried internal organ... or rather, a 'mineral' that looked exactly like one.

"Aira-san. The stone we're looking for has dropped."

*'You did it!!'*

Her voice is so loud.

*'That is an unknown mineral, you see. It's close to copper... or it should be, but it doesn't match any metal on Earth. It's a real treasure!!'*

"Um, could you keep your voice down?"

*'Oh, my apologies. But with your brute strength, a Myrmecoleon is a one-hit kill, isn't it?'*

She's really hyped up, isn't she, Aira-san?

"No, it's just that you're loud."

*'Erina-kun, Kyo-chan-kun has been so cold to me lately.'*

"It's just 'cause he's used to ya! It's proof you're good friends!"

*'I see, so this is the banter between friends...'*

"........."

It's hard to jump in. Considering Aira-san's family situation, even an exchange like this feels fraught with meaning.

But this is a dungeon. I need to switch gears and recognize this thought as an unnecessary distraction.

"Anyway, Erina-san, please take this."

"Okay."

As I handed the drop item to Erina-san, I noticed Aira-san on the other side of the mirror attached to Byakuren, staring at my fist.

*'...Still, Kyo-chan-kun. Your punch packs a truly unbelievable amount of destructive power.'*

"Is it really that much?"

*'Yes. I'd say it's more powerful than firing a shotgun at point-blank range, wouldn't you?'*

"No, that's an exaggeration."

There's no way a simple punch could surpass a gun.

*'Oh? You're awfully quick to deny it.'*

"Huh? Well, I mean, it's a gun, right? I'm sure it's way more powerful."

It's true that if I threw a serious punch, I could easily kill a person.

But a shotgun has to be stronger. Well, I've never seen a gun fired outside of a screen, so it's just a guess.

*'...To me, it seems your attacks are more powerful than any clumsy firearm, though.'*

"Is that a compliment? You're not getting anything out of it, you know..."

*'No, well, I suppose it doesn't matter. It doesn't change the fact that you're a walking weapon, Kyo-chan-kun.'*

"A walking weapon... a ninja, after all...!"

"Let's stop messing around and continue the exploration."

I said to the two goofballs and started walking again.

But, one minute later.

"Ah, Kyo-chan. More enemies. Two of them."

"There are a lot of them here..."

*'That's because it's a so-called 'unpopular dungeon' that adventurers don't go to very often.'*

Though it might be a good place for leveling up and earning money.

Weary of the beastly roars and insectoid footsteps, I readied my sword once more.

* * * * * *

Although there were many battles, the dungeon exploration itself ended without incident. We returned after about two hours.

Twenty-eight gold-like coins. Sixteen dried organ-like minerals. I never would have thought we'd encounter over forty of them in a single run.

Thanks to that, my level went up again, to '12.' I'm happy about that, but it's exhausting. Mentally, mostly.

"Wow, what a huge haul, Kyo-chan! Should we raise a flag?"

"Don't."

Why does this person have a fisherman's 'big catch' flag in her Item Box?

As my cheek twitched at the self-proclaimed ninja's antics, it seemed the process at the store's buyback counter was finished. Our number was called, so I headed to the counter.

"So, all of these drop items will be sold to the designated laboratory... is that correct?"

"Yes, please."

Even though they call it free trade of drop items, only some have been approved. Things that are plant-based, poisonous, or could disrupt the ecosystem are prohibited. Well, some are permitted. The saplings that drop from Treants should be okay, for instance.

"Please understand that there will be a fee for the appraisal of the drop items and other services."

"Okay."

...And yet. While they call it free trade, they take a decent cut in fees and other charges.

I guess it can't be helped when you consider the store's operating costs, but it's a little sad.

"Aira-san. Erina-san is bringing them to you, so please confirm them later."

*'Yes! I'll be waiting!!'*

"Also... this is a bit of a crass question, but..."

*'What is it, Kyo-chan? The color of my panties? You pervert!'*

"Huh? Senpai's panties today are white with a blue ribbon..."

*'Kyo-chan-kun! What was your question!!??'*

Your voice is still too loud. Also, white with a blue ribbon, huh...

Feeling a little flustered, I managed to keep my voice calm.

"About how much will the reward be for this run?"

What we got from the store, including subjugation rewards and other things, was '30,000 yen.' Honestly, it feels a bit low for the risk involved.

However, the drop items are another matter. I wonder how much they'll buy them for...

*'Let's see. Probably around a million yen?'*

"A mi- a milli-?!"

Crap, my voice came out louder than I expected.

I hastily looked around, then moved to the side of the store wall and spoke into the earring in a low voice.

"A-are we really getting that much...!?"

*'It's an unknown mineral, you know? If anything, this is on the cheap side. Well, the market price is the result of discussions between universities and various other parties. You'll have to put up with it.'*

"Put up with it? I feel like I should be apologizing."

*'Ah, Grandma... the Professor will cover the handling fees. I'll deposit it tomorrow, so look forward to it.'*

"Y-yes. Thank you very much."

...Wait, what about taxes and stuff? And will this affect my tax return?

I-I'll ask Dad when I get home. If he doesn't know, I'll look it up online... I wonder if Aira-san knows about tax-related stuff?

*'I'm glad you're satisfied. I'll be counting on you in the future, Kyo-chan-kun!'*

"Yes! I'll do my best!"

"I'll do my best too!"

In any case, it's better to get it than not. It's written in the Kojiki, too.

Earning a million yen in two hours... it feels like it's going to mess with my sense of money. With this, could I really aim to become a millionaire as an adventurer? Maybe I should quit high school and focus on this...

As my mind was consumed by greed, I frantically shook my head to regain my senses.

This exploration, while it had an unusually high number of battles, went too smoothly. I have to remember that it won't always go this well. Overconfidence and carelessness are absolutely forbidden.

I take a deep breath to calm my mind and heart. After coming out of a dungeon, my thoughts always seem a little clearer... I think. Probably.

Should I say my concentration is higher? In any case, because of that, something occurred to me along the way.

It's about Aira-san and Miyoshi-san.

After changing in the locker room, I boarded the bus with Erina-san.

Aira-san's telepathic link cut off as she went to report to the professor, so I immediately turned my gaze to the girl sitting next to me.

...That aside, she's still as close as ever.

Why does Erina-san always sit next to me? Our shoulders are almost touching, and it makes my heart beat a little faster.

"Um, Erina-san."

"Hmm? What is it, Kyo-chan?"

The solution I came up with is a very ordinary one. But it's probably something that hasn't been properly attempted yet.

Aira-san has that personality, and her grandmother and Erina-san are *too close* to her positionally.

Because I'm mostly an outsider, I might be able to create some 'room'... maybe. A method.

But really... can someone with a 'communication skill of only 5' like me pull it off? It's a daunting thought. Just thinking about it makes my stomach hurt.

Honestly, it feels like sticking my nose in will just be an unwelcome nuisance... but Aira-san is my benefactor and my colleague.

I want to help, even just a little.

Clumsy intervention will only make things worse... but I don't think this method will make things worse.

I told myself that and opened my heavy mouth.

"Do you know Miyoshi-san's... Miyoshi Mia-san's contact information?"

"Huh, no."

...Wait. My plan just hit a wall at step one.

"I mean, Senpai changed her phone number and email address when she got a new smartphone a few years ago. I don't think Grandma knows either. Senpai's parents might know, but I wonder if they'd tell us. Anyway, what's up all of a sudden?"

"...No. It's nothing."

"Oh! Kyo-chan, your mouth looks like Mt. Fuji! It's the advanced version of a frown!"

"Please don't mind me."

"You're being formal again! What's up, Kyo-chan! Is it a greeting! A greeting before a duel!?"

"It's not."

...It's a secret that I was a little relieved that the plan failed before it even began, thinking, *'Oh well, can't be helped!'*

I don't think I'll be able to get Miyoshi-san's contact information on my own from here on out. So I guess I'll stop thinking about it.

* * * * * *

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 12  Race: Human/Awakened Person

Strength: 37 (Growth Potential: A)  Durability: 37 (Growth Potential: A)  Agility: 40 (Growth Potential: A)  Mana: 40 (Growth Potential: A)

Skills

[Spirit Eye]

[Mana Conversion: Wind]

[Concept Interference]

Unique Skill

[Sage's Nucleus]
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The day the Yagawa household came to a standstill. Or rather, the day after it was discovered that a genuine one million yen had been deposited into my account.

I still felt like I was floating, but morning comes, and I have to go to school.

Normally, it's a distance I'd take the bus or a bike for, but with my current body, I can make it on time if I jog part of the way. When I say jog, I mean by non-Awakened standards.

I did sprint through the city at full power when I thought my parents might be killed by Orcs, but that was an emergency. I can't do that normally, and it's out of the question on a crowded street.

An Awakened Person, especially a combat type, sprinting at full speed is like a motorcycle driving on the sidewalk.

So, from an outsider's perspective, I was bustling along. To me, I was taking a leisurely stroll to school.

But well, the elation from the reward money only lasted until I got to the shoe lockers.

The number of cheerful voices of friends talking to each other increased around me. The laughter coming from all directions made me anxious, wondering if they were laughing at me.

Logically, I know it's just a misunderstanding. I'm not that much of a focus of attention in the first place. No one is interested in me.

Even so, I get hurt on my own and look down. Feeling pathetic, my pace quickened slightly as I walked down the hallway.

Arriving at the classroom around the same time as usual, I entered with a quiet greeting. Of course, as always, there was no reply. Listening to the clamor of the classroom, I went straight to my desk, sat down, and put down my bag.

Without looking up, I took out my smartphone. Our school allows smartphones as long as you don't use them during class.

I don't want to get weird looks for playing app games in the classroom, so I just browse some news sites.

As I was killing time like that, I found a somewhat unusual article.

'Awakened Person Marathon Competition.'

...What a strange competition to be holding.

* * * * * *

*'Ah, that's a tournament planned by the Dungeon Agency,'* Aira-san informed me in the afternoon while we were playing 'Matsuo Race 8.'

"The Dungeon Agency? Do they plan events like that too?"

*'Well, a lot of their work is related to Awakened Persons. This is probably part of that. A way to let off steam, size up talent... and maybe a public warning?'*

"...Ah, I think I get it."

*'You're open, Senpai!!'*

*'Gwaaaaaah!?'*

A sake bottle thrown by Erina-san hit its mark, and Aira-san's character started swerving. Well, that doesn't matter.

'Letting off steam,' 'sizing up talent,' and 'a public warning.' All of them were understandable reasons.

Awakened Persons face a lot of restrictions. For example, they're not allowed to participate in PE classes or official sports competitions.

I was never a big fan of exercise myself, but any Awakened Person who was passionate about sports must be very dissatisfied with the current situation.

This tournament is a way to let them vent some of that frustration. ...To have them run on the ground before they run to crime, so to speak.

Well, I don't know if it will be the kind of tournament sportsmen would hope for. Since they're Awakened Persons, after all. It might be that level and stats matter more than running practice.

And 'sizing up talent' means exactly what it sounds like. Everyone is looking to discover talented Awakened Persons in the wild.

You can't tell their combat ability or what kind of skills they have just from running, but leg strength and stamina are extremely important for 'dungeon exploration.'

Also, I briefly read the rules, and the use of some skills is permitted as long as it doesn't 'interfere with other runners.' In that sense, it would be good for sizing them up.

Finally, the 'public warning' is... something I don't really want to think about, but it's probably to inform the public of the 'danger an Awakened Person poses if they go on a rampage.'

Even I, at 'Level 1,' think I could have easily beaten a person to death. With a single punch, at that.

I once saw someone on an online forum describe Awakened Persons as being like grizzly bears. In terms of physical ability, that's probably not wrong.

But that's at the single-digit levels, with a caveat.

The physical ability of an Awakened Person who has gained experience in a dungeon and reached 'Level 10' or higher is greater than a bear's. Aira-san says that even I could 'crush a grizzly bear with my bare hands.' I can't even imagine how amazing someone at 'Level 20' is.

And yet, it seems that 'bullying' and 'persecution' of Awakened Persons are on the rise.

The latter, I don't want to understand, but I can. However, the former is no laughing matter. Do they intend to let someone who can kill a grizzly bear with their bare hands go on a rampage at school or work?

I don't want to be feared, but I don't want to be bullied either. It's a fine line... saying that feels very wrong, though.

Both Awakened and non-Awakened are human, so I want to treat them rationally. In modern society, we have the means of communication called words, after all.

Though that means of communication is incredibly difficult to handle!

*'Kyo-chan, you're open tooooooo!'*

"Here's 'Ghost Form.'"

*'Nuuuuuuuuun!!'*

One of the items in Matsuo Race is the 'Ghost Form Talisman.' It temporarily makes your character translucent, allowing you to pass through attacks from other characters, and also steals one item from another character.

Te●sa? I don't know what you're talking about.

*'Kyo-chan-kun... are you going to become invisible not just in the classroom but here as well!?'*

"Aira-san."

*'Yes.'*

"My ox cart currently has some cow dung."

*'Let us discuss this rationally. We are all human, after all.'*

I'm sure we're both wearing sparkling smiles right now...

"Go to hell."

*'Damn youuuuu! Daaaamn youuuuuuu!!'*

I shot down Aira-san's character with cow dung just as she jumped on a slide-like course.

Discuss rationally? If we could do that, wars wouldn't happen!

Now, there's no one in my way. I'll make a big jump and head for the goal!

*'Pardon me!!'*

"Huh?"

An ox cart came charging from behind at high speed, sending my character into the abyss just before the jump.

As I was being pulled up by a chibi Abe no Seimei, I watched Erina-san's character reach the goal.

"Y-you did it!?"

*'Ohohohoho! This is the power of a ninja!!'*

*'Curse you, Kyo-chan-kun! At this rate, you and I will take the bottom two spots!!'*

"Da-damn youuuu!!"

Aira-san kept ramming her ox cart into mine, obstructing my path. One after another, other characters overtook us.

"Wh-what color is your blood!?"

*'The same red as yours, of course.'*

Ah, I can tell without seeing. Aira-san is making a super smug face right now.

We had one more race after this, and we sniped each other with cow dung so much that we took up the bottom three slots.

* * * * * *

*'So, are you going to participate?'*

"Oh, are you making a room? Which game?"

*'No, not that, the tournament. The one by the Dungeon Agency.'*

"Oh."

I had completely forgotten. There was something like that.

"I'm not participating. Absolutely not."

There's a reason I don't want to participate... even more than to hide my unique skill.

*'That's right. You and I are both indoorsy types, after all!'*

"I'm not as much as you, Aira-san, but...!?"

First of all, I don't like marathon competitions and stuff like that.

Watching them is fine. I neither like nor dislike it. But participating is a different story. What's so fun about just running?

Also, I simply don't want to be noticed. In this country, the nail that sticks out gets hammered down.

*'But Kyo-chan-kun, are you sure about this?'*

"About what?"

*'That's right! It might be a chance to make friends, you know!'*

"No, that's, well, I'll take that opportunity some other time..."

I don't think I can get along well with the athletic types who would participate in something like this.

*'As for friends, you already have us!!'*

"Uh, ah, yes."

*'Why was there a pause? Tell me, Kyo-chan-kun. Why did you hesitate for a moment?'*

"...It's nothing!!"

*'That's right! We're friends, aren't we!'*

When was the last time my voice cracked that much...

*'No. What I want to talk about is the prize money.'*

"Prize money? Come to think of it, you get some, don't you?"

I wasn't planning on participating, so I just skimmed the rules and didn't read that far.

But well, it's probably at most 10,000 yen or some kind of travel voucher───.

*'I heard it's one million yen.'*

"  "

The Dungeon Agency... they had that kind of money...

"Well, I'm still not participating. I'd rather go to a dungeon than a competition."

*'I'm happy to hear that, but you're quite a hardcore case yourself.'*

"Mind your own business. By the way, are you participating, Erina-san?"

*'Hey, hey, Kyo-chaaan. What are you talking about?'*

I could hear Erina-san's sigh through the earring.

*'There's no way a ninja can stand out in public, right?'*

"Could you please recall your usual behavior...?"

Besides, you're a self-proclaimed one.

* * * * * *

We had that conversation, but the entry period had long since passed anyway.

Because the event is this Saturday. This week.

Well. I didn't even know it existed until I saw an ad announcing the date. Oh no, am I out of the loop...?

I'm watching the Awakened Persons run on the TV in the living room while playing an app game on my phone. Dad and Mom are out shopping.

I glance at the TV screen from time to time while grinding for materials.

Somehow, the scene is more subdued than I expected. The Awakened Persons' leg strength is impressive, and all the participants are fast.

However, people shooting lightning or breathing fire are rare. Most are just running normally.

Still, watching humans casually run at nearly 100 kilometers per hour for over 40 kilometers might be impressive in its own right.

In fact, the commentators and analysts are also very excited. However, probably due to concerns about accidents, there are no spectators on the sidewalks along the road. Just some police officers and staff-like people here and there.

But, as the race neared its final stages, the 'spectacle' changed.

Two lovely girls were competing for the lead.

Leaving the typical-looking adult sportsmen behind, the two girls engaged in a dead heat. They both looked to be around my age.

One was a petite girl with a baby face and a two-side-up hairstyle, well-developed despite her small frame.

The other was a slender girl who looked like a dog... no, a wolf? beastman. Her running form seemed more beautiful. Her limbs were also longer.

Yet, the fact they were neck and neck was probably due to their physical abilities as Awakened Persons and their skills... or so I thought.

But looking at their expressions, it seemed to be more than just that.

Before I knew it, I had put down my phone and was engrossed in the TV. I didn't want to miss the conclusion of this battle.

And then───the girls crossed the finish line at almost the exact same time.

The commentators and analysts were confused about who was first, but I knew.

The winner was... the beastman girl.

A few seconds later, the video replay was shown, and the winner was announced. The beastman girl, whose name was called, looked stunned for a moment, then, scattering dazzling sweat, she triumphantly thrust her fist into the air.

Then, she took the hand of the two-side-up girl who had collapsed and helped her up, and...

"Whoa."

...gave her a passionate embrace. The two-side-up girl looked surprised for a moment, but then she returned the hug with a huge smile.

It was a beautiful friendship. I found myself clapping at the TV, then felt a little embarrassed and immediately reached for my phone.

It seems there's an awards ceremony and whatnot, but I'm not interested in that, so I change the channel.

...No, but. Yeah.

I know it's a very wicked thought, but... the two-side-up girl, she was short but her chest was pretty big...

These 'eyes' of mine have excellent dynamic visual acuity. So, they never miss a breast jiggle.

Feeling a pang of guilt, I recalled her bouncing chest as she ran and her breasts being squashed together in their final hug, and with the vulgar thought of 'I saw something good,' I returned to my game.

...Yeah. If someone told me 'Don't look at sports with lewd eyes!' right now, I wouldn't have a thing to say back.
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"Wake up, Master."

"Ngh..."

A flat voice and the feeling of my shoulder being gently shaken. I opened my eyes to find a doll-like, perfectly sculpted face right next to mine.

I'm still not used to it, so it startled me a little. But thanks to that, I was wide awake.

"Good morning, Byakuren."

"Good morning."

With those words, the long, black-haired girl... Byakuren... gave a polite bow.

To be precise, she's not a girl. She's a 'golem.'

Her glossy black hair, her skin finer than white porcelain, her well-proportioned features, her voice like the ringing of a bell, her bombshell figure. All of it is a 'thing' I created.

If I had to describe it, I suppose she's a 'variation of a flesh golem'... though the materials weren't human corpses, but carbon, ammonia, and the like that I bought online.

"Breakfast is already prepared. Please have it once you have changed."

"Alright. Thank you."

Byakuren, dressed in a maid outfit, gave an elegant curtsy. The slightest movement caused her large breasts to sway beneath her apron dress, and the desire I had 'vented yesterday' began to swell once more.

But it's not right to start things off first thing in the morning. I quickly changed out of my pajamas, and Byakuren took my discarded sleepwear to the washing machine. I washed my face in the sink and used the toilet.

"Time to eat."

As I ate breakfast in the kitchen, I thought about how strange it was that the golem I created was a better cook than I was.

Currently, I'm renting this house and living alone. It's about a twenty-minute drive from my parents' house.

And it's about an eight-minute drive to the dungeon.

Land near a dungeon is something everyone avoids. It's only natural, since you'd be the first to be in danger if a stampede occurred.

There are businesses and individuals who rent out such houses for cheap. The Dungeon Agency manages these cases, negotiates with local authorities, and helps find housing for adventurers.

My parents were against it, but I persuaded them by saying, 'I need my own workshop to strengthen my combat power for dungeon exploration.'

...To be honest, the biggest reason was that I had always longed to live alone.

However, it's not a complete lie. This Byakuren is proof.

The data and knowledge released by the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' the contents of the book in my 'Arcane Gear,' and the power of my 'Nucleus,' which I only unleashed because I was alone.

Through these, Byakuren's power and speed are comparable to my own.

Also, since she has a literal steel skeleton, her durability is high. But when you touch her, she feels no different from a normal human.

The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club still considers it 'theoretically possible but lacking the technology,' and although the formulas have been released, they haven't been put into practice. I forcibly realized it with the boost from my 'Nucleus.'

However, using the club's data, it seemed I could only create beautiful girl types... so since I was at it, I designed her with all my fetishes.

Her performance is not an issue. She's strong enough to fight alongside me in a dungeon. Her fuel efficiency is, as expected, poor. Still, I want the numbers as insurance in case something happens.

...Yes. I'm a solo player.

In the final test of the adventurer course. I, who couldn't team up with anyone at that time, went into my first dungeon with just the examiner. I think the exploration itself went smoothly, except for getting my sword stuck in the ceiling at the beginning.

And so I started safely as an 'E-rank,' but I had no companions.

...Apparently, there's another adventurer in the class next to mine. It seems they took the test on a different day.

But she's a girl, and more importantly, she seems to have already teamed up with someone else, so I can't invite her. She's blonde and has a loud voice, so she stands out, but I often see a woman on a motorcycle at the school gate shouting 'Momo-chaaan!' and running up to her.

She was a cool woman in a rider suit. With a combination as fitting as a beauty and a beautiful girl, there's no room for me to get involved.

"I'm done."

"Yes. I will clear it up."

"Okay, thanks."

I leave the dishes to the stoic Byakuren.

While Byakuren takes care of the housework, I check a dungeon-related news site on my phone. I mainly look at the market price of drop items, but there are a few other news items that catch my eye.

Recently, the free sale of some drop items has begun, and the number of adventurers is increasing. However, it seems to be unpopular with various media due to the high risk of death. I remember it well because my parents also said a lot to me.

Last month, I think, just after I became an adventurer, there was news that a party of four adventurers was killed by a boss monster.

I was planning to go to that dungeon, so that surprised me.

But it's difficult to truly empathize with 'death' seen through a screen. I never felt like quitting being an adventurer just because it's 'dangerous.'

In fact, it's the opposite. I need more power. I need strength to protect myself and my family. Of course, I intend to leave what I can't handle to the Self-Defense Force. Like dragons.

So, I'll go to the dungeon today as well. It's Sunday, so there's no school.

"Byakuren. Get ready to go to the dungeon."

"Understood."

Once her housework was done, I called out to her and got ready myself.

After changing, I headed to the entrance, and Byakuren soon followed.

Black Western-style armor covered her entire body. I sat at the entrance and helped her put on her greaves.

A black knight is romantic, but I've heard somewhere that in reality, the armor is painted black to hide scratches and dirt.

Similarly, this paint is also to hide the flaws in my own work. The materials are also things I bought locally, so I'm not confident in its strength. I have her wear it mainly for 'disguise.'

"Alright, let's go."

"Yes."

We left the house, locked the door, and walked to the Dungeon Store. It's a bit far to walk, but I don't have a car, and transporting a golem by bus is a hassle.

At the very, very beginning, Byakuren's exterior was just a kettle, so it was easy, but if I remove the flask, her current exterior will collapse. Even if she's artificial, I don't want to see a beautiful girl melt into a puddle, so I can't change it out.

After walking for about twenty minutes, we arrived at the Dungeon Store and put our valuables in a locker.

Then, with my adventurer license in hand, I went to the reception in front of the gate room.

"Yagawa Kyouta-sama and his golem, correct?"

They didn't check inside the armor, and we passed through the reception. I had previously shown them the state where only a cable connected her neck and torso while she was wearing the armor, so Byakuren is recognized as a golem.

...I'm a little worried if they don't check properly every time, but it's convenient for me, so I won't say anything.

In any case, we passed through the gate and into the interior.

Inside was a place made of stone walls and floors, like the inside of a castle or fortress from a fantasy work.

However, there were no windows, and the light from the torches attached to the walls eerily illuminated the surroundings.

I also turned on the switch of the lantern on my hip to increase the light source. I can see well enough now, but I want to be extra careful.

"Byakuren, be on the lookout."

Byakuren nodded silently. I took out a wooden stick about a meter long and a bag of 'coins' from her backpack.

I collected these from an 'F-rank dungeon' a little while ago. It's cheaper this way than buying iron plates from a store.

I poured the coins onto a piece of paper with a transmutation circle written on it, placed the wooden stick on top, and then, transmuted.

I prepared six simple, impromptu throwing spears, put them in a cloth tube, and had Byakuren hold it.

"I'll go ahead. Attack any monsters you find."

After confirming Byakuren's nod, I began the exploration. This is my fifth time in this dungeon, so I'm used to it.

After going a little further, I found the Self-Defense Force's paint, took out a map, and checked it. After confirming the route to the exit, I headed in a different direction.

With the free sale of drop items, now is the time to earn. I need to save money to make a golem to protect my parents.

They're not Awakened, so they have little mana. I need to create a simple golem that activates when you press a switch.

I need money to secure the materials for that. I'll need gems sold in stores, not just dungeon items.

Currently, if something happens, I have to run there myself. I can get there quickly if I run at full speed, but a few seconds could be the difference between life and death.

...I heard my parents canceled their trip for their wedding anniversary this year due to money issues.

But if they had gone out that day───

"Hup!"

My [Spirit Eye] reacted, and I knocked down a thrown stone with my left arm.

From ahead in the passage, three monsters appeared.

*'Buo, buo...!*'

*'Bufuuu...!'*

A pig's head, a plump belly. And yet, powerful limbs. Orcs.

If my parents had gone out that day, they would have been caught up in their stampede. The thought sends a chill down my spine.

*'BUAAAAAH!!'*

With a roar, two Orcs ran towards me. The remaining one was winding up to throw a stone about the size of a human head.

But before it could be thrown, a spear pierced its head. Byakuren.

Having made her in the form of a beautiful girl, it's become difficult to place her in the front line. But it's a great help to have her for support like this.

I readied my sword and closed the distance with the Orcs.

*'BUGAA!*'

Two axes swung down. I deflected them with a single flash of my two-handed sword.

*'BUGYA!?'*

I slashed the thigh of the surprised Orc on the right, and with the return stroke, I cut off the left arm of the other one.

Just as the right Orc knelt, a throwing spear flew into its skull, making a red flower bloom.

The last one, now one-armed, roared and swung its axe, but I easily blocked it with my gauntlet. I then thrust my sword into its throat and tore it sideways.

I deflected the splattering blood with wind and maintained my guard. After confirming that all three had turned to salt, I let out a small breath.

I immediately collected the drop items from the salt. Two coins and a crystal that looked like a pig's skull.

I'm lucky. This crystal is a rare drop, but it sells for a high price.

"Good work, Byakuren."

Byakuren, who had been collecting the throwing spears, nodded. After putting the drop items in the backpack on her back, the two of us, one person and one golem, started walking again.

We continued exploring as usual for about an hour, and on the way, we saw the boss monster, the 'Orc Champion,' so we retreated. While it was being held back by throwing spears, we managed to outrun it with our mobility and stamina.

I'll leave the rest to the Self-Defense Force and list today's harvest on the official sales site through the store.

Considering the current market price, it should probably fetch around '300,000 yen' in total. For an hour's work, that's more than enough.

The Self-Defense Force has sealed off the dungeon, so I'll head home for today.

"Let's go, Byakuren."

After changing, I set off for home with the golem in the form of a black knight, who nodded silently.

This life as an adventurer, I'm finally getting used to it.

I can now sell drop items, so I'm earning money. I have Byakuren, a beautiful golem... or, as the club would say, a 'homunculus wife.' My level has also gone up, and I'm now '10.'

Things are going smoothly, but I have one problem.

"Tomorrow is Monday..."

It's that I don't have any human friends.

In that sense, it's a boring daily life.

...Well, I can have sex with a busty beautiful girl (Byakuren), so it's all good!

Dad, Mom. Please forgive me for probably not being able to give you grandchildren.

Even without friends or a human lover right now, there are many things to enjoy.

All things considered, these days aren't so bad.
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Perspective: None

This is a record of the Dungeon Agency employees who worked to organize the "Awakened Person Competitive Marathon."

In the Dungeon Agency’s offices, located in the Central Government Building in Kasumigaseki, Tokyo.

Once again, employees had gathered in a conference space set up in a corner of the room, their faces grim as they talked.

"Based on the surveys we conducted online and over the phone, the backlash against the restrictions placed on Awakened Persons, especially former athletes, is growing by the day."

"I’ve been monitoring various forums, and it looks like a lot of stress is building up. They’re about to explode."

The department head covered his mouth with one hand, the frown lines on his brow deepening at his subordinates’ words.

"...Perhaps we really should hold a sports tournament for Awakened Persons."

"But is that really our job? I would think that falls under the jurisdiction of the Sports Agency."

The department head shook his head at the subordinate holding a tablet.

"The head of the Sports Agency himself told me. Anything related to Awakened Persons is now our jurisdiction."

"So if something happens, it’s our responsibility?"

Without denying the statement, he continued.

"However, this also means we can take the lead. Does anyone have an opinion on holding a tournament exclusively for Awakened Persons?"

No objections were raised, and the meeting moved forward.

"If we’re going to do it, what kind of event should it be?"

"Direct combat sports like boxing or judo are absolutely out of the question. If Awakened Persons did that, someone would definitely die."

"How about an obstacle course? I think it would be quite a spectacle."

"No, but some of the participating Awakened Persons are adventurers who have raised their levels. We wouldn’t know where to set the standard."

"Before that, what if we separate them into classes by level? Even if we lump them all together as ‘Awakened Persons,’ the skill gap is huge."

"Hold on. That would cause the schedule and budget to swell. We don’t have that kind of leeway."

"And if Awakened Persons are going to be running, we’ll need a venue. Even if we used an entire track and field stadium, it might still be too small."

"...As for the location, I have an idea."

The department head operated the tablet on the desk as he spoke.

"There are currently about five hundred dungeons in Japan. And the two-kilometer radius around a dungeon gate is an evacuation zone. No civilians live there."

"You don’t mean... around the dungeons?"

"That’s right. In some areas, multiple evacuation zones overlap. I’ve marked the relevant locations, so I want you all to check."

His subordinates each took out their own devices and opened a map showing the distribution of gates.

"...I found one. In Saitama Prefecture, there’s an area where three dungeons have appeared in very close proximity. And there’s another one about a kilometer away."

"We’ll look for other candidates, but that seems like our best bet."

"Isn’t it dangerous? A dungeon overflow could happen."

"All three of those dungeons are F-Rank. One is a Matango dungeon. There are no signs of an overflow. We’ll have the SDF... no, we’ll have private adventurers cull the monster population beforehand as a ‘quest.’"

"We’ll probably still get some criticism for that..."

"But if we use three, or even four, evacuation zones, what about contacting the original landowners?"

"We shouldn’t need permission for that. We’ll only be using the roads. In the unlikely event of damage to a house, we’ll determine if it was due to negligence and have either the Awakened Person responsible or our agency provide compensation."

"Do you think the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism will approve this? Someone could destroy the roads with a skill."

"Ah, I’ll handle those negotiations. I have a colleague in the ministry."

"Alright, I’ll leave it to you."

"We’ll also need to contact and get permission from the police, the prefectural office, the relevant city, and the surrounding municipalities."

"Oh, I can handle the Saitama prefectural office."

"I’ll take care of negotiations with the relevant city and its neighbors."

"Then I’ll be in charge of the police. It’s my old stomping grounds, so I have connections."

"A considerable number of adventurers might be involved, so should we give the Ministry of Defense a heads-up?"

"Good point. I’ll go talk to them."

The meeting continued, hashing out the details, but...

"...It’s no good. Even if all the negotiations go smoothly, we don’t have enough ‘budget.’"

An employee who had been running calculations on his tablet scratched his head.

"Even if we simplify the event to just running?"

"No divisions for level or race. We’d have to separate by gender, of course, but even then, we’re still short on budget. And not by a little. We’re short by a lot."

"We have other duties, and those need funding too..."

"When it comes to dungeons, you can never have enough money."

Everyone, including the department head, held their heads in their hands.

Budget. That single word was, frankly, the Dungeon Agency’s greatest enemy.

The agency was newly established, and politicians hated getting involved with it. They were held responsible every time an overflow occurred. As such, they were rarely favored in budget meetings.

Still, their budget was expected to increase next fiscal year due to the growing number of dungeons and other factors. But they needed the money now.

"...Should we just ask corporations for donations?"

"What?"

The department head’s eyebrow shot up at the suggestion from one of his subordinates.

"That’s... well, not a bad idea. Continue."

"Yes, sir. While the main goal here is to let former athletes who are Awakened blow off some steam, the partial deregulation of drop item sales has increased the ‘demand for adventurers themselves.’"

"Ah, because countries and corporations everywhere are looking for ‘personnel who can secure large quantities of drop items.’"

"Couldn’t we ask those organizations for financial contributions? This tournament offers them a huge benefit."

The employee with the tablet clapped his hands in understanding, and the one who had made the suggestion nodded emphatically.

However, an employee holding a laptop shook his head.

"But wouldn’t that just encourage the overseas drain of Awakened Persons? Plus, I’m concerned that domestic companies and organizations gaining that much power could lead to a decline in public safety."

"But we can’t manage them all anyway. The situation is already beyond our control. The same goes for international recruitment."

"Is it really okay for us to be saying that?"

The employee with the tablet gave a wry smile at the department head’s words.

"Of course, we shouldn’t say it out loud. But we can’t pretend it’s not true, either. Our job is to reduce dungeon-related damage and prevent crimes by Awakened Persons. If it helps us do that, it’s a disadvantage we should be willing to accept."

"...Understood. But let’s run this by the National Police Agency as well. I’ll go."

"Right, I’m counting on you."

"Um..."

As the department head nodded deeply, another subordinate timidly raised a hand.

"What is it? Do you have a suggestion?"

"When we broadcast the tournament, could we ask the commentators and announcers to emphasize the ‘physical abilities and skill power of Awakened Persons’?"

"Why?"

"Lately, there’s been an increase in bullying against Awakened Persons. It seems to happen most often when a student who wasn’t very noticeable in class becomes Awakened..."

"Ah. The nail that sticks out gets hammered down. It’s so true."

The employee with the tablet nodded with a look of genuine understanding.

"So, you want to issue a warning about the power of Awakened Persons. Is that it?"

"Yes. It might encourage a response bordering on persecution, but I think that’s better than provoking a violent outburst..."

"Hmm..."

The department head stroked his chin, lost in thought.

"...Alright. However, we can’t have overly sensational commentary. It will require a very delicate balance."

"I’ll prepare a rough script and use my connections to find someone who’s good at ad-libbing."

"Please do. I’ll look into it on my end as well."

With that, the department head clapped his hands.

"Alright everyone, this is the plan for the tournament. I’ll be assigning tasks, so each of you—"

"Ah, before that."

The employee with the laptop raised a small hand.

"What should we call this tournament? It’ll be inconvenient to contact the other ministries without a name."

"Good point..."

The department head thought for a few seconds before looking up.

"For now, how about ‘Awakened Person Competitive Marathon’?"

"Simple."

"Zero pizzazz."

"I know. Well, this is just a temporary name. If we come up with something better, we’ll change it. Now, let’s get back to assigning roles. Understood?"

"Yes, sir!"

And so, they set to work.

＊　　　　　　＊　　　　　　＊

Despite facing numerous problems, the Dungeon Agency managed to get the tournament off the ground. With a mix of obstruction and assistance from other ministries, they had finally done it.

In the end, the tournament’s name remained unchanged—or rather, they never had time to change it—and the "Awakened Person Competitive Marathon" concluded.

They felt like having a wrap party, but the staff had no such time. There were thank-you letters and calls to make to the cooperating ministries and the companies that had made ‘donations.’

On top of that, there was paperwork to process, administrative procedures to handle, surveys to send to participants, and a tsunami of phone calls to answer... There was much to do. And their regular duties were still waiting.

Even so, the mood at the post-tournament meeting was relaxed.

"Well, that went well. The viewership ratings were pretty impressive, too. Especially for the women’s division."

"They were. ...Though I have my thoughts on the disparity in those ratings."

A male employee with a tablet laughed heartily, while the female employee next to him smiled wryly.

Awakened Persons tended to be attractive. Their skin and hair gained a certain luster, but that wasn’t all. There was a sort of ‘captivating aura’ about them; they were simply good-looking.

Add elves and half-elves to the mix, and the event became quite glamorous.

The sight of a group of beautiful women and girls running at superhuman speeds was a picture in itself.

Of course, the same was true for the men, but... there had been a significant difference in the numbers.

"Come on, now. It wasn’t just for weird reasons. The sprint to the finish was a big factor too."

"That’s true."

"It was like a scene out of a sports manga."

"I wish I’d had a school experience like that..."

"That was thrilling to watch... My daughter’s about the same age, so my eyes started to well up... Ahem."

Noticing the lukewarm stares of his subordinates, the department head cleared his throat pointedly.

"In any case. Everyone did a great job with the tournament. But our work isn’t over. I want you all to refocus."

"Yes, sir."

"But first, I need a report on the reactions from the various companies and organizations."

"Yes, sir. The companies and organizations that gave donations are already making their moves to recruit. It seems they’re primarily approaching the top ten finishers in both the men’s and women’s divisions."

"Some companies have requested participants’ personal information in exchange for their financial support, however."

"I’ll politely decline those requests myself, so give me the list later. Those were ‘donations.’ We can’t have them demanding more in return."

"Understood."

"We’re storing the participant data offline just in case, but I’ll strengthen our anti-hacking measures to be safe."

"Please do."

"Also... online, there’s been a rise in voices expressing fear of Awakened Persons. It’s hard to say whether this will turn into awe or persecution."

"On the other side, there’s been a slight increase in posts from Awakened Persons boasting about their own power."

"Monitor the trends carefully. Report any unsettling signs."

"Yes, sir."

"Will do."

"Alright, everyone get back to your respective tasks."

"Yes, sir."

The slightly fast-paced meeting ended, as usual.

Amidst the dispersing crowd, the male employee with the tablet approached the department head and spoke in a low voice.

"Sir. About the girl who took second place in the women’s division..."

"Is it a match?"

"I can’t say for certain, but her features do resemble those of the rumored ‘Greatsword User.’"

‘The Greatsword User.’

During the tragedy when a dragon attacked a town and turned it into a sea of fire.

Amidst the catastrophe when wraiths swarmed and assaulted people.

There was a trio of girls who fought to save civilians. According to numerous eyewitness accounts, one of them ‘was small but wielded a greatsword that didn’t match her physique.’

The composite sketch created from interviews with people on the scene, and a shot of her back captured by a security camera. The girl who took second place resembled them.

"By comparing the participant list with the Dungeon Agency’s adventurer list, we’ve already identified her name and address. What should we do?"

The female employee with the laptop joined the conversation from the other side.

"...For now, we just observe. We have reason to thank her, not to investigate her. But keep an eye out to make sure no suspicious individuals try to contact her."

"Yes, sir."

"Understood."

Late into the night, the lights in the Dungeon Agency’s office remained on.
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It was late May, and the month was drawing to a close. A fine rain fell steadily from a sky blanketed in gray clouds.

Despite it being a Sunday, few people were heading out into the city in this weather. In the modern age, however, there was no shortage of entertainment to be found at home.

You could read a book in quiet solitude. You could play online against friends. You could study and better yourself, or simply give your body a long-overdue rest.

So, what was I doing on my day off?

"It’s dungeon tiiiime!"

"You’re too loud."

Today, like every other day, was a dungeon day. At this point, it felt like the only reasons I ever left the house were for school or dungeons.

No, that can’t be right... It isn’t, is it?

Thinking back, even during the glorious Golden Week, the only times I went out were for a dungeon or the D-Rank promotion exam.

...Where exactly does one find this thing called ‘youth’?

N-No. If club activities and part-time jobs count as youth, then being an adventurer is also a part of youth. It has to be. At least partially.

I tried to convince myself of this in the Dungeon Store parking lot.

"What’s wrong, Kyo-chan? Are you feeling sick?"

"Eh? No, not really."

Erina-san, dressed in a pink kimono and navy hakama, peered at me. My umbrella bumped against her traditional Japanese one, and I instinctively took a step back.

"You must understand, Erina-kun. He was most likely pondering the meaning of youth."

"H-How did you know?!"

"I know all too well... for I am a veteran who has also walked the path of a gray-colored youth!"

"That’s a tragically convincing argument...!"

"Therefore, there is but one piece of advice I can offer you, Kyo-chan-kun! ...Compromise is important, you know?"

"Is that really the only thing you can tell me?!"

"Hmm, but you know," Erina-san said, bumping her umbrella against mine again as she held out a light fist.

"Going on ‘adventures’ with us is plenty of youth, isn’t it?"

My gaze faltered at her smile, which was as bright as the sun.

She pushed her fist a little further forward, as if to prompt me, and I gently tapped it with my own.

"Yeah! Let’s do our best today!"

"R-Right..."

"Yes, yes, how youthful. ...I feel like I’m about to vomit from sadness and jealousy. What do you think I should do?"

"...Sorry about that."

"Senpai! You’re one of us, too! You’re inside with us!!"

"Erina-kun...! No, my dear friend...!"

"Hm? Senpai and I aren’t friends, we’re family, you know?"

"...I lost a friend?!"

"Um, shouldn’t we head inside now?"

Even if it was just a light drizzle, what were we doing, standing out here in the rain?

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Despite a few minor incidents, we passed through the gate as usual.

A strange sensation, as if the ground had suddenly vanished beneath my feet. Immediately after, I felt a soft texture under my soles.

The scene that burst into view was about ninety percent green.

The floor, which must have once been paved with stone, and the walls, once built of brick, were now covered in moss. The same glowing flowers I’d seen in other dungeons sprouted here and there, illuminating the windowless labyrinth.

The air was tinged with a grassy scent, and looking up, I could see the ceiling was covered in vines. The entire dungeon was overgrown with plant life.

The passageway was wide, with a high ceiling. Parts of the walls had crumbled, creating holes large enough for a person to easily pass through, making the interior even more complex.

And it wasn’t just the ceiling; the temperature was also rather high. Outside, it had been humid but around 20 degrees Celsius, whereas in here it felt close to 30.

Combined with the intensity of the light from the flowers, it felt strongly out of season. It was as if this place alone was in the middle of summer.

But, well. Fortunately, this body of mine is surprisingly durable. I can tell when it’s ‘hot’ or ‘cold,’ but most temperatures don’t pose much of a problem. I could probably fight in my Arcane Gear in this heat without much stamina loss.

If anything, I was more worried about my partner. Unlike me, she wasn’t tireless.

"Erina-san, you doing okay? It’s a bit hot."

"Of course-a-rooni!"

"In that case, I’m counting on you for scouting again."

"Okie-dokie!!"

*She’s as energetic as ever.*

With that internal thought, I activated Byakuren. It scraped away the stone pavement of the floor, forming its golem body.

...Looks like the moss-covered floor made Byakuren’s body mossy too. Well, as long as it functions properly, I suppose it’s fine.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all! I just got here!"

"...Are you perhaps trying to be all youthful and dramatic?"

"That’s riiight!!"

"Ah, well. Thanks... I guess?"

"Don’t mention iit!"

"Alright. You two, shall we begin our exploration soon?"

"Okay!"

"Yes."

I switched gears, took a deep breath, and drew my sword.

The moss underfoot was soft, but it didn’t slip when I stepped on it. It was like part of the stone pavement itself. Or rather, was this really ‘moss’ to begin with? Could it be something closer to artificial turf?

In dungeons, even the plants are often unknown. Even if they haven’t been confirmed to be poisonous, they’re all things I wouldn’t want to touch with my bare hands.

We began to advance cautiously. About a minute later, I saw a section of brick wall where the moss had been scraped away, revealing a yellow SDF paint marking.

"Aira-san, we’re at ‘5-B’."

"Understood. From there, then—"

"Wait."

Erina-san cut into the conversation with a quiet voice.

When she does that, it means—

"Up ahead. Something’s approaching from around the corner at the dead end."

An enemy.

I tightened my grip on my sword with my right hand and placed my left on the hilt of my knife.

"Just one. It’s probably noticed us, too."

"Got it."

Just after that exchange, a monster emerged from the bend about ten meters ahead.

A sharp, yellow beak. Large, bulging eyes, and a body covered in dark brown feathers.

Its legs were as thick as logs, with claws as sharp as knives. Its horse-sized body and deep crimson crest gave it the majestic air of a ‘king.’

*GOGGEGOGGOOOO!!*

A giant chicken... no, a ‘Cockatrice.’ This was the monster that roamed this dungeon.

The moment it caught sight of us, it charged at full speed. In response, a knife and a shuriken flew toward it.

The knife I threw was blocked by its thick feathers and barely pierced the skin. However, the shuriken gouged out its right eye.

*GOO!?*

The Cockatrice shrieked and recoiled. I closed the distance, sword held at my waist. Just then, its chest swelled up with a *pop*.

*GOGGEEEHH!!*

With a furious roar, it released a purple gas. According to the store’s information, it was some kind of neurotoxin. In other words, a paralyzing poison.

It was extremely dangerous; a non-Awakened Person would die instantly upon exposure. Even an Awakened Person would be immobilized for some time.

But it was irrelevant to me.

I blew it away with the wind cloaking my body and stepped in. Inside the gas-filled view, something shot towards me at high speed.

The Cockatrice is known for having the body of a chicken and the ‘tail of a snake.’

*SHAAA!*

A large serpent with pit organs bared its fangs, loaded with a ‘curse,’ and lunged at me. Getting bitten by that thing supposedly inflicts a petrification curse. The fact that it attacks from within a smokescreen makes it all the more vicious.

But I can see it. I thrust my blade into its open mouth and slashed, sending its upper jaw flying.

*GOKKEE!?*

The bewildered Cockatrice turned towards me, but the gas had already dissipated.

A rope wrapped around its neck, pulling it forward and tumbling it to the ground.

*Go, goo...!*

Its gaze fell upon Byakuren and Erina-san, who were holding the end of the rope and pulling.

The Cockatrice tensed its powerful legs, trying to regain its footing, but I beheaded it before it could.

Its head, which had been pulled taut, went flying and hit the wall. And then, it immediately turned to salt.

...That was pretty gruesome.

Since they turn to salt, I can avoid any strange feelings of guilt, but because it looks just like a normal chicken aside from its size, it lacks that monster-like quality, which makes the scene...

During the fight, its overall appearance is monstrous enough, but just the head...

As I was thinking that, I pulled the drop item out from the salt.

"Aira-san, is this it?"

"Yes. That’s what I need you to collect this time."

What I showed her through the mirror attached to Byakuren’s chest was, at first glance, just a stone. It was about the size of my palm, shaped like a long egg.

Honestly, if this dungeon weren’t made of moss and stone but a place like a riverbed, I doubt I could tell it apart from any other rock.

Well, it is imbued with mana, so my ‘eye’ can tell the difference.

"It has a distinctive feature when you break it open. The cross-section is yellow, just like an egg yolk. It oxidizes quickly, but an acquaintance of Baba-sama’s is interested and wants some. Oh, and it’s been confirmed that they don’t hatch, despite the shape!"

"Huh, I see."

Apparently, it’s a request from one of the professor’s acquaintances. I’ve never even met the professor, Aira-san’s grandmother, herself.

Well, as long as they’re paying well, I have no complaints.

"She said she’d pay 50,000 for each one."

I have no complaints!

I’ll hunt about twenty of them. Just as I was counting my chickens before they hatched, Erina-san’s sharp voice cut through.

"Kyo-chan, another one’s coming. From that hole in the wall."

"Got it."

I immediately readied my sword again, holding my left hand over the empty knife sheath.

It reformed in a few seconds, and just as I grabbed the hilt, ready to throw, the Cockatrice stuck its head out of the crumbling hole in the wall.

I was about to throw it as I drew—

*GOGGEE!?*

The Cockatrice didn’t even glance our way before pulling its head back into the hole.

*Huh? Did it run away?*

"Hmm? What’s that sound?"

Ignoring Erina-san’s puzzled expression, I slowly approached the hole, sword held in both hands.

That’s when I, too, heard a strange... or rather, a ‘different set of footsteps.’

—*Thud! Thud! Thud!*

Two heavy footfalls trampled the mossy floor. Golems made of stone and wood, shields raised, charged the Cockatrice.

The monster spat poison gas to counter them, but it was useless against golems. The Cockatrice immediately spread its wings and leaped, attacking with its talons, but was blocked by a shield.

Then, a man-catcher pinned the monster’s two heads. The icy spikes on its tips froze both the chicken and snake heads.

"...Earth."

A spear of stone erupted from directly beneath the immobilized Cockatrice, impaling its body.

Several more spears shot up, staining themselves red with its blood. The dripping blood quickly turned to salt and spread across the floor. It was all over in an instant.

As the golems took a few steps back and waited, a single figure approached the pile of salt.

A tall woman, her body completely covered by a blue cloak and hood. Beneath it, she wore a deep green dress and a brown belt around her waist.

In her hand, she held a staff that looked like two thick tree roots intertwined, with green and blue gems at its tip.

A beautiful woman with the classic appearance of a mage. We knew that face.

She seemed to have noticed us too, as her emerald-green eyes widened in surprise.

"Miyoshi-san...?"

"Wh-Why are you two...!"

"It’s Senpai!!"

I was confused. Miyoshi-san was dumbfounded. And Erina-san, with a huge grin, tossed her earring into her Item Box.

With three different reactions, we had a strange reunion inside the dungeon.

*Hyu...*

From the earring, I heard the sound of another person—the one watching us from the mirror—gasping for breath.
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			"Don’t you find it strange, Kyo-chan-kun?"

"Huh..."

Standing before the large hole in the brick wall, I listened to the voice from the earring.

"It’s said that a dungeon’s walls and floors regenerate over time. Apparently, even a wall that the SDF tried to blow up was back to normal after one night."

"Now that you mention it, I think I heard that in the training course."

"When they set up a camera to observe, they saw something white gathering on the damaged wall. It’s possible that even dungeon repairs are carried out using ‘salt.’"

"Wow."

"Why are they so fixated on salt? And why has this large hole remained open? Are they leaving it on purpose? Or perhaps the repairs are based on data recorded at some point, and it was accidentally saved in a broken state?"

"...Um."

"What is it, Kyo-chan-kun? If you have any questions, feel free to ask away. I’ll answer anything I can. Whoops! When I say anything, I mean only about dungeons, alright? You can’t ask any naughty questions!"

"Miyoshi-san... Shouldn’t you be talking to your sister?"

"That’s not dungeon-related, so I know nothing!!"

Behind me, Erina-san and Miyoshi-san were talking. They were coordinating their routes to avoid overlapping during their exploration here.

If different adventurer groups try to team up just because they happened to meet, it usually leads to trouble.

Rare cases, like when we escorted that group of four who were being chased by the Kobold Lord, are the exception. Apparently, there have been plenty of incidents involving fights over loot, friendly fire, and disputes over rewards.

Also, personally, I find it tiring to work with people I don’t know. Mentally, that is.

"Well, if you don’t want to talk, that’s fine, but..."

Miyoshi-san, after her initial shock, had given us a polite bow and said:

*"I apologize if we stole your kill. Let’s discuss our routes so we can explore at a distance."*

She’d said it with a perfect, practiced smile.

And Erina-san had taken the lead in that conversation. Not Aira-san, our navigator.

"It’s not that I don’t want to. I want to talk, actually..."

"Then—"

"But I don’t know what to say..."

"Ah..."

*What do I do? I can relate to that so much I can’t say a thing. I barely talk at school either.*

More importantly, Byakuren and I were currently on watch. I couldn’t really focus on a conversation anyway.

As I struggled for a response, Aira-san continued with a sigh.

"For the record, I have prepared about a hundred conversation decks for this purpose."

"That’s a lot..."

*Just how many is that? And why can’t you talk to her if you’re that prepared?*

"Um, by the way, what’s the opener for your most confident deck?"

"‘Well hello there, miss. You’re quite a beauty. What kind of panties are you wearing? Won’t you tell me in secret?’"

"Die."

"I-It’s just a witty joke!"

"Aira-san. If someone said that to you, what would you think...?"

"Hey, hey. The one saying it is a cool beauty like me, you know? Everyone, regardless of gender, would surely fall head over heels. In over ten thousand simulations, it has been a great success every time."

"Could it be that you’re a massive idiot...?"

"Shaddup."

*Oh, she’s sulking.*

She must have been aware of how it sounded. If so, she should have re-evaluated it before running ten thousand simulations, though I’m sure the number itself was a joke.

*...It was a joke, right?*

"Well, I have no intention of meddling in other people’s family affairs, so I won’t force you."

"Of course not. We’re best friends, but even close friends need boundaries."

"Best friends...?"

"Hmph, it seems my affection level wasn’t high enough yet. I’ll have to shift into a higher gear...!"

"Please don’t."

As we were having that conversation, Erina-san poked my shoulder with her fingertip.

"We’re done talking."

"Ah, okay."

"..."

The earring went silent. When I turned around, Miyoshi-san was standing next to Erina-san, giving a small bow.

I hurriedly bowed back, and she walked away, taking her golems with her as they resumed their watch in a different direction.

She was walking with noticeably large strides, and even I could tell she wanted to get away from this spot as quickly as possible.

"...Was she, uh, angry?"

"Not really. It was more like an ‘I knew it’ kind of feeling."

With that, Erina-san took the earring out of her Item Box.

*‘I knew it’... Could she mean what she said before? That ‘she’s not interested in someone like me’? Because I was talking but my sister wasn’t?*

*On the contrary, Aira-san, she’s super interested in you.*

"Also, Kyo-chan. The next time we meet Senpai, I want you to take off the earring that’s connected to Paisen."

"That’s right. Honestly, you need to read the room, Kyo-chan-kuun."

*So annoying.*

"It’s because Paisen will say something weird and make Senpai angry."

"Eh, isn’t it because it’s awkward and painful for me...?"

"Nope!!"

"Kyo-chan-kun, Erina-kun is bullying me!"

"Got it. From now on, Aira-san is banned."

"Kyo-chan-kun?!"

Having heard the opening line of her prepared conversation deck, I was now convinced that she should not be allowed to participate in conversations.

If your long-lost sister greets you with sexual harassment, anyone would think, *‘Are you kidding me?’*

"Besides, even when I tell her that Paisen wants to talk to her, she won’t believe me."

"I see..."

"Hey, this isn’t the time to be talking about us! Focus on exploring! This is a dungeon, you know!"

"Roger!"

"Right."

That was true.

I had been keeping an eye on our surroundings while we talked, but long conversations in a dungeon are dangerous.

"So. Which route is my dear sister taking?"

"Um, she said she’s going through ‘4-A’, then to ‘4-F’ and ‘19-B’."

"In that case, we’ll go to ‘5-E’. Proceed down that passage, turn right, and then left at the next intersection."

"Okay!"

Following Aira-san’s navigation, we started walking again.

After taking down a few more Cockatrices, we reached an exit. Erina-san marked the nearby wall, and we continued our exploration.

About an hour had passed since we entered the dungeon. Cockatrices generally acted alone, so we dispatched them in much the same way as the first one.

We’d defeated about ten, so that was 500,000... even split between the two of us, that’s 250,000...

By simple calculation, another hour and another ten kills would double that. 500,000 yen in a single day.

I realized my thoughts were being consumed by greed and quickly shook my head.

True, I became an adventurer not just out of admiration, but also as a backup in case my dad’s company went under.

But I promised my parents I wouldn’t do anything reckless. In fact, they still tell me, ‘Maybe you should quit being an adventurer.’

Safety first. Even my current earnings are more than enough for a day’s haul. Stay calm, stay calm.

"Huh?"

"What’s wrong?"

Erina-san let out a strange sound and stopped in her tracks.

"This sound... is it Senpai?"

"Eh, again?"

"Again."

"Hmm. We were supposed to have split our routes..."

Apparently, Miyoshi-san was nearby.

Could it be that, being sisters with Aira-san, they had a similar way of choosing paths? In any case, it wasn’t impossible for us to cross paths again after an hour.

"No choice. We’ll have to change routes again—"

"Wait."

Cutting off Aira-san’s words, Erina-san pressed her body flat against the wall.

I averted my eyes from the sight of her ample chest changing shape as it was pressed against the surface.

"What is it? Did you—"

"Shh..."

A few seconds later, Erina-san pushed herself off the wall.

"Let’s go to Senpai’s location."

"Got it."

"Eh? Hey, what’s going on?"

I followed Erina-san as she started walking and ducked through a hole in the wall.

I didn’t know the details, but if she said so, there must be a reason. She wasn’t the type to joke around like that in a dungeon.

"A boss monster is getting close to Senpai... maybe. The footsteps are bigger than the other Cockatrices."

"What...?!"

"We have to warn her."

I nodded silently at Erina-san’s words.

The strength of a boss monster is on a completely different level from the other monsters in its dungeon. Both the Kobold Lord and the Orc Champion felt like they were a full rank higher.

If there’s a boss monster here, it might be even stronger than C-Rank.

But still, another boss monster... I seem to have a strange connection with them. Normally, you don’t run into them this often.

As I was thinking that, I spotted Miyoshi-san impaling a Cockatrice with her magic.

"Senpai!"

"Huh, Erina-san?"

Miyoshi-san frowned as Erina-san ran towards her, waving.

"Um, what is it? If you need to change routes—"

"A boss monster is heading this way! We have to run!"

"What?"

Just as Miyoshi-san’s eyes widened in shock.

*GAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHH!!*

A roar, completely out of place in this dungeon, thundered through the air.

—Looks like we were a little too late.

With heavy footfalls, a grotesque creature emerged from a hole in a nearby wall.

A snake’s head and tail, large enough to swallow a person whole, were covered in green scales. Its torso was covered in yellow feathers, and its wing-like forelegs were covered in feathers of the same color.

It was massive, both in height and width. Definitely bigger than a horse or a cow. It might even rival a small elephant.

Though it had many differences from the pictures I’d seen in books, the monster before me should still be called by that name.

A ‘dinosaur.’

*BWAAH!!*

Letting out a cry like a broken trumpet, the boss monster—the ‘Cocadrille’—glared at us with its vertically slitted pupils.

Apparently, it’s just the French pronunciation of Cockatrice, but right now, the name didn’t matter.

Because the Cocadrille had let out a roar and launched a flying kick at us!

"Sakon! Ukon!"

Pushing me aside as I was about to step forward, Miyoshi-san’s golems moved to the front.

They blocked with their greatshields, but couldn’t withstand the impact and staggered. The Cocadrille landed and immediately spun around.

A sweeping blow from its log-like tail sent both golems flying.

"Geh!?"

I hastily dodged the incoming bodies of stone and wood. In the corner of my eye, I saw Miyoshi-san pushing Erina-san behind her.

"Um, Senpai—"

"You two, get to safety! I’ll hold it off!"

As she spoke, she slammed her staff on the ground, and multiple stone spears erupted from under the Cocadrille’s feet.

However, they were easily shattered with a single swing of its forelegs.

The golems were getting back on their feet, but this was...

"You there, get back too! It’s fine, I’m—"

"Kyo-chan-kun."

The sharp voice from Miyoshi-san was drowned out by a calm voice from the earring.

It was the same serious voice Aira-san had used during the Orc overflow. It wasn’t that it had any kind of coercive power. It wasn’t imbued with mana.

It was just a ‘voice,’ an invisible thing, yet it possessed an extraordinary presence.

"You’re stronger, but will you do it?"

"Yes."

Without a second thought, I dashed past the golems.

Safety first. I’d told myself that, but with the Cocadrille, ‘turning your back is more dangerous.’

I’d heard this thing was fast and had high sensory abilities. On top of that, its fangs and talons carried a poison even deadlier than a normal Cockatrice’s. According to the store, an SDF officer was seriously injured by its flying kick during a retreat.

Erina-san and I would probably be fine, but Miyoshi-san, who was staying behind to hold it off, would be unable to escape.

More importantly.

*GAAAAAA!!*

It was *slow*.

The movements I’d seen in the previous exchange lacked the sharpness of the Orc Champion. It had the stats, but I could see its attacks and dodge them.

The poison gas it spat out was thick enough to completely obscure my vision. Furthermore, its tail swept sideways, aimed mercilessly at the side of my head.

But I blew the poison gas away with wind, and my ‘precognition’ allowed me to duck and avoid the tail.

I’m not brave enough to challenge an opponent I know is stronger, but—

I took another step forward, and from a low stance, I slashed horizontally, cutting into the Cocadrille’s left leg.

It wasn’t a clean cut, but the blade bit deep. I forced it through, making the monster fall.

*GOAA!?*

—This thing was weaker than the Orc Champion, and weaker than me.

With only one head, it was easier to deal with than the regular version. I leaped onto the back of the fallen Cocadrille and pierced its snake-like neck with my sword.

Forcing the hilt down to pin it to the ground, I slid the blade from its neck towards its head.

Following the line of its thick bones, the blade emerged from the tip of the snake’s nose with surprising ease.

*Splat*. Red blood stained the floor. It seeped into the moss, changing its color, but quickly turned to salt.

I maintained my guard just in case, but once it had turned completely white, I relaxed my stance.

...Yeah.

"Man, I just charged in on impulse, but thinking about it calmly, that might have been pretty dangerous..."

Only now did my heart start pounding.

This was the third boss monster I’d fought, but I think this was the easiest win. It must be a sign of how much my level has gone up.

At this rate, I could easily beat the Orc Champion that I once fought a desperate battle against... No, that’s not right.

Overconfidence is a killer.

"Hahaha! But you attacked it because you thought you could win, right?"

"Well, yeah... But it’s still scary."

"What’s the big deal? You won, so it’s fine. I’ll be reporting this to your parents, though!"

"That’s cruel, you’re the one who told me to do it...!"

"I did not! I only asked if you would do it!"

"That’s how scams work!"

I was talking with her in our usual lighthearted manner.

It was the fact that Erina-san didn’t join the conversation that reminded me there was someone else here.

Feeling embarrassed for shouting in front of a stranger, I turned to face them.

"Ah, sorry. Um, it’s over..."

"—"

"Hiee...!"

My eyes met Miyoshi-san’s.

She had the same stunning beauty, the same gem-like eyes. But for some reason, her eyes seemed to lack any light.

Her gaze was clearly not one of goodwill, and a small yelp escaped my lips.

"...You too."

"Eh, um..."

"...No. Thank you for saving me from a dangerous situation."

Miyoshi-san smiled.

That same, picture-perfect customer service smile.

"However. While I am grateful, as your senior, I must caution you. This was a situation where you should have considered retreating rather than fighting, you know?"

"Y-Yes. I’m sorry."

"The store does say that it’s dangerous to turn your back on a Cocadrille, but fighting it head-on is far more dangerous! Do you understand?"

"Yes..."

Miyoshi-san scolded me with her hands on her hips, pointing a finger at me. What she was saying was completely reasonable.

In fact, Byakuren was meant for situations like this. If I had left it behind with Miyoshi-san’s golems, everyone, including her, could have escaped safely. It was a complete error in judgment.

I had no choice but to reflect on my actions.

"As long as you understand. In times like these, please leave it to the adults and make sure you escape."

"Y-Yes..."

"...I’ve been too harsh. After all, you came to warn me of the danger in the first place."

After a small cough, Miyoshi-san smiled again.

"Thank you again. Both of you. I will head to the Dungeon Store immediately to report the sighting of the boss monster and the fact that you defeated it. Erina-san and... Yagawa-kun, you should head home soon as well."

"Okay."

"Very well. I’ll be on my way."

Miyoshi-san and her golems walked away with a small wave.

After seeing them off, I turned to Erina-san beside me.

"...Why did you turn invisible?"

"Because the light disappeared from Senpai’s eyes!!"

"I see."

I agreed with a distant look in my eyes as Erina-san activated her skill. If I had to be looked at like that, I would have wanted to turn invisible too.

"..."

"Aira-san. We’ll head back after we collect the boss monster’s drop item. ...Aira-san?"

Feeling that something was wrong when I got no reply, I called out to the earring.

But still, nothing came back. Then, Erina-san gently tapped my shoulder.

"Sorry, Kyo-chan. Paisen is frozen right now, so maybe later."

"Ah, right."

*What a difficult pair of sisters.*

That aside, I made sure to ask Erina-san to report to their grandmother that ‘Aira-san had said something that goaded me into fighting the boss monster.’

I wouldn’t forgive her if I was the only one who got scolded...!!

...Thinking back on it now, she was probably worried about her sister and got flustered in her own way.

But that’s that, and this is this.

If she’s going to call herself my best friend, she can get properly scolded with me.

＊　　　　　　＊　　　　　　＊

The boss monster’s drop, a ‘palm-sized claw,’ along with all the other drop items we had collected, were sold to the grandmother’s acquaintance for ‘1.2 million yen.’ Not for both of us. For Erina-san and me, each.

It goes without saying that the Yagawa family froze once again when they saw the amount transferred into my account.

Given that an acquaintance could just casually drop that kind of money, maybe Aira-san’s family is really something else...?
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			Dungeon Demand

			"Avenge Stoze▢!"

"Could you please stop being a monster that obsessively flings cow dung?"

"Wow, this game has that much cow dung in it!!"

It seemed I had successfully dragged Aira-san down with me, and she was in quite a state.

After a game session that was, in a way, just business as usual, she finally seemed to have calmed down.

"Phew... I feel refreshed."

"You let out a lot of poop!"

"Erina-san."

"Yup!"

"Let’s be careful, okay?"

"Yup!!"

I would have preferred a ‘yes’ instead of a ‘yup.’ It conjures up unpleasant images.

Anyway.

"Where are we going for our next dungeon exploration?"

"That’s sudden. But let’s see. There are so many options that the professor is apparently having trouble deciding where to send you."

"Ah, well, if it’s not decided yet, I wanted to ask for some advice."

"What is it, Kyo-chan-kun? Could it be... advice on love?"

"Love talk! Leave it to me! As the representative of cool and beautiful young ladies, I’ll give you a straight answer, Kyo-chan!!"

"It’s not that. And Erina-san, please never call yourself a cool and beautiful young lady ever again."

"What!"

"That’s right. Because... the true representative of cool and beautiful young ladies is me!"

"Not a chance."

"Grr, then it’s a competition, Paisen! We’ll see who the true cool and beautiful young lady is!!"

"I accept your challenge! Do you think you can surpass me?!"

"Ah, just do whatever you want."

"Hey now, don’t sulk, Kyo-chan-kuun."

"Were you lonely, Kyo-chaan?"

"Sooo annoying."

I wish they wouldn’t create their own little battle dimension sometimes. It’s seriously awkward.

"So, what did you want to discuss?"

"It’s about Byakuren. Lately, I feel like she’s not keeping up with the rank of the dungeons..."

"Hmm..."

"Byak-chan? But she’s been a huge help, you know?"

"Well, yeah, she’s useful, but... I feel like her performance, especially her ‘durability,’ is lacking."

Byakuren’s golem body is made from the materials of the dungeon floor itself.

If the ground is dirt, she’s made of dirt; if the floor is stone, her body is made of stone.

But lately, we’ve been facing enemies strong enough to break even her stone body.

"I think the mana isn’t settling properly. I’ve been browsing the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club website recently, and it said that for impromptu golem bodies, the mana flowing from the core serves as both the skeleton and the nerves."

The core, meaning the ‘mock-Homunculus’ part.

As she said, because it’s not a true Homunculus, Byakuren’s mana control is clumsy. It’s highly likely that this is affecting the maintenance of her golem body.

If Byakuren’s mana control improved, her performance should increase accordingly.

However.

"...Going into a dungeon with a female classmate, a true Homunculus is, well, a bit..."

*What kind of weird fetish is that? A true Homunculus requires the user’s semen as a material.*

"I don’t mind at all!!"

"Well, I do. Also, I want to avoid the possibility of the golem developing a will of its own..."

A Homunculus... I don’t know how much cognitive ability it has. But if it’s in the form of a little person, I might hesitate to sacrifice it in a pinch.

I made a bad call with the Cocadrille, but Byakuren was designed to be cheap and simple, to be used as a diversion in situations like that.

But no matter how cheap I want to keep it, if it’s too weak to even serve as a diversion, it’s useless as ‘insurance.’

"In that case, the only solution left is to create a powerful golem body in advance. Just like ‘Renge.’"

"Yeah, I figured."

My stomach hurts just thinking about having to discard it.

Even ‘Renge’ was made with expensive materials. Aira-san paid for it that time, so I didn’t worry, but it’s a different story when it’s coming out of my own pocket.

I’ve been earning well lately, but I don’t want to spend too much if I’m trying to save for the future.

But if I don’t survive, there is no future, so I can’t cut corners either. It’s a dilemma...

Plus, it’s bulky, so carrying it around is a pain. I might have to ask Erina-san to carry it.

"Um... if it’s not too much trouble, would it be possible to go to a dungeon where I could procure materials for a golem body? Of course, I know you both have your own things going on, so if you want, I can just go by my..."

"Don’t be a stranger, Kyo-chan! Ninjas help each other, you know?"

"Thanks. But I’m not a ninja."

"Do you want to abandon your past as a ninja that much...?"

"I can’t abandon what I never had in the first place."

"I see. The past is something you can’t leave behind."

"I think it’s more like something you said in your sleep."

"Very well. In response to that sentiment, I too shall cooperate!"

"Thank you. Even though that sentiment is a delusion."

And so, as a result of that conversation...

In late May, the quest for Byakuren’s parts began.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Under a sky that looked like it could rain at any moment, I was rocked by the motion of the bus.

Our destination was an ‘E-Rank Dungeon.’

"...Still, if we’re just collecting drop item coins, couldn’t we have gone to an F-Rank dungeon?"

It was a bit late to ask, having already requested their help, but I posed the question to Aira-san through the earring.

When I told her what drop item I wanted to collect, she had told me to head here first.

"Oh, no. The ‘F-Rank’ dungeons are packed with people right now. There’s no telling how long it would take to collect the number you need."

"I-Is it that bad?"

"It is. As you know, the benefits of the deregulation of drop item sales are huge, right?"

"Yeah, well."

After all, when I checked the market rates, the store was buying those stones dropped by the Cockatrice for a mere ‘2,000 yen.’

For that to turn into ‘50,000 yen’... I was truly grateful to the Dungeon Agency for revising the Dungeon Law.

"How much do you think the coins dropped by Matango are trading for right now?"

"Eh? Uh, maybe 500 yen?"

"Sorry, but they’re going for around 1,000 yen each."

"What?"

"Stop."

Just as I was about to shout in astonishment, Erina-san’s index finger was placed on my lips.

The pad of her finger pressed against them. The surprise, even greater than before, made my thoughts freeze.

"Hey now, Kyo-chan. There are other people on the bus, so you can’t be loud."

"...R-Right."

*You’re one to talk*, I thought, but more than that, the sensation of her finger on my lips left my mind in a jumble.

Her long, white, and slightly cool finger was already gone. But my heart was pounding loudly, and my ears were hot.

"S-So, um... what were we talking about?"

"I can pretty much guess what happened. Let me see... Kyo-chan-kun, you were about to shout, and Erina-kun stopped you, right? With her finger."

"Ah, the Matango coins. Right, that’s expensive. I can’t believe it."

"Hahaha. I’ll refrain from touching on those tender adolescent spots. It’s bad manners to be rowdy on the bus, you know, Kyo-chan-kuun."

"Paisen. Kyo-chan’s lips were really soft!"

"What? In that case, maybe I’ll have a feel later too~?"

"Let’s get back to the topic."

My face was getting hot with embarrassment, all the way to the corners of my eyes. This must be what it feels like to have your face burn.

*...It’d probably be a bad idea to lick my lips right now, wouldn’t it?*

"Well, anyway, the beginner dungeons are completely full. It’s incredible. The Matango dungeons have lines stretching outside the store."

"...It’s that bad?"

"It’s that bad. The Dungeon Agency leaked information from various sources beforehand, so anyone with a keen ear got their adventurer license before the deregulation and was lying in wait. In fact, the training centers are apparently packed with students too."

"But if you can earn that much from Matango drops... I guess that’s what would happen."

Even Matango give a subjugation reward. Including that, you could probably earn about 30,000 yen in two hours.

Well, depending on how crowded it is, that might decrease a bit.

If Matango coins are worth that much, then the drop items from ‘E-Rank’ dungeons must have skyrocketed in price too. I came here thinking that dungeon items contain a bit of mana, making them perfect for alchemy materials, but... it looks like I’ll be making a higher-end golem than I thought.

Still, the rising price of drop items was good news.

Not only would my income as an adventurer increase, but it might also help alleviate the worsening Japanese economy that’s been all over the news lately.

The appearance of dungeons had accelerated the yen’s depreciation, but many of the buyers for drop items must be from overseas. Money would be flowing into the country all at once.

Perhaps we’d even start hearing about a ‘Dungeon Boom’ soon. If the dungeons stick around, drop items might even become Japan’s main export... no, that’s a bit insensitive.

During the Orc overflow, I saw more than enough corpses of the dead. My parents, Erina-san, and I could have ended up just like them. It’s one thing to be a little excited, but I should restrain myself from getting too carried away with joy.

"So, that’s why it’s better not to go to the beginner dungeons."

"I see."

...But if dungeons are that popular, it makes me feel lucky that we got a head start.

I looked up the training centers, and it seems a lot of people are on long waiting lists because they’re over capacity.

Adventurer licenses can only be issued by the government, and the training centers have to be government-approved. And since SDF officers accompany the practical exams, it’s only natural that supply and demand would eventually get out of sync.

At this rate, even just leveling up would be a struggle. Could it be that people are actually fighting over kills in the lower-rank dungeons?

No, they’re probably managing that by limiting the number of people who can enter per hour. In turn, the wait times get longer, and long lines form in front of the stores.

It’s a hundred times better than friendly fire or fights with weapons drawn, but I can’t imagine wanting to go to a dungeon if I have to wait 30 minutes or an hour.

Yeah, it’s definitely better to avoid the beginner dungeons.

"But,"

...I stopped myself before saying, *‘Isn’t E-Rank also for beginners?’*

Come to think of it, that rank used to be the most common. If I can’t update my perspective on things like that, I might come off as an ‘arrogant kid acting like a veteran.’

Society is changing. Maybe I have to change with it...
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			The ‘E-Rank Dungeon’ we arrived at was thankfully not that crowded.

Even so, the parking lot was about thirty percent full. Before, it would have been much emptier.

They were probably people who started at ‘E’ like us, or maybe they had ranked up a little while ago... Either way, they must have come to the dungeon thinking they could earn more at ‘E-Rank.’

Things have really changed.

With that thought in mind, we finished our usual preparations and headed into the dungeon.

The place we emerged into after passing through the gate was a passageway paved with stone.

The ceiling curved into an arch, and the walls, though crumbling, were clearly once solid stone.

The passage was about one lane wide. The ceiling was high, about four meters up.

But the most notable feature wasn’t the shape of the ceiling, but what was next to it.

*—trickle, trickle, trickle...*

Next to the path, there was a large waterway.

There was a three-meter drop from the path we were standing on, and water was flowing there.

Slightly murky water was flowing through it, but it was shallow. The store information said that if you put your finger in, it would only go up to the first knuckle.

I wondered if the place I was standing on now was used for inspecting the waterway... As I thought that, I looked around, relying on the lights set up by the SDF.

"This sound... don’t tell me, Kyo-chan-kun...!"

"Of course not."

"It’s okay, Kyo-chan-kun. Sometimes there are physiological urges you just can’t help...!"

"I see. You want to hear the sound of water, right? I’ll bring a plastic tank and a towel next time."

"I am sorry from the bottom of my heart."

"I forgive you."

"Enhanced interrogation... a modern ninja...!?"

"I am not."

I don’t understand why she’s so determined to make me a ninja.

After asking Erina-san to keep watch, I formed ‘Byakuren’s’ body. I showed her marble eyes a picture of the monsters that appear here.

"Ready to go."

"Y-Yes. Then let’s begin our exploration."

"Right."

"Let’s go!"

Fortunately, there were lights set up by the SDF, so the inside of the dungeon was quite bright. Still, the drop-off created many blind spots, so we had to be careful.

About thirty seconds after we started walking, we found an SDF paint marking. About a minute after that, Erina-san let out a small voice.

"I hear footsteps up ahead. Three of them."

"Got it."

"You two, be careful, it might be people. This dungeon is large, so I don’t think you’ll run into other adventurers often, but..."

"Right."

Since we ran into Miyoshi-san twice in the Cockatrice dungeon, it was possible we’d run into people again this time.

If we mistook a person for a monster and attacked, it would be a disaster. The conversation about the increase in people going to dungeons on the way here made me hesitate to reach for my knife.

"It’s okay."

But from behind me and to the side, Erina-san’s calm voice spoke.

"Those aren’t human footsteps."

"...Got it."

I firmly gripped the hilt of my knife with my left hand.

Then, from around the gentle curve of the passage ahead, humanoid figures appeared.

But, as Erina-san said, they weren’t human.

Pitch-black eyes with no whites, and sharp, bared teeth. They had no neck, but a head with gills. Their slimy scales covered their entire bodies, and while their skeletons were similar to humans, they had webbing between their fingers and toes.

I felt their large, bulging eyes turn towards us.

‘Sahuagin.’

The monsters, which could best be described as ‘fishmen,’ roared at us, tridents in hand.

*GYA GYA!!*

Almost simultaneously, I threw a knife and a shuriken. They pierced the scales, and the lead Sahuagin fell on its back, spilling red blood.

As its corpse began to turn to salt, the two behind it charged, trampling over it with their weapons ready.

In response, I also stepped forward, cloaking my blade in wind. Just as the opponent was about to thrust its spearhead, thinking it was in range, I swung my sword in a horizontal slash.

The tip of my blade didn’t reach. But the wind I’d gathered around it struck their scale-covered bodies and sent them flying.

Their scales cracked, and the flesh beneath was crushed. One was slammed against the wall, and the other was blown backward.

The one that hit the wall stopped moving, and the one that was blown away was just twitching.

To be safe, I stomped on the former before thrusting my sword into it, and Erina-san finished off the latter with a shuriken.

As expected, I wouldn’t struggle against an ‘E-Rank’ enemy at this point. While staying vigilant, I gripped my sword a little tighter, confirming my own growing strength.

After making sure all three had turned to salt, I collected the dropped coins.

"Yes. Your wind seems to have grown more powerful, Kyo-chan-kun. In fact, you should have just reached ‘LV: 13’ with that."

"Looks like it."

I replied to the earring as I handed the coins to Erina-san.

"It seems you had a lot of experience points stored up from the last boss fight. In any case, congratulations."

"Congrats!"

"Thank you."

...Somehow, it’s nice to have it presented as a clear number like ‘LV.’ It gives me a real sense that I’m getting stronger.

I don’t even really know what ‘LV’ actually is, though.

"I’m level ‘10’ now! Let’s master the way of the ninja together!"

"Ah, yeah. Good luck with that."

"You’re treating it like it has nothing to do with you!?"

*Because it doesn’t. I’m not a ninja.*

After that conversation, we resumed our exploration. We continued on, defeating Sahuagin as we went.

Along the way, we marked a spot near an exit before continuing. Following Aira-san’s instructions, we walked through the maze-like waterway.

"Ah, I hear fighting sounds from the right."

"Hmm. Then let’s go straight and turn right at the second intersection."

"Okay!"

If there was fighting, it must be another party.

Unless they ran into a boss monster, anyone who had managed to rank up shouldn’t have much trouble. With that thought, we proceeded a little further, and Erina-san spotted a Sahuagin up ahead.

"About eight meters ahead. Looks like three of them are hiding at the edge of the waterway. Their breathing isn’t human, and I caught a glimpse of a trident tip, so I’m sure of it."

"Got it."

I readjusted my grip on my sword and replied in a low voice.

But they were below the ledge. I had the high ground, but I didn’t have much experience fighting an enemy with such a height difference, so it felt a little awkward.

To be safe, I sent Byakuren ahead to scout.

*GYA GYA!*

As we approached the spot where the enemy was likely waiting, three Sahuagin thrust their tridents at me, who was in the middle of our formation.

"Whoa!?"

I predicted their trajectory with my Spirit Eye and jumped to evade. Immediately after, a shuriken struck one of the Sahuagin.

The creature let out a short cry and fell back. But it probably wasn’t finished.

One still thrust its trident at me from below, while another tried to climb up the ledge.

I had Byakuren block the one climbing up while I dodged the trident and swung my sword down. But—

"Geh."

With a sharp clang, the tip of my sword hit the stone pavement. This is so awkward!

In that case, I jumped down to the lower level. The water was shallow and didn’t hinder my movements much.

*GYO!?*

The creature with a shuriken sticking out of its face turned its trident towards me. But before it could thrust, I punched it in the face with my left hand, sending it flying.

Its head caved in, and the impact slammed it against the wall. I quickly scanned for the remaining two. The Sahuagin that had been thrusting from below was now facing me, and the one that had been trying to climb up had been knocked down by Byakuren, a shuriken now embedded in its face.

*GYA GYA!*

With a strange cry, the Sahuagin thrust its trident at me, but I stepped forward diagonally to evade and cut it down with a diagonal slash.

I spun the tip of my sword once and delivered another diagonal slash to the last one. It blocked with its trident, but I forced my way through and sliced it apart.

The corpse, bisected along with its weapon, rolled away. I maintained my guard, watching my surroundings with my back to the wall, but all three soon turned to salt.

As I was collecting the coins, a voice called down from above.

"Kyo-chan, you okay? Can you climb up on your own?"

"Ah, yeah. I’m fi—"

Without thinking, I looked up and saw a pair of slender, shapely legs, and beyond them, what looked like panties... no, black inner shorts.

And, as she leaned forward to look down at me, her large breasts bounced with a *jiggle*.

I forced myself to look away from the white absolute territory, the slightly high-cut inner shorts, and the voluptuous chest. I felt like the image was seared into my retinas, but I tried not to think about it for now.

"I’m fine! I’ll be right up!"

"...This is inner wear, you know?"

"I get it! So don’t lift up your hem!"

As I leaped up the ledge in a single bound, Erina-san tilted her head and playfully lifted the hem of her kimono.

*Please stop. I’ll be paralyzed.*

"Stop it, Erina-kun. You’ll make Kyo-chan-kun get stuck, you know? Since he’s so... *up* and all!!"

"Arisugawa-san. Please stop with that kind of talk."

"Full name?!"

Thanks to the unfortunate college student’s unfortunate remark, I somehow managed to switch my focus back.

This is a dungeon. A life-threatening workplace. Banish worldly desires. Be cool, calm down, Yagawa Kyouta.

"So, it’s right at the next intersection, correct?"

"Yes. Your friend, Aira-chan, age 21, guarantees it."

"‘Chan’?"

"‘Tan’ is also fine, you know?"

"Isn’t that a bit of a stretch...?"

"Roger, Paisen-chan!"

"Erina-kun is such an honest and good child. You’ll be a professor or a minister one day."

"Nope! I’ll be the leader of a ninja village!!"

"Okay. Let’s stop this conversation. I feel like it’ll never end."

Our usual banter brought my thoughts back to normal. I let out a sigh of relief.

Maybe that was Aira-san’s way of being considerate.

"Thank you."

"Eh? Are you thanking me for the chance to see Erina-kun’s inner wear...? I’m a little put off by that."

"That’s not it, you—I hope you break your pinky."

"Break it?!"

"Paisen-chan, we’re at the intersection!"

"Ah, right. Then please go right. Also, please don’t use ‘chan’ anymore."

"Roger!"

Apparently, even Aira-san found it hard to be called ‘chan’ by someone younger. I think she should have realized that before she said it.

In any case, after proceeding for a while, Erina-san stopped.

"Ah, Paisen. I found what you were talking about!"

"Excellent."

I followed Erina-san’s pointed finger and saw what looked like ‘writing,’ though it was quite faded.

But I couldn’t read it. I couldn’t even understand a single word; I couldn’t even tell if they were letters. It was something that *looked* like writing.

It wasn’t English or Chinese. It was another, unknown language.

"Is this it?"

"Yes. I’m filming it on my end, but please record it on your end as well."

"Okay!"

With that, Erina-san took out a large camera from her Item Box.

While keeping an eye on our surroundings, I spoke to the earring.

"What does this say?"

"I have no idea. It doesn’t match any language on Earth, you see."

Aira-san said something incredible so casually. But at this point, I wasn’t surprised.

After all, this was discovered right after the dungeons appeared.

When the SDF and police entered dungeons all over the country to investigate, they found many instances of such unknown languages.

Sometimes in books, sometimes on signs, and sometimes, like this, carved directly into walls. It seemed to be in common use.

Of course, scholars all over the world are studying it, but they’ve only managed to decipher a small portion. The contents, which were recently made public, seem to be some kind of administrative report.

Things like, ‘We are running low on wooden planks, please send more,’ or, ‘Groundwater has erupted, no entry beyond this point.’

The hypothesis that dungeons were originally facilities used by some kind of intelligent life form is gaining more traction than ever.

But I digress.

Aira-san specified this dungeon so that her research lab could secure a ‘photo that can be definitively said to be unprocessed.’

Drop items from this dungeon can’t be brought into the lab, but just a photo of this text will get us ‘100,000 yen.’

I’m truly grateful. Aira-san apparently negotiated with the professor for me.

She often says strange things, but she can be reliable.

"The most likely theory is that it’s related to the management of this waterway. This place is clearly man-made. On top of that, the water flowing through the channel is apparently a mix of fresh and salt water. How very interesting."

"Is that so...? Do you think people really lived here?"

"Who knows. It’s highly likely that an intelligent life form was here, but whether you can call it human is unknown. Even if you define human very broadly, they could have looked like octopus aliens for all we know."

As Aira-san spoke with a laugh, Erina-san reported back, camera in hand.

"Paisen, I took the pictures just like you said!"

"Very good. Now, please return to collecting drop items. And you two, don’t overdo it."

"Roger!"

"Right."

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

About two and a half hours later, after defeating nearly fifty Sahuagin, we were on our way back. I was once again reminded of how useful Erina-san’s Five Senses Enhancement is, not just for detecting approaching enemies, but also for hunting them down.

The subjugation reward for the two of us was ‘50,000 yen.’ Since we defeated so many, I was happy to get a good amount. The reward from the research lab will be added to this, so my wallet is feeling warm.

Speaking of money.

"By the way, Erina-san. Aren’t you going to sell your share of the coins?"

I still don’t have enough materials, so I plan to save up my drop items for a while.

But it seems she also plans to take her coins home without selling them anywhere.

As we were rocked by the bus heading to the station, I asked Erina-san, who was sitting next to me.

"Yup! It’s a secret for now."

"Oh."

"But you can look forward to it! I’m a capable ninja, after all!"

Erina-san puffed out her chest proudly. I averted my eyes from her and simply replied with a short, "I see."

Apparently, she was planning to make something too. She shouldn’t have any production-type skills, but maybe she has a connection?

*glance... glance, glance*

"...Can you at least give me a hint about what you’re going to use them for?"

"Mmm, no can do, Kyo-chan! Ninjas don’t talk about their secret tools."

Erina-san wagged her finger, saying, *"Tsk, tsk, tsk."* She was so obviously fishing for me to ask, and this is what I get.

"I hear Kyo-chan-kun wants to uncover a maiden’s secret."

"That’s a straightforwardly misleading way to put it."

"Very well. Then how about this, Erina-kun: if you win in a game, you get a hint."

"I’d love to!"

"Please be quiet on the bus."

"Okay."

"Okay."

...It’s a secret that my gaze momentarily fell on Erina-san’s lips.

For a guy to do that to a girl is definitely out of bounds. And I definitely don’t have the guts to ‘place my finger’ on her lips.

And so, the first round of material gathering was over. It seems there’s still a long way to go.

Incidentally, Erina-san went on to win all ten rounds of ‘Matsuo Race’ after this. Seriously, this self-proclaimed ninja...
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			A Golem of His Own

			"H…rah!"

I gripped the tip of my blade and slammed the *Mode Schlag* into the Treant’s shin.

*ROOAAR…!*

Its right leg snapped cleanly, and the Treant fell to its knees. A moment later, a grappling hook wrapped around its head, and Byakuren and Erina-san pulled it taut.

With its movement sealed, I delivered a full swing to its face. The head was literally blown to smithereens, turning into salt.

"Alright…"

I collected the sapling-like drop item and took a breath.

That makes twenty. Just a few more to go.

"Good work, Kyouta-chan!"

"Thanks. Here, can you take this again?"

"Okey-dokey!"

I handed the drop item to Erina-san, who stored it in her Item Box.

"My, my. You’ve gotten quite used to taking down Treants, Kyouta-kun. Couldn’t you handle them solo at this point?"

"No, not at all…"

I went to scratch my head but was blocked by my helmet. I settled for scratching my cheek instead.

"I’m still a long way off. Without Erina-san’s support, I’d be too afraid of their counterattacks."

"That’s me!"

"Is that so? Well, numbers are certainly important. I’m relieved to see you haven’t lost your caution or humility."

"Huh…?"

I tilted my head, puzzled by the strangely serious tone in Aira-san’s voice.

*What’s with her? That’s unusual.*

"Also, you may have noticed, but it seems you’ve reached LV: 14. Congratulations. You level up fast, you know."

"Ah, I did feel like something went up…"

"Congrats! But man, I really don’t like this dungeon."

"S-Sorry."

Erina-san puffed out her cheeks and pouted.

Treants are big and tough. Her throwing stars barely do any damage, and it’s difficult for her to target their vitals with her ninja sword.

Because of the bad matchup, she can hardly land a scratch on the monsters, so she gets almost no experience from fighting them.

"Um, I’ll help you level up next time, so…"

"Really? That’s a promise!"

"Yeah."

"Improving your strength is good, but please, don’t overdo it. For now, let’s finish exploring this dungeon."

"Right."

"Let’s go!"

I switched to a standard grip on my sword and resumed the exploration.

"So, Kyouta-kun. We came here to gather materials for your golem, but how much more do you need?"

"If we can take down about five more, I think I’ll have enough."

"Oh? The fact that you have a specific number means you’ve already designed Byakuren’s new body, I take it."

"Tentatively, yes…"

"Ooh, what’s it like, what’s it like?! Is it cute?"

Erina-san turned around, grabbing my shoulders and shaking me.

"Well, I’m not really going for cute… I don’t want a design that makes me hesitate when I need to use it as a shield."

"Hmph. So you won’t make it a beautiful girl-type either? You could make one relatively easily using the models from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club."

"That’s true, but if I made it look exactly like a human woman, I feel like I’d instinctively try to protect it…"

I had briefly considered it at first. *If I’m going to build one anyway, why not a big-breasted beautiful maid golem or something?*

But now that I’m working as an adventurer, I have to ask myself if I could really treat a golem with that appearance as disposable in a pinch.

And the fact that I’m even asking myself that question now is the answer. When every second counts, that hesitation could be fatal.

In that case, the golem’s design should be…

"I’m planning to make it look non-organic… something mechanical."

"Are you trying to rip off Renge?! I won’t allow it! She’s mine now!"

"That’s right, Kyouta-chan! *Senpai* uses Renge-chan as a hug pillow when she sleeps at night!"

"Isn’t that uncomfortable?"

That thing is made of wood and iron, isn’t it? It’s got to be incredibly hard.

Then again, I did pay close attention to the curves in various places, so maybe there’s a chance it’s actually comfortable to cuddle…?

In any case, using Miyoshi-san’s past data is out of the question.

"I’m not ripping anything off. I’d feel bad using a design like that as a sacrificial pawn. Besides, using the skeletal data of someone I know without permission is just wrong… as a human being."

"You’re absolutely right, Kyouta-kun. I am overjoyed that you have not strayed from the path of a decent human being."

"Wait. By that logic, does that mean *senpai* isn’t a decent human being?"

"Kyouta-kun. I’m so disappointed in you…!!"

"You’re the one who should be disappointed in!"

Even if there are special circumstances, creating a golem that looks exactly like your blood-related sister and sleeping with it is pretty damn weird.

If by some chance she reconciles with Miyoshi-san, how is she going to explain Renge? If I were in her sister’s shoes, I’d seriously consider cutting ties for good.

"More importantly, mecha! Is it gonna be a Gan○am?! Are you making it look like a Ga○dam?!"

"No, we should be thinking along the lines of a robot girl!"

"I’m not making a Ganda○, and robot girls are your hobby, Aira-san. I’m just planning to use a mannequin as a base and make various parts look like armor."

"How boring."

"Ooh, that sounds cool!"

"Y-You think so?"

I felt a little embarrassed by Erina-san’s words.

"I’m planning to use action figures as models, or those robot things with metal joints that have been coming out the last few years. The base will still be a human skeleton, but the recent ones replicate that stuff pretty well, so they’re a good reference. I was never that into plastic models, but I’ve started to appreciate things like that lately. Though the prices are a bit steep, so it’s hard to get my hands on them…"

"Kyouta-kun."

"Ah."

I froze, realizing I’d been rambling.

"S-Sorry, I just…"

"Nah! I don’t really get it, but you look like you’re having fun, Kyouta-chan, so I think it’s great!"

Erina-san gave me a bright smile as I hurriedly apologized.

*Is she an angel…?*

"Kyouta-kun. I hold you in contempt."

"Huh…?"

A cold sweat trickled down my back at Aira-san’s chilling voice.

"All you talk about are pre-made products! Do you not understand the appeal of plastic models?! It seems you are ignorant of the romance of recreating those mechs and scenes from the anime with your own two hands!"

"Wow, what an annoying otaku."

"You’re definitely one of us! Hmph, in that case, I’ll just have to indoctrinate you not only in games but in this as well…"

"Please, give me a break. I’m already working as an adventurer. If you take away any more of my time, my schoolwork will…"

We continued on, having a conversation that was completely out of place in the extraordinary setting of a dungeon.

We were being careful. But I couldn’t deny it if someone said we were being careless. Still, the exploration ended without incident, and we managed to gather a good amount of golem materials.

Not everything… or rather, I might find I need other things later on.

But before that, there’s something I have to do.

It’s not quite assembling a plastic model, but… I need to do a ‘test fit.’

* * *

After returning home, I laid out my share of the materials that Erina-san had carried for me.

As expected, the room felt a little cramped. With ordinary lumber placed alongside the saplings, that was a given.

…I’ll have to move the stuff on my bed before I go to sleep.

Times like these make me a little envious of people who live in cheap houses near dungeons.

I learned from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club website that if you have an adventurer’s license, you can rent a house within three kilometers of a dungeon for a ridiculously low price.

Some people get permission to turn those houses into workshops. All for the sake of their ‘ideal homunculus wife,’ they say.

Well, the beauty of alchemy is that you don’t need to rent a place like that just to build a single humanoid golem.

I laid a sheet of paper with an alchemy circle drawn on it on the floor. On top of it, I placed several wooden boards the size of a writing pad, the Treant saplings, and about five coins.

And then, I began the alchemy. As sparks of mana crackled, I slowly focused my imagination.

*The coins melting to become connection parts. The Treant saplings mixing with the normal wood, spreading like blood vessels and nerves.*

After about ten seconds, the light of the alchemy faded. I opened my eyes and checked the ‘part’ on top of the circle.

"Alright, let’s see…"

I picked up the golem’s joint section to examine it. It was similar to a ball joint, and I tried moving it back and forth. At a glance, it didn’t look bad.

But it was no good. It wasn’t smooth at all, and more importantly, the Treant sapling ‘nerves’ hadn’t fused properly with the wood. The precision of the alchemy was too sloppy.

The values I’d written into the alchemy circle shouldn’t have been that far off. They were just estimates, and I couldn’t produce exact numbers… but with my limited knowledge, trial and error was my only option.

I placed the joint back on the circle and performed the alchemy again. The ability to reuse materials even after a failure is another one of alchemy’s strengths.

After about an hour, I finally created something I felt was ‘passable for testing.’ I immediately grabbed a ruler to measure the various parts of the prototype.

I would write the numbers I got from this into the alchemy circle and create the other elbow joint. The knee and other joints would require different numbers, so I still had a long way to go.

Just as I was holding the ruler against the joint, my smartphone rang.

I put down the ruler and picked it up. Aira-san’s name was on the screen.

"Hello, Yagawa speaking."

"Hey, Kyouta-kun. Is now a good time?"

"Yeah, I guess. Oh, but if it’s about games, I’m a little busy."

"No, it’s not that. I just thought I’d give you a warning… or maybe a lecture? I’m about to say something that isn’t very pleasant."

"…I heard a word in there I didn’t like, but what is it?"

"It’s nothing. I mentioned it during our dungeon crawl, but Baba-sama told me to hammer it into you not to do anything rash in a dungeon."

"Huh? The professor did?"

"Indeed. But it’s not because you’ve done anything wrong. It’s simply an old woman’s concern, telling you not to get swept up in the current t(・)r(・)e(・)n(・)d(・)."

"A trend…?"

"You don’t know? About the recent dungeon streamers."

"Um… sorry. I think I’ve seen some streams, but probably not the ones you and the professor are talking about."

I’ve been watching exploration videos of people with similar skills or Arcane Gear for about six months now, and I follow them regularly.

But since she specifically said ‘recent,’ I guess it’s related to the new adventurers who have popped up due to the dungeon boom?

"Yes. I’m sure you’ve already guessed, but I’ll say it anyway. As you know, the number of adventurers has recently increased. And when the pool gets larger, so does the number of thoughtless individuals. For example, some have been doing things like monster training for fun, or scribbling graffiti that mimics the Self-Defense Force’s markings on dungeon walls."

"What… No, that’s not a joke… People could die from that, right?"

Monster training goes without saying. As for mimicking the SDF’s markings, if you get lost in a dungeon and waste precious stamina, you could easily be killed by a monster.

It’s not just a prank; it’s a clear criminal act.

"That’s right. It’s extremely dangerous. There’s a limit, even for clout chasing. But it’s also a fact that the number of adventurers posting such things from ‘F-Rank’ dungeons has been increasing lately. Of course, the majority of adventurers explore seriously… but every industry has its fools."

"…You’re right."

I had been reflecting on how much we’d been chatting during today’s exploration, but it seems there are people far worse out there.

It wouldn’t be good to get a false sense of security from that, though, so I gave a small shake of my head.

Still, it was hard to believe there were people who would do such dangerous things inside a dungeon. It was a foolish act that could cost not only others their lives, but their own as well.

But on second thought, those kinds of troublemaking streamers existed even before the Day of Awakening. Crazy people who prioritize getting attention over their own lives.

Honestly, I can’t understand that way of thinking. And I don’t want to. But since people like that actually exist, I’ll need to keep it in the back of my mind.

"I understand what you’re trying to say. Please tell the professor that I’ll take it to heart."

"Good. It’s not just about you not messing up, but you also have to be careful not to get caught up in the actions of such idiots."

"Right."

"And if you’re going to be an idiot, let me know first. If we’re going to do it, we’ll do it big!"

"No, you’re supposed to stop me."

*Can this person not have a conversation without a punchline?*

"Well then. Now that the boring talk is over."

—*Ksssh.*

"Wait a sec."

"It’s party time!!"

"Hold it, you pathetic college student."

"What’s your problem? Today’s not a no-drinking day, Kyouta-kun! Humor me a little~"

*This one’s already been drinking, hasn’t she?*

"Haaah… fine. But let me switch to telepathy. I can use both my hands if I use the earring."

"Hmph. Very well. You should be grateful for my generosity."

"Maybe I should just block you…"

"Kidding, just kidding! Now, listen to my voice, niiiiicely and slooooowly, right by your ear!"

"Yeah, yeah."

I have to admit, she does have a beautiful voice. It’s just that her long-winded stories are a little annoying.

I hung up the phone call, took the earring out of my drawer, and put it on.

Well, she seems to have her own share of problems. I don’t mind keeping her company, as long as I only half-listen.

"Listen to me, Kyouta-kuuuun. Baba-sama was giving me an earful, telling me to get my act together…"

"Uh-huh, uh-huh."

While half-listening to a tipsy and clingy Aira-san, I continued to measure the parts with my ruler.

Looks like I’ll be staying up a little late tonight.
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			Interlude: The Changing Dungeon Situation

			Side: None

A certain location in Kanagawa Prefecture.

Inside a dungeon.

The space had a cave-like structure, yet the floor, walls, and ceiling were all bizarrely covered in ‘sprouting’ gravestones.

Mysterious characters were carved into the simple stone monuments, but every single one was scratched and illegible, as if clawed at.

It was a labyrinth that looked as though a graveyard had been scooped up, ground and all, and rolled into a tube. Here and there were several holes, large enough for a person to enter.

The scene before the graves looked as though the dead had been dug up. But that was likely not the case. This was a dungeon. These holes were probably just for show.

Even if they weren't, it was surely not the work of grave robbers.

Because.

*Gah, ahhh…!*

The corpses had crawled out on their own.

Cloudy white eyes. Skin peeling away in patches, revealing bone-dry flesh underneath.

They weren’t decaying, yet they held no life. They were corpses, walking on their own two feet.

Zombies.

Facing these ‘monsters that resembled people’ were three individuals and two constructs.

Yamashita Hiroshi and his party member, Kiriko.

And Ichiyanagi, an alchemist dispatched from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

They had brought two golems with them into this dungeon, which only allowed three people to pass through the gate at a time.

*Bzzzzzz…!!*

"Go, my golems."

At Ichiyanagi’s command, the golems advanced with heavy thuds. With round shields held firmly in both hands, they pushed back the four attacking zombies, not yielding a single step.

The zombies moaned and tried to scratch with their tattered claws, but the shields prevented them from reaching the golems’ heads, and their arms only managed to leave faint scratches on the armor.

The zombies were lanky, but their strength surpassed that of an average adult male. Even with four of them grappling at once, they couldn’t move the golems.

"If you would."

"Right."

While the golems held the line, Yamashita and Kiriko stepped forward, taking Ichiyanagi’s place.

They held simple, unadorned spears. The two-meter-long weapons had tips made from ‘dungeon-forged iron’—primarily from coins dropped in F-Rank dungeons.

Low-rank coins contained more iron than gold or silver. They weren’t suitable for making magic tools, but they were actually better for weapons.

With the partial revision of the Dungeon Law, the Sword and Firearms Control Law had become a bit more lenient with the proper applications. They planned to lend out the alchemically created spears, along with the golems, within the Walkers guild.

There was a reason for using dungeon coins instead of ordinary iron.

*‘Attacking monsters with anything other than Arcane Gear, bare hands, or dungeon items results in less experience gain.’*

A former Self-Defense Force member turned adventurer… who also called himself an ‘Adventurer Advisor,’ had posted this online, and it had spread as a rumor.

Regardless of its truth, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club had made it a practice to use drop items for their armaments.

Yamashita and Kiriko thrust their spears from between the golems, piercing the zombies’ heads. Though they were the walking dead, these monsters could be felled by physical trauma just like the living. On top of that, their intelligence was low, so as long as the frontline held, there was no chance of losing.

The zombies, their heads impaled, collapsed powerlessly to the ground and turned to salt.

After confirming that all four had been neutralized, Yamashita nodded.

"Let’s take a break. Ichiyanagi-san, please stay in the center, between us."

"Thank you, I appreciate the offer."

The man, in his late twenties or early thirties, wore a loose, robe-like Arcane Gear.

Looking like he was clearly not the athletic type, he wiped sweat from his brow with a handkerchief and leaned against the wall, flanked by Yamashita and his companion. The golems stood on the outermost side, serving as a wall in case of an emergency.

"Good work. How’s your mana holding up?"

"Oh, I’m still fine. I’m just out of shape. And, well… dungeons are still nerve-wracking, you know."

Yamashita nodded back at Ichiyanagi’s wry smile.

"I know what you mean. Our lives are on the line in this line of work. Not to mention, the monsters aren’t exactly pleasant to look at while fighting."

"Haha. But thanks to that, we can conduct our tests without any reservations."

"True enough."

This F-Rank dungeon they were in had been left behind by the recent adventurer boom.

The reason was simple. No one wanted to fight zombies.

Of course, there were adventurers who were fans of such movies and came here eagerly, but they were in the minority. Most rookie adventurers had a strong aversion to monsters that resembled people.

There was even a story about an adventurer who, inspired by zombie movies, came here full of excitement, only to end up in counseling the next day.

"Besides, acting as a wall against opponents that humans don’t want to face in close combat is a combat golem’s job, after all."

"Indeed. As test subjects, these are the perfect monsters."

The two men said, looking intently at the golems.

But Yamashita had something he wanted to say about the golem’s design.

"…Um."

"Yes, what is it? Is there something wrong with the golems?"

"No, it’s not that. It’s just… why are they ‘tanuki’?"

Yamashita observed the golem from the tips of its claws to the top of its head.

From any angle, it was a tanuki. To be more specific, it looked exactly like a Shigaraki ware tanuki statue.

An endearing, round face, a large protruding belly. A smooth body surface, and a round shield designed like a woven straw hat.

Standing at about 150 centimeters tall, it looked like it belonged in a tourist spot or an izakaya.

"This new model combat golem is equipped with a prototype Magi Battery, created through the full efforts of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, designed for dungeon explorations of around two hours. Its fuel efficiency is still poor, but with one Awakened Person with high mana acting as a recharger, it’s possible to operate two units simultaneously. However, the battery itself is large and at risk of damage, so the abdomen, where it’s stored, needed to be especially heavily armored!"

"And the reason it’s a tanuki?"

"It’s the vice-chairman’s hobby."

"Ah…"

Yamashita made a complicated face, annoyed that he could understand.

"For the record, he said at the meeting that ‘in a harsh environment, this appearance will be soothing’…"

"Well, yes. I won’t… deny that."

Coming from the vice-chairman, ‘K,’ a known furry, it sounded like nothing more than a convenient excuse.

Yamashita was not yet aware that the current steel plate armor had nearly been replaced by an artificial fur of K’s own creation.

"Hiroshi-san."

"What is it, Kiriko-chan?"

"This tanuki doesn’t have any balls."

"A girl shouldn’t say things like ‘balls’."

Yamashita gently tapped Kiriko’s head as she stared intently at the golems’ groins after collecting the drop items. It was so light it was more like resting his hand on her.

Ichiyanagi chuckled at the sight.

"You two seem to get along well."

"Well, she’s my sister’s friend, so she used to come over to our house quite often. That’s how we know each other."

"Haha, I’m envious…"

Ichiyanagi Atsushi stared off into the distance. His age was equal to the number of years he’d been single. To him, anyone who could talk so casually with the opposite sex looked like an alien.

But he wouldn’t be discouraged. He had dreams and hopes now!

"Alright, let’s resume our exploration."

"Yes, let’s."

*All for the sake of my ideal ‘homunculus wife’! To be specific, for the sake of a sexy, beautiful golem with a bust over a meter!*

Ichiyanagi Atsushi’s eyes sparkled like a boy’s as he started walking again.

Yamashita maintained his business smile towards him. He had developed a strong tolerance after his meetings with the chairman and vice-chairman.

He was sure this tolerance would only grow stronger as he continued to associate with the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. The day Yamashita developed a bald spot from stress was not far off.

As the group moved out with the golems in the lead, Kiriko, walking second, muttered in a voice too low for the two behind her to hear.

"So they’re not a male couple…"

The zombies hadn’t rotted, but her hobbies were just a little bit rotten.

* * *

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. Central Government Complex.

Once again, the staff of the Dungeon Agency were gathered in the meeting space in the corner of the room.

"—And that concludes the ‘warnings’ from the Ministry of Defense and the National Police Agency."

Closing her laptop, a female staff member looked towards the director.

"…It’s as we expected, but it still stings."

"Yeah. They seem angry enough to send a special forces team to your house, Director."

Next to the director, whose frown deepened, a staff member holding a tablet laughed cheerfully.

"But it’s true that the number of Awakened Persons from the Self-Defense Force and the police becoming adventurers has sharply increased. It could affect our ability to defend against dungeons."

"I know. However, those who would quit now would have been poached by foreign countries or corporations sooner or later anyway. The signs were there even before sales were liberalized."

"But the number of troubles… or rather, crimes, occurring inside dungeons is also on the rise, you know? Is it really okay for the police to be losing Awakened Persons who can fight?"

"It’s probably not okay… but unfortunately, that’s outside our jurisdiction. However, they are likely already devising countermeasures for criminal activities within dungeons in various departments, including the Investigation Support and Analysis Center."

"That’s true. It seems that adventurers who commit such crimes often talk about their offenses as if they were heroic deeds on social media or in video posts. It’s possible to track them from there. But actually arresting an Awakened Person will be difficult."

"…I will go and apologize to the Ministry of Defense and the National Police Agency later. I don’t regret that decision, but it’s a fact that we’ve caused them a great deal of trouble."

"It’d be nice if we could pay them more than adventurers get."

"Budgets are tight everywhere. At least on the front lines."

The staff of the Dungeon Agency let out a collective deep sigh. They were in the same boat, with no room to spare.

"Still… why would anyone do something like this?"

One of the staff members tilted his head as he looked over the materials on ‘training’ and ‘paint forgery’ in his hands.

"You’d make more money just being a normal adventurer than by chasing clout."

"…The culprit arrested for the training incident stated that his motive was ‘stress from his personal life’."

"…What?"

The staff member who had just mumbled fell silent at the female staffer’s reply from her laptop.

"Apparently, the culprit in the training incident didn’t upload anything online. It seems to have been a malicious act for his own amusement."

"Speaking of malicious, that ‘graffiti mimicking the Self-Defense Force’s markings’ was the same."

The male staff member with the tablet laughed.

"They did some clever things like hiding personally identifiable information before uploading and routing it through overseas servers, but they still got caught yesterday. They’re remaining silent, but I bet the motive for that one was less about clout chasing and more about wanting to ‘get back at all those cool adventurers,’ or something like that."

The staff member who had spoken earlier was speechless at the male staffer’s casual yet confident tone.

"…Was there any connection between the adventurer who got lost because of that paint and the culprit?"

"None have been found so far. But for this culprit, it was harassment against the ‘image of other adventurers he had in his head’… so frankly, I don’t think he put much thought into it."

"F-For a reason like that, he’d do something so… something that could get people killed?"

"That’s just how the world is. And it’s not like this is anything new."

"Indeed. It’s unforgivable, but acts like throwing things onto expressways have existed since before dungeons appeared."

"That’s true… But since the culprit was caught, it won’t happen again, right?"

"Nope."

"Similar reports, and reports of other troubles, have been coming in. These kinds of crimes won’t disappear so easily."

"I… see."

The staff member who had first spoken gave a dry laugh.

The only thing that made it unusual was that it happened in a dungeon. Aside from that, it was, unfortunately, a very common type of crime. These ‘pranks in the eyes of the perpetrator,’ which were far from what most people would call pranks and could easily take human lives.

As an indescribable atmosphere settled over the room, the director clapped his hands to change the subject.

"Alright, let’s move on to the next topic. I want a report on leveling up through means other than ‘killing monsters’."

"Yes, sir."

At the director’s words, one of the staff members raised a small hand.

"We conducted various experiments with the cooperation of 1,200 Awakened Persons. That was a year ago, but in the last month, we’ve received a succession of level-up reports from the group that continued with ‘spiritual training such as Zen meditation and waterfall asceticism’."

"And they really haven’t killed any living creatures?"

"That’s correct. The majority of the participants are people who work at temples and shrines. They are under public scrutiny, and more importantly, over thirty of them leveled up at almost the same time. The possibility of gaining experience through spiritual training is high."

"Continue the investigation and conduct interviews. I want as much detailed data as possible. I’ll also look into whether there are similar cases among Awakened Persons who have gone abroad."

"Yes, sir."

Upon hearing his subordinate’s report, the director placed a hand on his chin and looked over the documents on his desk.

"Still… to think that experience can be gained through means other than killing living things."

"But it seems to be quite inefficient. They only gained one level in a year."

A female staff member muttered while looking at the data shared on her laptop.

"There are multiple cases of adventurers reaching LV: 10 within a month of getting their license. The results don’t match the effort and time invested."

"Well, it could still be a nice gift for the police and the Self-Defense Force, right? The higher-ups probably want to give their people a safety margin before sending them into the field."

"Indeed. I’ll take this information with me when I go to apologize."

"Also… this is not yet highly reliable, but."

"What is it? Go on."

The same staff member continued hesitantly.

"It’s possible that Awakened Persons with high initial stats and large stat gains upon leveling up also level up faster. This is based on data from the spiritual training case, not monster combat."

"…Until now, we thought it was because ‘their high stats allowed them to actively engage in combat with monsters,’ but another possibility has emerged."

"Doesn’t this mean we have to keep an even closer eye on the strong Awakened Persons?"

"I see… Could you summarize the information on that matter for me later?"

"Yes, sir!"

Strong Awakened Persons are more likely to become even stronger.

This was good news, as it would increase the speed at which monsters were culled, but it was also bad news, as it would drastically increase the danger if such Awakened Persons were to plot crimes or acts of terrorism.

"There are already many Awakened Persons at LV: 10 who are stronger than a Self-Defense Force soldier or a U.S. soldier armed with a rifle. And while there are still few, there are reports of those at LV: 20 or higher delivering punches equivalent to an anti-materiel rifle with their bare hands…"

"Their pure physical strength is one thing, but the durability of their Arcane Gear is also a problem. We had an Awakened Person of LV: 20 or higher cooperate by placing a piece of their Arcane Gear on a stand, and the Self-Defense Force fired at it… Apparently, a 5.56mm round fired from close range failed to penetrate."

"And on top of that, you have a mind that understands human society and a form that can disappear into a crowd. Seriously, is public safety going to be okay?"

The male staff member with the tablet looked around at his colleagues. But no one answered.

They were all looking at the director, a hint of anxiety on their faces.

"…Even with food, clothing, and shelter, people can still commit crimes."

The director met their gazes head-on.

"There are theories of inherent goodness and inherent evil, but either way, humans are creatures that make mistakes. That being said, I don't want any of you to be prejudiced against Awakened Persons. For better, or for worse."

His own daughter was an Awakened Person. It might seem like he was letting his personal feelings show in order to protect his child.

But his subordinates didn’t think so. They all knew of their boss’s clumsy sincerity.

"We will take countermeasures, and we will cooperate with the police and the Self-Defense Force. But. Do not forget your own jobs. Our work requires us to look at Awakened Persons without colored glasses. It may be difficult, but I believe that the members here are capable of it."

"Yes, sir!"

The director nodded at his subordinates’ clear and cheerful reply.

"I’m going to speak with the police and the Self-Defense Force now, but separately, I’ll be bringing some advice on arresting Awakened Persons at a later date. I want each of you to think of something by tomorrow’s meeting. Even a rough idea is fine. I need a starting point."

"Yes, sir."

"Also… I need a list of former police officers who are now adventurers, whom we might ask for cooperation in case of an emergency."

"Understood. I’ll take care of that."

"Thank you."

The director turned another page of the documents in his hand.

"Alright, next on the agenda. The reports from the Dungeon Stores and training centers regarding staff shortages."

"Right. But we don’t have the budget to hire new people or reassign anyone. We’ll have to supplement with mechanization where we can."

"Myself and three others are currently creating the program and the corresponding manual. We should have something concrete by the end of the month."

"Understood. I’m counting on you. Also, there’s a high possibility that ‘customers’ will visit the stores. Be mindful of security as well."

"Yes, sir. I’m sure everyone wants information on Awakened Persons."

It would be several days before the staff of the Dungeon Agency were able to go home.
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			No Time for Resolve

			The day after I was forced to listen to Aira-san’s long-winded talk.

May was drawing to a close, but the sky was once again overcast. It looked like it could start raining at any moment, but I hoped it would hold off just a little longer.

I wanted to go somewhere with no people during my lunch break.

The corner of the courtyard, in the gap between the equipment shed and the school building, had plenty of blind spots, so I could eat alone without feeling any eyes on me. There was also a convenient ledge on the school building wall, making it a good spot to sit and eat my bento.

I couldn’t use this spot on rainy days, and there were too many students inside the school building. I didn’t want to eat in the bathroom stall, so I’d have to quickly wolf down my food in the classroom and spend the rest of the time looking at my phone.

Well, I’d still end up looking at my phone after eating here anyway. But the sense of peace was different.

Amidst the clamor of students from all around, I quietly played a mobile game alone. When it was almost time for the warning bell, I stood up.

"…Haaah."

A sigh escaped me unconsciously as I slowly headed back to the classroom with my bento bag in hand.

In the end, I still had no friends in my class. I missed my chance in April, and it’s been that way ever since. The more time passes, the harder it becomes to join a group.

My lack of communication skills was the biggest problem, but being an ‘Awakened Person’ and an ‘adventurer’ also played a part.

At first, it was curiosity and suspicion. Then, caution and distance. And now, it was fear and jealousy.

The more crimes committed by Awakened Persons were reported in the news, the more the adventurer boom was covered on TV.

The more the looks directed at me filled with negativity. And that scared me.

I used to be much less sensitive to the subtleties of emotion. In fact, you could say I was dense.

But now, I have these ‘eyes.’ They’re convenient, and they’ve saved me countless times in battles with monsters, but they also allow me to read other people’s expressions far too clearly.

I’ve started to wonder if I have some kind of mental disorder. The thought made another sigh escape me.

My feet continued to move slowly towards the classroom.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a single raindrop hit the windowpane.

* * *

"It’s dungeon time!"

"Yeah."

After school. The rain had stopped by the time we were heading home, so I went straight to the dungeon after a quick trip back to my house. The store’s parking lot was wet, but the puddles had already mostly disappeared.

I gave a small wave, forcing a wry smile to match Erina-san’s usual high energy.

"You’re full of energy. I, on the other hand, am feeling a bit down after a scolding from Baba-sama at lunch."

"What’d you do, *senpai*?!"

"Last night, Kyouta-kun and I had a very adult conversation with classical music in the background…"

"She just talked my ear off. The only background music was the sound of her cracking open a can of chu-hai."

"I see!"

"That’s so mean, Kyouta-kun! You were enjoying it too!"

"Yeees, ooof cooourse. I haaad soooo muuch fuuun."

"Alright, I’ve got you on record!"

"This might be a weird thing for me to say, but don’t you feel sad?"

"More importantly, that’s not fair, you two! I wanted to talk too!"

"Hah-ha-ha! You seemed busy, Erina-kun. We were just being considerate!"

"It’s not like I was just playing around either… What were you doing, Erina-san?"

"Studying."

"Ah, right."

Her straightforward reply left me with nothing else to say.

*…I should study harder too.*

"Erina-kun is quite the model student, after all."

"R-Right…"

"By the way, Kyouta-chan! Where are you during lunch break!?"

"Huh?"

Her sudden question made me stare back at her.

Her eyes were clear, with no hidden meaning. Feeling a little overwhelmed, I reflexively averted my gaze.

"Where? Nowhere special…"

"I sometimes go to check on you, Kyouta-chan, but you’re usually not in the classroom. You’re secretly training to be a ninja, aren’t you!!"

"No."

And you shouldn’t point at people with both hands. Not that one hand is any better.

"…Erina-kun. Don’t ask. He’s surely eating in a bathroom stall."

"I’m not eating in a bathroom stall. I’m in the courtyard, like a normal person."

"I see, the corner of the courtyard. A place with plenty of blind spots, I presume?"

"Secretly in a place with lots of blind spots… He really is a ninja!"

"I told you I’m not."

And how does Aira-san know that, anyway?

"I know… my friend. Nay, my kindred spirit. I am one who walks the path ahead of you."

"Ugh."

"What’s with that disgusted tone? You’ll make me cry, you know? A 21-year-old university student is about to bawl like a toddler."

"Please don’t while I’m wearing the earring."

"Haven’t you been a little cold to me lately?!"

"It’s okay, *senpai*! This is just Kyouta-chan’s way of being a *tsundere*!"

"No, it’s not."

"Oh? So this is the legendary phenomenon I’ve heard so much about. However, it’s only half as effective when someone other than a beautiful girl does it. Real-life *tsundere* boys aren’t popular, you know, Kyouta-kun!"

"Shut up."

And how long are we going to stand around chatting in the parking lot?

This is pointless. If I leave these two alone, we’ll never get anywhere. I cut the conversation short and headed for the store entrance.

"Come on, let’s go inside already."

"But wait? Kyouta-kun has a face that’s halfway to a light novel protagonist. Is there a chance a *tsundere* attitude might actually suit him…?"

"Yeah! Kyouta-chan has a face like a generic light novel protagonist!"

"You’re not complimenting me, are you? I was happy for a second, but why did you have to add ‘halfway’ and ‘generic’? Huh?"

"Pweee! Pweee-pweee!"

"You’re terrible at whistling."

"*Tsuku-tsuku-boshi! Tsuku-tsuku-boshi!*"

"It’s still May. Go back in your hole."

We passed through the store’s entrance, still talking nonsense.

Just as we went through the automatic doors and were about to head to the changing rooms.

"Hm?"

The whole store was unusually noisy.

I looked around, wondering what was going on, when Erina-san tapped my shoulder.

"Kyouta-chan, look."

"Look?"

She pointed to the TV screen mounted above the buyback counter.

Information about a dungeon stampede was displayed on it.

*…What, again?*

I quickly sent a text to my parents while staring intently at the screen.

It seemed my mom was about to contact me as well, because her reply came instantly.

Apparently, the stampede area was far from our house, and also far from my dad’s workplace. They were both safe, and she was actually more worried about me, since I was in an area under an evacuation order.

…Wait, the stampede is happening really close by. A map just came on the TV, and it’s in the next town over.

What’s more, this Dungeon Store is located near the stampede area. It’s only about a ten-minute drive.

Just as I was breathing a sigh of relief that my parents seemed to be okay, Aira-san spoke up.

"You two. I’m sure you’ve realized, but a stampede has occurred in a dungeon a few kilometers from there. And to make matters worse, another stampede is happening in another prefecture. Leave that place immediately and head home."

"Understood. In that case—"

"Wait."

Erina-san said, and then started walking towards the reception desk.

"Huh? What’s wrong?"

"Erina-kun?"

I hurried after her as she strode towards the desk.

"Excuse me, is what I just heard true?"

"Yes?"

The receptionist looked up with a question mark on her face, having been suddenly addressed by her.

Of course she would. She was busy—or rather, with a dungeon stampede happening just a few kilometers away, she must be extremely busy. What was this self-proclaimed ninja doing?

"I’m sorry. We’ll be leaving right away…"

"What you were just saying to the staff member next to you, about ‘an elven woman with golems holding back the monsters,’ is that true?"

*…Huh?*

A stunned voice echoed from the earring.

"W-What? How did you…"

"Thank you. Excuse me."

Erina-san bowed to the wide-eyed receptionist and turned on her heel.

An elven woman with golems? Could that be…?

"Erina-kun. That’s… surely not."

"I don’t know. But I think there’s a chance it’s *senpai*."

Erina-san replied matter-of-factly and walked out of the store.

"N-No way! It can’t be!"

Ignoring Aira-san’s agitated voice, she summoned her Arcane Gear and began to do some light stretches.

"*Senpai*. Calm down."

"How can I be calm?! Dammit, why is Baba-sama… at a time like this…! This is… no… I’m sorry."

The voice coming from the earring was incomparably weak compared to just a moment ago.

It was a flat, monotone voice, as if she were trying to suppress all emotion. To me, it sounded like she was desperately trying to hide the fact that she was about to start trembling.

"…I lost my composure. My sister may be at the scene, but that has nothing to do with you two. More importantly, you need to come home right now."

"Kyouta-chan."

The self-proclaimed ninja, having finished her stretches, completely ignored Aira-san’s words.

"I’m going. What about you?"

She turned to me with a smile, as casual as if she were heading to a convenience store.

…Honestly, I wasn’t grasping the situation at all.

First a sudden dungeon stampede, then the possibility that Miyoshi-san was at the scene… The information was coming in, but my brain couldn’t keep up.

On top of that, why were multiple stampedes happening at the same time again? All sorts of questions were swirling in my head.

But, still…

"That’s foolish, Erina-kun. Kyouta-kun, please, stop her—"

"For now, I’m going too."

I deployed my Arcane Gear and handed my backpack to Erina-san.

"Sorry, but can you put this in your Item Box?"

"You got it!"

"Didn’t you hear me say to wait?! The stampede is coming from a ‘C-Rank’ dungeon!"

C-Rank.

The highest difficulty of dungeons open to the public. Only a handful of adventurers dare to challenge them.

Considering that boss monsters are generally one rank higher than their dungeon, there’s a chance that even the small fry there are on par with an Orc Champion.

It was a hellish place. Honestly, I didn’t want to go. Above all, I hated the sight of dead bodies.

But.

"…Last time, Aira-san, you helped me rescue my parents. I owe you for that."

"That’s right, they were your precious parents! But Mia is my half-sister! We haven’t seen each other in years, she’s practically a stranger! What reason do you have to go out of your way to save her?!"

"But she’s important to you, isn’t she?"

"—"

Aira-san, who was always so talkative, fell completely silent.

I exchanged a look with Erina-san, and we started running. We couldn’t even spare the time we were spending talking.

The road was still wet, under a gray, overcast sky. We kicked off the asphalt in a deserted town.

"*Senpai*! In the first place, I’m your cousin! We’re family!"

The usual smile was on Erina-san’s face as she ran beside me.

"Don’t say such lonely things. I’ll definitely bring her back!"

"…You two are idiots."

"Did you call me an idiot?! The one who says idiot is the idiot, you idiot!"

"Erina-san, now’s not the time for that."

"…Fine, whatever. But at least follow the navigation. It’ll be a pain if the police find you."

"Okay! A ninja is one who walks in the shadows… and the mission is absolute! I’ll risk my life to save her!"

"Don’t risk your life."

"Um… I don’t plan on dying either. If things get dicey, I’m running…"

"You are?!"

"Sorry for some reason."

I mean, don’t be surprised. I have no reason to risk my life for Miyoshi-san.

If it looks like I can save her, I will. If it looks impossible, I’ll run. That’s the extent of my resolve.

Besides, how can anyone make that kind of resolve in an instant?

But—I don’t want these two (my friends) to die or be sad.

If it were just for a complete stranger, I would have run without a second thought. But for Erina-san and Aira-san’s sake…

"I’ll do my best, as long as it doesn’t mean risking my life."

"That works too! Let’s go, Kyouta-chan! Like the wind!"

"Erina-kun, at least go in with the same attitude as Kyouta-kun, I’m begging you… And Kyouta-kun, I’m definitely reporting this to your parents later. You’re going to get a thooooorough scolding."

"Y-Yes, ma’am…"

Even though we were about to head into a potential death trap, our conversation was as normal as ever.

I found it somehow comforting, and I almost felt myself smile.

My legs, kicking against the wet ground, naturally filled with strength.
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			A Gentle Smile

			The area around the dungeon was under ‘evacuation,’ so there were no other people within its range.

As we ran through the deserted town, we gradually began to hear human voices.

"Gyaaaaaaaaaah!"

"Help, someone, help me…!"

They were screams. They were the cries of the dying.

Just hearing them stirred a primal fear, making my legs feel heavy.

Then, the scent of iron and smoke began to mix with the wind, which had previously only carried the lingering smell of rain.

But the girl running beside me didn’t stop. Therefore, I couldn’t stop either.

The blood and corpses on the road grew more numerous. The bodies, discarded like trash, told the story of what was happening here.

This time, unlike before, I didn’t stop. I clenched my jaw and forced my legs to move.

Then, a single car came speeding towards us from down the road. It was going so fast that it couldn’t make the turn at the T-junction and crashed into a utility pole.

The roar of the impact was so great it reached even us, still some distance away, and shook me to my core. It was clear that car wouldn’t be moving again.

A man, a woman, and a small child crawled out of the wreckage. Though they were staggering, they spotted us and started running in our direction.

A couple, it seemed, and a child held in the man’s arms.

They were shouting something. But before I could register their words, I accelerated.

Out of the corner of my eye, from the direction the car had come, a ‘monster’ had appeared.

Hooves gouged the asphalt. The legs of a horse propelled its massive body forward, poised to catch up to that family at any moment.

Where a horse’s head should have been, a muscular human torso sprouted, and its head was a bizarre mix of human and horse. To call it ‘long-faced’ would be an understatement. If I had to describe it, it was a horse’s head, bald except for a mane and a beard.

A Centaur.

It bared its teeth in a grotesque smile. It brandished the spear in its right hand ostentatiously as it pursued its prey—that family.

It wasn’t that it couldn’t catch them. It was deliberately slowing down, herding them. To watch its prey flee.

But it seemed to have grown bored of the game, or perhaps it was wary of us, because the monster stopped ‘playing.’

The sickening smile remained on its face, but the tip of its spear locked onto the fleeing family.

Its hooves shattered the asphalt as it accelerated. The sound caused the family to look back and scream. I felt it, rather than saw it, from ‘behind my back.’

In just a few strides, it closed the hundred-meter distance. I was closer to this Centaur than the family was.

The smile vanished from the monster’s face, and the tip of its spear instantly changed targets. From that movement alone, I could tell it was more skilled than I was.

But that didn’t matter.

*BRUAAAA!!*

I dodged the thrust, launched with a neigh-like roar, by stepping forward.

With our momentum combined, I spread my arms and met its massive body head-on.

"Oof!"

The impact sent vibrations through the air, and a deafening roar erupted.

My own throat trembled. To distract from the pain of the collision. And to draw out my full strength.

"Ooooooooooooh!!"

The difference in mass almost sent me flying, but I held my ground with the help of the wind. Then, as my feet shattered the ground beneath me, I grabbed a handful of its long, winter-horse-like coat.

Using my back muscles as well, I lifted the Centaur’s body.

It seemed to have been slow to react due to the shock of the collision, and it floated into the air with little resistance.

*B-Bruhi…*

"Raaaaaaaah!!"

A split second later, just as the Centaur began to struggle, I hurled it diagonally forward with all my might.

A heavy, massive sound, the likes of which you don’t hear in everyday life, echoed out. A portion of the asphalt shattered, and a small crater formed beneath the monster.

I quickly closed the distance and stomped on the head of the screaming Centaur.

I took a few steps back from the twitching body, drew my sword, and took a ready stance. I watched it warily, and after a few seconds, it turned to salt.

Seeing that, I finally let out a sigh of relief.

I had thought it would be on par with an Orc Champion, but it was surprisingly fragile. If I slammed it into the ground, its bones would break, and if I crushed its head, it would die.

"Um…"

Sword still in hand, I turned back to the family.

At a glance, they didn’t seem to have any major injuries. They seemed to have fallen over from the shockwave and were now sitting on the ground, looking up at me.

"Are you… alright?"

"Y-Yes. …U-Um, are you…"

"Oh, I’m fine."

"I-I see…"

An awkward silence hung in the air for a few seconds.

The couple held their child close, their expressions clearly wary. And the little girl, about kindergarten age, was staring at me in a daze.

*…Wait, are they scared of me?*

*But I just saved them… No, on second thought, a stranger who just killed a monster with his bare hands is pretty scary, isn’t it?*

I hurriedly hid the sword in my right hand behind my back. Not that it would do much good at this point.

"Can you hear me? You there, the family…"

"!?"

The couple looked around in surprise. Erina-san was standing right next to them, but she must have been using ‘Invisibility.’

"We are the Invisible Ninjas… those who walk in the shadows of society…"

"I-Invisible Ninjas…?!"

*Not that name again…*

To pretend I wasn’t with them, I moved a short distance away and kept a lookout on our surroundings. I had been forced to accept it as our party name, but I didn’t want to be known as a member of such a weirdly named group.

"We came here to rescue a certain person. You must leave this place at once…"

"Y-Yes, ma’am!"

"Oh, but before you go, have you seen an elven woman with golems?! She’s super pretty!"

"Yes…?"

The couple looked confused as Erina-san’s tone suddenly shifted.

"Um, I don’t know if she was an elf, but I think I heard someone on the way here say there was an Awakened Person who uses magic at the shelter…"

"That’s probably her! Thanks a bunch! Well then, see ya!"

Erina-san took off running again, and I followed suit.

I glanced back instinctively and saw the family give us a bow before hastily fleeing.

*…I hope they make it to safety too.*

"The closest shelter from there would be… the municipal middle school. You two, take a right at the third signal!"

"Got it!"

"Right."

I nodded and continued to run, averting my eyes from the corpses scattered on the road.

Still, there were overturned cars everywhere. And every single one had an ‘arrow’ sticking out of it.

Which means…

—*Buoooooooooh…!*

Suddenly, the loud blast of a horn echoed out.

*Is that a conch shell? No, a war horn…?*

"Diagonally left, up ahead! Lots of footsteps coming from that way! The horn came from there too!"

"Roger."

I accelerated and moved in front of Erina-san. At almost the same time, a troop of Centaurs appeared from the left of a crossroads several dozen meters ahead, their hard footsteps echoing.

It wasn’t just one or two. There were dozens of them. Like a well-trained cavalry unit, they all readied their weapons in unison.

*BOOW! BOOW!*

*FWOOOOOOOOOOO!*

Uttering strange cries, the dozen or so Centaurs drew their bows as they charged.

They were small, but the mana they contained was not to be underestimated. The moment their thick fingers released the bowstrings, the arrows were loosed with incredible speed.

The cars scattered around had likely fallen prey to this.

If you fled on foot, you’d be caught. If you used a vehicle, you’d be shot through. That must be the reason for this carnage.

Even if they were aiming for the tires or the driver, these arrows had enough force to overturn a moving car. The sight of them hurtling towards me was enough to make my blood run cold.

But.

"Hah!"

I swept them away with the wind.

I wrapped my left arm in wind and swung. The trajectory of the approaching arrows was deflected, sending them flying in all directions. Not a single one reached me or Erina-san running behind me.

*BOOO!*

Letting out a cry of either surprise or anger, the Centaurs immediately threw down their bows and took up their spears.

I charged head-on at the monsters as they came at me in a lance-charge-like formation.

With Erina-san behind me, I couldn’t afford to dodge carelessly. Besides, I already had a rough idea of their physical abilities from our earlier clash.

I stepped into the center of their arrowhead formation, twisting my body slightly to evade the thrusting spears. At the same time, I swung the sword held in both my hands.

Due to the size difference, I couldn’t aim for their necks, but I sent my blade running towards the unprotected connection point between their human torsos and horse bodies.

One strike, two pieces. I cut through flesh and bone, then followed up with another strike in a ‘windmill slash’ motion. I tore through the torsos of the second rank as well.

I passed through the enemy group and turned back. Erina-san overtook me as I skidded to a halt on the asphalt, turning around.

Our eyes met for a brief moment.

"Go on ahead!"

"You got it!"

Erina-san, being invisible, was fine, but I was in plain sight. If I ran now, I’d just lead the Centaurs to the shelter.

After passing me, the monsters also turned around at a distance. Their eyes, with no visible whites, narrowed as they charged at me again.

Even though two of their comrades had been killed, they reformed their ranks with perfect coordination. They executed another cavalry charge, no less impressive than the first.

They were strong. They had skill. They even worked together. I see, this was definitely ‘C-Rank.’ A completely different beast from ‘D-Rank.’

But none of them were stronger than an Orc Champion.

*BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!*

A roar imbued with mana, likely some kind of ‘skill.’ But it was all deflected by the surface of my body. My ‘Nucleus’ repelled the invading mana before I even needed to use ‘Concept Interference.’

I charged at the approaching forest of spears. With a slash cloaked in wind, I swept aside the row of spearheads all at once.

With a backhand slash, another strike. This time, I crushed the ‘front legs’ of the three in front of me. Their weapons were destroyed, and then their legs were crushed. The front rank, and the rear rank coming at full speed. Even a child could guess what would happen next.

I ran through the massive pile-up, then turned around before they could gain any distance. I slashed at the nearest one trying to break free.

*BWO! BWOO!*

The Centaurs tried to fight back by shortening their grip on their spears, but they were too slow.

I dodged an overhead thrust with my Spirit Eye, then closed the distance and swung my sword. I leaped into the middle of the group and started slashing at random.

Being attacked so closely, and from within their ranks, must have made it difficult for them to run. Their feet came to a halt.

So, was the saying you often hear in stories, ‘cavalry whose feet have stopped are sitting ducks,’ really true?

At least—it seemed to apply to these guys.

Fresh blood danced every time I swung my blade at their bellies, horse bodies, and legs. If I hadn’t been cloaked in wind, I would have been stained red from head to toe by now.

But several of them broke free from the tangled mess and regained their mobility. They immediately launched another charge, bearing down on me.

I couldn’t understand the emotions of monsters, but their gazes were undoubtedly filled with ‘killing intent’ and ‘rage,’ piercing right through me.

In that case, I cloaked the tip of my sword in wind and kicked up the salt of the scattered Centaurs, and the blood and flesh that had yet to turn.

I was trying the same move the cocadrille used on me before: a surprise attack from behind a smokescreen.

Our forms were obscured by a cloud of white and red. But I could sense from the flow of mana that they weren’t slowing down, and I clicked my tongue internally.

But it didn’t matter. I pinpointed their locations with my Spirit Eye. I leaped to meet the thrusting spear and slammed my left fist into its face.

With our combined relative velocity, its skull shattered. I didn’t even spare it a glance as I kicked off its shoulder and leaped again. Using the momentum of the now headless body, which was still moving forward due to inertia, I closed the distance to the next Centaur in an instant.

I rotated my body in mid-air and released a blast of wind. I landed after slicing through the horse bodies of two of them at once.

All that remained—was one.

*BUAAAAAAAH!!*

It thrust its spear at me, roaring as if it had gone mad. It seemed to have enough sense to aim for the moment I landed.

But I could ‘see’ it.

I ducked slightly to avoid the spear aimed at my head and cut its torso in two with a single strike. With a wet thud, the bisected body tumbled to the ground behind me.

"Fuuu…"

I maintained my focus. I scanned my surroundings, confirming that every Centaur in sight had turned to salt, then touched my earring.

"Aira-san. I’ve cleaned up over here. I want to meet up with Erina-san, so please give me navigation."

"…Yeah. Got it."

"…Is something wrong?"

I tilted my head, puzzled by the undisguised irritation in Aira-san’s voice.

"…I’ll explain later. For now, you stay alert for enemy approach and rendezvous with Erina-kun. Mia is there too."

"Understood."

I had no idea why she was irritated, but it seemed they had found the person we were supposed to rescue.

Sword in hand, I cautiously made my way according to the navigation. Gradually, the scattered salt began to outnumber the human corpses, until eventually, the road was covered in a sea of white.

*…Could it be that all this salt is from monsters that Mia-san defeated? If so, just how many enemies did she fight off?*

I started to wonder if she had even needed rescuing as I ran, and eventually, I came up against a ‘wall of ice’ towering in the middle of a residential area.

It was huge and thick. Like a castle wall from a TV show.

"This is…"

"Ah, Kyouta-chan!"

As I was looking up at the three-meter-high wall, Erina-san jumped down from the roof of a nearby house.

She landed like a cat and jogged over to me.

"Erina-san, I heard you met up with Miyoshi-san…"

"About that…"

For once, she had a troubled smile on her face.

"*Senpai* says she’s going to protect this shelter until the Self-Defense Force comes to help."

"…What?"

"That’s what she said. That stubborn blockhead…!"

Aira-san muttered, as if spitting the words out, while I stood there, utterly dumbfounded.

Just then, a section of the ice wall opened like a gate, and a single woman and two golems emerged.

It was Miyoshi-san. She held a staff with a jewel on it and stared at us.

"So you really came too, Yagawa-kun. I appreciate you coming to help, but you two should escape using your ‘spatial magic’."

Miyoshi-san declared with a resolute attitude.

"I will remain here and save as many residents as I can."

*…Excuse me?*

As I stood there with my mouth agape, she smiled at me.

"There’s no need for you to stay. Please, retreat."

Miyoshi-san’s smile as she said this was surprisingly gentle.

It was gentle, and yet. Why…

Why did I get the feeling that it was so… fragile?
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			"Yes, yes!"

"What is it, Erina-san?"

"Senpai, are you staying here to protect the people in this place?"

Erina-san raised her hand cheerfully, tilting her head as she looked at Mia-san.

Meeting her gaze head-on, Mia-san nodded.

"Yes. There are over a hundred residents gathered at this junior high school. A few of them are Awakened Persons, but they’re all Level 1. I’m the only one here who can fight."

"So you’re staying because you’re the only one who can protect them, right?"

"...Yes."

"In that case, shouldn’t you be telling us to ‘stay and fight,’ too?"

"Hey—"

My cheeks twitched involuntarily at Erina-san’s words.

"No. You two are minors. It’s not right for children to risk their lives in battle. It may sound like empty idealism, but as an adult, I—"

"But you’re eighteen too, aren’t you, Senpai?"

"At eighteen, I am legally an adult."

"Besides, you’re an adventurer, just like us. You’re not a police officer or part of the Self-Defense Force, right?"

"My position is irrelevant. I have the power and the will to protect this place. That should be more than enough."

"If it’s about power and will, I have those too. And if you say position is irrelevant, then it’s strange to talk about ‘minors’ and ‘adults’ over a mere three-year difference."

Erina-san took a step closer to Mia-san.

"Hey, Senpai. Are you... are you *really* staying because you want to protect the people here?"

"..."

The smile vanished from Mia-san’s face as Erina-san stared up at her.

"...That part of you is what I..."

"Senpai."

"My desire to protect the people here is genuine. However, if you wish to stay, I won’t stop you. But you must flee the moment things get dangerous. Understood?"

"Yes, ma’am! Oh, but before that."

Erina-san turned back to me, who had been left out of the conversation.

"Sorry, Kyou-chan. What are you going to do? If you want to go back, I’ll open a gate right now!"

"Well, what am I going to do..."

Erina-san waited patiently, not rushing my troubled response.

In the corner of my eye, Mia-san was handing something to her golem, but she too kept glancing in my direction.

"...You say you’ll open a gate, Erina-san, but do you have enough mana to teleport multiple times?"

"I dunno!"

"You don’t know..."

"But what you want to do is what’s important, Kyou-chan. I decided to come here on my own, but for you, the main reason was ‘because I was going,’ right?"

"Well..."

I couldn’t deny it, because it was true.

Honestly, I didn’t want to spend a single second longer in a place where a stampede was happening. But being told to go home alone and leave Erina-san behind was an impossibly cruel choice.

"...Hmm. Sorry. Did I put you on the spot?"

"...No."

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my chaotic thoughts.

There was no need to overthink it. My role hadn't changed from a few moments ago.

"I’ll stay too. But I want you to open a gate if you judge that we’ve hit our limit. ...Can you do that for me?"

"You betcha!"

Erina-san thumped a fist against her ample chest and answered with a smile. Looking at her, I felt a pang of guilt.

When my own parents were in peril, Erina-san had risked her life for them. And yet, in a similar situation, all I could think about was saving my own skin.

But I had no intention of changing my mind. I didn’t want to die just yet.

"...!"

For some reason, Mia-san was looking this way with a surprised expression.

*Hmm. What's that about? Could it be that after telling me to go home, she’s surprised that I actually want to...?*

But then again, when Erina-san said she would stay, Mia-san had shown a clear desire to refuse her...

*"...You two. Are you sane?"*

The voice of Aira-san echoed softly from my earring.

*"I don’t care if one or two hundred of the residents there die. At least, I don’t. Your lives are more important. There’s no need for you to go along with my foolish little sister."*

"Yes, Senpai!"

*"What is it, Erina-kun?"*

"If you have a complaint for my senpai, I think you should say it to her directly!"

*"I can’t."*

The reply was so pathetic it was almost shocking.

*"Because, well... I don’t know how to convince her..."*

"A ninja’s mission is absolute! I’m not leaving here until I take you home with me, Senpai!"

With that, Erina-san ran towards the edge of the sidewalk. Was that... a fire hydrant?

*"Kyou-chan-kun. Can’t you use your gorilla power to knock out Erina-kun and Mia and bring them back?"*

"Uh, no, that’s impossible."

I’ve never even punched a person before. If I misjudged my strength with this much power, Mia-san could end up as mincemeat.

Besides, Erina-san looked like she had some martial arts training. I had a feeling an amateur like me would be easily deflected.

*"No good, huh..."*

"Also, who are you calling a gorilla?"

*"You’re going to comment on that now?"*

"Because if I don’t, I won’t be able to calm down at all."

My instincts were screaming at me to run, and I was holding them back with reason. I’d taken a deep breath earlier, but I didn’t feel calm in the slightest.

"Besides, like Erina-san said, you should try to convince her yourself. It would make a lot more sense than a stranger like me trying to say something."

*"Convince Mia? Give me a break. I have nothing I ought to say to her."*

"Yes, you do. You have plenty you *want* to say."

After all, she’d pestered me for over an hour about her conversation strategies for dealing with Mia-san.

As someone who was low-key inconvenienced by it, I just wanted them to at least have a conversation as sisters, even if they didn’t reconcile.

Normally, I’d be ‘considerate’ of their complex family situation. But in these circumstances, it was a different story.

*"No, well. What I want to say and what I should say are two different things..."*

"Excuse me, do you have a moment?"

"Huh?"

*"Pyeh."*

Startled by the sudden voice, I spun around.

Standing there was Mia-san, her brow slightly furrowed.

She didn’t look so much angry... as she did perplexed.

"Um, what is it...?"

"There’s something I’d like to ask you."

"Okay..."

*What’s with her, at a time like this?*

As I thought that, I looked at Mia-san... and felt vaguely awkward, my gaze wandering.

Both Aira-san and this girl were ridiculously attractive. Honestly, I didn't know where to look.

"Yagawa-kun. Are you... are you an *ordinary person*?"

"Huh?"

Not understanding the question, a question mark floated over my head.

*Ordinary? I mean, I probably am, right? Though my skills and stuff have some unique aspects.*

It all depended on the definition of ordinary. Was she talking about my mental state, or my mind and body?

Just as I was about to ask what she meant, Erina-san’s voice cut me off.

"Enemy attack! Ene-my a-ttack!"

Having climbed onto the roof of a nearby house at some point, she was calling out to us.

"How many!?"

"Fifteen, no, sixteen!"

About the same number as the group we fought earlier.

I drew my sword from its sheath and stepped forward, positioning myself to protect Mia-san.

"Let’s intercept them. I’ll take the front, so please provide support."

"No. You’ll get caught in the crossfire. You and Erina-san should stay with me, up on the wall."

"Eh?"

She tugged lightly on my shoulder, and I turned to look at her. As she raised her staff, several platforms of ice grew from the ice wall, forming a staircase.

I followed her as she climbed, glancing back repeatedly at the centaurs. As soon as I stepped off them, the ice stairs crumbled away.

Once we were on top of the wall, the gate closed as well. The golems had already moved inside.

"I didn’t offer to defend this place without a chance of winning."

Saying so, Mia-san tapped the wall once with her staff. Immediately, mana flowed down towards the ground like the roots of a tree.

It spread along the wall and into the earth, moving with incredible precision to the base of the roadside trees that lined the street, blocking the way to the residential houses.

"Luckily, I managed to get my hands on some rose seeds. They’ve been a great help."

*Thump.* With a dull sound, rose vines sprouted from the base of the trees. However, their shape and size were clearly different from any I knew.

*Civil Engineering Magic.*

Activated without an incantation or a magic circle, it had transformed ordinary rose seeds into something like barbed wire.

The vines, covered in countless thorns as sharp as five-inch nails, were as thick as ceremonial ropes. They completely blocked the road, forming a triple-layered wall.

Each layer was about a meter high. A centaur could probably jump over it, but...

Mia-san tapped the ice wall with her staff again. Mana flowed once more, and then, as if to fill the gaps in the rose-barbed-wire, stakes of ice grew from the ground.

*Water and Ice Magic.*

The stakes, growing upwards and diagonally forward, were as thick and long as lances. A careless jump would mean getting impaled.

"More than anything, I’m fortunate it rained a little while ago. I can do this much with very little mana."

"The centaurs are almost in range!"

Erina-san shouted as she crouched down on the roof. At the same time, the centaurs began nocking arrows while running.

The arrows from their powerful bows were loosed. Each one, possessing the force of a bullet, swarmed towards the ice wall.

"It’s dangerous, please step back."

"R-Right."

I did as she said and took a step back. Two golems stepped forward, raising their shields to protect us.

...Oh, right, I haven't summoned Byakuren.

The rain of arrows only managed to create minor scratches on the wall and shields; they didn’t even pierce the surface. Looking closely, I could see a thin wall of ice had been deployed over the shields’ surfaces as well.

*"BWO! BWOH!"*

The centaurs in the front rank barked, shoving their bows into sacks on their horse bodies and grabbing spears to begin their charge.

While the rear rank continued to fire arrows, the spear-wielding front rank split into two groups.

One continued straight ahead, attempting to forcefully push aside the wall of roses with their spear tips.

The other group, however, veered off the road and headed towards the houses. They probably intended to break through the buildings to make a detour.

"It’s useless."

But Mia-san tapped her staff again.

The roadside trees began to move as if they were different creatures entirely, their branches and roots entangling the centaurs that tried to pass.

The monsters naturally tried to tear themselves free, but then pillars of ice materialized around them, piercing their bodies from all sides.

The ice pillars also rained down on the centaurs struggling with the wall of roses, skewering their bodies along with the spears and arms they raised to defend themselves.

A few individuals tried to retreat, sensing the disadvantage, but they too were caught by the extending trees and met the same fate as their comrades.

In the blink of an eye, all sixteen centaurs were annihilated. It wasn’t even a fight; it was a completely one-sided massacre.

"So strong..."

As I unconsciously muttered those words, Mia-san turned to me with a smile.

"That’s why I told you. Your top priority should be your own survival. I’ve blocked all other routes to the shelter just in case, but don’t let your guard down."

"Y-Yes..."

*Wow, she’s incredibly reliable. Was that sense of danger I felt just my imagination?*

Thinking that I might have been arrogant to think I was coming to help, I felt awkward and made my way over to Erina-san as an excuse to escape.

"Erina-san. Sorry to bother you, but could you get Byakuren out of my backpack?"

"Okay! Still, Senpai is super strong. Senpai, can you tell with [Appraisal]?"

"Eh, is it okay to just look...?"

"We’re fighting together, so I want to know! I’ll apologize later!"

"Oh, okay."

In that case, I’d apologize with her later.

I took Byakuren’s kettle-head and landed it on the inner side of the wall.

"So, Aira-san. What’s Mia-san’s level and skills...?"

*"...Twenty."*

"What?"

*"Mia’s level is 20. Her skills are [Civil Engineering Magic], [Water and Ice Magic], and [Mana Conservation]."*

"...That’s pretty high. And what’s [Mana Conservation]?"

*"If I remember correctly, it’s a skill that allows for more efficient use of mana. It reduces the mana required for spells and allows for incantationless casting. It’s a jackpot skill."*

"Wow..."

No wonder she was so strong.

Feeling more and more that my presence here was meaningless, I nonetheless formed Byakuren’s body just in case.

The asphalt ground was gouged out, exposing the soil underneath. Well, it’s an emergency, so maybe they’ll forgive me...?

I confirmed there were no issues as Byakuren stomped around, then touched my earring.

"For now, I’m relieved. It doesn’t seem like a hopeless fight."

*"Indeed. It’s infuriating, but it seems Mia is an excellent Awakened Person. On top of that, she seems to have been visiting dungeons quite proactively. When it comes to defensive battles, she’s probably quite formidable."*

Aira-san declared, sounding quite displeased.

*"Even for you, Kyou-chan-kun, breaking through these defenses would be difficult, wouldn’t it?"*

"Eh, me?"

*"The enemy’s strength is still unknown. For now, I want your opinion. Could you break through this wall from the front with brute force? If so, how much trouble would it be?"*

"Well, let’s see..."

Mia-san’s mana, her magic, and the terrain.

I wracked my brain, considering with all my might what would happen if I were to face this—.

A cold sweat trickled down my cheek.

"Breaking through is possible."

*"Oh? You state that with such certainty. Then, how much time would you need?"*

"Thirty seconds."

*"...What?"*

The conclusion I reached on my own made me break out in a cold sweat.

"I can probably break through in thirty seconds if I go all out. If a boss monster shows up, we might be in trouble. I’m raising my guard."

With that, I turned back to Byakuren.

"If this wall falls, advance and fight the monsters. Until then, stand by."

After confirming the kettle-head’s nod, I used the wind to leap back on top of the wall in a single bound.

"Arrows might come flying here, so it’s probably better to stay inside the wall."

Mia-san smiled at me as if admonishing a child, but I shook my head.

"No, it’s just... if a boss monster comes, it... it might break through..."

"...You’re right. It’s important to consider the ‘what ifs.’"

Without letting her smile falter, Mia-san turned to face forward again.

"Then, just in case, I’ll add another wall of thorns—"

"Ene-my a-ttack!"

Erina-san shouted towards us in a loud voice.

I hurriedly looked forward to see a single shadow running up the slightly inclined road.

It was still far. Without an eye-related skill like [Spirit Eye], it looked no bigger than a grain of rice.

But I could see it. I could see it all too clearly.

And I could see what it was about to do.

"Ah, uh..."

"The next enemy? How many?"

"Just one! But it looks different from the others!"

"...I see. A boss monster."

Mia-san’s expression tightened, and she gripped her staff firmly.

"Yagawa-kun, you really should get down. It’s dange—"

"Sorry!"

"Eh?"

I forcefully grabbed Mia-san’s arm and pulled her down. Her eyes widened as I fell on top of her, shielding her.

Then, her eyes narrowed in anger.

"Wh-What do you think you’re—!"

"It’s coming!"

Almost at the same moment I shouted.

—-*WHOOOOSH...!*

A deafening roar that seemed to drown out all other sounds. And then, the impact.

A split second later, a shattering sound that shook me to my core echoed out, and shards of ice danced through the air.

"Wh-What was..."

Lying next to the stunned Mia-san, I slowly peeked over the ice wall to look at the ‘impact point.’

A huge chunk had been gouged out of the thick wall. It was still hissing and emitting steam, the area of damage slowly expanding.

And the single blow that had pierced the wall. I saw the weapon that had done it.

A ‘flaming javelin’ rolled atop the melting wall. Its presence alone, a mere meter and a half in length, was rapidly melting the ice wall that was nearly five meters thick.

The heat reached all the way here. It was like being in a sauna.

Slowly, I shifted my gaze to the attacker.

The monster, which had been a mere speck in the distance just moments ago, had now closed the distance to where even a non-Awakened Person could see it with the naked eye.

Fundamentally, its form was no different from the other centaurs. If I had to point out a skeletal difference, it would be that it was about two sizes larger than the other individuals.

However, the differences beyond its skeleton were all too clear.

First, it was astonishingly white. Not just its lower horse body, but its upper torso and head were also covered in pure white fur.

While its form was closer to that of a horse, its right hand gripped a spear with a gleaming golden tip.

And what commanded the most presence was its crimson mane, flowing in the wind.

The heat radiating from that mane, which seemed to be made of condensed flames, was melting the asphalt road it passed over. No, the road was starting to crumble even before it stepped on it.

And yet, the monster sprinted along that treacherous path without faltering. Even from a distance, I could tell its speed easily exceeded 100 km/h.

...I’d seen it before, on the Dungeon Agency’s website.

The boss monster of the C-Rank dungeon where centaurs appear.

"Leucorse...!"

The word meant ‘white’ in Greek. The monster with the all-too-simple name, a name that felt perfectly fitting for its appearance, was heading straight for us.

In its left hand, it held a javelin identical to the one that had shattered our ice wall.

"We’re jumping down! Hold on!"

"Wait! If I can just repair the damaged area—"

"Agh, forget it!"

I forcefully scooped up Mia-san and leaped from the wall.

A moment later, a mere *ten seconds* after spotting the enemy—the ice wall was obliterated.



		
		
		
			Chapter 49: The Lone Charge
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 49

			The Lone Charge

			The ice wall crumbled before my eyes. On the other side, Leucorse was still sprinting towards us.

"This—!"

Mia-san, who had been momentarily stunned, quickly pointed her staff at the enemy. Instantly, the roadside trees on both sides began to move in unison.

As hundreds of branches and roots extended from all directions like a swarm of snakes, Leucorse leaped into the only opening.

Directly above its own head.

The monster, with a body the size of a light truck, launched itself dozens of meters into the air with a single bound and descended in a fiery dive. It added concentrated heat to the destruction brought by gravity.

That ‘landing’ was reminiscent of a meteor strike.

A deafening explosion and a cloud of dust erupted, filling my vision with dirt and fragments of asphalt. I managed to shield Mia-san, taking a fist-sized piece of debris on my back.

Shielding my eyes with an arm, I looked up. The dust cloud cleared, revealing the devastation Leucorse had wrought.

The pavement on the road beyond the wall had been stripped away, and a crater had formed in the exposed earth. The surrounding roadside trees were all snapped, and the rows of rose barriers and ice lances had been completely eliminated by its flames.

There were no obstacles left, save for some head-sized chunks of ice scattered about. And even those were already beginning to melt.

*"Brrrr..."*

Leucorse snorted, shaking its head slightly. Its eyes fixed on Mia-san. From that single exchange, it seemed to have figured out who had blocked its path.

With a sharp movement, the golden spearhead took aim at her.

"—!"

Instantly, Leucorse charged, scattering flames from its mane. From a complete standstill, it hit top speed in a single step.

Its powerful legs moved at a speed the normal eye couldn't possibly follow. Using my [Spirit Eye] to predict its trajectory, I scooped Mia-san into my arms and leaped sideways.

Even though it passed several meters away, the wind pressure nearly blew me off my feet.

"Kuh...!"

"Wh-What was..."

"Stay back! That thing is bad news!"

*I can’t deal with a monster like that! I have to buy some time, make an opening to teleport...!*

Without giving me a moment to think, Leucorse, having run past, tore up the ground as it changed direction. This time, it fixed its gaze on me and readied its spear, tucking it under its arm.

And then, it charged. As the massive beast bore down on me at incredible speed, I readied my sword.

Gripping the blade with my left hand, I assumed a half-sword stance. Realizing I couldn’t dodge in time, I went to block the golden spearhead with the flat of my blade.

My eyes could track it, my thoughts could barely keep up, but my body couldn’t follow.

Still, my defense was up at the last possible second. The moment of impact was accompanied by a deafening roar, and my body floated into the air.

After a few seconds of weightlessness, I landed. A numbing pain shot through both my arms, but I ignored it. It would heal anyway, and more importantly...

The next charge had already begun.

*"BRUHIHIHIHIHIHIIIIIIN!!"*

It neighed as if it were enjoying itself. With a massive cloud of dust and flame behind it, Leucorse charged.

"Kuh...!"

As the white giant approached, I jumped to its left to evade it, positioning myself on the opposite side of its spear.

*It's fast. But if it only charges in a straight line...!*

I aimed for its left hind leg, targeting the joint as we passed each other.

But.

"Wha—"

A tremendous shattering sound echoed right beside me, and my sword sliced through empty air.

In the corner of my vision, Leucorse had plunged its spear into the ground. It had deliberately stumbled forward to lift its hind leg and dodge my slash.

No, that wasn’t all. Without losing the momentum from its sudden stop, it pivoted on its spear and spun sideways. It was a body slam, delivered simultaneously with the evasion.

The prediction from my [Spirit Eye] allowed me to get my left arm up to block just in time, receiving the blow with my gauntlet. But I couldn’t even brace myself and was sent flying.

"U-Aaaaaaah!?"

Just how many meters did that body slam send me? I couldn't even break my fall, and I slammed into the dirt ground it had created.

*It hurts... I can’t breathe...!*

As feeling returned to my left arm, a searing pain made my vision swim.

But even as I was sent flying, my ‘eyes’ had kept track of my opponent. Therefore, I knew I had to move immediately.

Because its attack wasn't over yet.

"Ukon! Sakon!"

Mia-san issued a command, and her two golems thrust their hooked poles at Leucorse, but they couldn’t reach the beast as it charged towards me. Byakuren hadn’t even gotten close.

Almost simultaneously, stone stakes shot up from the ground in its path. But the monster scattered them with a single sweep of its spear.

*I have to move, somehow...!*

As I staggered to my feet, Leucorse was already right on top of me—.

Something red flew into my vision. I unconsciously read the words written on the small bottle.

*...Carolina Reaper?*

*"BRUHIIIIII!?"*

The small bottle shattered against Leucorse’s snout, scattering a red powder.

The monster shrieked and swung its spear wildly, its trajectory veering off course and allowing me to dodge in time.

"Thanks, Erina-san!"

"No problem!"

I shouted my thanks to her, my apparent rescuer. Unfortunately, I didn't have the luxury of turning my head to look.

That monster only flinched for three seconds.

*"Brrrururu...!!"*

The flames of its mane waving violently, Leucorse ran in a gentle arc, its eyes on me, on Mia-san, on the golems.

It seemed Erina-san was hidden by her invisibility. But would the same trick work a second time?

A cold, unpleasant sweat ran down my spine.

*"Run, both of you! You can’t win against this opponent, you’ll be killed!"*

"Run, you say..."

If I turn my back, I’ll be killed in an instant.

I—we—had underestimated this stampede. I must have gotten arrogant as my level increased.

This monster...

*"BRURURURUUUAAAAAAAH!!"*

It was stronger than the Champion!

Ice pillars formed one after another in mid-air and were launched at Leucorse. The monster didn’t even bother to defend, simply vaporizing them with the flames that cloaked its body.

However, the ice lances were a diversion. As if this was the real attack, the ground beneath it ‘caved in.’

Leucorse remained unfazed by the sudden pitfall. It easily leaped over it and once again charged straight for me.

"Tch...!"

My shoulders jumped in fear at the approaching monster. I swallowed a hard lump in my throat and somehow forced myself to step forward.

Immediately after, Leucorse roared. In response to its mana-infused cry, lances of fire formed around it and were launched.

"You—!"

I slashed through the incoming flames with [Concept Interference] and deflected the last one back at it, imbuing it with my own sword's power.

But the counterattack, which I had definitely slammed into its torso, was simply absorbed into its body.

*"It’s no use, flames don’t work on it!"*

"You could have told me sooner!"

As I instinctively shouted back, the javelin it had been readying while I dealt with the fire lances was thrown.

Launched from extremely close range, I used my sword as a shield and dodged to the side. The blade just grazed the javelin, but the impact almost tore the hilt from my hands.

"Guh!"

As I lost my balance, it swung its spear in a wide arc, aiming for my head. Catching the attack in my vision, I threw myself backward onto the ground to evade it.

Its white horse-body thundered past me as I rolled on the ground.

Leucorse put some distance between us. It planted its spear in the ground and pivoted instantly, preparing to charge at me again.

In that brief moment when its speed slackened.

An object about 1.5 meters long came flying towards Leucorse.

Perhaps wary of something similar to the small bottle from before, it pulled its head back and thrust its spear at the object.

But this was completely different from a Carolina Reaper. It was a 50-kilogram gas canister.

I didn't know what was inside. Faster than I could read the writing on the canister, a dome of earth enveloped Leucorse.

To prevent the contents from escaping. And to contain the coming impact.

"Even if flames don’t work,"

"The blast wave will!"

—-*DOOOOM...!*

An explosion echoed from within the dome. It seemed the contents of the canister had ignited from its flames.

It was a spur-of-the-moment combination from Mia-san and Erina-san, as expected of relatives. Any normal creature would have died from that.

But they are called ‘monsters’ precisely because they are not normal.

*"BRUOOOOOOOOH!!"*

The cracked earthen dome shattered, and Leucorse burst forth. As always, its gaze was fixed on me and me alone.

The golems wouldn’t reach it before it reached me. I couldn’t keep dodging forever. Deciding on my course of action, I held my sword at my hip.

*It must have taken some damage from the explosion. If that’s the case, I’ll take out its legs before it realizes it!*

Our raw speed was about even. It had the longer reach, but if I could just get inside its guard—.

In that instant, my [Spirit Eye] foresaw it.

There was no way for me to close the distance and get within my sword’s range. A vision of my skull being pierced by its spear.

If this continues, I will die.

"Ah—"

My forward step faltered, but I instinctively released a burst of wind, forcing my body to move.

I abandoned the attack and tried to evade. But my decision came too late.

*Squish.* All too easily, the golden spearhead gouged into my right shoulder. Then, Leucorse thrust the spear upwards with all its might.

In an instant, my body was flung high into the air, hung there for a moment, and then fell.

I landed on a car that had been left parked by the roadside, inside the walls. The roof crumpled, and the windows shattered. The car’s alarm began to blare.

Amidst the piercing electronic noise, I thought I heard two voices calling my name.

I couldn’t tell whose voices they were.

"Gah, AAAAAAAAAAAAAH!?"

They were drowned out by my own scream.
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			My screams faded, and in their place, I could hear Aira-san's voice from my earring. She was desperately calling out to me, but I didn't have the strength to reply.

I couldn't breathe. Through my flickering vision, I knew I had to move, and my left hand grabbed the edge of the car roof.

Somehow, I managed to land on the ground... no, I just fell in a heap.

Sprawled on the asphalt, my lungs finally started working properly again. I coughed weakly and lifted my head.

Right in front of me, my own one-and-a-half-handed sword was stuck in the ground. I didn’t know when I’d let go of it. Looking at my own weapon, standing there like a gravestone, I remembered what had happened.

That's right. My shoulder was gouged... My arm! My arm!

"Ah, ahh...!"

The searing pain in my right shoulder hadn't subsided. I pressed down hard on it. The cloth of my [Arcane Gear] was torn, but the wound itself had completely closed.

Was this pain just a phantom sensation, then? I didn't know. All that remained was the pain.

"Hah... hah...!"

My breathing became ragged again. I tried to put strength into my legs to stand and grab my sword, but they wouldn't cooperate. My back hit the car door, and my body slumped into a sitting position against my will.

As I sat there dazed, clutching my shoulder, I unconsciously turned my head.

Red blood dripped from its golden spearhead. The pure white monster was staring straight at me.

It was about thirty meters away. Snorting, it clutched its side. Could it be that the tip of my sword had caught it during the collision? A trickle of red flowed from between its fingers.

But it was far from a fatal wound. It had only stopped because the pain had surprised it; the monster was still very much alive.

*"BRUO... BRUOOOOOOOH!!"*

With a roar, Leucorse readied its spear again. Its target was me.

"Hih...!"

A pathetic sound escaped my throat on its own. Yet my body refused to move as I wanted. I wanted to run, but I couldn't even stand up.

Leucorse prepared to charge again, but a barrage of stone lances surrounded it, blocking its path.

"Look at me, you monster!"

Mia-san shouted as she slammed her staff into the ground. As if for good measure, several arms of earth reached out from the ground towards the monster.

But they were blown away by a single swing of its spear. Leucorse shifted its gaze from me to Mia-san and started to charge toward her.

That charge was halted by a grappling hook that came flying at it. It wrapped around its neck, the other end tied to a telephone pole. Furthermore, Erina-san was running with her ninja sword in hand, trying to get into Leucorse's blind spot.

The rope was burned through in an instant, but three golems closed in to grapple with Leucorse. Their goal was clearly to prevent it from starting its charge.

With an annoyed blast of flame, the golems were sent flying, and the heat wave kept Erina-san from getting any closer.

*"Now's your chance, Kyou-chan-kun! Run, get up! Get up and run!"*

"R-Run..."

Right. I have to run. I have to get away from that monster.

My body finally started to move. I used the still-blaring car for support and stood up.

They were keeping Leucorse occupied, but that wouldn't last long. I had to escape now.

Run... run...

—If I run, what will happen to them?

Am I abandoning them? Mia-san... I don't really care about her. She's just a stranger.

But what about Erina-san? She’s my comrade, my benefactor... my friend.

My own life is more precious than a friend's. That's unshakable, and I think it's only natural.

But to leave her to die through my own choice, my own will... that's wrong.

"..."

*"Kyou-chan-kun! Yagawa Kyouta! You’ve done enough. You fought well. The reason Erina-kun and Mia are fighting over there... is because of their own choice...!"*

That's right, they made a choice. Not to run, not to abandon, but to fight.

And here I am, thinking of running? My own mind berated me.

My chest churned with ugly feelings. I agonized until my head ached.

I saw Erina-san, still fighting.

"Oh."

My throat trembled.

"OOOOOOOHHHHHH!"

*"Wha—"*

I fooled myself with a war cry, repaired my [Arcane Gear] at my shoulder, grabbed the sword stuck in the ground, and broke into a run.

My destination: Leucorse. I charged full speed towards the enemy.

In the end, after all my hesitation—I ‘ran away.’ To the easier path.

Rather than abandon her here, I’m betting on the possibility of fighting and winning. I’m not thinking about the odds of victory. I just chose the path that would be easier on my conscience.

I have neither the courage to fight with true resolve, nor the intellect to abandon a friend and survive. This feeling should be called either ‘reckless courage’ or ‘desperation.’

Maybe I can win. I clung to that uncertain hope, averting my eyes from the possibility that Erina-san and I could die. This is surely an act of foolishness that I’ll look back on in calmer times and be disgusted with.

Still, I chose this myself.

It wasn't like the fight with the Champion, where I acted on instinct. I took up my sword of my own free will.

I slipped past the one-armed Byakuren and slashed at Leucorse. As soon as it caught sight of me, it leaped high into the air on its four legs, even as it took stone pebbles and shuriken to its body.

In mid-air, Leucorse created multiple lances of fire and fired them at me in rapid succession.

*It’s trying to buy time to land and charge again. But!*

"Haaah...!!"

*If it doesn't hit me, it doesn't matter. I'll run through at top speed!*

I pumped my legs with all my might, aided by a push from the wind, and ‘saw’ only the lances on a direct collision course. I twisted my body, weaving and stepping to evade.

Leaving the rain of lances behind me, I charged the Leucorse as it landed with a ground-shaking thud and swung my sword. The clash of its horizontal spear sweep and my diagonal slash sent a shockwave through the air, the difference in our builds pushing me back slightly. But I wouldn’t let it create any distance.

A sound like massive blocks of iron colliding echoed around us. While the air still vibrated, I followed up with three sharp thrusts. I dodged the first two and parried the third with my sword.

As I tried to use the momentum from the parry to circle to its side, Leucorse reared up, raising both front legs.

From that position, it brought down a stomp filled with its entire body weight. I took a step back to avoid the first blow, but the shockwave and dust cloud obscured my vision.

A smokescreen. But even with my vision blocked, I could see its mana. I predicted its next move from the silhouette I sensed.

Without a moment's pause, Leucorse raised its forelegs again, aiming for my skull.

"Ooooh!"

Before it could stomp, I charged forward myself. I slammed my shoulder into its horse-body's abdomen.

Aided by the wind, the heavy thud of flesh on flesh echoed as Leucorse's massive body was sent flying.

Still, it landed without losing its balance. I immediately pressed the attack, forcing it into a defensive position.

I wouldn't give it time to charge. If I let it gain distance now, I would die.

With that single thought driving me, I swung my sword, but the difference in skill and reach was overwhelming. Before I knew it, I was the one on the defensive, forced to constantly block its spear with my sword.

The three- or four-meter spear it wielded now seemed many times longer.

As I blocked a heavy downward swing, my arms screaming in protest, I saw Erina-san out of the corner of my eye doing something to a fire hydrant on the sidewalk.

"Ninja Art, ‘Spatial Explosion’!"

Suddenly, with a loud bang, the fire hydrant burst, and a massive amount of water gushed out.

"Senpai!"

"Yes!"

Mia-san swung her staff, and the gushing water moved in response.

The water, soaring through the air like a dragon, attacked Leucorse from the side. To avoid getting caught in it, I created distance in sync with a wide swing of its spear.

*"BRUAH!"*

The massive amount of water was instantly evaporated by a mere raise of its arm, but it created a cloud of steam. Using it as a screen, I closed in and leaped at the monster from its left side.

This time, I’m aiming for the left hind leg for sure!

Leucorse’s reaction was slow, and the tip of my sword slashed across its white leg. But it was shallow. The blade didn't reach the bone.

*"HIIHIIIN!!"*

Instantly, its hind leg shot up. Almost simultaneously, it delivered a high-speed back kick.

Following the premonition from my [Spirit Eye], I tilted my head diagonally and relaxed my knees, attempting to evade. But I couldn't dodge completely, and a hoof grazed the side of my head.

Even without a direct hit, my helmet cracked with a high-pitched sound. The cloth wrapped underneath was torn away, and I saw a spray of fresh blood in the corner of my vision.

I stumbled from the impact but managed to stay on my feet, at the same time the monster leaped away.

Leucorse sprinted at top speed, carving a deep gouge in the ground with its spear as it made a sharp turn. Flames spilled from its eyes, nose, and mouth as the white monster readied its weapon in its right hand, pulling it back as if drawing a bowstring.

It intended to end this now. In response, I also raised my sword and charged.

The situation was the same as when it had gouged my shoulder and sent me flying. Fear, as if remembering, wrapped itself around my limbs.

That feeling...

"OOOOOOOOHHHHHHHH!"

I once again disguised it with a war cry.

Having come this far, it wouldn't let me escape. My only path was to resist with all my might and win.

Not out of courage or pride. I raised my sword purely for my own sake.

And yet—my body moved!

*"HIIIIIIIAAAAAH!!"*

"OOOOOOOOHHH!"

We crossed in an instant. This time, I tracked the spear’s trajectory from beginning to end. The injury to its hind leg had slowed its charge ever so slightly.

As the golden spearhead approached, I lowered my stance and stepped forward diagonally to evade. Leucorse’s reaction was slow to my different movement.

An application of the Serpentine Slash.

The strike I had practiced relentlessly slammed into Leucorse's right foreleg. The relative velocity sent a painful shock through my arm.

But I followed through. With a spray of blood, the monster's front leg from the knee down went tumbling across the ground.

The recoil sent me rolling across the ground as well, but I managed to get to one knee and look up. Several meters away, Leucorse stood, using its spear planted in the ground to keep from falling.

*"B-B-BBRUUU...!!"*

The monster had killed its forward momentum by driving its great spear into the ground. In the cloud of dust, the shaft bent from the impact, and foam frothed at its mouth.

Even so, the monster spun around as if bouncing. Standing on three legs, it raised the spear in its right hand to throw.

"Byakuren!"

"Grapple it!"

But the three golems blocked its path.

All of them were half-destroyed but still moving. A spare grappling hook wrapped around the spear, and then a water dragon descended from above, engulfing Leucorse along with the golems.

And then, it froze. It became a giant block of ice, but the silence lasted only two seconds.

*"GA, AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!"*

A burst of flame obliterated all of its restraints. The golems were smashed to pieces and scattered, and the grappling hook was burned to ash. The ice cage that had completely covered it was blown away as steam.

And so, it turned its weapon on me again.

But I was no longer in its line of sight.

"Haaaah...!"

Because I had already moved behind it.

Those two seconds they created for me. I would not let them be wasted.

I leaped onto the back of its horse-body and, before Leucorse could turn, I pierced its heart from behind.

*"Gi, Ah—"*

I twisted the sword in a circle and swung it diagonally upwards. The blade burst from its right shoulder in a spray of blood.

It was undoubtedly a fatal wound, yet Leucorse shortened its grip on the spear. It hadn't lost its will to fight!

As the monster tried to thrust behind it, I grabbed its head with my left hand, forced it back, and switched my sword to a reverse grip.

Dodging the spearhead it thrust out forcefully, I reversed our positions. With one foot on its horse-body, I used the other to stomp on its stomach.

My eyes met Leucorse's as its upper body was twisted away from me.

"Just—"

As our gazes locked, with all my strength, with all my soul.

"Fall, already!!"

I plunged my sword into its chest once more.

I pushed until the guard hit its pectoral muscles, then immediately released my mana at maximum output. Converted into wind by the blade, it blew a massive hole in the monster's chest from the inside.

The recoil tore the sword from my hand, and I went tumbling to the ground.

My head spun from the pain and impact, but I somehow managed to get back up. My hand went to the knife at my waist as I glared at Leucorse.

There, the monster still stood on its three legs. It looked at me, dignified, without even letting go of its spear.

*"Impossible, it’s still not dead!?"*

"...No."

Its body, once stained red and white with blood, was now only white.

No matter how much pressure I felt from its form, no matter how much presence it had, as if it could move at any moment.

The monster looking down at me, spear in hand—Leucorse was dead on its feet.

Quietly, the monster turned to salt, crumbling away. A small white mound formed, and after watching it, my legs finally gave out completely.

"Haaahhh..."

I fell hard on my butt, but I felt no pain. A sigh escaped me naturally, and I turned my face to the sky.

The overcast sky had, at some point, cleared to reveal the stars.

At the same time, the sound of a helicopter began to approach from the distance. It seemed the Self-Defense Force had finally arrived.

Last time, and this time, too. Is it selfish of me to wish they’d come sooner...?

"I’m so tired..."

That was the only way to describe it. The pain in my body had subsided, and my stamina and mana had recovered in the span of a breath.

But my mental state was another story. How many times had I been on the verge of death during that fight?

The thought alone was terrifying, but I didn't even have the energy to think. My mind went blank, and I stared vacantly at the sky.

But then, an explosion suddenly echoed from not too far away.

"Eh, eh, what!?"

I frantically looked around and saw a car by the roadside engulfed in flames. Judging by its position and the crushed roof, it might have been the one I fell on.

With the burning car behind her, Erina-san came jogging towards me.

*...Did it explode from the impact of my fall? Or did she burn it to hide the evidence like last time?*

Either way, blaming it all on Leucorse seems better for my mental health. Yeah, it’s definitely the monster’s fault.

"Kyou-chan! You okay!?"

"Eh, ah, yeah. What about you, Erina-san...?"

"My left shoulder’s dislocated, but I’m okay!"

"I don’t think that counts as okay, you know?"

The self-proclaimed ninja gave me a V-sign with her right hand. It didn’t seem like a joke; her left arm was hanging limply at her side.

I have no medical knowledge, but even I could tell that wasn’t okay.

"Hey, we-we have to fix that..."

"Nah. I’ll pop it back in myself when I get home. I’ll have Grandma take a look at it later, too. More importantly, Kyou-chan!"

"Eh, yeah. Yeah?"

*Is there something more important than a dislocated shoulder?*

Ignoring my quizzical look, Erina-san extended a hand to me.

"Let’s get out of here, fast! A ninja can’t stand out!"

"...Well, I’m not a ninja."

I said, taking her hand. Strangely, unlike before, I was able to stand up naturally.

"But I agree with leaving."

*"Oh? Are you sure? If you stay, you might get a hero’s interview, you know?"*

"No thanks. I don’t want to stand out in a bad way. Besides, I don’t want to go through questioning right now..."

"Because I’m a ninja!"

"You’re not a ninja."

If we were reported as the heroes who protected the shelter... just imagine.

It was obvious how I’d be treated in the classroom. It would be fine if I was treated like a hero, but if I was treated like a monster or got a lot of jealousy, I wouldn’t be able to go to school anymore.

I went over to where the scattered golems were and picked up Byakuren’s head.

It was cracked and split in places, with some of the inner cushion poking out. But the marble eyes were still faintly glowing.

"...You did well."

After gently stroking the kettle-head, I returned to Erina-san, holding it in one hand.

She had retrieved something from Leucorse’s pile of salt and turned back to me.

"Alright, let’s go! See ya, Senpai! Adios!!"

"Um, excuse us."

I turned to Mia-san and gave a small bow.

Then, just as I was about to step into the gate Erina-san had opened...

"Wait just a minuteeeee!!"

"Gueh!?"

"Ugh."

I was stopped by a firm grip on the back of my collar. From beside me, I thought I heard a sound a pretty girl shouldn’t make.

I turned around to see Mia-san holding both of us captive with her hands.

"Are you two injured!? Yagawa-kun, you’re bleeding! So much blood!"

"Oh, it healed."

"It healed!?"

"I dislocated my shoulder but I’m fine!"

"You are not fine!? A hospital! We’re going to a hospital!"

"Have mercy, my lord!!"

"Is this any time for jokes, you numbskull!"

Wow. It’s been a while since I heard someone called a numbskull.

But she must have been tired, too. Panting, Mia-san let go.

"...Fine. Fine. I understand. You have some reason for not wanting to stand out, don’t you?"

"Yep! Oh, and Senpai, you keep quiet about us, okay!"

"...So, you’re saying you’ll give all the credit for defending this place to me?"

Mia-san’s eyes narrowed, but Erina-san just tilted her head, unfazed.

"Hmm? But the only reason we fought was because you were protecting this place, right? So isn’t it all thanks to you, Senpai?"

"Well, I suppose..."

I agreed from beside her.

Honestly, I wanted to go to the shelter and tell them to ‘Worship me! Be grateful!’, but the aftermath would be too much of a hassle.

Besides, it's just a pain. My mind is filled with the thought of ‘I want to go home and sleep.’

Mia-san’s brow furrowed deeply, and she muttered ‘Right, this is who she was’ after looking at Erina-san.

"...Understood. I’ll just tell everyone that ‘we had help from some kind-hearted collaborators.’"

"Mmm, thanks, Senpai!"

"I have a mountain of things I want to say, but I can’t keep injured people here forever, so just two things."

With that, Mia-san looked at me. My eyes met her emerald ones head-on.

I tried to lower my gaze from such a beautiful girl’s stare, but then my eyes landed on her rather magnificent chest. Not knowing where to look, my gaze wandered to the empty air.

"...Somehow, Yagawa-kun, you’re..."

"Y-Yes?"

"You’re, uhm... ordinary, but also... a ‘weird person,’ aren’t you?"

"Weird!?"

*Eh, did she notice my wandering eyes and call me a pervert!?*

"I-I’m sorry... I’m sorry for being alive..."

"N-No! I’m sorry. That was a poor choice of words. You seem ‘special,’ but you also get scared and feel pain like a normal person, and then you fight like you’ve thrown all caution to the wind... That’s it! A rare creature! You’re a rare creature!"

"A rare... creature..."

*Is it possible to be called a rare creature by a beautiful woman whose life you just saved...?*

Well, I can’t say I saved her unilaterally, since she helped me out too.

"In a good way, you’re a rare creature! Probably!"

"Probably..."

"That’s great, Kyou-chan!"

Was it great? Was this really great?

As I stood there dumbfounded with an indescribable feeling, Mia-san cleared her throat pointedly.

"And for the other thing..."

After a brief moment of hesitation.

"Thank you."

She bowed her head deeply.

"Eh, wait."

"What’s wrong, Senpai?"

"I still don’t agree with your actions. However, thanks to both of you, my life, and the lives of the people in the shelter, were saved. That is an undeniable fact."

Mia-san finally raised her face to us, who were looking confused.

"So, to the people who saved my life, I offer my sincerest gratitude."

The look on her face wasn’t the business smile I had seen so many times before.

It was so beautiful that I found myself captivated.

"N-No... well, we should help each other in times of trouble, and I was just going with the flow..."

"I’m a ninja, after all!"

"How is being a ninja related to any of this?"

"Everything!!"

"I see."

"I won’t forget this debt. If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know."

"...Huh?"

I stared intently at Mia-san's face as she said this with a wry smile.

Next to me, Erina-san was doing the same.

"...Ah! B-But, you know, lewd things are...!"

"Mia-san."

"Senpai."

"Y-Yes!? P-P-Please calm down. Look. These things, you know, there are steps to...!"

"Please, exchange contact information with us!"

"Give me your email address! And your phone number too!!"

"...Pardon?"

Mia-san let out a drained voice as we both bowed our heads.

This is... I might be able to execute ‘that plan’ which stumbled at the first step.

If this goes well, I might be able to remove the cause of all the trouble we went through this time... maybe.

Normally I’d let it be, but after being harmed this directly, I think I have every right to demand they sort it out. If this makes things worse, I don't care anymore.

I raised my head to hear her reply, and...

"A-Are you planning to take... steps...!? The two of you!?"

Her face was beet red, and she was clutching her body.

*...How can she make that kind of misunderstanding after a life-or-death battle?*

Well, she is beautiful and has a great figure, so I guess that kind of caution is important. That said, I'll clear up this misunderstanding because it seems like it will be a pain later.

After that, we exchanged contact information normally, and returned home, leaving a silent, shame-faced Mia-san behind us.

And so, a long, a truly long day, came to an end.

At last, we were able to go home.
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			*"One week has passed since the simultaneous dungeon stampedes that can only be described as a major disaster. The search for the missing continues."*

*"Last time it was three locations, and this time five. Why is the number increasing? What measures is the government actually taking?"*

*"Again! It happened again! The Self-Defense Force prioritized the capital over the regional areas! Of course the capital and its surroundings are important to the country! But the country doesn't run on that alone!"*

*"Some have suggested that the delayed response from the SDF and police was caused by Awakened members resigning to become adventurers, correct?"*

*"Yes. With the increase in adventurer income, it has become more profitable than being a public servant. I believe the Dungeon Agency's decision to liberalize the sale of drop items was premature."*

*"As a result of allowing private companies to sell drop items, there are concerns that their outflow to foreign countries will delay research in Japan."*

*"That’s absolutely correct. The sale of drop items should be halted immediately. In the first place, there are still many unknowns about items from dungeons. They are not something that should be handled by the general public."*

*"But if we do that, the number of adventurers will decrease! There are testimonies from the recent stampedes that local adventurers were the ones who intercepted the monsters."*

*"Shouldn't the government be giving more funding to the police and SDF to secure personnel? I'm sure they have slush funds somewhere, just use that money."*

*"Soaring defense costs. Today, we will discuss the economic changes due to dungeons and the recovery of the stampede-affected regions with our panel of experts."*

*"A tragedy that struck a regional city... Amidst a stampede that claimed 200 lives, there was a lone woman who protected a shelter. We have testimony from someone who was at the shelter about who this mysterious woman is."*

*"A helping hand has been extended from various countries, including President Valentine of the United States. In response, the Prime Minister has expressed his gratitude."*

*"The mysterious trio, another great achievement!? The three girls who fought a dragon and defeated a ghost have now been spotted fighting monsters and protecting citizens here in Tokyo."*

One week has passed since the battle with Leucorse. May is almost over.

The humidity is still there, but the number of rainy days has decreased significantly. As the muggy heat intensified, the news on TV was still all about that day.

Dungeon stampedes occurred in a total of five locations across Japan. The number of dead and missing is over 600 combined. The number of injured is said to exceed 1,000.

It was, without a doubt, a major disaster. Combined with the previous stampede, the country took an incredible blow, both in terms of human life and the economy.

Needless to say, Japan’s stock market, which had risen with the partial liberalization of drop item sales, plummeted once again.

...Online, there are rumors that this dungeon stampede might have been ‘deliberately caused.’

Last time, three locations. This time, five simultaneously. Since dungeon stampedes have only been happening for the past two years, we don't know what's ‘normal.’ So, we don't even know if this is an anomaly.

But if this was an unusual case, rumors are spreading that someone might have done something to cause multiple dungeons to stampede.

However, the worst-case scenario is if ‘there is no culprit.’

If it’s ‘natural’ for multiple stampedes to occur in such a short period, how on earth is Japan supposed to deal with it?

Various media outlets are reporting that many people have started to seriously consider emigrating.

*...Is this country really going to be okay?*

Though such dark thoughts cross my mind, there's also some personally happy news.

Regarding the incident we were involved in, Mia-san seems to be keeping her silence. I haven't received any calls from the police or the media.

Apparently, there have been some witness reports that sound like me, and Mia-san herself has testified that she ‘didn't fight alone,’ but she's playing dumb about who she was with.

The media, figuring that ‘a beautiful woman single-handedly defended a shelter’ makes for a better story, is taking advantage of her silence and writing whatever they want.

The reason I know all this is because...

"Man, Senpai is so conscientious."

"Yeah, she is."

Erina-san heard it from her on the phone and is now telling me about it.

We’re currently at Aira-san’s house, nodding in agreement as we watch TV in the living room.

"On top of that, about the drop item from Leucorse. She apparently filed an application with the city office under the story that she secured it and gave it to us as a gift! The store should be giving its approval soon, so I'll give it to you then, Kyou-chan!"

"Thanks. ...But I didn't win that fight alone. How about we make it shared property?"

"Sounds good!!"

The drop item from Leucorse.

It had completely slipped my mind at the time, but apparently Erina-san had collected it and given it to Mia-san.

However, Mia-san insisted that we were the rightful owners and has apparently gone through the procedures to legally hand it over to us, all while keeping our presence there a secret.

But because it was ‘an item obtained during a stampede,’ there's a lot of screening involved... It's all very humbling.

I don't know what kind of drop item it is yet, but apparently it’s a ‘magic tool.’ If it's useful for combat, I’ll be sure to use it for future explorations and self-defense.

"...Hey, you two."

As I was thinking about that, a voice called out from behind me.

"What is it, Aira-san? Need the bathroom? I heard you already went..."

"Need a diaper, senpai? Don't worry, I've got one ready!!"

"That's not it. Also, when I need to go to the bathroom, I’d like to go by myself. As a human being. What I wanted to say was..."

She sat on the chair, no.

"Would you mind undoing these restraints!?"

Aira-san, tied to a chair, glared at us, on the verge of tears.

"No way. You’re the one who said,"

*"As thanks for saving my lovely angel Mia-chan, I’ll grant you any wish. Oh, but nothing lewd, okay!"*

"Is what you said."

"I did not! I said the second half, but I did not say the first half, Erina-kun! As if I would ever call that blockheaded little sister of mine in such a way! Kyou-chan-kun, judge!"

"It was mostly accurate, so Erina-san wins."

"Victory!!"

"Noooooo waaaaaay!!"

This woman sometimes screams like a villain from a battle manga.

Aira-san thrashed her hair about, but she was currently tied to a fine-looking wooden chair with vinyl string at her hands and waist.

Well, more accurately, the string was wrapped to *look like* she was tied up.

"Erina-kun, this is unlawful confinement! I’ll tell Baba-sama!"

"I already got permission from Grandma!"

"Baba-sama, you traitor!"

"...Um."

I timidly spoke to the shouting Aira-san.

"If you really don’t like it—"

"What is it, Kyou-chan-kun? Are you planning to do something indecent to this defenseless me!? Like in some erotic doujinshi! Like in some erotic doujinshi!! You’re planning to do ‘bleep’ to my huge breasts with your ‘bleep,’ aren’t you!!"

"Is that true, Kyou-chan!? I’m disappointed in you! And you call yourself a ninja!"

"Shut up, you idiots. That string is just Ce—"

"Stop right there, Kyou-chan!!"

"Mmph."

Erina-san forcefully stopped my words by covering my mouth with her hand.

*Whoa, her palm is on my lips...!? The sensation of her slightly cool, soft palm...!*

"Well then, Senpai. We’ll be going. I’ll put on the earring just in case, so use Telepathy if something happens! But I’ll ignore anything that’s not an emergency!"

"Is there a bigger emergency than being tied up...?"

"...See you!!"

"What was that pause for!? Erina-kun! Kyou-chan-kun! Come baaaack!"

Erina-san pulled me by the hand, and we left the room.

...My lips were touched, and my hand was held.

"Jeez. You can’t do that, Kyou-chan. Senpai needs a ‘reason not to escape,’ so you can’t interfere."

"S-Sorry...!"

"Hmm? What’s wrong? Your face is all red."

"It’s nothing...!"

*Calm down... just calm down.*

I took a deep breath and somehow managed to compose myself, at least on the surface.

"Senpai should be able to figure out that the vinyl string is ‘just held together with cellophane tape.’ I mean, if she moves her arms or body with any real force, it's set up to come apart right away."

"Right."

Yes, those restraints are just for show. The string was lightly wrapped around her and secured in one spot with cellophane tape where she couldn’t see it.

No matter how weak she is, if she really struggled, she could get out in seconds.

"I’m sure Senpai has figured it out, too. What we want her to do."

"...Yeah."

Just then, the doorbell rang.

I checked my phone; it was five minutes before the scheduled time. ‘That person’ is truly punctual.

"Coming!"

Erina-san, dressed in a kimono, cheerfully headed for the entrance. I followed a few steps behind her.

The door opened with a click, revealing Mia-san standing there.

She was wearing a white shirt, a light green jacket, and navy blue jeans. For some reason, it felt close to the color scheme of her [Arcane Gear].

She stood with her back straight, holding a small bag in both hands and bowing.

"Good afternoon. Thank you for inviting me today."

"Not at all! Thanks for coming, Senpai! You're so stiff! Relax, relax."

"...No."

Mia-san, her expression still stiff, replied quietly.

"What is the meaning of this, Erina-san? You’ve been calling me every day since then, telling me to come to your grandmother's house."

"Well, because I'm worried about my family, of course. Grandma will be back in about two hours, so please wait in the living room until then!"

"...Let me say this first. I will greet your grandmother and then leave immediately."

"Okay."

"I have no intention of speaking to anyone other than you and your grandmother."

"What about Kyou-chan?"

"..."

At Erina-san’s words, Mia-san turned to me with an awkward expression.

"Hello."

"H-Hello."

"How are your injuries? Erina-san told me you’re both fine."

"Oh, I’m fine. Sorry to have worried you."

I moved my right arm slightly to show that I was okay.

After looking me over with a suspicious eye, she let out a small sigh.

"You really are a strange person."

"Huh?"

Even with Erina-san right here, I’m the one who gets that assessment?

"I heard that you were the one who arranged this meeting, Yagawa-kun."

"Uh, yes. Well, I asked Erina-san to arrange the place and contact you, but..."

"That's irrelevant. It's just... No. This isn't the place to say it. Would you like to talk, just the two of us, sometime?"

"Y-Yes?"

"I’ve become a little interested in you."

With that, Mia-san gave a small smile.

My heart rate sped up at the glint in her emerald eyes, which seemed to be studying me.

"Whoa!? Senpai, are you hitting on him!? It's a reverse pick-up!"

"What? N-No, that’s not it!"

Mia-san’s face flushed red to the tips of her ears like a kettle boiling over as she denied it.

She’s so easy to read. Also, it kind of hurts to be denied that strongly.

Her ‘interest’ must really be because she sees me as a rare creature. I don’t get it.

I can say with certainty that Erina-san and Aira-san have personalities far more deserving of being called rare creatures.

"A-Anyway! I have no intention of talking to my sister! I’m sure she’s not interested in me either..."

"She is."

Erina-san’s voice, quieter than usual, echoed.

"Senpai wanted to talk to you."

"...Please stop joking."

"See for yourself whether it’s a joke or not."

She stepped aside to clear the hallway, so I pressed my back against the wall as well.

After a few seconds of thinking with a frown, Mia-san whispered, ‘Excuse me,’ and stepped into the house.

After straightening her shoes, she walked slowly towards the living room door, trying to make as little noise as possible.

After Mia-san entered the room, Erina-san spoke to me.

"Hey. Do you think it’ll work, Kyou-chan’s plan?"

"It's not much of a plan, and I didn’t come up with it all by myself..."

We spoke in whispers, our eyes on the living room door.

This house is generally well soundproofed, so I couldn't tell what kind of conversation was happening in that room.

Maybe the sisters were trading insults, or maybe they were sitting in complete silence.

But I think something will change in their relationship.

...The plan I stumbled on at the first step before. It was simply to ‘make them talk.’

Aira-san is socially awkward, and Mia-san misunderstands her as some kind of perfect superhuman... I think. If that's the case, if they just talked honestly, their relationship would improve on its own, right?

It’s a terribly simple and easy thing. Still, the reason it couldn’t happen until now was because of the distance between them. Though I’m not confident.

Aira-san and Mia-san are both trying to put up a front. To the point where neither one can say they should meet and talk directly.

I think it’s a situation like you sometimes hear about with sibling fights, where they argue over ‘who was wrong.’ Like it's annoying to be the first to apologize.

Certainly, they grew distant due to complex family issues, but I don't think the current situation is that complicated.

The reason Erina-san and her grandmother couldn't set up something this simple was because they were too close to Aira-san.

Mia-san sees them both as being on Aira-san's side, and for Aira-san, it would be embarrassing to have her family meddling in her affairs with her sister. She would probably get stubborn and run away or start saying strange things.

That's why a third party was needed... someone who had a ‘favor’ owed to them by both sides to act as a bridge. A mediator who would make both of them think, ‘I have to save face for this person.’

Well, I don't think of that incident as a favor, and I hadn’t thought that far ahead when I first came up with the idea.

That part was something I figured out after talking with Erina-san.

Even though she usually says the most absurd things, she’s very observant of the people around her. Maybe Erina-san is the real rare creature?

"Alright! While those two are talking, let's go hang out in my room!"

"Eh, in your room, Erina-san?"

"Yep. Grandma told me to stay in the house just in case something happens."

"...Well, um... okay."

Erina-san's private room. A classmate, a beautiful girl, a friend of the opposite sex’s room.

I can feel my own eyes darting all over the place. What... should I do? Is there anything weird about my clothes?

N-No. It’s not like anything special is going to happen. There’s no need to be flustered!

What’s so special about a beautiful girl’s room!?

...No, I can’t. I’m getting dizzy from the nervousness.

"Alright. I'm going home."

"Eh, why?"

"Because my heart is about to explode."

"A fatal disease!?"

"It's fine. It'll heal if I get away from here."

"Could it be... a secret art from the ninja village...!?"

"That's not it, but I’ll go with that."

I replied with a deadpan expression to Erina-san, who was making a determined face as if she’d figured something out.

Call me a coward if you want. I can’t stay here! I’m going home!

I quickly put on my shoes and opened the door.

"Kyou-chan."

"Yes?"

I turned around at the voice behind me.

"Thanks!"

There was Erina-san, beaming with a huge smile.

...Beautiful people are unfair in so many ways.

"You’re... welcome."

"I’ll send you your own ninja uniform as a thank you gift next time!"

"Ah, I don’t need that."

"!?"

"Well then, uh... see you."

"Yep! See you!"

And with that, I left Erina-san’s house.

I walked home slowly, waiting for the redness in my cheeks to fade.

Was what I did just meddling? Now, after the fact, I question myself.

I think Mia-san stayed behind to protect the shelter because she genuinely wanted to ‘help the people who were left behind.’

There was undoubtedly goodwill in that. I’m convinced her sense of justice is real.

But apart from that, I have a feeling she also wanted to ‘get back at her sister.’

They probably would have had to fight Leucorse even without the animosity between the sisters. But if Mia-san had been able to talk to Aira-san through the earring, they could have coordinated much better.

When I think about it that way, forcing them to make up isn’t wrong... probably.

But still. It’s not like they’ll be running into high-level boss monsters that often from now on. Maybe it was too forceful after all?

This is a bad habit of mine. After I’ve done something, regret comes flooding in. It happens even when I think things through carefully beforehand, so I have a feeling it’s a habit I’ll never break.

"Haaah..."

I arrived home with a heavy sigh. It had probably been about an hour since I left Aira-san’s house.

I noticed an incoming message and looked at my phone.

"...Hah."

This time, instead of a sigh, a small laugh escaped me.

The email from Erina-san had no text, just a single attached photo.

Behind her, who was taking a selfie while laughing, were two sisters, one with silver hair and one with blonde, pulling on each other’s cheeks. They were glaring at each other, their soft-looking cheeks distorted by their fingers.

It was just a scene from a fight between ‘sisters who were very much alike,’ the kind you could see anywhere.
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			No Point of View

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. The Central Government Complex.

Inside a certain room within the Dungeon Agency on a certain floor.

"...Alright, give me the report."

Worn-out employees, squeezing in time between their myriad other tasks, had gathered for a meeting.

"Yes, sir. This is regarding the *perpetrator* of the recent simultaneous five-location stampedes."

A female employee, formerly of Public Security, answered while holding a laptop.

Her report was on the 'culprit' who had caused that tragedy.

"The perpetrator is a male who had just become an F-Rank adventurer in mid-May. He has a police record for shoplifting, underage drinking, and smoking. After becoming an adventurer, he seems to have drifted between parties without settling into a permanent one."

"...Continue."

"He was solicited for a shady part-time job on social media and communicated with his handler using a highly anonymous messaging app. There, he was apparently instructed to bring back 'monster salt'."

The officials held their heads in their hands as they listened to the details the perpetrator had confessed to during the police interrogation.

"After collecting the monster salt from a creature defeated by another party, the perpetrator lured the pursuing horde of monsters onto multiple parties. Then, taking advantage of the confusion, he escaped the dungeon. He used a stolen car from the store to flee. He testified that he placed the salt in a rented locker at a location designated by his handler, approximately ten kilometers from the dungeon."

"...Ten kilometers, huh."

Next, another employee raised a small hand and took over.

"A stampede occurred in the dungeon from which the salt was removed. We'd already confirmed this much in previous experiments, but whether due to the distance or the time elapsed, stampedes also broke out in two nearby dungeons. Furthermore, it triggered a chain reaction in twenty-seven other dungeons that housed the same types of monsters."

"So that's why monsters started pouring out of five previously undiscovered dungeons."

"Yes. For now, the stampedes have subsided since the stolen salt was returned to its original dungeon."

"A major factor in the spread of the damage was that the Self-Defense Force had to deal with the dungeons they were already managing. They were already short-handed, thinning out a C-Rank dungeon with a small team, and then a sudden stampede hits. Of course their response to other areas was going to be delayed."

A male employee holding a tablet continued.

"The police are on the case, but the client of this shady job remains unknown. It seems they're routing through multiple overseas servers... Still, there's just too little evidence left behind. For a simple criminal group, they're using some pretty sophisticated methods to hide their tracks."

"...I see."

The director massaged the bridge of his nose with his right hand, but it did little to ease his mental exhaustion.

*A simultaneous, multi-location stampede was triggered by a single person working a shady part-time job.*

*If monster salt is taken a certain distance or for a certain amount of time away from a dungeon, the effect spreads to nearby dungeons. Furthermore, a chain reaction of stampedes occurs in any other dungeons that house the same monster species.*

*Not only is the mastermind unknown, but even the handler's identity is a mystery. Their motive is a complete blank.*

This meant one thing and one thing only: *any ordinary Awakened Person could now carry out large-scale terrorism at will.*

It might even be possible for a small group of people to bring about the ruin of Japan.

It was no wonder that a cold sweat was trickling down the cheeks of every Dungeon Agency employee.

"...Can we make this public?"

"No way. Absolutely not."

"The Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department has probably issued a gag order as well. The timing of my visit was likely just before they clamped down on the information."

"If the world learns that this method is 'effective,' Japan will have created a massive national security vulnerability. Even before that, people will stop wanting to live in this country. The populace will flee all at once. And there won't be enough places for everyone to run to."

"So you're saying we can't ignore the possibility that Japan could disappear just from this information getting out."

A heavy silence descended upon them.

"...But why would the 'mastermind' want dungeon salt in the first place?"

One of the employees, faint dark circles under his eyes, tilted his head in confusion.

"Isn't it obvious? Some organization wanted to use it for an experiment."

"But 'monster salt' has been recovered from the stampedes that have occurred all over, and it was immediately sent to research institutions in various countries, right?"

If you try to take salt out of a dungeon, every monster inside will come after you with blood in their eyes.

However, it seems the salt of monsters that have died *after* leaving the dungeon is exempt from this rule. The mountains of salt created by each stampede were more than enough, and they'd been sent everywhere for research.

"Then maybe it was one of those clout-chasing streamers we've been seeing so much of lately?"

"No, this was too elaborate for that. Even in an age where any random person can hack into things, the stakes are different this time. To be this clueless, unable to find even a single lead..."

"...It's possible a 'nation-state' is involved behind the scenes."

The female employee murmured quietly while operating her laptop.

"But for what purpose...?"

"An attack on Japan... No, a warning, perhaps?"

"It could be some kind of experiment. But whatever it is, we have far too little information."

The employees all cocked their heads, stumped.

With the air thick with tension, the director clapped his hands lightly.

"Trying to figure out the culprit's motive at this stage is pointless. Let's discuss countermeasures for the future."

"Right. For starters, should we strengthen baggage checks at dungeon exits?"

"That's going to be extremely difficult, considering storage abilities from Arcane Gear and other skills..."

"There are also 'rumors' that even before the sale of drop items was liberalized, they were being bought and sold for high prices on the black market..."

"We thoroughly communicated the risks of removing salt based on what we knew at the time, but we can't release all the details from this incident either."

"What if we station police dogs there?"

"Useless if they use skills, and deploying that many dogs isn't realistic in the first place."

"Even for simple baggage checks, the stores at each site are already operating at full capacity. How about this: since removing salt always triggers a stampede, what if we use that as a trigger to tighten checks?"

"Using the dungeon's own mechanics, huh..."

"So, if a stampede occurs, we make the net at the dungeon exit finer?"

The employee with the tablet began sketching a rough flowchart.

*'Culprit secures the salt and carries it.'*

*'At that stage, monsters swarm the culprit. Witnesses immediately report to the SDF personnel at the exit.'*

*'Even if the culprit lures the monsters onto witnesses and comes to the exit, a large number of monsters should be in pursuit, so we'll defend while checking belongings. We prioritize the check, even if they might be a victim of the lure.'*

*'Considering the possibility of a forced breach, upon confirming a stampede, personnel at the exit will preemptively evacuate the store and close the blast shields, restricting access to a single entrance/exit.'*

"...The cooperation of the Self-Defense Force is essential for this."

"Well, it's already mandatory for one of the SDF members at the exit to go outside and report a stampede when it's confirmed. We just need to work on closer coordination with the stores..."

"If we completely seal the entrances and exits, the gate's position might shift. We'll need to consider which entrance to leave open for each store individually."

"Even with all this, there's still a risk of them breaking through. Once they're out of the gate, someone with Spatial Magic could just teleport away."

"But to go any further than this, we'd have to consider not letting adventurers into dungeons at all..."

"And even if we make the license acquisition stricter, we're already critically understaffed as it is."

"Above all, this would likely hinder the evacuation of adventurers already inside the dungeon..."

"Considering the potential scope of the damage, it's a necessary evil, I suppose. Please summarize which departments to contact and what information to relay. We'll create a detailed manual after discussing it with the Self-Defense Force and representatives from each store."

"Yes, sir."

"...I expect we'll be flooded with calls from various groups complaining about human rights again."

"I know. But... it must be done."

The other employees nodded silently at their director's weary-eyed resolve.

For the past few days, there hadn't been a single day when the phones at the Dungeon Agency weren't ringing with curses and insults. Some were explicit threats, and there was even an incident where a suspicious object was left in front of the government complex.

But not a single person here had run away. It could also be said that anyone who would have had been weeded out long ago.

"Of course, if we come up with a better plan, we'll adopt it, and we'll make improvements as needed. We may be getting used to the complaint calls, but we won't ignore them entirely. As budget and time allow, we will continue to devise better defense strategies."

"...Please don't overdo it, sir."

"I'll do my best."

"By the way, Director, what did the Ministry of Defense and the National Police Agency have to say about this whole affair? Were they angry?"

"No. I got a few light scoldings, but there's no outright hostility. They understand the nature of our work. ...Though I'm sure they won't pull any punches when it comes to fighting over budgets and personnel. I take that as proof they're thinking about their own countermeasures, too."

Glancing at the documents, the director swallowed the sigh that was about to escape.

"...Let's move on to the next topic. The 'Magi Battery' supposedly created by the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.' Do we have any information on that?"

"The blueprints seem to be exactly as they were released online. We had an external alchemist verify them, and they believe it should function if built according to the schematics."

"That's good news... I think."

"A tool is only as good as the person using it. We can only pray it isn't used for terrorism or crime."

*Magi Battery.*

A dream invention capable of storing mana and powering golems and magic tools by connecting to them.

Depending on how it's used, it could easily save lives or take them. Either way, there was no doubt that any corporation would pay a fortune to get their hands on this technology.

And the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club was sharing this normally top-secret technology without a second thought.

But...

"Well, for now, the only ones who can actually make the thing are the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' anyway."

Even with the blueprints, no other organization was currently capable of producing it.

Its creation involved multiple steps that required 'several alchemists to work in perfect synchronization.'

Alchemists, and production-class skill holders in general, were being aggressively recruited by nations and corporations. As a result of this scramble, no organization other than the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club had a significant number of alchemists working together.

"They're a mystery, aren't they... Why would they release the Magi Battery blueprints...?"

The Dungeon Agency staff puzzled over it.

Meanwhile, on the internet.

*'We possess incredible technology! The day we can create our ideal homunculus wives is near! Comrades, follow our lead!!'*

This declaration of war had been posted, but aside from the members themselves and a certain cat-eared individual, no one thought for a second that this was their actual, heartfelt motive.

"It's reasonable to assume it's some kind of message."

Correct.

"It's undoubtedly a display of their technical prowess."

Correct.

"...Did they decide that hoarding the technology was too dangerous?"

Incorrect. Not enough perversion in that line of thinking.

Unable to arrive at the truth, the employees forced their exhausted brains to keep working.

"...We need to continue our investigation of them. And keep looking into the 'Walkers' organization they've allied with."

"Yes, sir."

"I wonder if the police, or rather, Public Security, is investigating the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' as well?"

"Probably. But we don't know the extent of their investigation."

"Right..."

The male employee with the tablet gave a wry smile to the female employee who had closed her laptop.

"Everyone, just one last push. This is it. These next few years will be the turning point that decides whether Japan survives. I need you to see it through."

"Yes, sir."

The staff nodded and began to move.

Just as the director turned to get back to his own work, two employees flanked him.

"Regarding the case of those three, it seems they are the same girls from the dragon incident. We have a match with the station's security cameras."

"...Is it possible those three knew about the stampede beforehand?"

"The probability is low. However, we will be conducting interviews with people around them just in case."

"Please do."

Three young girls who had been caught up in a stampede three times, and in each instance, fought to protect civilians.

If it wasn't intentional, then they had terrible luck. Or perhaps... it was *fate*.

"Also, about the location where that centaur went on a rampage."

Following the employee with the laptop, the one holding the tablet reported in a low voice from the other side.

"A strange witness report has surfaced."

"Strange?"

"Yes. It's testimony from a rescued civilian... They claim the Awakened Person who defeated the centaur and rescued them gave a peculiar name."

"A peculiar name?"

"Yes, a very strange name."

The employee clutching the tablet reported with a wry smile.

"They said they were called... the 'Invisible Ninjas'."

"That ridiculous name...!"

"Indeed."

The tablet-wielding employee nodded as the director's eyes widened in surprise.

"It's a name that came up when we were investigating the 'Walkers.' The details were unknown, and given the name, we'd dismissed it as some kind of joke, but..."

"So there's a possibility that an organization called the 'Invisible Ninjas' actually exists..."

In the director's mind, a new secret society, the 'Invisible Ninjas,' took its place alongside the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' the 'Mysterious Trio,' and the 'Walkers.'

If all they had done was defeat a centaur, it wouldn't be a huge deal. They'd be strong for adventurers, but not on the same level as these other names.

But at the scene of the incident, traces of a 'boss monster' and its defeat had been confirmed. On top of that, a connection to the 'Walkers,' who were linked to the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' was now coming into view.

If this was an 'organization'... they were a presence that could not be ignored.

"One of them was said to be dressed like a soldier... or perhaps a knight from a medieval fantasy."

"That's a common type of 'Arcane Gear.' It'll be difficult to narrow it down from that."

"However, the one who gave the organization's name apparently wasn't the soldier-like man, but a girl's voice that seemed to come from thin air. We don't know if it's a skill or some kind of communication device..."

"Either way, we don't have enough information."

"No, we don't. The possibility of it being an organization is high, but we don't even know the scale of their active unit..."

"You're right..."

The director stood still for a few seconds, thinking, then gave a quiet nod.

"...We'll hold another meeting in a few days. At that time, we will decide which 'tiger's den' to enter."

* * *

"...Being alive is wonderful, isn't it?"

"Yeah..."

"Hey, haven't we had this exact conversation before?"

Somewhere in Kanagawa Prefecture. In a certain izakaya, four adventurers, their bodies dotted with bandages and patches, were gathered once again.

It was Yamashita Hiroshi and his party.

"I can't believe we got caught in another stampede."

"I really thought we were done for this time, seriously..."

Yes, they had once again been caught in a dungeon stampede.

"Thank goodness for the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club's golem. We would've been dead for sure without that tanuki thing."

"Speaking of which, where's Ichiyanagi-san?"

"I invited him, but he said he was busy and turned me down."

Having formed an alliance with the club, the guild 'Walkers' had seen its membership grow.

Just as they were thinking it was time to establish a proper base and were looking for a suitable building to rent, they encountered the stampede.

They rushed to an evacuation shelter but had no choice but to defend themselves until help arrived. The 'Walkers' had taken the lead in defending that shelter.

It seemed the golem user who had played a key role in that battle didn't have fond memories of drinking parties and had bailed with a vague excuse.

"...None of the TV channels are covering our story properly."

Kiriko muttered, looking at her smartphone with dissatisfaction.

"Haha. Well, it's not like we defended the place all by ourselves. This is about what I'd expect."

"Yeah, yeah! Besides, we're not as flashy as the others. Can't be helped!"

The women shot a glare at Shougo, Yamashita's childhood friend, who had started drinking before they'd even made a toast.

"Huh?"

"Are you saying *we're* not flashy?"

"Gah! N-no, that's not what I meant! It's just that the competition was tough, you know? The impact of that mysterious group of high school girls and the beautiful elf was just off the charts."

"Rejoice, everyone. Looks like Shougo's treating us today."

"Hey, you...!"

"Seriously? Thanks, Shougo-san!"

"Thanks for the meal!"

"D-damn it...! Hiroshi, you're paying for your own share, right?"

"Oh, alright. I guess I'll pay for my own portion."

"My dearest friend!"

"Get off me, you're annoying!"

Kiriko stared intently as Yamashita peeled the clinging Shougo off him.

Her friend was no doubt letting her imagination run wild with her brother and his childhood friend. Averting her gaze, Yamashita's sister placed some fried chicken on her small plate.

"Still, though. Don't you guys think we have the worst luck? We don't have enough lives for this."

"W-well, some strong people happened to pass by and help us this time too, so..."

"Maybe it's one of those things. Our luck isn't good, but it's never the absolute worst... so we've got bad luck, but we're tough?"

"I'd rather just have normal good luck. Especially with money."

After laughing in agreement with Yamashita's sister, his older brother lightly raised his beer mug.

"Anyway, we managed to survive again. Here's to our long lives. Cheers!"

"Cheers!"

The four mugs clinked together lightly as the founding members of the 'Walkers' shared a laugh.

The very next day, a certain person contacted the new smartphone Yamashita had purchased for work.

It was the number listed on the 'Walkers' website, which he was using until they found a guild headquarters. So, it wasn't unusual to receive a call about dungeon-related business.

This time, however, the caller was anything but ordinary.

*'Hello. This is Akasaka from the Dungeon Agency. Am I speaking with Yamashita Hiroshi-sama?'*

The call was from the director of the Dungeon Agency, Akasaka Yuusuke.

The tiger's den he had chosen to enter was the 'Walkers.'
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● Characters

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 20 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 49 (Growth: A) Durability: 49 (Growth: A) Agility: 52 (Growth: A) Mana: 52 (Growth: A)

Skills

'Spirit Eye'

'Mana Conversion: Wind'

'Concept Interference'

Unique Skill

'Sage's Nucleus'

Notes: The protagonist of this story. A boy born and raised in the countryside, from a perfectly ordinary family. Currently 15 years old. He has communication difficulties, just as the title implies. He has no special tragic past; it's just his disposition. If anything, his 'Spirit Eye' allows him to read too much into the subtleties of people's expressions, but his naturally low communication skills are the biggest cause. He's an ordinary boy in many ways, but his talent as an Awakened Person is extraordinary. According to Aira, he's an 'SSR.' Having reached level 20, he has taken his first steps into the lower echelons of top-tier adventurers. His recent worry is his isolation at school. During lunch break, he finds a deserted spot to eat his bento alone.

'Rinzaki Erina' LV: 15 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 32 (Growth: C) Durability: 32 (Growth: C) Agility: 44 (Growth: A) Mana: 38 (Growth: B)

Skills

'Invisibility'

'Five Senses Enhancement'

'Spatial Magic'

Notes: The heroine of this story? Probably the heroine, a self-proclaimed ninja. Kyouta's classmate and a beautiful girl who is a quarter British. While she primarily plays a support role in dungeon exploration and combat, she's an all-rounder who can also engage in close combat with her ninja sword. She's always cheerful and hyper, but she's surprisingly observant of her surroundings. Despite this, she often makes remarks that show she can't read the room. Still, she has the best communication skills in the protagonist's group. She is also an honor student who has consistently maintained a top-five rank in her grade since middle school. According to Kyouta, 'If she just kept her mouth shut, she'd be a perfect, flawless superhuman.' At her suggestion, the party's name became the 'Invisible Ninjas.' They are not yet aware that this name, uttered along with some nonsense about being a mysterious secret society, has caught the attention of certain individuals. She is cousins with Arisugawa Aira and Miyoshi Mia. Due to her parents' circumstances, she currently lives with Aira at their grandmother's house.

'Arisugawa Aira' LV: 1 Race: Half-Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 11 (Growth: E) Durability: 8 (Growth: E) Agility: 11 (Growth: E) Mana: 20 (Growth: B)

Skills

'Telepathy'

'Appraisal'

Notes: The other heroine of this story... probably. A 21-year-old university student. She belongs to her grandmother's research lab and serves as the 'client contact' for Kyouta and Erina. She is extremely shy around outsiders and prideful, becoming silent and expressionless and speaking only the bare minimum to anyone she doesn't consider 'family' or 'someone she can look down on.' On the other hand, she is quite talkative among her friends. She speaks with a high-tension energy that rivals Erina's, and it's not uncommon for her to have long phone calls with Kyouta lasting nearly an hour. She has a somewhat complicated family background, being the child of her mother's affair. She was taken in and raised by her grandmother after her biological parents committed a double suicide. In their suicide note, her mother had invited her with the words, 'You should die with us.' She spent her middle and high school years at an all-girls' school but couldn't fit in with the topics of conversation and was further ostracized because of her family situation. As for university, she could have aimed for a more prestigious one, but chose her current one because she 'didn't want to be separated from Baba-sama and Erina-kun.' However, because her grandmother is a university professor, she is seen by others as 'receiving preferential treatment' and has not been able to fit in on campus. Her hobbies are 'drinking' and 'online games.' She especially enjoys playing games with Erina and Kyouta. That said, when she plays fighting games, she will relentlessly spawn-camp and taunt her opponents. She wanted to get along with her half-sister, Mia, but her pride and tendency to panic have prevented her from interacting with her properly until now. In this chapter, with Kyouta and Erina acting as intermediaries, she may have been able to return to being a normal sister... maybe.

'Miyoshi Mia' LV: 22 Race: Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 38 (Growth: D) Durability: 38 (Growth: D) Agility: 52 (Growth: A) Mana: 55 (Growth: A)

Skills

'Civil Engineering Magic': By consuming mana, she can manipulate earth and plants. By increasing the consumption, she can also create new earth and stone. The created earth and stone remain, but they have low nutritional content and cannot be used for fertilizer. She can also promote plant growth or temporarily modify them, but they wither quickly and leave no seeds. However, it has garnered high attention from the construction industry and is a skill better suited for creating work or combat golems than even alchemy.

'Water and Ice Magic': By consuming mana, she can manipulate water and ice. By increasing the consumption, she can create water and ice. The created water and ice are safe for drinking and it is a skill that has received great attention in various fields.

'Mana Moderation': A skill that enhances mana control and reduces the mana consumption required to activate magic. Secondary effects include omitting incantations and rapid-firing spells.

Notes: A potential heroine of this story. A self-proclaimed genius. She is Aira's half-sister and holds a strong complex towards anyone she deems a 'genius.' The reason seems to lie with her mother, but the details are unknown. According to Erina, 'Senpai thinks she was abandoned because she's inferior to Paisen.' Until the affair came to light, their mother was an ideal mother, so she can't bring herself to completely hate her. She was taken in by her father's side, but after he remarried and had more children, she moved out and started living in a dormitory. Her relationship with her family is good... or rather, they are 'mutually considerate' of each other. Even when at home, the family as a whole is not very relaxed. For these reasons, Mia is currently living alone. She is in contact with her father, but their conversations are reportedly formal. Despite her various circumstances, her public persona is excellent. She has many friends at university and generally maintains a friendly smile. However, she has never had anyone she could call a best friend or a lover. She recognizes her sister and Erina as 'a certain kind of genius' and views them as rivals, striving day and night to surpass them. Having awakened and gained power, she believed she 'could also become a genius.' She was actively leveling up to regain her confidence when she encountered Kyouta. She bites her lip in frustration, realizing she cannot be a genius in this field either. However, seeing Kyouta scream and cower during battle seems to have brought about a change of heart. Currently, thanks to the mediation of Kyouta and Erina, she has made up with Aira... maybe. Her hobbies are 'shojo manga' and 'romance novels,' as well as 'watching related anime and dramas.' I won't say which, but it could be 'H'... or possibly 'I.'

'Yamashita Party' Average LV: 12 Race: Two cat beastmen and two human Awakened Persons

Notes: The cat beastman siblings, Yamashita Hiroshi and Yamashita Akemi. Their childhood friend, Shougo. And Akemi's friend, Kiriko, make up this foursome. They were once saved from a Kobold Lord by Kyouta's group, and that experience led them to consider and then establish a guild. Currently, the guild 'Walkers' has grown to a large family of over 30 people and is in an alliance with the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' which is famous for various reasons. They are a new guild growing at a breakneck pace. They have acquaintances not only with Kyouta's 'Invisible Ninjas' and the pervert's den 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' but also with the 'Mysterious Trio of High School Girls.' While searching for a rental building for their base in Kanagawa Prefecture, they were caught in another dungeon stampede and narrowly escaped with their lives. Furthermore, it seems they have newly formed a connection with a 'strong solo Awakened Person' this time as well. Just as they found themselves at the center of various events, a call came from the director of the Dungeon Agency...

'Dungeon Agency'

Notes: An agency responsible for matters related to Awakened Persons, adventurers, dungeons, and monsters. It is famous among other ministries for its lack of manpower, budget, and time. It has become a gathering place for outcasts and eccentrics from various ministries, but in return, their abilities are high. On top of that, their morale is high due to the strong pride they take in their work. One could also call it exploitation of passion. Recently, a possibility has emerged that they are being physically ostracized by other ministries because they are too busy to even take baths. In that respect, they get along well with the Ministry of Defense. In this chapter, it was discovered that 'by removing salt a certain distance and for a certain time, multiple dungeons can be made to stampede,' and their death march has been extended. They are currently coordinating with various ministries and departments to implement countermeasures. Amidst this, the director is attempting to make contact with the 'Walkers,' who have connections to the secret society 'Invisible Ninjas' and the technical and perverted den 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' in order to break the stalemate. Note: They genuinely suspect that the 'Invisible Ninjas' might be a 'secret society.' All employees are likely suffering from sleep and vitamin deficiencies.

'Mysterious Trio of High School Girls' Average LV: Unknown. But all are 'LV: 20' or higher. Race: Unknown. One has elf ears.

Notes: A group of girls who encountered the dragon's appearance and the stampedes in Chiba and Kanagawa Prefectures. The details are still unknown. However, the 'Greatsword-using Girl' was identified during a marathon. She is apparently a beautiful girl with a voluptuous figure, with her long hair tied in a two-side-up style. They get involved in trouble wherever they go and fight at the risk of their lives to protect people. The 'Greatsword-using Girl' in particular is so good-natured she could be called a softie, with a disposition where she cannot abandon people in need. She is a person of deep friendship and righteousness.

'Baba-sama' LV: Unknown. However, with her work as a professor and household duties, she has not been able to level up much. Race: Elf

Notes: Erina and the others' grandmother and a university professor. Born and raised in the UK, she moved to Japan for family reasons. She is Kyouta and his group's sponsor and the person who requests their cooperation in dungeon investigations through Aira. She shows affection, such as taking her grandchild from her daughter to protect her, but also possesses a gentle strictness, such as taking away Aira's alcohol to make her have non-drinking days. According to Erina, 'She's very scary when she's angry, but when Grandma gets angry, it's usually the other person's fault.' She usually acts strong, but she nearly fainted when her daughter wrote 'let's die together' in a suicide note addressed to her grandchild. Her ability as an Awakened Person, according to Aira, 'rivals Kyouta's.' She is likely 'SSR' class.

● Monsters Encountered

※ 'E-Rank Monsters'

'Sahagin': A monster with the appearance of a half-fish, half-human. It is mainly found near saltwater. For this rank, they are relatively intelligent and often set up ambushes, so caution is required. Furthermore, their danger level increases dramatically in underwater combat.

※ 'D-Rank Monsters'

'Imp': It resembles a goblin in appearance, but its skin is gray, and it has horns and bat-like wings. It can fly, uses magic, and its intelligence is on par with a goblin's.

'Treant': A monster that can be described as a giant made of wood. It is said to be the adult form of a Lesser Treant, but the truth is unknown. Its movements are slow, but its power, toughness utilizing its giant body, and magic are a threat.

'Myrmecoleon': A monster that looks like a fusion of a lion and an ant. For this rank, its intelligence is low, but in exchange, it is quite ferocious. Even though monsters in a dungeon shouldn't need to eat, it is constantly starving. It sprays a powerful acid from its ant-like abdomen.

'Cockatrice': A monster resembling a giant chicken with a snake for a tail. The chicken's mouth exhales a gas containing a paralytic poison, and the snake tail bites with fangs laced with a petrification curse. In addition, the snake head has pit organs, allowing it to detect enemies even in poor visibility.

※ 'C-Rank Monsters': This is the highest rank in dungeons open to the public. Only a small number of adventurers are active at this rank.

'Centaur': A monster with the mixed appearance of a human and a horse. From the neck up, its visage can be described as 'a horse's head with no hair other than on its head and beard.' They are intelligent and ferocious. Their fighting style, using spears and bows like cavalry, is their trademark. In addition, this monster's roar has an effect on the opponent's mind, causing a 'panic' state.

※ 'Boss Monsters'

'Cocadrille'

Strength: 30 Durability: 30 Agility: 40 Mana: 40

Skills

'Deadly Poison Mist': A poison gas created by consuming mana. Even a slight inhalation will cause a non-Awakened person's lungs to rot, and even an Awakened Person without skill-based defense will be assaulted by severe dizziness and nausea.

'Petrification Curse': A curse imbued in its fangs. It contains enough mana to be a fatal blow even to an Awakened Person, making it extremely dangerous.

Notes: Compared to a Cockatrice, it has a more dinosaur-like appearance, with the chicken head gone and only the snake head remaining. Its thick feathers are armor, and its wings can be used as a shield or for gliding. It excels at chasing down fleeing opponents. Its overall abilities slightly surpass those of an Orc Champion, but due to a perfect compatibility mismatch and a memory boost called trauma, it was harshly reviewed by Kyouta as 'far weaker than the Champion.'

'Leucos'

Strength: 50 Durability: 40 Agility: 60 Mana: 50

Skills

'Mana Conversion: Flame': The flame version of Kyouta's 'Mana Conversion: Wind.' This one also has poor fuel efficiency, but the benefits are great. In addition, its offensive power is higher in exchange for less versatility than wind, and the Leucos used it to launch spears of fire like magic.

'Fire Eater': A skill that absorbs flames to recover wounds and mana. It can also absorb the flames it produces itself, mitigating the poor fuel efficiency of the previous skill. However, the conversion efficiency from absorption is not that good, so it's not a perpetual motion machine.

Notes: An individual with a head more horse-like than a regular centaur. Its entire body is covered in white fur, and its mane is composed of fire. It has the ability to command other centaurs, but due to the speed difference, this monster basically appears alone. It runs around at high speed and can even fight at a distance by using javelins wreathed in flame. As a 'C-Rank' boss monster, it can be said to be the limit of what civilian adventurers can handle.

● Dungeon Exits

There is a building like a police box, jointly built by the Self-Defense Force and the police. Basically, four armed Awakened SDF members are stationed there; three are on alert in the surroundings, and one is at the gate performing a simple baggage check on adventurers. However, since the baggage check only involves a visual confirmation of backpacks and item boxes, it has been pointed out as a problem with loopholes. In fact, some drop items are taken out and illegally traded on dark web sites. However, since not only Japan but countries all over the world crack down on such acts, those sites are usually hacked and the users arrested. In the event of a stampede, three members remain on site, while one passes through the gate to go outside and report the situation to various locations. In this chapter, the culprit using the 'Invisibility' skill broke through while they were dealing with an adventurer party that had fled with a monster train and the pursuing monsters. Normally, a basin of disinfectant solution is placed in front of the gate under the guise of 'disinfection,' and a barrier is installed with the ceiling height calculated to prevent jumping over it. The culprit broke through this head-on, ducking under the barrier and splashing through the disinfectant solution.
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			June. It's the season they call June Bride, but honestly, that has nothing to do with high school students.

The big event for us this time of year is, of course, the sports festival.

...Yeah.

Not that it has anything to do with me, either!

*'Yagawa... do you, by any chance, have a chronic illness where... running might kill you?'*

I wonder what the correct answer was to the gym teacher's roundabout way of asking, 'You're not participating, right? Please say you're not participating.'

For the time being, I just told him, 'I tend to feel unwell in June.'

Man, I've never seen a gym teacher look so relieved. While I question his integrity as an educator, I also think about my own current physical condition.

120 kilometers per hour.

That's the top speed I can hit in a straight line. I measured it the other day at the city's training facility for Awakened Persons.

I'm sure it would be a bit lower without using 'Wind,' but I'd still definitely break 100 km/h. According to Aira-san, that's pretty fast, even among the Awakened.

If a human-sized object collides with someone at that speed, a non-Awakened person could, in the worst-case scenario, die.

I think it would be better to just have the Awakened run by themselves, but there have been cases of 'Awakened Persons getting seriously injured due to their own speed,' like when they trip and fall into a person or a utility pole.

As a result, the Board of Education and individual schools are still afraid to let Awakened Persons participate carelessly in P.E. classes.

...I was never a fan of sports to begin with. So I don't really mind not participating.

However.

"Hey, hey. Seriously, can you take my place as the anchor in the relay? The pressure is insane!"

"No way, do your best, track team!"

"We're counting on you! Go pass like, everyone!"

"Hey, you wanna practice for the three-legged race again later?"

"Sure! Let's do it during lunch break."

"I'm going to go negotiate directly with the sports festival committee to see if we can add 'cross-dressing' to the obstacle course."

"When are we leaving? I shall accompany you."

The cheerful conversations filling the classroom.

Not everyone, but most are getting excited for the sports festival. And I can't be a part of it.

...I don't like the jock-like atmosphere, but still. This sucks.

Alone, I fiddle with my phone and let out a small sigh. Was it already like this back in my second year of middle school when I Awakened? No, back then I still had friends in my class.

I just want school to be over. I wanted after-school to come as quickly as possible.

"Hm...?"

A message from Erina-san popped up in the SNS group I made with her and Aira-san.

It was about the dungeon we were going to after school today.

...I felt the corners of my mouth turn up just a little.

* * *

After school, at the Sahagin dungeon we'd visited before. After clearing out most of the surrounding monsters.

"Alright, Kyo-chan! Let's let 'er rip!"

*'Heeey, batter batter! Pitcher's scared!'*

"Isn't that a weird taunt to use right now? And don't taunt me in the first place."

Urged on by Erina-san and Aira-san, I pointed my left hand forward.

I'm a little nervous. It's my first time using 'this,' after all.

I channel mana into my outstretched arm... and let it pool at the tip of my index finger.

Then, with the image of opening a gas valve, I released it.

"Whoa...!"

Instantly, red flames erupted from my left hand. A torrent of fire filled my vision, but strangely, it wasn't hot enough to burn me.

After letting the flames flow for a few seconds to get a feel for it, I stopped the supply of mana with the image of closing the gas valve. Just like that, the emission of red flames ceased.

All that remained were scorch marks on the walls and ceiling.

"Oooh. You did it right."

*'I see. I knew its capabilities from the Appraisal, but seeing it in action is quite impressive. Well, for me it's through a mirror, of course.'*

Listening to their voices, I partially dematerialized the gauntlet on my left hand.

My black sleeve was revealed, along with my bare wrist and hand. On my index finger was a ring.

A simple golden band with a small red gem. Despite its simple design, the ring had a strange, captivating allure.

"This was a really nice drop."

*'Indeed. Just what you'd expect from a boss monster's drop.'*

'Ring of the Flame Horse.'

That's the name of this 'magic tool.' It was a drop from the Leucos.

Erina-san recovered it, and Miyoshi-san corroborated her story and handled all the paperwork. Its effect is to 'convert mana into flame.'

It doesn't have the same output as the 'Mana Conversion' skill, but it's still plenty powerful. If I use it together with wind, I could probably produce some serious firepower.

"But, are you sure about this? Miyoshi-san said she didn't want any claim to it?"

"Yup. That's what she said. She said being able to defend the shelter was enough for her."

*'Tch! Trying to act like such a good girl. Shouldn't my dear little sister be more greedy?'*

"Haha..."

I feel like Aira-san has started talking about Miyoshi-san a little more naturally than before.

Just that alone was enough to reassure me that our meddling hadn't been in vain.

"Kyo-chan, Kyo-chan! Me next, I wanna try it next!"

"Ah, yeah. Go ahead."

I take off the ring and hand it to Erina-san, who's jumping up and down with her hand raised.

...On another note, her chest is bouncing all over the place, so I wish she wouldn't jump so much. I don't know where to look.

*'Oh, a ring exchange? Hold on. I'll play some appropriate BGM.'*

"Wh-what are you talking about!?"

"Thank you. I am Rinzaki Erina, and I would like to make a speech. Kyo-chan! Congratulations!"

"Are you the matchmaker?! Then who am I exchanging rings with?! Nothing?!"

"They say there are three important bags in a marriage!"

"You're still going with this?"

*'Very well, I shall listen.'*

"This is just bizarre."

"The stomach pouch, the sleeping bag, and the ball bag—"

"Only one of those is right!?"

*'My, my, Kyo-chan-kun. Interrupting a lady is bad manners, you know?'*

"That's right!!"

"Remember what you said three seconds ago. This is a problem that predates manners."

A proper lady doesn't say 'ball bag.' That's not a lady. Even if she were a lady, she'd be a perverted lady.

"Just hurry up and try it. Even if we've defeated the nearby monsters, we're still in a dungeon."

"Yes, teach'."

*'Teacher, what's the spending limit for snacks!?'*

"Go take a hike to the hospital."

*'So harsh!?'*

I place the ring on Erina-san's palm.

...Damn it, against my will, my heart fluttered just a little.

"Okay, here I go!"

After putting it on her left index finger just like I did, she suddenly started making some strange movements.

*Shubaba,* her fingers moved with such sharp, crisp motions that it looked like they had sound effects. Is that the hand sign ninjas in anime make when they use ninjutsu?!

"Fire Style───Acid Reflux!!"

"That's a medical condition?"

While spouting utter nonsense, a considerable amount of fire spewed from Erina-san's mouth.

It seems the firepower is sufficient even when she uses it. It might be best to switch who wears it depending on the situation.

As I was thinking that, Erina-san's shoulders slumped and she turned back to me.

"Kyo-chan... It hurts..."

"Eh, what? Did you get burned or something?"

"No, my mana."

With that, Erina-san took off the ring and offered it to me.

"This thing's not very fuel-efficient. Considering my spatial ninjutsu, I can't really use it much."

"Ah, I see."

In my case, I don't have to worry about running out of mana because of the 'Sage's Nucleus,' but for her, pacing her usage is important.

Spatial Magic, especially 'Teleport,' is our lifeline in an emergency. We need to keep Erina-san's mana above a certain level at all times.

"Got it. Then, I'll hold on to this ring."

"Please do. You can always let it rip, Kyo-chan!"

"What's with that sound effect..."

*'Wait! I found the perfect BGM for a ring exchange!'*

"I'm going to send you to the hospital."

*'Now you're just threatening me, Kyo-chan-kun!?'*

We're in a dungeon right now, seriously. They're letting their guard down way too much.

I slip the ring onto my left index finger and reform the gauntlet.

"For now, let's finish exploring. Aira-san, navigation, please."

*'Right. If you proceed straight down the path you're on, there should be a gentle curve followed by a T-junction. Turn left there.'*

"Understood."

"Okay. Oh, right, Kyo-chan."

"Hm?"

Just as I was about to start walking, Erina-san called out to me.

"Later, I have a favor to ask."

"Yeah, what is it?"

I waited for her to continue, while still keeping an eye on our surroundings.

"Yeah. Um, I want some of your 'fingernails' or 'hair'."

*'Eh?'*

"Eh?"

Did I just get asked for something incredibly weird?

I stared at her, my mouth hanging open as she spoke so casually.

...But why???

"Um... may I ask the reason?"

"Of course, for my ninjutsu... no, for my 'ninja tools'!!"

A cheerful reply, as usual. Wait, ninja tools?

...Ah, I see.

"Alright. After we get back."

"Okay!"

*'Eeeh!?'*

Even after being separated from my body, my hair and nails retain very little of the 'Sage's Nucleus' power. However, they do retain normal mana.

Drawing on my knowledge of alchemy, I figured out what she was getting at.

*'Eh, Erina-kun, Kyo-chan-kun... s-since when did the two of you have such an abnormal relationship...?!'*

...These two really are sisters, her and Miyoshi-san.

Aira-san's voice from the earring sounded genuinely flustered, but Erina-san just tilted her head in confusion.

Does this mean I'm the one who has to explain? We're in a dungeon, you know?

It seemed like too much trouble, so I put it off and we continued hunting Sahagin for as long as time permitted.

During that time, Aira-san managed to clear up the misunderstanding on her own, so I guess it's fine. I'm pretty sure it was written on the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' website, anyway.

The body of an Awakened Person can be used as a material for 'magic tools.'

It's not a widely known fact, but it's not impossible. However, it can only be done by someone with a 'production-type' skill, after making the proper preparations.

So Erina-san had Awakened acquaintances other than us...

On the bus ride home, Erina-san struck up a conversation.

"You know, Kyo-chan! Tomorrow, I'll introduce you to her... no, to the other one, too!"

"O-okay."

Her? And another one? So I'm being introduced to two people.

Come to think of it, I think I saw Erina-san chatting with two other female students in the hallway the other day.

"Let's all four of us have lunch together! It'll be fun for sure!"

"Huh?"

Does that mean I have to join a 'friend of a friend group' and spend my lunch break with them? And a group of girls, at that?

...Oh, boy.

"Sorry, but tomorrow I'll be suffering from an illness 'where I die if I spend lunch break with three or more people'."

"What kind of illness is that!?"

*'I understand... I understand you, Kyo-chan-kun...!'*

"Paisen?! Is that a real illness!?"

I would very much like you to stop issuing these roundabout death sentences.

As Erina-san grabbed my shoulders and shook me, asking, 'Are we going to the hospital right now?! Is Kyo-chan going to explode?!', I stared out the window.

I see... So tomorrow, I die...
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			'Magic Tools'

This is the current term used to refer to 'tools possessing supernatural powers' that are obtained from dungeons or created through skills.

Items like the ring dropped by the Leucos, or artifacts recovered and stored by the Self-Defense Force from dungeons, are not easily obtainable. The latter, in fact, are unlikely to ever reach the civilian market.

So, are magic tools made by Awakened Persons easy to come by? Not at all.

First of all, there simply aren't that many Awakened with 'production-type' skills.

Various companies have been headhunting production skill holders like crazy, hoping for new product development possibilities, but they still haven't managed to gather a significant number. The fact that they're all scattered probably has something to do with it.

In that respect, the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' with around 20 alchemists gathering voluntarily, is truly an anomaly. Given their reasons for gathering, they probably turned down corporate recruitment because they wouldn't have the freedom they desired...

Next is the fact that all magic tools are handmade.

Production-type Awakened, who are already scarce, create them one by one. If they're put up for sale, they sell out instantly, and trying to place an order often means a six-month wait. I've heard there are even one or two-year waiting lists in some cases.

Finally, and this is personally what I think is the biggest reason... it's a huge pain in the ass. Seriously.

Take alchemy, for example.

Let's say you use an Awakened person's nails, hair, blood, and so on as materials.

In the creation of magic tools, the 'Four Great Elements' are considered crucial, and you have to have the elements of earth, water, fire, and wind in order.

First, the pot. You need a large pot made from earth. It has to be big enough for a child to curl up in easily, yet sturdy enough to withstand high temperatures.

Then, you have to painstakingly inscribe a formula, one character at a time, on the inside of the pot while imbuing it with mana. If you make even one mistake, the pot becomes useless.

Next, water. No matter what you're making, you have to fill the pot with plenty of clean water.

Frankly, thanks to living in modern Japan, preparing the water is the easy part. Tap water is fine. Well, depending on what you're making, you might need 'mana-infused pure water' or 'water purified with a unicorn's horn,' but...

Okay, next. Fire.

The fire used to heat the pot must be at a high temperature. The output of a home gas stove is nowhere near enough. And you have to maintain a constant temperature during the transmutation.

Well, this also changes depending on what you're making, but basically, you need to maintain a high, steady heat.

Finally, wind.

After putting the ingredients into the pot, you stir them with a rod while imbuing them with mana.

Don't think that's all there is to it. The rod itself needs to have a formula inscribed on it, and you have to keep a strong image of the alchemical process in your mind the entire time.

All while slowly pouring in a considerable amount of mana. It's a nerve-wracking process where even the slightest mistake is not allowed. This takes a minimum of two hours. Sometimes, literally a whole day.

And after all that, you finally get the crystal that serves as the 'material' for the magic tool.

...Yeah. That's just to get the material. Using that material, you then need to mix it with other things, or build a separate 'furnace' to forge it into heated iron or what have you.

The only saving grace is that the pot and rod can be reused to some extent.

If you make three or four sets, you can probably transmute most things.

I learned all this from the book that came with my 'Arcane Gear,' but it didn't make me want to create my own magic tools.

This isn't something you do as a side gig. You'd have to be a full-time professional to keep this up.

I have school, and I have my activities as an adventurer. Sure, I could make a lot of money selling magic tools, but I wouldn't gain any levels.

...Actually, wait. I think I remember seeing a post on the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' forums about someone leveling up slightly just by doing alchemy constantly?

Well, that story was about leveling up once after a whole year of work.

Anyway, even alchemy, which is said to be 'relatively easy to prepare for,' is like this. Making magic tools is a very arduous task.

However, because of the effort involved, all magic tools are convenient. Some, like the 'Ring of the Flame Horse,' are extremely useful for dungeon exploration.

Therefore, adventurers treasure their connections with 'production-type Awakened skill holders.' I think I read on a message board that some people even choose which company to join based on that.

So, the fact that Erina-san is introducing me to a 'crafter' is a very welcome offer. It is, but...

...Why is this person a girl in my grade?

* * *

The day after I tested the ring's power.

At school, the execution... I mean, the lunch break arrived.

I have to move, for starters. Making contact with Erina-san in the classroom is going to attract a lot of attention. I need to minimize the damage—

"Challenge!! Kyo-chan, I've come for you!!"

Too fast.

Her class must have started lunch a little earlier than ours, because the moment our break began, Erina-san threw open the back door with a bang.

Naturally, the eyes of the entire classroom focused on the loud, beautiful blonde girl.

And then, their eyes turned to me.

Accompanied by unpleasant feelings.

"Yagawa again...?"

"That's Rinzaki-san from the next class, right?"

"Yagawa's supposed to be an Awakened Person, but he's so plain... Why is a guy like that..."

"What, just a girl? If you're not cross-dressing, then go home."

Hostility, jealousy, suspicion. And a few strangely clingy stares.

Hunching my back against them, I grab my bento bag and quickly walk over to Erina-san.

"Um, so, let's just go..."

"Right! We don't want to lose a good spot in the cafeteria!!"

"Yeah... Also, if possible, could you lower your voice a bit..."

"Oh, really? Okay! Let's go, Kyo-chan!"

I followed behind the smiling Erina-san as she strode forward, trying to make myself as small as possible.

Even in the hallway, I felt countless eyes on me. I couldn't tell who was saying what, but every sound I heard felt like a negation of my existence.

Why did I even come to school today? I should have just faked an illness and slept in at home instead of worrying about making my parents anxious.

I should have at least asked to meet outside of school. But I ended up agreeing, considering the schedules of Erina-san's friends. I hate myself for it.

The cafeteria on the first floor was, of course, bustling since it was lunch break.

Our high school doesn't have a proper cafeteria service, but there's a school store, and plenty of chairs and tables, so all sorts of students gather here.

Amidst the noisy chatter, Erina-san skillfully weaved through the crowd. I followed her, relying on my kinetic vision and reflexes, to a popular-looking table in the corner.

"Sorry for the wait! I brought Kyo-chan!"

"'Sup."

"My. Is that the person you mentioned?"

At the four-person table, two female students were saving our seats.

One was a short student with short-cut red hair.

She had sharp, narrow eyes that looked strong-willed, and a sullen, pouty expression. The ribbon at the collar of her blazer-style uniform was loosened.

Though she was short, her chest was large and full. A transistor glamour girl, I suppose.

The other was a female student with long black hair.

She had slightly drooping eyes and a gentle smile. With features like a classic Japanese beauty, she looked at me with curiosity.

Her posture was perfectly straight, and her uniform was worn neatly, making her a stark contrast to the red-haired student in many ways.

"That's right! This is Kyo-chan! And these two are—"

"I'm Busujima Aika."

"...Ooyama Shizuku."

The black-haired one is Busujima-san. The red-haired one is Ooyama-san, apparently.

"N-nice to meet you. I'm Yagawa Kyouta..."

My words almost got stuck as I gave a small bow.

C-calm down, Kyouta. They're not enemies. In fact, they're friends of a friend, which means they're allies.

...But because they're friends of a friend, I have even less of an idea of what to do!

"Sit down, Kyo-chan. If we take too long, lunch break will be over!"

"Ah, yeah. Okay..."

I cautiously sat down next to Erina-san.

We were facing them in a 2-on-2 setup. Directly across from me sat the smiling Busujima-san.

"So yeah, Kyo-chan. This is Shī-chan, the crafter I was talking about! She's a dwarf!"

"...'Sup."

"N-nice to meet you..."

Like elves, they are a famous demi-human race.

Just as in fiction, they are said to be extremely dexterous. And strong, too, capable of easily wielding heavy hammers with one hand.

As for their physical characteristics, the men are bearded. The women don't grow beards... and, well, they have large chests. Their short stature is apparently common to both genders.

They're rumored to be a race with many production-type skill holders, but since the number of demi-humans itself is small, the truth is unknown.

I see, Ooyama-san certainly matches those physical characteristics. Her red hair might also be a result of her racial change, making it her natural color.

"By the way, Ā-chan's an Awakened Person too!"

"I don't have any production-type skills, though."

Busujima-san gave a wry smile at Erina-san's introduction.

So these three were a group of Awakened Persons to begin with.

In Japan, it's said that one in thirty people is an Awakened Person. It's not that rare to have multiple in one class.

...Though I'm the only one in my class, and I'm isolated!

...Let's not go there. Being on the fast track to loner-dom isn't just because I'm Awakened.

"Um, I'm, an Awakened Person, too..."

"Yes. I've heard a lot about you from Erina-san. That you're very strong and have good eyes."

"O-oh."

"Yup! Kyo-chan is strong! His movements are sloppy, but then he goes *shwing!* and *BOOM!*"

"Still have no idea what you're saying."

"Eeeh. You're so cold, Shī-chaaan."

"Shut up. Don't try to pinch my cheek."

A friend and her friend started playing around.

Erina-san is undeniably beautiful, and Ooyama-san is above average. The sight of such girls playing together is cleansing to the soul, isn't it?

If only I wasn't so close to it and feeling completely out of place! Ugh, this is so awkward...!

"Now, now, Erina-san. You're making Yagawa-san uncomfortable."

"Oh. Should I touch Kyo-chan's cheek too?"

"Eh, no, not really..."

"Oh, okay."

"Come on, let's get to the main topic."

"Oh, right!"

Busujima-san got them back on track, and Erina-san clapped her hands.

"I want you to provide the 'materials' for me to make my super-strong ninja tools! I want Shī-chan, who's making them, to weigh in too, so let's all work together!"

"'Kay."

"Y-yeah..."

"Also, let's decide on the payment later through email or something. Today's just for introductions."

"Eh, no, I don't really need any payment..."

"No can do, Kyo-chan! Even close friends need to be courteous! If you let these things slide, it'll cause trouble later!"

"Ah, okay. I understand..."

Erina-san's forceful words made me nod reflexively.

If we're talking about that, she saved my parents, and I don't think a box of sweets and a thank you is enough to balance the scales.

But I can't say that. Every time I say something here, I feel an illusion of intense pressure on my mind and heart.

"And also. About Ā-chan and the others—"

"Erina-san. We'll tell him about that part."

"Mm, got it!"

Busujima-san raised a small hand, cutting off Erina-san.

The classic Japanese beauty smiled at me again from across the table. Just that was enough to make me not know what expression to make in return, and my gaze wandered.

"Yagawa-san. We have a favor to ask, seeing as you're a powerful adventurer."

"Y-yes. What is it...?"

I peeked at Busujima-san's face, my back drenched in a cold sweat for no particular reason.

She pierced me with a serious gaze.

"We want you to help us level up. Of course, we will pay you... though it might have to be in installments."

"Also, I want to trade for one of your golems."

"...Excuse me?"

I could only float a question mark at the unexpected proposal from Busujima-san and Ooyama-san.

I looked at Erina-san, wondering what was going on, and she just gave me a thumbs-up.

...No, seriously, what is going on...? An explanation, please?

To me, 'high school girls who aren't my friends' are an unknown species. Being forced to encounter them and then having this development sprung on me is basically a deathtrap.

"Tadaa..."

Erina-san isn't answering. She's just making a mysterious, triumphant face.

What? Is this space actually designed to kill me?

...Someone! Help me! I'm going to be killed! Either psychologically or socially, I'm going to be killed!!

At this point, even the disappointing university student (Aira-san) would do, so please help! I'm surrounded by unidentified life forms (high school girls of my age)!! If possible, please take my place!!

Unable to even voice such a silent scream, all I could do was let my eyes dart around.

Help... Help...
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			As I stood frozen, Busujima-san continued speaking in a slow, deliberate voice.

"Erina-san has told me that you are quite a formidable adventurer, Yagawa-san. I heard you once defeated a D-Rank boss monster, practically on your own."

*D-Rank... I see. So Erina-san kept quiet about the Lefcourse incident.*

That was a relief. Even if Aika-san was her friend, it wouldn't be good for a third party to know our entire battle history.

I didn't want to stand out, but more importantly, there was the secret of my *Sage's Nucleus*.

From the sound of it, the "D-Rank boss monster" she mentioned wasn't the Orc Champion, but the Cockatrice, whose defeat was on record at the Dungeon Store. That was all she'd been told.

Focusing on my work—adventuring—I took a small, deep breath, trying to drag my composure back from the brink.

*Switch gears. If it's about dungeons, I can talk normally... probably.*

"Yes. I have had an experience like that."

"It's only natural that you would be perplexed by such a sudden proposition. It may be forward of me, but would you mind if we explained our circumstances first?"

"Yes, um. Please..."

"Thank you very much."

As Busujima-san spoke so fluently, I found myself sitting up straighter.

"To get straight to the point, what we are hoping for is to secure a means of self-defense."

"Self-defense...?"

"Yes. Of course, that includes dealing with monsters from stampedes and the like, but we are more concerned with other *people*."

"Huh? Oh."

For a moment I tilted my head, wondering what she meant, but then I remembered Aira-san.

Aggressive recruitment of those with useful dungeon-exploring skills was on the rise. Thankfully, I hadn't had to deal with that yet, so I sometimes forgot.

"Shizuku-san's valuable production skills are part of it, but female Awakened Persons are also targeted as potential *wombs*."

"W-Wombs?"

That was a completely different angle than I'd been considering, and I couldn't help but repeat the word.

"Hey, can I go ahead and start eating?"

"Please, go ahead."

"Then I will too."

"Shizuku-san, you wait."

"Right."

"Time to eat!"

Beside me, Erina-san opened her lunchbox and began to eat. She really marches to the beat of her own drum...

Ignoring the self-proclaimed ninja who was now stuffing a sandwich into her mouth, Busujima-san continued.

"As you know, there's a vigorous movement overseas to recruit strong Awakened Persons. However, human nature is such that people are not satisfied with merely recruiting them and keeping them on hand."

"...You mean whether they want to increase their numbers or incorporate a bloodline, it's more convenient to use women?"

"Yes. It wouldn't be surprising if such ideas existed."

Busujima-san said it with a placid smile, but the content was utterly grim.

It wasn't a pleasant topic, but when you thought about breeding, the quality and quantity of the mothers were far more important than the studs.

To put it bluntly, if you were only thinking about efficiency, the male's part was just to get it in and get it out. You could even use a dropper if you had to. Depending on age and health, a male could perform many times. Of course, there were all sorts of mental factors, but I'd ignore those for now.

The mother's side wasn't so simple. It took around ten months of pregnancy to finally give birth. Naturally, she couldn't conceive again during that time, and pregnancy and childbirth were exhausting to begin with.

Even with modern medicine, cases of miscarriage or the death of both mother and child during childbirth still existed.

There was a rumor that *the children of Awakened Persons are more likely to Awaken*. I'd seen on TV just the other day that many research institutions took that rumor as fact.

...Speaking of rumors, I remembered another one: *it's easier for two Awakened Persons to produce an Awakened child*.

Considering all this, the female Awakened Person's role as the mother became paramount. Having equal numbers of men and women might be more efficient, but the kind of people who thought this way would undoubtedly prioritize female Awakened Persons. Some ladies-first principle that was.

As for the whole bloodline thing, it wasn't something I was familiar with as a commoner, so this was also just hearsay, but...

Prominent families, or so they were called, often had male succession. It seemed a bit dated, but it was still a topic of serious debate even today.

For those reasons, I could understand why just being a 'female Awakened Person' would make one acutely aware of the danger they were in.

"It would be wonderful if this were all just baseless fear or vanity on our part, but it's always better to be prepared."

"Um... I believe your concerns are quite valid."

"Thank you. This is why we wish for you to help us level up. We are currently F-Rank. It's embarrassing to admit, but we've only just become adventurers. We would be grateful for your assistance until we can surpass Level 5."

"I, I see..."

"As for the golem, the reason is the same. After we reach Level 5 with your help, we'll need it to continue leveling up on our own. Regarding the golem, Shizuku-san will explain."

"...Right."

At the prompt, Ooyama-san gave a small nod and turned to me.

"...You. You take a golem you made yourself on your regular explorations, don't you?"

"Uh, yes. Well, I do."

"I'll make the equipment for it. In exchange, give me a new golem."

"...Huh."

Compared to Busujima-san's explanation, hers was remarkably simple. Not that I didn't get what she meant.

"Shizuku-san..."

"What? If we talk too long, we won't have time to eat."

Ooyama-san retorted sulkily to Busujima-san's wry smile.

"...You're right, that's true. This was only meant to be a meet-and-greet anyway. My apologies, I believe I was a little nervous as well. I ended up talking only about our own circumstances."

"N-No, not at all...!"

I hastily shook my head at Busujima-san's bashful expression.

*This is bad. I just thought 'how lovely,' but I'm only able to have this conversation because I'm in 'work mode.'*

If I revert to my usual self, I'm confident I'll only be able to say, "Um..." and "Yes..."!

"That concludes 'our circumstances.' Of course, you are free to decline. I'm sure you have your own situation to consider, Yagawa-san."

"R-Right..."

"We'd like to discuss the detailed contract terms later via email or phone, but would you be willing to exchange contact information?"

"O-Okay."

I took out my phone and exchanged numbers and email addresses with them.

*Two girls' contact info...*

Feeling as though my phone had suddenly gained weight, I carefully placed it back in my pocket.

"Please consider whether you'll accept after we've discussed compensation and the time period. I hope this can be a fruitful contract for both of us."

"R-Right."

"Well then... shall we have our lunch?"

"Thanks for the meal!!"

"Right."

A cheerful voice from beside me was accompanied by the sound of hands clapping together. Apparently, Erina-san was already finished.

Busujima-san chuckled at the sight before starting on her own lunchbox. Next to her, Ooyama-san was already unwrapping a massive rice ball.

I, too, hurried to get my lunchbox out of its bag. A glance at the clock in the center of the cafeteria showed that our lunch break was already more than half over.

"Geez, Ā-chan, you talked way too much. Kyō-chan will run away if you rush him, you know?"

"I'm sorry. I don't really talk to boys very often either..."

"...Salmon and salted kelp today. Good stuff."

---*The gates of hell have opened.*

The three girls began to chat happily. And I, seated with them, tried my absolute best to erase my presence as I quickly worked my chopsticks.

"Hmph. Kyō-chan, you have to chew properly, okay? It's not good to rush!"

"Ah, right..."

*It's no use, my stealth can't fool Erina-san!*

*Please, I'm begging you, just leave me alone. I'm going to die.*

"By the way, Yagawa-san, did your mother make your lunch?"

"Uh, yes..."

"Kyō-chan's mom is a great cook! So, what's your favorite thing she makes?"

"Um... well, karaage... I guess."

"Karaage is so good! I love the fried food my grandma makes, too."

"...Honestly, the first time I went to Erina's house to eat, I was pretty wary. She said her British grandma was making the food."

"That's prejudice! My grandma has lived in Japan for a long time, so she can make things that are delicious even for a Japanese palate!"

"Erina-san, Shizuku-san, they do say that British cuisine has gotten quite good recently, you know...?"

*...So awkward.*

Why is it so uncomfortable when your friend is talking with their friends?

Because Erina-san had pointed it out, I made sure to chew properly, but I still ate at a slightly faster pace.

It was a lunch break, but I didn't feel rested at all.

...And of course, when I parted ways with the three of them and returned to the classroom, I was met with the same unpleasant stares.

To them, I must have looked like I was having a harem lunch with a group of beauties, despite never speaking in the classroom.

*...This is rough.*

* * *

"And that's why you're getting this!"

*'A sore loser's rage is an ugly thing, Kyō-chan-kun!!'*

*'Hah! Senpai Guard!'*

*'Don't you kids have any respect for your elders!? To be specific, aren't you going to go easy on me!?'*

"Nope."

*'Nope!!'*

*'Gah! In that case, I'll just have to crush you with raw skill! This is the wisdom that comes with age!'*

That night, while connecting via Telepathy to vent and ask for advice, I played 'Matsuo Race' with the usual crew.

It was ridiculously fun. Like being released from a massive weight...

"So, what do you guys think I should do?"

*'About your next customization? For starters, how about using these Pampers-looking tires?'*

*'Kyō-chan! Let's build max-speed machines and race together!!'*

"That's not what I meant. I'm talking about the request."

*'Hmm? I think you can just decide, Kyō-chan. I'll adjust my schedule for you.'*

*'I don't have any urgent work for you guys right now, either. However, connections like these are important, Kyō-chan-kun.'*

"Guh..."

I couldn't help but groan as they both left the decision to me.

I was hoping I could just turn my brain off and push the decision onto them, with an excuse like, 'Well, Erina-san said so...' or 'Aira-san said no...'

*'Kyō-chan-kun, it might have been a bit of an ambush, but the request itself doesn't seem strange. Whether you accept or decline, this is all part of learning about the real world.'*

"Ah, Aira-san..."

*'Besides, don't you dare ask me about topics related to high school girls! To someone like me, your average high school girl is practically an unidentified life form!'*

"Aira-san..."

*'This is not-your-average high school girl, signing in! Because, you know, I'm a ninja!!'*

"Self-proclaimed."

*'!?'*

"Anyway. The leveling part is one thing, but why ask me to make a golem? Wouldn't it be better to ask a professional for something like that?"

I'd told these two before that I had no intention of making and selling golems for profit. I couldn't take that kind of responsibility.

On that note, maybe Ooyama-san offering a trade was because Erina-san had told her that.

*'That's what you say, Kyō-chan-kun, but there's an insane waiting list for golem sales everywhere. It's not uncommon to wait a year or more.'*

"It's that bad...?"

*'Also, Ā-chan was worried that a golem from a stranger might have a homunculus made with semen. She said it'd be better if it came from you, Kyō-chan, since you only use mana and herbs.'*

"Ah..."

I see. Yeah, for a young high school girl, a golem made from some random guy's jizz would be pretty repulsive.

I wouldn't say, "but your life is on the line." The stress of daily life is no joke.

Heck, *I'd* hate it. Why would I want to carry around a tool made from some other guy's sperm? Both giving and receiving it is way too niche.

*'Also, while the cutting edge of golem technology is said to be the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, I hear they're under an exclusive contract with some guild now. I don't know the details. In any case, if you're ordering a golem from anywhere else, it's a matter of trust. Asking a friend of a friend is a perfectly normal decision.'*

"I see..."

*'Kyō-chan, Kyō-chan. Like Ā-chan said, it's totally fine if you want to turn them down, okay?'*

"Erina-san?"

*'I know it sounds bad to put it this way, but it's true that this is all for their benefit. Of course, they'll make the contract so there's a benefit for you too, but I think you could be successful in lots of other places, Kyō-chan. You could make more money and build more connections.'*

"..."

*'Even if you say no, our friendship will last forever! Let's walk the path of the ninja together!'*

"Yeah, I don't know about the ninja path."

*'!!??'*

Still, she had a point.

It seemed Erina-san had the wrong idea.

"Erina-san. I think I'm going to accept this job."

*'Oh, you are?'*

"Just as Aira-san said, the connection with Ooyama-san and Busujima-san is valuable. With so few Awakened Persons, I want to build whatever bonds I can."

Connecting with Ooyama-san, who had production skills, was a given, but a bond with Busujima-san was also important.

About one in thirty people was an Awakened Person. It sounded like a lot, but it was actually quite few.

To have people who might help me in a pinch, or as a source of information, I wanted to build at least a somewhat friendly relationship if possible.

I'd also checked the email that just came from Busujima-san, and the contract terms didn't seem strange. Aside from the payment being in installments, it wasn't much different from the market rates I'd looked up online.

"Besides, the offer to have equipment made for Byakuren is really appealing. I'm sure it'll only be equivalent to the trade, but the difference between having it and not having it should be huge."

From here on, we would be operating in D-Rank and C-Rank dungeons.

Byakuren could no longer serve as much more than a pack mule or a decoy, which was why I was building a dedicated body for him. Since it couldn't be made as quickly and cheaply as before, armor to reduce damage was crucial.

...And, although I hoped it wouldn't happen, I wanted my golem to be counted as a part of our fighting strength if we ever got caught in another stampede.

No, seriously, I really thought it wouldn't happen again. But even if you don't think you'll encounter a disaster anytime soon, it's still important to have an emergency kit, right?

Well, it was probably just needless worrying.

"Most importantly, Erina-san."

*'Yeah?'*

"Even if you say I could be successful anywhere... it's a little difficult for me to proactively expand my social circle or find business partners... so please don't abandon me..."

*'Huh? What do you mean?'*

*'Erina-kun, try to understand. For a socially awkward, gloomy loner and virgin like Kyō-chan-kun, who doesn't even fit in with his own class, stepping outside the community he's finally found is an incredibly high hurdle.'*

"I won't deny it, but aren't you overdoing it? Especially the socially awkward, gloomy loner, and virgin parts."

*'Oh? So that's not the truth? Are you su~re?'*

"Erina-san. Next race, want to team up and focus-fire on Aira-san?"

*'I don't really get it, but okay! Senpai, prepare yourself!!'*

*'That's dirty, Kyō-chan-kun!? Resorting to force because you can't win with words!'*

"Well, I figured it's part of learning about the real world."

*'You've been tainted by a bad influence!? I don't remember raising you to be like this!!'*

"I don't remember you raising me either."

*'That's right! Kyō-chan grew up with me in the hidden village, training as a ninja!!'*

"Don't go fabricating my memories."

Needless to say, after that, we ganged up on Aira-san and knocked her off the course as promised.

Though, at the very last second, an attack from Erina-san sent me skidding into the dirt as well.

*'Heh heh heh. This is the way of the ninja, Kyō-chan...!'*

"You traitor!!"

*'Hahaha! How pathetic, Kyō-chan-kun! Let me laugh at you, ha-ha-ha-ha!!'*

"Shut it, last place."

*'What did you say!?'*

...And so, around the time the game was over...

"By the way, do you think you could reply to Busujima-san for me, Erina-san...?"

*'Nope. This is a contract between you and Ā-chan's group, Kyō-chan! I'll help out, but I won't do anything more than that!'*

"Guh, then at least give me some advice on what to write. I have no idea how to email a girl..."

*'Don't overthink it, Kyō-chan-kun. An email like the ones you send us should be fine.'*

"Uh, no. I don't think that would work on a normal person..."

*'Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hold up there. What's that supposed to mean, Kyō-chan-kun? Depending on your answer, I might have to beat you down in a fighting game right now.'*

*'Sending it in code would be cool!!'*

"I see I've asked the wrong people for help...!"

After this, it took me about an hour to somehow compose an email accepting their offer. I never thought writing a reply of just a few lines could be so exhausting...

Also, my reply is late now. I hope Busujima-san isn't mad. I hope she doesn't think I'm creepy or annoying. Not being able to see her face just makes me more anxious...

Sighing at the anxiety swirling in my chest, I finished getting ready for bed and lay down.

I wonder if I could just make a living by killing dungeon monsters all day...

Dealing with low-level monsters is so much more relaxing than dealing with people. Considering how much adventurers make, it's starting to seem like a serious option.

But that's not how the world works, is it?

Human society is so complicated...
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			I Don't Think I'll Ever Get Used to It

			A lot had happened, but it was now the day after Busujima-san and her friends made their proposal.

Our trip to the dungeon with them was set for the end of this week. That was when I would give them my hair and nails and talk about the golem.

Which meant today was just about going to the dungeon and killing monsters.

It was a D-Rank. I hadn't been promoted to C-Rank yet.

Including the fact that all the enemies would be weaker than us, what a relief.

"Dungeons are great... the only ones here are people it's okay to hit..."

"Senpai! Kyō-chan is saying some dangerous stuff!"

*'Let him be, Erina-kun. He's most likely just looking for something to take his school frustrations out on.'*

"Please don't analyze me, Aira-san."

At the Dungeon Store, my mouth twisted into a frown as we finished our preparations and headed for the gate room.

"I'm sorry, Kyō-chan. Ā-chan said you seemed terribly nervous, so we decided not to invite them today, but let's all have lunch together tomorrow, okay!? I'll convince Ā-chan!!"

"That's not it, that's not what I mean. And please don't. I'll die."

"That's grim!?"

*'Erina-kun. Out of samurai—no, ninja's honor, please don't press him for details. The psychic damage is starting to hit me...! Begone, foul memories...!!'*

"Senpai, you too!?"

If you throw me into that hell again, from now on I'm calling you a jailer of the underworld. Seriously.

I had been treated like part of the classroom scenery until yesterday's incident, when I suddenly job-changed into 'harem-bastard-loner.'

It was understandable. From my classmates' perspective, I must look like a total jerk who won't talk to them but has no problem talking to a bunch of beautiful girls.

*I can't talk to Busujima-san's group about anything but work. It's just that this disappointing beauty and bombshell are the exceptions.*

Even if I tried to explain, the atmosphere was so hostile that I couldn't bring myself to talk to anyone. And I had a feeling anything I said would just sound like an excuse...

I wasn't being directly bullied yet, but some guys were starting to glare at me openly. The whispers behind my back had increased a little, too.

It was more than just uncomfortable. At this rate, I might really become a target after the sports festival...

There hadn't been any cases yet of an Awakened Person killing someone in retaliation for being bullied. But there had already been double-digit cases of serious injuries.

I just had to hope that fact would make them hesitate.

...It was a little sad that a part of me was already considering using bullying as an excuse to stop going to school and focus on dungeons.

Well, for now, I had to focus on the dungeon in front of me.

After passing reception and finishing our final check in front of the gate, I let Erina-san grab my shoulder and stepped through the white door.

That feeling I could never get used to, like the ground suddenly vanishing beneath my feet. And yet, the lack of any sensation of floating felt deeply wrong, until a moment later, the hard feeling of the floor returned to the soles of my feet.

It was a floor of worn-out wooden planks, with stone peeking through the gaps. The walls were made of stacked stone, as was the ceiling.

The smell of rotten wood and mold reached my nostrils. There were no windows and no breeze; just a dark, damp stillness stretching on ahead.

There were no SDF lights in this fortress-like place. I'd heard that the higher the rank of the dungeon, the more likely the monsters were to destroy such things.

By the light of my lantern, I did a quick survey of our surroundings and took the head of `Byakuren` from my bag.

Its exterior, which had been covered in scratches from the battle with Lefcourse, had been repaired with alchemy, and now it looked flawless.

Since the custom body wasn't finished yet, it looked like we'd be using the usual makeshift body for this exploration and the one with Busujima-san's group.

"Erina-san, please keep watch."

"Okay!"

I used my heel to push aside a crumbling wooden plank and placed Byakuren's head on the stone beneath, along with a piece of paper inscribed with a transmutation circle.

After `Byakuren` gained a body of stone through alchemy, I explained the monsters we'd be facing this time, showing it pictures. Then I attached a penlight and a mirror.

"Sorry for the wait. Aira-san, we're beginning the exploration."

*'Understood. To you two, D-Rank may no longer be a threat, but proceed with caution all the same.'*

"Roger."

"O-kay!"

I drew my sword and started walking slowly.

After a short distance, I found an SDF paint mark and reported it to Aira-san. Following her navigation, about three minutes after entering the dungeon, Erina-san let out a quiet warning.

"Three sets of footsteps. They're light for the kind of gear they have... definitely monsters. Coming straight at us from the front."

"Got it."

I nodded and tightened my grip on my sword.

In the distance, illuminated by the artificial light of my lantern and the penlight, I began to hear a clattering sound—*gasha gasha*.

Then, a pair of eerie, glowing eyes peered out from the darkness, glaring at us.

*'Kak.'*

A voice, like the sharp rap of a wooden plank.

The glint of rusted steel was caught in the lantern's light.

*'Kakakakakak!'*

Its form could only be described as a skeleton clad in armor. It wore a helmet, a cuirass, and even gauntlets and greaves. Its weapons were also a slightly better-quality sword and shield, but that was the extent of the visual difference.

However, this monster's physical abilities were in a different league from a normal skeleton.

Skeleton Knight. A rather uninspired name, but that made it easy to understand.

A common soldier skeleton and a knight skeleton. It was better if you could tell which was stronger just by the name.

Whether it was a difference in their physical abilities when they were alive, or some other reason entirely, one thing was certain.

These things possessed a power that ordinary skeletons couldn't even dream of.

Two with shields, one with a bow. The enemy seemed completely unbothered by the darkness and loosed a preemptive arrow.

But a shot like that, I could deflect with the wind without even trying. And they weren't the only ones who could see in this environment.

Even in the dark, I could see mana. At almost the same instant the arrow was fired, a small knife I'd thrown struck the bow-wielding Skeleton Knight in the left shoulder, blowing its arm clean off.

Of the two remaining knights charging toward me, a grappling hook latched onto the shield of the one on the left.

*'Kak!?'*

"Hup, ho!"

Before it could shake the rope free, Erina-san gave it a powerful tug. As the knight stumbled forward, its shield pulling its body with it, `Byakuren` rushed in to attack.

Watching that out of the corner of my eye, I engaged the Skeleton Knight that had reached me. It raised its shield while swinging its sword with its right hand.

Too slow. I swung my longsword sideways, batting the shield away with the flat of the blade. Taking another step forward, I cleaved through its torso diagonally, armor and all.

Stepping over the scattered bones, I turned my gaze to the one-armed archer.

The knight in the back switched its weapon to a dagger and tried to intercept me. As it thrust the dagger, holding the blade horizontally, I slapped it away with my left hand and brought my sword down on the top of its head.

A single clean cut. Having reached Level 20 after the battle with Lefcourse, my blade passed through the monster's body with ease.

While keeping an eye on the collapsing enemy, I turned my gaze to the last one, my back to the wall. Just then, where `Byakuren` was pinning the Skeleton Knight down, Erina-san smashed its skull, helmet and all, with a flail.

I remained vigilant. Readjusting my grip on my sword, I watched until all three had turned to salt before letting out a small breath.

"Erina-san, are you hurt?"

"Nope! Glad to see you're okay too, Kyō-chan!"

*'Well... it's beyond just being 'okay.' You two really are unmatched at this rank, aren't you...'*

"Well, probably...? But we can't let our guard down."

I replied to Aira-san as I picked up the dropped items.

That's when I noticed a sword was left behind.

"Whoa!?"

I let out a loud cry as I picked up the longsword lying right next to the salt.

The blade was rusted and badly chipped. The hilt was slightly bent, and the guard was loose. It was completely unusable.

But this was, without a doubt, a treasure.

"Wow. You're lucky!"

*'Hoh, a weapon drop is rare indeed. Please be sure to bring it back!'*

"Yeah. Erina-san, if you would."

"You got it!"

Along with the other coins, I handed the sword to Erina-san, holding it by the blade.

In most cases, the equipment a monster was holding doesn't drop. It turns to salt just like its body.

But on rare occasions, a weapon or piece of armor is left behind. Items like these sell for a very high price.

However, a rare drop doesn't necessarily mean it's a powerful item or weapon.

With a few exceptions, items dropped by common monsters out in the field contain very little mana and are usually just plain iron weapons.

Even so, to collectors and researchers, they are apparently items to die for.

In fact, I could hear Aira-san humming through the telepathic link.

*'Hmm-hmm, hmm-hmm-hmm~'*

"Aira-san. I'm glad you're happy, but we're in a dungeon right now, so please be serious."

*'It's not trash, it's research mate~rial~'*

"Be serious."

*'Yes, ma'am.'*

"Hmph! Hmph! Hmph-hmph-hmph!"

"Don't join in. Get back here."

"Yes, ma'am."

After pulling the two idiots back to reality, we resumed our exploration.

From there, we marked a spot near the exit and then wandered through the dungeon, guided by Aira-san's navigation.

For about two hours, we continued on, scattering Skeleton Knights as we went.

For some reason, it felt like there were a lot of Skeleton Knights. No, my combat time was short, so it didn't feel like that many, but if I thought about it calmly, the number of encounters was definitely high.

Considering the number and length of the battles, it was probably time to head back. Just as I was thinking that, Erina-san let out a small voice.

"Mm... Kyō-chan. There's a lot of noise coming from the direction we're headed. Probably Skeleton Knights."

"Huh? Is someone in a fight?"

"Nah. It's all the same sound, so I think it's just a lot of them."

"...I see."

Come to think of it, I remembered hearing a rumor that dungeons with weapon drops had more monsters.

I thought it was just a tall tale, but maybe you can't dismiss rumors so easily.

*'What should we do? Take another route?'*

"...No. Aira-san, what kind of place is ahead of us on this path?"

*'It should be a room with a structure like a small chapel. As for its size... to put it in terms you'd understand, about two classrooms' worth?'*

"By the way, I think there are about ten monsters, give or take."

I nodded at Erina-san's words, her ear pressed against the wall.

"If that's the number, I think we should take them out. Is that okay with both of you?"

"Okay. If we have to retreat, I'll throw a net to slow them down, so try not to get caught in it, okay?"

*'I'll respect the judgment of those on site, but don't overdo it.'*

"Right."

After a deep breath, I kicked down the door that had come into view.

The interior, illuminated by lanterns and lights, was indeed a chapel, just as Aira-san had said.

But the pews had rotted away, and the statue of something at the far end was shattered and scattered. There was no sign of a god; instead, the living dead were milling about.

Swords, spears, bows—the monsters all turned toward me at once, raising their weapons with bony hands. In response, I tightened my grip on my own hilt.

I shrouded the blade in wind and, at the same time, supplied mana to the ring on my left hand. With `Concept Interference`, I forcibly mixed the two powers.

Flames enveloped the blade, swelling outwards with a *whoosh*.

"Hah!"

From a low stance, a horizontal slash.

A strike that should have done nothing but cut through empty air, with no thought given to range. But the supernatural power of a 'skill' transcends the laws of physics.

Released at the same moment I swung my sword, a storm of fire. Raging crimson ravaged the chapel, instantly swallowing the Skeleton Knights within.

Bathed in the hot wind, I slowly lowered the sword I had swung through.

It took all of three seconds. The mana I had poured in was exhausted, and the raging fire and wind ceased. All that remained were scattered embers and salt.

Without so much as a dying scream, more than ten Skeleton Knights had been incinerated. That ring was an even better find than I had thought.

"...Alright."

I had thought it would be effective against multiple enemies, and I was glad to have a place to test it out.

Survivors... well, that's not quite the right word, but I used my *Spirit Eye* to confirm there were no more moving Skeleton Knights. I stepped into the room, still thick with residual heat.

*'...You do things in a flashy way, Kyō-chan-kun. You look more like the master of this dungeon than they do.'*

"You think so...?"

I replied with a wry smile to Aira-san's own wry comment.

She was probably complimenting me, but I felt more embarrassed and confused than happy.

I was confident I could overwhelm the Orc Champion now, for sure. But I still didn't have a good sense of where that placed me 'as an adventurer.'

I'd been watching videos that some adventurers uploaded, and everyone had different strengths. In terms of sheer firepower, some people could use magic that far surpassed my recent attack.

I wondered, where exactly did I stand as an adventurer?

In terms of rank and level, I was probably on the higher end, but if I looked up, the sky was the limit, and if I only looked down, I might slip and fall...

Not knowing my exact standing was frustratingly vague.

"That was amazing! Your fire-style jutsu, Kyō-chan!!"

"Yeah, it's not ninjutsu."

"But... it might be hard to find the dropped items."

"Ah."

I looked around the room again.

The pews were ash, and the salt had been scattered by the wind. It was safe to assume that any dropped coins had been blown away as well.

Needless to say, we spent more time searching for coins than we did fighting. It was a small mercy that the coins we recovered were only slightly deformed.

*...Next time, I'll have to be more careful about how I direct the wind.*

With that, our exploration for the day was over. I reflected on my mistake as Erina-san and I teleported out, hand in hand.

...By the way. This hand-holding teleportation thing, I still get nervous.

I shouldn't be able to feel any warmth or softness through my gauntlets, yet my face grows hot.

For a different reason than passing through the gate, I had a feeling I would never get used to her teleportation either.

And so. Our earnings for this run were about '3 million yen,' thanks to the large number of coins from all the monsters we defeated, and also because of that decrepit sword. Apparently, about half of that was for the sword alone.

*...I don't know when, if ever, I'll get used to this kind of money.*

Apparently, there was another sponsor behind the research lab, but who on earth could it be? As Aira-san gave me the estimated earnings, I stared blankly, my thoughts drifting as a way to escape reality on the bus ride home.

Well, they seemed to be loaded, so I guess it didn't really matter either way.
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			Entrusted with Lives

			The end times. No, wait, the weekend.

The gates of hell were opening once more.

"We'll be in your care today."

"Let's do this."

"Leave it to me!!"

"R-Right..."

At a bus stop not far from school, I met up with the three girls.

I already felt like I was going to throw up. Why was I putting myself through this on a Sunday morning?

"You're full of energy this morning."

"Yep! Aren't you, Shī-chan?"

"Nah, I'm shaking with excitement."

"Wow! A samurai!"

"Not a samurai."

Ooyama-san grinned fearlessly and snorted, *mufuu*.

This person was supposed to have production skills, right...? Did she have some kind of combat skill on top of that?

"But Shī-chan, you specialize in making things, so don't push yourself too hard, okay?"

"Right."

Nope. She was just bloodthirsty.

"Right. Yagawa."

"Ah, yes."

"Give me the materials."

"Oh, right. Here..."

With that, I took a jar out of my backpack.

Inside the jar, which I'd bought at a dollar store, was a lock of hair and the clippings from one session with a nail clipper. Since it was from both my hands and feet, it should be enough. In exchange, my nails were a little short right now. As for my hair, I was glad I hadn't gone to the barber yet.

That aside, I wondered how this came across to a high school girl.

Honestly, I'd think it was gross to be handed something like this from a guy I barely knew...

"Ooh...!"

For some reason, Ooyama-san's sharp eyes widened as she peered into the jar with intense interest.

She didn't go so far as to open the lid, but she was studying the contents intently through the glass.

"...I see. A considerable amount of mana, indeed. And is this a wind attribute?"

"Huh?"

*Can she see mana too? And even the attribute, which would affect it as a 'material.'*

I was so surprised I let out a yelp, but Ooyama-san paid me no mind, her gaze still fixed on the jar.

It wasn't just me; it was as if Erina-san and Busujima-san weren't even there.

"...Better than I expected. I can make something good with this."

"Really!? Yay! Thanks, Kyō-chan!"

"Oh, um... you're, welcome..."

"I'll have the payment transferred to the account you told me about before!"

"R-Right."

"Aika. Put this in my pack."

"Yes, yes."

Busujima-san took the jar from the single-minded Ooyama-san.

She smiled wryly as she opened the backpack of Ooyama-san, who had turned her back.

"There's a towel in there. Wrap it up before you put it in."

"I know. You told me that countless times on the way here."

"Right. Sorry."

Though her words sounded exasperated, Busujima-san's smile was gentle.

She carefully wrapped the jar containing my hair and nails in the towel, placed it in Ooyama-san's backpack, and zipped it shut.

"There, it's in."

"Thanks. So, where's the golem for us?"

"Huh? Oh, I gave it to Erina-san..."

"That's a surprise for after we get in the dungeon, Shī-chan!!"

"I see..."

Ooyama-san's disappointment was plain to see.

When I first met her, I had the impression that she was more brusque, but now her emotions were as easy to read as a child's.

Maybe she was a craftsman through and through, with a personality just like a dwarf from a story.

I'd heard that a person's race changing could affect their tastes and preferences. Was that the case with her, too?

"I'm sorry, Yagawa-san. Shizuku-san is being rude..."

"N-No. Um, please don't worry about it..."

I gave a small wave to Busujima-san, who was bowing slightly, while taking half a step back.

"Ah, the bus is here!"

"Right."

"Oh..."

*So, it has come...*

I wanted to end this day and go home as soon as possible, but being in a confined space like a bus was also painful.

My best-case scenario was for the bus to be somewhat crowded, so we couldn't all sit together.

If it was three and one, I would be the one. If it was two and two, I would somehow secure the seat next to Erina-san.

That way, I should be able to avoid hell, at least!

*Here I go!!*

I tapped my IC card and boarded the bus, immediately scanning the interior and—.

*There's only one old lady on board...!!*

The demand for buses had been dropping year by year, and many routes were being discontinued. That wave had definitely reached this area as well.

Faced with this reality, I felt my knees buckle internally.

"What's wrong, Kyō-chan? You're just standing there."

"It's nothing..."

"Oh, it's empty, let's all four sit in the back!"

*It's over... No, not yet! If you give up, the game is over, as a famous manga once said!*

After that, I managed to secure a corner seat with all my might, with Erina-san successfully sitting next to me. I'm sure this is what they call 'hanging on by a thread.'

By the way, as for Aira-san, who would likely sympathize with me in this situation...

*'It would be a shame for me to interfere with an opportunity for the young ones to foster their friendship. I will provide support in the dungeon, but I won't speak otherwise, so please think of me as air!!'*

She'd said something like that and hadn't even connected to the Telepathy link from the start. Unless I signaled her by phone or email, she had no intention of activating it. What did she mean, 'young ones'? She was a university student too.

I would absolutely crush her later. I would utterly destroy her in the racing game. Hiding in a safe zone all by herself...! *You should be surrounded by high school girls too!*

It might be misplaced anger, but I couldn't let this grudge go.

* * *

After surviving the demonic bus ride, we arrived at the F-Rank dungeon.

Despite the recent boom in adventuring, both the parking lot and the store were deserted.

It was like this the 'last time' I came, so I wasn't surprised. It seemed this really was an unpopular dungeon.

Busujima-san and the others looked around the store's interior with curiosity. I had no room to find their expressions endearing; I quickly spoke to Erina-san and escaped into the men's changing room.

I didn't want to keep them waiting, so I changed quickly, used the restroom, and then sat down on a bench outside the changing room.

*'Well hello, Kyō-chan-kun. I got an email from Erina-kun. It seems you've arrived at the store.'*

"I'll remember this, you hear me?"

*'Hahaha! I have no idea what you're talking about. I merely acted with the consideration expected of an elder, did I not?'*

"You're saying that knowing full well what you did, aren't you?"

*'Indeed!'*

*Just you wait, you heartless, disappointing college student.*

*'Don't be so sulky, Kyō-chan-kun. Did you miss your ear's girlfriend that much? Good grief, you're a handful. Very well. I shall do a little ASMR impression for you—'*

"Sorry for the wait, Kyō-chan!"

*'Ack-pyeh!?'*

Erina-san burst out of the women's changing room, followed by the other two.

I stood up as well and gave a small shake of my head.

"No, I haven't been, waiting... long."

"Why the formal language? Come to think of it, you've been like that all day, haven't you?"

"Don't mind it..."

"Okay!"

*Please don't try to break down my emotional barriers. My tear ducts will burst.*

I glanced over and confirmed that Busujima-san and the others were also dressed for mobility in the Dungeon Agency-specified coveralls and boots. I turned my gaze toward the gate room.

"Well then, let's go... let's, head out."

"Let's!"

"We're in your care."

"Right."

Listening to their varied replies, we headed to the gate room. I presented my adventurer license at the reception desk and went inside.

Standing before the white gate, I deployed my `Arcane Gear` and checked my equipment.

Then, I turned my eyes toward Busujima-san's group.

"...?"

*Huh?* I couldn't help but tilt my head.

Ooyama-san was fine. She wore a horned Norman helm and studded leather armor on her torso, forearms, and shins. She also had thick clothing underneath, so I could expect a decent level of defense.

Her weapon was a long-handled warhammer, giving her the very impression of a dwarven warrior.

However, Busujima-san's attire was unchanged.

Coveralls and boots. And a helmet and stab-proof vest. She had taken a small crossbow out of her backpack and was stringing it, but I felt no mana from it except for the arrowhead.

Even the arrow itself seemed to be just a processed coin from a drop item; I didn't think it was part of her `Arcane Gear`.

`Arcane Gear` was exceptionally good equipment.

Its strength and sharpness increased in proportion to the user's skill, and most importantly, even if it broke, it could be reconstructed with mana.

The armor I was wearing now was so sturdy I felt it could probably withstand a handgun bullet.

And while the Dungeon Law had been revised to be slightly more lenient on weapons for adventurers, carrying a crossbow still required various permits and was a hassle. Why was she deliberately using something like that?

It was awkward to talk to her, but we were about to enter a dungeon. Switching to work mode, I somehow managed to ask Busujima-san.

"Um, your `Arcane Gear`...?"

"About that, my `Arcane Gear` is actually the type that lacks defensive power. This outfit is superior in terms of defense, so I will be entering as I am."

Busujima-san replied with her usual gentle smile. She had her long hair tied back, but her graceful, traditional beauty was unchanged.

Feeling somewhat intimidated, I nodded without a word.

"Ā-chan's `Arcane Gear` is a little risqué, so it can't be helped!!"

"Erina-san!?"

Erina-san nodded with her own usual smile. Busujima-san's face turned beet red as she grabbed her shoulder.

*A little risqué... Is it that revealing?* If so, I could understand her concern about its defensive capabilities.

"I understand about the clothes. What about your weapon?"

"Y-Yes. I have partially deployed my 'knife' and have it attached to the back of my waist."

She said, showing her back and shifting her backpack up. When she did, I could see an ornate, ceremonial-looking knife attached to her waist.

I could feel mana from it, so if it was part of her `Arcane Gear`, it shouldn't be useless.

"I see. Then, as we discussed beforehand, please try to stay out of the front lines. Unless I or Erina-san give permission, please do not get within attack range of the monsters here."

"Yes. Understood."

"Ooyama-san, you too, please don't move to the front without permission."

"Right."

"Kyō-chan, you've gotten good at speaking clearly!"

"It's work."

*Right, this is work. It's a job. So get it together, me!*

I tried to convince myself of that internally, but my back was already soaked with sweat.

This was a different kind of tension than usual.

There was the fact that I was working with girls I didn't know well, but more than that, I was now responsible for their lives.

Erina-san, Aira-san, and I decided on this dungeon, but it might be a little tough for beginners.

Of course, *I have no intention of letting them fight properly*, but it would be dangerous if we made a mistake and let a monster get close to them.

Especially Busujima-san, whose defense was low. I had to be extremely careful.

This was bad for my heart in its own way. But for the sake of `Byakuren`'s equipment, I had to do my best.

Taking a small, deep breath, I spoke into my earring.

"We are now entering the dungeon. Aira-san, I'll be counting on your support."

*'R-Right. B-Be ca-careful.'*

...You know, when there's someone panicking more than you are, it's kind of calming.

Feeling the tension in my shoulders ease ever so slightly, I glanced at the others and then turned my feet toward the gate.

"Okay, everyone please hold on firmly to a part of my body. I will take the lead as we go through the gate."

"O-kay."

"Yes!"

"...Right."

Erina-san and Busujima-san placed their hands on my shoulders, and Ooyama-san took Erina-san's other hand.

After confirming this, I stepped into the gate.
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			A hard sensation, *katsuri*, transmitted through the soles of my feet.

The floor and walls were made of bone-white stone. Roots as thick as an arm had broken through them in various places, and from those points, vines crawled across the surroundings.

The SDF had given up on installing lights on the plant-infested walls, and the dungeon's interior was pitch black. The only sources of light were the LED lantern hanging from my waist and the light attached to Busujima-san's helmet.

It had been about two months since I'd last come here. I still remembered my exploration of this place well.

"Erina-san, please keep watch."

"You can count on me."

I took out Byakuren's head and placed it on the floor with a transmutation circle. It took about ten seconds to form the golem body. I then attached a penlight and a hand mirror.

"So this is Yagawa's golem."

Ooyama-san stared at `Byakuren` with interest.

"Its dedicated body isn't finished yet, so this is just a makeshift one, but it has enough defensive power for the monsters here. If you feel you're in danger, hide behind `Byakuren` at any time."

I had the golem shoulder my backpack while I did a quick survey of the area.

"Erina-san, sorry for the wait. The golem I entrusted to you for Busujima-san and the others."

"Okay. Alright, Kyō-chan, a drumroll!"

"Not gonna happen."

"Aww."

Her lips pouting, Erina-san took a golem out of her Item Box.

With a heavy *thud*, its steel-covered feet landed on the stone floor.

"This is the golem I'm giving to you, `Mokuren`."

At first glance, its appearance was similar to an 'armored knight.'

I modeled the helmet after a bascinet. It had a visor that extended forward like a beak, which was detachable.

The neck was covered by a chainmail coif, and below that was plate armor. It was equipped with a one-handed mace in its right hand and a round shield eighty centimeters in diameter in its left.

"It's equipped with armor I transmuted from steel plates, which is also detachable. There's cotton padding underneath, which should reduce the damage from most attacks. The main frame is made of processed wood. This is the key to attach and detach the flask in its head."

With that, I handed a small key to Busujima-san.

"...Is the armor black to hide the flaws?"

"Yes. As I explained in the email, I'm not a specialist in armor making. This is something I've included as a service, so feel free to remove it and replace it with something else."

"...No, it's not bad. I'll use this until it breaks."

"Is that so."

Ooyama-san looked `Mokuren` up and down, scrutinizing it.

This `Mokuren` was created based on the data from Byakuren's dedicated body, which I was currently building.

However, all the materials were purchased at a home improvement store. I hadn't used a single dungeon material due to the budget.

Also, while I had sacrificed fuel efficiency in `Byakuren` to forcibly increase its output and make its mobility equivalent to something made by a 'skill user,' with `Mokuren`, I had lowered the output to a certain extent to improve its fuel efficiency.

I couldn't equip it with a Magi Battery like the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` could, so desperate measures like this were all I could manage. As a bonus, the shoulder and hip joints are detachable, making it a bit of a hassle but still possible to carry.

I handed Busujima-san a manual I had written that included all of this, as well as maintenance instructions.

"This is the instruction manual, so please read it carefully later. If you find any defects, I will address them immediately."

"Thank you very much, Yagawa-san. We will use it with care."

"Not at all. In fact, please treat it roughly in battle."

"Pardon?"

Busujima-san tilted her head in confusion.

This was irrelevant, but the light on her helmet was a bit glaring.

"`Mokuren` is just a doll. Its purpose is to be a wall, a pack mule, and, in a pinch, a means to stall for time. Use it to its fullest to protect yourselves."

"...Understood. Still, I will take good care of it."

"I'd appreciate that. It puts my mind at ease as the creator."

As we were having this conversation, Ooyama-san was already putting her own backpack on `Mokuren`. Since her equipment suggested she would be on the front lines with the golem, it would be easier for her to offload her luggage.

Just in case, I had also told Busujima-san via email, 'If it comes down to it, abandon the gear you're carrying and run.'

I felt like I was acting way too much like a senior, which was embarrassing, but since I was responsible for their lives, I had to say it.

After confirming that `Mokuren` didn't lose its balance even with the backpack on, and that Busujima-san had put the key and manual in her own pack, I looked at Erina-san.

She gave me a nod, so I touched my earring.

"Aira-san, preparations are complete. We're moving out."

*'G-Got it. P-Proceed with caution.'*

"Roger."

"O-kay."

I turned back to Busujima-san and the others and gave a small nod.

"We will now begin the exploration. I and `Byakuren` will take the lead, you two and `Mokuren` will be in the middle. Erina-san will take the rear. Let's go."

"Right."

"Y-Yes. We're in your hands."

With Ooyama-san acting natural and Busujima-san looking tense, I turned my back to them and started walking slowly.

Our formation was longer than usual. Erina-san's position felt a little far, which was a strange, new feeling.

After a short walk, I found an SDF paint mark. I reported it to Aira-san and had her navigate.

After about two minutes of walking, a warning came from Erina-san through my earring.

*'Footsteps are getting closer. Around the corner ahead, three of them.'*

"Roger. Halt."

I raised my left hand slightly, stopping Busujima-san and the others.

In the direction illuminated by the penlight attached to Byakuren's head, I, too, began to hear footsteps.

*'Gigi...'*

A strange voice, like the scraping of branches. From around the corner, a monster that looked like a tree stump with arms, legs, and a face appeared.

Lesser Treant.

Among F-Rank monsters, it boasted exceptional toughness and attack power. Personally, I found it more troublesome than some E-Rank enemies.

Staring at us with hollow eyes, the monsters let out a roar and started running.

"Eek!"

Behind me, Busujima-san let out a small scream.

As Erina-san had warned, there were three of them. That was a bit much.

I threw a knife with my left hand at the one in front. Unlike last time, its stump-like body was easily gouged out, and it fell silent.

The remaining two Lesser Treants ignored their fallen comrade and pressed on. Their spear-like arms shot out with momentum, but they were too slow.

I slipped between them, getting behind the two.

Then, from behind, I grabbed the Lesser Treants' heads. My fingertips dug in, securing a firm grip. I lifted them up.

*'Gi!? Gii!'*

*'Gigigi!?'*

The Lesser Treants struggled desperately, but it was no problem. My strength was overwhelming, and as for the mass, I was holding my body in place with wind.

"Erina-san, any other enemies?"

*'Don't hear any other footsteps.'*

"Understood. Then, let's proceed with the leveling."

I reported as such into my earring and took a few steps closer to where I had been.

I held up the flailing Lesser Treants for Busujima-san and the others to see.

"Alright, you two. Please defeat these."

"Y-Yes."

"...Right."

This was their 'leveling' method.

According to the Dungeon Law, even with a D-Rank adventurer accompanying them, F-Rank adventurers could only enter F-Rank dungeons. This was the same for all ranks.

Power-leveling at this rank would take a considerable amount of time.

But with these Lesser Treants, it should be a bit better.

Their boss monster was the `Treant`, a D-Rank. If we assumed that boss monsters were generally one rank higher, then the Lesser Treants should be E-Rank.

In fact, there were rumors online that their rank might be changed soon. That's how many adventurers thought they were deceptively strong for their rank.

But for now, they were just right. Perfect for Busujima-san and her friend to level up.

Ooyama-san brought her warhammer down on the Lesser Treant I was holding. I felt the impact, but that too was no problem.

The Lesser Treants' arms weren't that long, so as long as they were striking with a weapon, they wouldn't enter the monsters' range, making it safe.

"Um... is it alright to shoot?"

"No problem. With that arrow, even if it hits me, it won't penetrate my skin."

"...Understood."

Busujima-san aimed carefully and fired her crossbow. With a sharp *thwack*, an arrow pierced the Lesser Treant's body.

*'GIGIGIGI!!'*

"...Somehow, well. I feel a bit guilty."

"That is an unnecessary emotion to have toward monsters. Please leave it here."

I might have sounded harsh, but it was my honest opinion and advice from someone with a bit more experience.

Certainly, the optics of this leveling method were terrible. But since the opponents were monsters, it wasn't a problem.

In manga and stuff, the kind of guy who says things like this usually ends up in a lot of pain, but... if we're talking about physical pain, I've already been there. The Orc Champion broke my arm, and Lefcourse gouged my shoulder.

Fighting monsters is a dance with death. The standard procedure is to fight lower-level opponents dispassionately, as if it were just a job, but when something like a stampede happens, you can't afford that luxury. You have to fight enemies of the same rank or higher.

In those moments, to increase your chances of survival even a little, and to prevent 'accidents' during normal explorations, sympathy for monsters is unnecessary.

In fact, when I remembered the mountain of corpses I saw during the stampede, I really couldn't feel any sympathy at all.

"...I understand."

With a stiff expression, Busujima-san loaded another arrow into her crossbow.

...Now that I think about it, isn't it hard to defeat a Lesser Treant with her weapon?

*Hmm.* Erina-san had told me that Busujima-san was a 'magic user.'

"Busujima-san. You can attack with magic if you like. I'm sturdy enough that I won't die even if you misfire."

"Huh...?"

Busujima-san looked a little surprised, and Ooyama-san's hand paused.

Just then, Erina-san called out.

"Ā-chan."

"Erina-san..."

"It's okay, Kyō-chan can handle it."

At her smiling declaration, Busujima-san thought for a few seconds.

She switched the crossbow to her left hand and drew a knife with her right.

The overly ornate guard and hilt were ill-suited for a proper sword fight. Strange characters were carved into the blade, and its tip was pointed at the Lesser Treant.

I see. That knife wasn't a melee weapon, but a 'wand.'

"..."

Busujima-san was chanting in a low voice, but I couldn't make it out. However, I could read the movement of mana with my *Spirit Eye* with each word she spun.

Then, she glared at the Lesser Treant in my right hand.

"*[Cursefire]*."

The moment the incantation was complete, black flames ignited on the Lesser Treant's body.

I was a little surprised, but I had heard beforehand that it was 'that kind of magic,' so I suppressed my unease. I would absolutely not release my grip.

*'Gi, gigigigigii!?'*

The Lesser Treant let out a loud scream.

The black flames gave off no heat, slowly burning through the monster's body.

No, on closer inspection, it wasn't burning. It was desiccating it. Wherever the flames licked, the monster's body crumbled and decayed.

`Cursed Poison Magic`.

I had heard rumors about it. As the name suggested, it was a type of magic that created poison from mana or directly cursed an opponent. It was rare.

And so, the attacks from outside the Lesser Treants' reach continued, until they finally turned to salt, trickling through my fingers.

"Ah!"

Just then, a warhammer swung with too much force was caught in my palm.

---*THUD.*

"!? S-Sorry!"

"No, it's fine. Being decisive is important, so please keep this up next time."

"R-Right... Are you really, okay?"

"Yes. Unscathed."

A dull sound had echoed, but there was no pain. The impact of the hammer alone was E-Rank equivalent. As expected of a dwarf. If it had hit a spot without armor instead of my gauntlet, it might have left a bruise.

Busujima-san and the others were looking at me like I was some kind of strange creature, but I think everyone becomes like this when they level up. No, seriously.

I released my hand from the warhammer and picked up the coins. After blowing off the salt with wind, I handed one to each of them.

"Here you go. The drops from the monsters you defeated."

We had decided beforehand that any drops we got here would be theirs. Excluding the test, this was their first real battle.

Being able to take home drops would boost their motivation, and motivation is crucial for leveling up. Well, the compensation for these drops was included in my payment anyway.

While they accepted the coins with some confusion, I collected the drops from the other monster. Just as I handed them to Busujima-san, a quiet telepathic message came from Erina-san at the rear.

*'Kyō-chan. The next monsters seem to have been drawn by the noise. There are two of them.'*

"Roger. You two, the next ones are here. We'll do it the same way as before, so get ready."

"Y-Yes!"

"...Right."

With Busujima-san and the others hastily readying their weapons again behind me, I faced the approaching Lesser Treants.

They were opponents that had given me trouble when I had just become an adventurer, but now they were easier to handle than stray cats. I just had to read their movements with my *Spirit Eye*, evade, get behind them, and lift them up.

"Alright, let's continue leveling."

With this method, they probably wouldn't learn any 'combat techniques.'

But the request was for 'safe leveling' in the first place. Besides, martial arts aren't something you can learn overnight.

We didn't know when the 'threat' they spoke of would come, so gaining power quickly was the priority. As a bonus, it would also erase any hesitation they had about hitting an enemy. Two birds, one stone.

Besides, in an Awakened Person's battle, skill is of course important, but stats and skills carry more weight. I realized that when I saw Miyoshi-san's castle wall get pulverized in two hits by Lefcourse.

'Grind levels and hit them with raw power.' This phrase, often used in the gaming community for strategy, was now applicable to reality. How strange.

For the next hour and a half, we explored the dungeon.

Thanks to this being a relatively unpopulated dungeon, it was like shooting fish in a barrel. Partway through, Busujima-san's mana started running low, so I lent her my longsword and had her slash at the Lesser Treants.

Intuitively, it seemed that just because she was using my weapon, the experience points didn't flow to me. Thanks to its sharpness, Busujima-san was able to defeat the monsters faster than Ooyama-san the dwarf, which was surprising.

If this was the case, maybe I should have lent it to her from the start.

On the other hand, the fingers holding the Lesser Treant were a little scared. No, I knew her physical strength couldn't break through my gauntlets, but, well, seeing it from the front, it had a pretty good edge, so...

*Wait, I usually swing this thing around...? I really need to be careful not to accidentally cut an ally.*

"Hah... hah...!"

"Sorry... need another break..."

"Yes, that's fine. I'll keep watch, so please sit down and rest."

Also, their physical exhaustion was quite surprising.

But on second thought, maybe this was normal when your stats weren't developed yet. I had my *Sage's Nucleus*, and according to Aira-san, Erina-san was a physical elite.

So this was what a 'normal adventurer' was like. It might sound a bit condescending, but I think I learned something.

While they rested, I crushed the Lesser Treants that came along, nodding to myself internally.

And so we continued, but then...

*'...Kyō-chan, I hear a loud noise from the room up ahead.'*

"Other adventurers?"

*'Nope. Probably a Treant.'*

A Treant... the boss monster here.

*'What do you want to do? Take it down?'*

"...No, let's follow protocol and head back."

*'Okay.'*

We had beginners with us. I didn't want to set a bad example and distort the basic rule of 'if you find a boss monster, run.'

"Hey you two, there's a boss monster up ahead, so we're heading back!"

"Huh?"

"...Got it."

While Erina-san was talking to Busujima-san and the others, I kept my guard up. This kind of thing was more mentally exhausting than I thought.

I glanced back at the self-proclaimed ninja. I usually left most of the scouting to her, but I was reminded of how grateful I was for it...

Thinking about it this way, I might have gained quite a lot from this request.

We passed through the gate Erina-san opened and teleported near the exit. We reported the discovery of the boss monster to the SDF personnel there and withdrew.

In the rest area of the store, Busujima-san stared at her own hands and muttered in a daze.

"...I can't believe I reached Level 3 in a single day."

"In exchange, my arms and legs are like jelly."

Busujima-san and Ooyama-san were slumped in their chairs. If it weren't for the fatigue problem, they should have reached Level 5 today, so we were actually a little behind schedule.

I would have to rethink my approach on that front. I needed to get back in touch with how it felt before I Awakened.

"Good work, you two! That's all for today's leveling! Hooray! Yay!"

Following Erina-san's applause, I clapped my hands a little too.

I was finally free. There was no reason not to celebrate, except for the stares from those around us...!

"...Erina-san, Yagawa-san. Thank you so much for today. We look forward to working with you again next time."

"We're counting on you."

"Leave it to me!"

"...Yes."

I sounded like a mosquito. My work mode was reaching its limit.

But just a little longer. A little longer, and I would be free...! I could go home and enjoy the rest of my day off...!

And I wouldn't forget to crush Aira-san, who had turned into a car navigation system partway through. That woman really had no intention of joining the conversation.

"Alright, now that the dungeon exploration is over--- "

*I wonder if we could just dismiss here. I really want to just run home by myself.*

"---let's head over to Shī-chan's house!"

"Right."

"Yes."

Wait, what?
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			Going to a girl's house.

Phrased like that, it sounds so simple.

But when it comes to actually doing it, the path feels far too treacherous. Just thinking about it gives me a headache, nausea, and even a bout of dizziness.

I should find the courage to decline. Having made that decision, I sent a message to Erina-san: 'A girl's house is just too much for me...!'

"Eh? But I don't think you'll get how to disassemble 'Mok-chan' and stuff from just the manual, you know? Wouldn't it be better to do a demonstration at Shī-chan's place?"

She shot back with a punch of flawless logic that left me utterly speechless.

While I don't 'sell' my golems because 'I can't take responsibility for them,' I have no intention of being completely irresponsible, either. If I'm going to make a deal, I plan to provide at least a minimum level of support.

Simply handing over dungeon equipment with an instruction manual and calling it a day is a recipe for disaster. At worst, it could be a matter of life and death.

Besides, what the heck is 'Mok-chan'? Isn't that a little confusing as a nickname for 'Mokuren'?

In any case, under these circumstances, I had no choice but to go with them.

Yagawa Kyouta, time to kick into overtime mode...! Not that I've ever worked overtime. I'm a first-year high school student, after all.

"And then! And then! The croissants at the coffee shop in front of the exam station were super delicious!"

"Oh, my. We couldn't go on the day of the exam, but perhaps we should all go together sometime!"

"I'd rather have meat, though."

"I think they had hamburgers and stuff, too! Right, Kyou-chan?"

"Yeah..."

But please, spare me from being dragged into your girls' talk on the bus. I'm going to die.

* * *

After an eternity that felt like my soul was being ground down with a file, I got off the bus.

That was so long... I was on the verge of tears...

I never thought the air outside a bus could taste so sweet.

"What's up, Kyou-chan? Taking deep breaths all of a sudden."

"It's nothing, Warden... I mean, Rinzaki-san."

"Why do I feel such a distance between us?! Also, didn't you almost call me a warden?! I am ninja!!"

"Hahaha. Nice joke."

"Pyee..."

Even I can tell. There's no laughter in my eyes right now.

When your mental capacity is constantly overloaded, you start to just... let things go. I suppose you could call it desperation.

I was barely clinging to my work mode. Otherwise, I would have collapsed on the spot.

"Is Kyou-chan... mad about something?"

"I'm not mad. Just tired, that's all."

Right, I'm not mad. I'm really not.

What Erina-san said was perfectly logical, and it was a point I had to concede. More than anything, I could see she was trying to act as a bridge between me and Busujima-san's group.

I keep calling it 'work mode,' but when I actually think of it as a 'job,' the connections I'm making with them are incredibly valuable.

I'm the one who's wrong here. I'm just overreacting and self-destructing.

It's a pathetic situation, even by my own standards.

"...Um. If it's really too much for you, it's okay to go home, you know? I can walk you back."

"No, it's fine. I can do this."

"You sure...? Sorry, Kyou-chan. Sometimes I just don't get 'that kind of thing.'"

"...?"

*That kind of thing? What kind of thing is that?*

I tilted my head, but I couldn't keep Busujima-san and the others waiting for too long. Seemingly reading the mood, the two of them were watching us from a short distance away.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Let's head to Ooyama-san's house."

"Right. This way."

Guided by Ooyama-san, we walked for about ten minutes.

We arrived at what looked like a slightly large town factory.

"My house is around the back, but I use a corner of this place as my personal workshop. I want you to put Mokuren in there."

"Aiyo!"

Ooyama-san unlocked a door on the side of the factory and went inside.

"Excuse me..."

I timidly followed her and looked around.

It was Sunday, so there was no one around. I didn't recognize the names of the machines, but there were several of them, and I could see something that looked like a conveyor belt.

It's not every day I get to see the inside of a factory, so it was a little refreshing.

"Don't touch anything around here. My old man will get pissed."

"Ah, right."

I nodded at Ooyama-san's warning and followed her.

"This is my workspace."

It was a partition made of nothing more than a thick curtain on a stand. The space, about twenty square meters and illuminated by the sunlight pouring in from a window, was filled with various tools like an anvil, hammers, and a grinder.

I didn't see a furnace, but she probably borrowed the factory's machinery for that kind of work.

"Put it down around here."

"Okey-dokey."

Erina-san took Mokuren out of her [Item Box] and placed it where Ooyama-san had pointed.

Ooyama-san stared intently at the armored golem as it was set down with a thud.

"...Alchemy's a real mystery, ain't it? No hammer marks, no signs of bending. It just reshapes metal with some kinda weird power. Can't believe you made this from some random iron plates."

"Uh..."

Even if she says that, I don't know what hammer marks are supposed to look like in the first place, so I don't really get it.

"Whatever. Yagawa. The 'golem equipment' I'm giving you in exchange for Mokuren—is the same design as this armor fine with you?"

"Ah, yes. But I'll leave the fine details to you. Like I said before, I'm a complete amateur when it comes to armor-making. Please feel free to make improvements based on your judgment."

"...Not like I'm an armor pro, either. Fine. I'll show you something I've already made later. Use that as a reference."

"Thank you."

"Right, how to take Mokuren apart... I'll do it myself first, so just watch from over there."

"Understood."

On the bus, she had been reading the instruction manual while talking with the other two.

Ooyama-san smoothly detached Mokuren's limbs and then reattached them. Then, when she channeled mana into it for activation, the golem began to move normally.

"...Look okay?"

"Yes. It's fine."

*...Wait, was there any point in me coming here?*

No. I needed to confirm she could disassemble and reassemble it properly. Let's just tell myself there was a point in coming.

"However... Hmm."

Just as I thought Ooyama-san had muttered something, she started observing Mokuren from various angles.

Her usual scowl was in place, but her eyes were serious. She just kept inspecting the golem in complete silence.

"Um..."

"It's alright. She isn't doing that because she's unhappy with it."

As I began to worry that I'd done something wrong, Busujima-san smiled beside me.

"She has a habit of neglecting everything else when she gets absorbed in something. Please, don't mind her."

"I-I see."

Apparently, she was a craftsman by nature, even before becoming a dwarf.

"...I think Shizuku-san is trying her best, too."

*Eh? At what?*

As Busujima-san suddenly started talking, I gave a small nod for the time being.

"Her family has been running this factory since her grandfather's generation, but they were hit hard by the recession. Then the dungeons appeared on the 'Day of Awakening.' It affected their clients, and the factory's business began to decline even further."

"...I see."

"But there was hope. Shizuku-san is a production-class skill user, and she has two of them at that: 'Mana Enchantment: Iron' and 'Magitech Arts.'"

"...That's a pretty rare set of talents."

"Yes."

Production skill users are rare enough, but to have two? And a combination with such great synergy, at that. If I recall, one skill 'lets you enchant iron with mana' and the other 'lets you process objects without losing the mana imbued within'... or something like that.

When I heard that during our contract negotiations, I found myself doubting it. Why would someone like that be knocking around as a freelancer, even if she is a high school student?

She was the kind of talent that a major corporation or the government would undoubtedly secure. Any of them would have offered to hire her for a large sum of money.

"She's planning to use her skills to rebuild this factory. She was always very close to her grandfather."

"...I can hear you."

Ooyama-san shot a glare at Busujima-san.

"Oh my. So you're actually listening today."

"...Shut up. I hate sob stories. If I can make good stuff, that's all that matters, right?"

"That might be fine for a craftsman, but you'll have a hard time when you take over the factory in the future. A manager can't get by just by 'making good stuff.'"

"I'll hire someone who can. That's all."

Looking sullen, Ooyama-san returned to observing Mokuren.

Busujima-san gave a wry smile at the scene and continued.

"She's an awkward girl, as you can see. Please, I hope you'll continue to get along with her."

"Uh..."

She says 'continue to,' but it's not like we're on good terms right now.

However, she really is a valuable artisan, someone I want to maintain a connection with.

I'm fine with my current equipment, but it's a different story for Byakuren and Erina-san. Even if I make a custom body for Byakuren, there's a limit to its performance. I'll need the equipment she makes to reinforce it.

As for Erina-san, she's been saying things like 'I don't have enough attack power! I want a special move!!' I plan to supplement that with new equipment this time. That's why I provided the materials.

"Um... It's a pleasure to be working with you, too."

"...Right."

Ooyama-san glanced my way and gave a curt reply.

She doesn't hate me... right? Probably.

"I've got a handle on this one's equipment. Next is your gear. Come on."

"Yay! I've been waiting for this!"

"Don't be so loud, you're annoying."

With that, Ooyama-san and Erina-san ducked through the curtain and disappeared somewhere.

*Uh, what about us?*

I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should follow, but Busujima-san didn't move, so I stopped, unsure of what to do.

As a result, I was left alone with her.

*...Ah, I'm a dead man.*

"Yagawa-san."

"Y-Yes!"

Busujima-san looked at me with an unusually serious expression.

The moment we were alone, the atmosphere changed slightly. *Uh, what? What is this?*

*Don't tell me, now that Erina-san's gone, she's going to lay into me? 'Don't get cocky, you piece of trash. You creepy loner.'*

N-No. Surely not... right? But I'm incredibly anxious...!

"I, too, would like to continue our association as fellow adventurers. On that note, there is something I must ask you, however sudden it may be."

"Y-Yes. What is it...?"

"Are you, too..."

For a split second, Busujima-san paused.

Or rather, she was forced to a stop. She must have been about to say something and hesitated.

I freeze up like this all the time, so I know the feeling well.

"Are you... afraid... of me?"

"Huh?"

I didn't understand the question. As I stood there confused, Busujima-san looked down.

"...Please, give me your honest opinion."

"Uh, um... A little, scary... maybe?"

I just followed her request and blurted out my true feelings.

*...Wait, was this a situation where I should have paid a compliment and said, 'You're not scary at all'!?*

Crap, I messed up. Somebody, bring me a time machine...!

"I see..."

When Busujima-san lifted her head, she wore a forced smile.

I felt the blood drain from my face.

There's no doubt about it. She's angry. Or hurt. Either way, I've failed.

"So even from the perspective of someone as skilled as you, my 'skill' is still an unsettling thing."

"Eh, what was that...?"

*My skill? Not her as a person?*

*...Ah, I get it now.*

I wish she'd use proper subjects and predicates. It's confusing. But I'm safe! I can still salvage this...!

"Um, Busujima-san."

"Yes. What is it? Ah, we can go and join Erina-san and the others now if you'd like."

"No, um... Your skill isn't scary at all..."

"...What do you mean by that?"

This time, Busujima-san tilted her head in suspicion.

"Well, um. I assume you're talking about your [Cursed Poison Magic], but I don't really have any particular feelings about that magic... Ah, though I do think it's a little dangerous. But that's true of any skill."

She must have had someone say something like, 'That girl uses curses! She's dangerous!' to her before.

Rumor has it that skill-based curses can even be activated from a distance if the conditions are met, so it's not wrong to be wary. Though, I think saying it to her face is another matter.

"Like I said in the dungeon, I'm sturdy, so curses and poisons don't work on me."

[Sage's Nucleus].

As long as I have this unique skill, spells of that nature are completely meaningless against me. If someone tried to curse me, it would either have no effect or fail to activate in the first place.

Even before that, I could just rip it off with [Concept Interference].

"However, regardless of your specific skill, Busujima-san, most skills are dangerous, so I think it's necessary to be cautious when using them..."

Frankly, you don't need to use something like a curse to kill someone.

If I used my [Mana Conversion] to throw a nearby rock, it would definitely kill a non-Awakened person in one hit. Erina-san could commit the perfect crime whenever she wanted.

Skills are supernatural powers, so they must be used with care. This was something they drilled into our heads during the adventurer training course.

Well, people die whether skills are involved or not.

"It's not that any specific skill is dangerous. So, you don't need to worry about it... Actually, no, you do. If you use it improperly or on other people, it could lead to terrible consequences."

A knife is a useful tool, but you have to remember it can also be a weapon. It's the same principle.

I felt a sense of relief seeing the surprised look on Busujima-san's face.

*I see, so this person is...*

*...the 'I'm a dangerous being, so yes, I am †solitary†...' type of chuuni.*

There are times like that, aren't there? I get it. I've seen a fair number of people on the online forums for Awakened Persons manufacturing their own cringey histories in the same way.

Well, it's possible she was labeled a dangerous person just because of her skill, and it made her cynical. But the fact that she'd bring it up with someone like me means she's definitely got a case of it.

Thank goodness. This person isn't an unidentified lifeform. She's a pathetic lifeform (a known existence).

Thinking that, my heart felt considerably lighter.

"Um, I have a feeling you're thinking something incredibly rude right now."

"It's fine. Everyone goes through that kind of phase."

"Why do I feel like your gaze has become lukewarm...?"

Come to think of it, this person is Erina-san's friend. Birds of a feather flock together, as they say.

*Hm, does that mean I'm one of them, too? ...Nah, I'm not as bad as them.*

"...Well, I suppose it's fine. If you can interact with me normally, nothing could be better."

"Of course. It's fine, you know...?"

"Why do you keep repeating that it's 'fine'? And... in that case, what did you mean when you first said you were 'scared'...?"

"Ah."

At Busujima-san's question, my eyes darted around involuntarily.

Now that I understood she wasn't so different from me, I had let my guard down and gotten carried away. A cold sweat ran down my back.

Even if she is a chuunibyou patient, she's still a high school girl I'm not close with. I had forgotten that I couldn't afford to say the wrong thing.

"Well... your presence..."

"My presence!? Um, why?"

"I haven't... really talked to the opposite sex much, so... sorry."

"...I heard you often hang out with Erina-san and her cousin, Aira-san."

"Well... they're more like work colleagues. Or comrades-in-arms..."

I instinctively backed away from Busujima-san, who had unknowingly gotten closer.

Then, for some reason, she stepped forward. Why?!

"So, it's a matter of getting used to it, I see?"

"G-Getting used to it?"

"I wish to maintain my relationship with you as a fellow adventurer in the future, Yagawa-san. Do you feel the same way?"

"Well, um... yes."

"Then, let us become friends."

With that, Busujima-san gently extended her right hand toward me.

"Just like Erina-san, I want to become someone you can trust. As an adventurer, as an Awakened Person, I desire a relationship where we can help each other."

*Whoa, she's really coming on strong.*

An aggressive chuunibyou. Scary.

However, she is also a precious 'Awakened Person of the same grade.' There might come a time when I need her help, and it's true that I want some kind of connection.

I timidly took her hand. She shook it firmly.

"I look forward to working with you, Yagawa-san."

"Y-Yes..."

A bright smile appeared on her face.

I tried my best to return the smile, but I could tell it was nothing more than a strained twitch.

Also, the feeling of a girl's soft hand in my palm was making me restless. *Thump, thump.* I hope my hands aren't sweaty.

"Hey!"

A familiar loud voice suddenly echoed through the room.

"Kyou-chan and Ā-chan are flirting! Let me join in!!"

"F-Flirting...!?"

"Hehe. We just became friends, Erina-san."

"Huh? Weren't we friends since we ate together?"

What kind of theory is that, one that only normies are allowed to use?

As I let go of Busujima-san's hand, I stared into the distance. It's not that easy to make friends. Don't underestimate social anxiety.

"Oh well! More importantly, look, look, Kyou-chan! This is my new ninja tool!!"

Looking full of energy, Erina-san pulled something out of her [Item Box].

It was an absurdly large shuriken.

Centering on a ring large enough to fit a head through, four sixty-centimeter blades were attached like a propeller.

"This is my new ninja tool... the 'Ninja-Big Shuriken'!!"

"So laaaaa... me."

I have to wonder about this person's naming sense.

Erina-san struck a kabuki-like pose with a smug look on her face. Ooyama-san, who had come up from behind, furrowed her brow.

"Hey. It's not finished yet. I still have to forge the Yagawa materials into it. Give it back."

*I get what you're saying, but can we stop with the 'Yagawa materials'? It makes me feel like I'm going to be physically plucked for parts in the future, which is kind of scary.*

"Wait, Shī-chan! We have to come up with a name for my special move together!"

"Leave me and that weapon out of it. Do it yourself."

"Aww."

After watching the free-spirited self-proclaimed ninja, I glanced over at Busujima-san.

*Is that really the kind of person you want to become...?*

When I looked at her with that question in my eyes, she quietly turned her face away.

*Yeah, thought so.*

"Maybe I'll put Kyou-chan's name in it and call it 'Great Spinning Kyou-chan Slash'! What do you think, Kyou-chan!!"

"Please don't...!"

"You're right. I need to put Shī-chan's name in it, too, and we can't leave out Ā-chan...!"

"Hey, don't include me in this."

"Erina-san, please stop that."

"Ehh?"

After that, the three of us teamed up to stop Erina-san from coming up with any more mysterious special move names.

I feel like our sense of unity has grown stronger than when we were seriously grinding levels in the dungeon, and I hope I'm mistaken.
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Shinjuku Ward, Tokyo.

In a certain room within the Ministry of Defense.

A knock echoed through the spacious conference room.

"Come in."

"Excuse me."

The permission to enter came before he could even announce himself. A man entered the room, looking somewhat tense.

It was the director of the Dungeon Agency, Akasaka Yuusuke.

Greeting the suited man was another man dressed in the uniform of the Self-Defense Force.

"Thank you for coming. Please, have a seat."

If one were to describe the man's appearance in a single word, it would be 'square.'

A square-cut head of hair, squarely trimmed eyebrows, and square, black-rimmed glasses to match. He had a rugged face, a thick neck, and broad shoulders.

His build could be described as either portly or muscular under his uniform. A prominent frown was etched between his brows, giving him an overall stern impression.

"It's been a while, General Marui."

General Marui Tadatsugu. Age fifty-four.

In a foreign military, the rank of General corresponds to a Lieutenant General or a full General. This man was, without a doubt, one of the highest-ranking officers in the Ground Self-Defense Force.

At his summons, Director Akasaka couldn't help but feel a cold sweat run down his back.

But without letting his inner turmoil show, the director glanced at the conference table, bowed his head toward the seat where paper documents were laid out, and sat down.

"I called you here today for a specific reason. There's something I wanted to discuss with you directly. My apologies for taking you away from your busy schedule."

"Not at all. The SDF and the Dungeon Agency must work in close cooperation. If there is an important matter to discuss, I will come at a moment's notice."

"I appreciate that. Ah, and one more thing."

The General's sharp gaze shifted to the documents from behind his glasses.

"I'm an analog man. I never quite figured out how to use a computer, so I had these prepared on paper. It wouldn't do for my subordinates to see, so please keep this to yourself."

"Understood."

The director understood that the bundle of papers before him was 'documentation that could not be left in a digital format.'

Without a secretary or an escort who doubled as a guard, the General had requested a one-on-one meeting amidst this burgeoning dungeon crisis.

On top of that, this development sent the director's wariness about the topic of discussion skyrocketing.

"Now then... we're both busy men. Let's get straight to the point."

General Marui placed both elbows on the table, steepled his fingers in front of his mouth, and continued.

"At this rate, culling monsters with the SDF's modern equipment will become difficult."

Words you might expect from a character in a manga, spoken by a man with the rank of General.

But in today's Japan, there was no one who would laugh at them, no one who *could* laugh.

Especially when the content of the discussion was something that could not be ignored.

"...May I hear the details?"

"Of course."

To Director Akasaka's stiff question, General Marui nodded without losing his composure.

"First, there's the issue of the budget. As you know, Japan is currently compensating for its lack of ammunition and equipment by borrowing weapons from the United States. But that doesn't come for free."

"The United States doesn't have a bottomless wallet, after all."

"Indeed. However, I'd like to ask them for 'a bit more of a discount.' With our personnel shortage, we have no choice but to make up for it with sheer firepower. I cannot tell the men on the front lines, who are risking their lives, to value a bullet more than their own safety."

"A sound judgment, I believe."

"In any case, that's the first reason. Now for the second. Please turn the page."

At the General's words, the director turned the page and glanced down.

For a moment, his face twisted as if he had bitten into something bitter.

"The number of injured personnel is increasing, and... though we haven't made it public yet, so are the fatalities. In proportion to that, the number of resignations is also on the rise, whether from psychological trauma or from simply being fed up with the job. To put it bluntly, we are short on manpower. ...And the fact that we're losing valuable Awakened personnel to the private sector isn't helping, either."

"........."

"Your silence on that topic is probably why you were shuffled off to the Dungeon Agency. The higher-ups won't take kindly to it, you know."

"...Thank you for the advice."

"It's not my place to say, but you're an awkward man."

The corner of General Marui's mouth lifted slightly.

"I don't intend to hold it against you. There's more to discuss, after all."

"More...?"

"Well, let's share information first. The next page explains why we need Awakened personnel."

"It doesn't seem to be just because 'only Awakened Persons can enter dungeons,' I take it."

As he said this, the director turned the page.

"Of course not. We did consider a strategy of simply crushing monsters with firepower as they poured out of the dungeons, but... these creatures are truly terrifying."

"This is...!"

"I mean—they're *adapting* to gunfire."

It was a combat record from a battle the SDF had experienced.

Once, a dragon had attacked a provincial town. The SDF members who entered the dungeon it inhabited naturally opened fire on the massive, flying monster.

However, the report stated that every single bullet was 'deflected' before impact.

"I had heard of a spell called [Arrow Evasion], but I never expected it to deflect even heavy machine gun rounds."

"What in the world... I was certain that gunfire had been effective against monsters until now?"

"They must have learned. There was a dragon that engaged our fighter jets and fled back into its dungeon. It's possible that creature taught the other monsters in the same dungeon about 'modern weaponry.'"

"Monsters possessing that level of intelligence... No. It's not out of the question."

They had confirmed through surveillance cameras placed inside dungeons that monsters clearly communicated with each other.

It depended on the species, of course, but there were individuals capable of it. If so, it was only natural to be on guard with that assumption in mind.

Still, having even heavy machine gun rounds deflected by a single spell was beyond anything they had anticipated.

"The countermeasures for [Arrow Evasion] are said to be either another spell or a close-range attack. Both are tactics that only an Awakened Person can perform."

"...If this only happened because an individual that saw our guns and missiles managed to retreat, does that mean it would still work on a first encounter?"

"Yes. Against dragons from other dungeons, machine guns and anti-tank cannons have been effective as usual. Though, it has made 'killing them on the first encounter' an absolute necessity."

Until now, the SDF had used the overwhelming firepower of modern weaponry to defeat monsters that possessed extraordinary power.

However, they were running low on both personnel and resources. There was no guarantee they could continue this way. If they allowed an individual with a certain level of intelligence to retreat, their trump card—their armaments—would become useless.

The report mentioned that 'they can be defeated by saturating the area with missiles and ensuring explosions at close range,' but that was hardly realistic. There was a limit to the weaponry they could bring into a dungeon, and more importantly, they had no money.

"...What is the current status of this dragon's dungeon?"

"Our most elite unit of Awakened Persons is handling it, but... we don't know when they'll be breached. They need rest and compensation, too. Performance and morale don't last forever. ...Just between us, we've also received reports that 'an SDF executive with a fondness for bamboo shoots' has made contact with them."

The General let out a small sigh.

"Of course, I thought, 'Then we must quickly increase the number of strong Awakened Persons.' But we experienced a bitter failure. Let's move on to the fourth reason."

He turned another page, and the frown on the director's brow deepened.

"As you know, 'using drop items provides experience similar to combat with Arcane Gear.' With that in mind, we processed drop-item coins into bullets. We thought this would make leveling up easy."

"...And [Arrow Evasion] was activated, even against monsters that shouldn't be able to use magic."

The document contained records of experiments conducted against Matangos and Zombie Kobolds.

It stated that every bullet fired by the SDF's Awakened members was deflected before impact, hitting the walls instead.

"Apparently, the moment the bullet was fired, there was a change in the mana flowing through the dungeon. It's just a hypothesis, but... we believe the dungeon itself may have a mechanism that 'prevents objects derived from drop items from approaching monsters at high speeds.'"

*It seems they won't let us take the easy way out,* the General muttered self-deprecatingly.

Ignoring him, the director scanned the document, which noted that 'when projectiles are fired at a speed capable of killing a living creature, though not exceeding the speed of sound, the majority have their trajectories altered.'

The only exception was when an Awakened Person was moving while holding a drop item.

"This has proven that we cannot easily train high-level Awakened Persons. We're continuing to level them up steadily, but with the increase in dungeons, our calculations show we won't be able to keep up at this rate."

"...If the public were to learn of this, it would cause mass panic."

"Indeed. We may call ourselves the 'People's Self-Defense Force,' but as it stands, we are a shield that cannot fully protect its people."

Although a smile played on his lips, there was no laughter in his eyes or his brow.

Nor had he given up. The General looked straight at Director Akasaka.

"There are many other problems, but let's leave them for now. More importantly, I have a question and a request for you."

"If it is something I can answer, please ask anything."

"First... I hear you recently had contact with the head of an organization connected to that 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.' What kind of person were they?"

Walkers.

An adventurer group that was currently expanding its influence in partnership with the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

While others called themselves 'clans' or simply 'teams,' they had named themselves a 'guild.' It was as if they were declaring themselves to be an 'entity that unites the clans.'

In truth, they had named themselves a guild because 'it sounded cooler,' a reason that had given Director Akasaka a headache when he heard it from the guild master's own mouth.

But the Walkers already boasted a membership equivalent to several clans combined.

The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club was heavily involved in this rapid growth. The 'high-performance golems' and 'homemade magic potions' they provided were items that adventurers would kill for.

The sale of 'magic potions' was still restricted, but merely 'making' them was not illegal. They distributed them to adventurers belonging to the Walkers under the pretense of 'just sharing with friends and acquaintances.'

Mysteriously, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club was more knowledgeable about the law than your average lawyer or prosecutor, and they apparently had connections within the police force as well. There were even 'rumors' that they held evidence of corruption within Public Security.

It was impossible to crack down on their activities.

"...The representative of the Walkers, Mr. Yamashita, was an ordinary person. He laughed normally, cried normally. He was the kind of young man you could find anywhere."

"Oh? And you thought so after seeing him with your own eyes?"

"Yes. Though, I am no psychologist, so there is a possibility I misjudged him."

"I'm sure that's your conclusion after thoroughly investigating his background and running a detailed profile, isn't it? I'll trust it."

General Marui chuckled softly.

"For such an ordinary young man to have gathered such a force. Honestly, I'd like to recruit them all into the SDF."

"I'll take that as a joke, but as a word of caution, they are not the type to want to work for the government."

"I figured as much. But they can be moved in the form of a 'request,' can't they?"

Director Akasaka, having read the General's 'request,' put on his business smile.

"We don't have the authority to command them either, but we can act as 'intermediaries.' Shall I make an introduction?"

"That would be a great help, Akasaka-kun. The SDF is also dealing with what you adventurers call 'unpopular dungeons.' Of course, we will consider the difficulty when we make the request. As for the reward... we'll find a way to scrape it together. Perhaps we can offer something other than money."

"That's something you'll have to discuss with them directly. Also, they won't take kindly to you asking them to 'connect you with the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.'"

"Oh? Have you already been turned down?"

"Yes. They wouldn't even give me the time of day."

Director Akasaka shrugged lightly, and General Marui responded with an amused smile.

"Well, now. I thought you were as awkward as ever, but it seems you've mellowed out a bit."

"Perhaps. Though it's also a matter of survival."

"No doubt about it."

Two middle-aged men, who had frowned so deeply for so long that their foreheads were permanently creased, shared a laugh in the conference room.

"And... one more request. No, a proposal."

"I'm listening."

"...This is a line of thinking that the SDF should not, in principle, entertain. Nevertheless, for the sake of 'national defense,' I will say it. It concerns the adventurers currently certified as 'C-Rank.'"

The brief, pleasant atmosphere vanished in an instant. General Marui and Director Akasaka's gazes sharpened.

The sound of a page turning echoed unnervingly loudly.

"Regarding the opening of certain 'B-Rank dungeons' to the public... I would like to discuss this with the Dungeon Agency at a later date."

—The discussion continued for another hour before they dispersed for the day.

Akasaka Yuusuke walked swiftly to his car. The furrows on his brow were even deeper and darker than when he had arrived.

Back in the conference room, General Marui had also removed his glasses and was pinching the bridge of his nose.

It seemed their night, too, would be a long one.
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			An Unexpected Result

			The day after I delivered Mokuren to Ooyama-san and discovered that Busujima-san was a chuunibyou.

A depressing Monday had arrived.

"Hah..."

I let out a sigh, too quiet for anyone to hear.

Break time started, and not a single person came to talk to me as I fiddled with my phone. Today, like every other day, I was alone.

I didn't even have the energy to dress it up as being '†solitary†'. I was just plain lonely, and the feeling was unbearable.

While everyone around me chatted and laughed with their friends, I was the only one in silence. The atmosphere, a palpable sense that I was a foreign object, pressed in on me.

*Won't someone please come and talk to me?* The courage to start a conversation myself... still seemed a long way off.

As if my pessimistic thoughts had been answered, a male student started walking this way.

My [Spirit Eye] caught his approach with its wide field of vision, and I barely managed to stifle a surprised yelp.

*Wait, is he really coming to talk to me? W-What do I do? How should I respond? No, first, what is he even going to say...*

While I was lost in thought.

—CLAP!

Suddenly, the student clapped his hands loudly near my face.

I had been able to clearly track his movements, so I wasn't particularly startled. But I couldn't understand his intention and braced myself.

"Uh, um..."

"Ah, sorry. There was a bug flying around!"

With that, the student scurried back to his group. I think his name was Ito-kun...?

He rejoined his circle of friends and started talking in a low voice. I strained my ears, trying to catch what they were saying.

Fortunately, for some reason, the classroom had grown a *little* quiet the moment he clapped his hands.

"What's up? Back already? You chicken out?"

"I'm not scared! A 'dare' like this is a piece of cake."

"Maybe. He's supposed to be an adventurer, but did you see how Yagawa flinched at the sound just now?"

"Right? Maybe being an Awakened Person isn't all that it's cracked up to be."

*...Ah. So that's what this is.*

The clamor returned to the classroom. I felt like more eyes were on me than before.

My [Spirit Eye], with its needlessly wide vision and kinetic acuity, caught all of them.

Every single one was a mixture of fear, curiosity, and caution.

...Busujima-san was going on about 'Am I scary? This cursed power of mine...!', but it's pretty common to be feared just for being an Awakened Person.

Yes, it's a common thing.

To be used as the subject of a test of courage, to be feared without reason one moment, and then underestimated the next. There's no way this place could feel comfortable.

If I could have cracked a witty joke right then, would I have been able to fit in?

Or maybe if I could have gathered with other Awakened people, like Erina-san and her friends, would we have been able to 'coexist' better?

Either way, both options were exceedingly difficult for me.

The bell rang, and everyone returned to their seats. I listened intently to the lecture, took notes.

Feeling a small sense of accomplishment from just copying down the blackboard, the bell rang again for lunch break.

"Kyou-chan, Kyou-chan! Let's eat lunch together again today!!"

At the invitation from Erina-san, who had come over from the next classroom, I hesitated for a moment before nodding.

Every time I'm with them like this, the stares from those around me become more painful.

But still, I wanted to be with someone.

* * *

"Dungeon time!"

"Erina-san. If you make too much noise, you'll bother the people around us."

"Okay."

"That said, don't look like there are any other adventurers here besides us."

"No, um... the Dungeon Store staff are here too, so."

After school. Once again, the four of us had come to the Lesser Treant Dungeon Store.

I felt like I could breathe a little easier than last time. Was it because not only Erina-san, but Busujima-san too, was no longer an unknown entity to me?

Ooyama-san didn't have that 'modern high school girl' vibe either, so being with her wasn't that intimidating.

*...If only we were all in the same class.*

We split up by gender to go to the changing rooms and get ready. I waited by the door, and soon Erina-san and the others came out with Mokuren. It seemed they had already activated it inside.

Having a custom body is convenient in this regard, too. You can activate it before entering the dungeon, which significantly increases safety.

"Alright, let's give it our all again today!"

"R-Right."

Perhaps Busujima-san's warning had an effect, as Erina-san shouted her encouragement in a low voice. I replied in a similarly quiet tone.

And so, our second round of level grinding began.

...Not that there's much to say about the early stages.

Just like last time, we'd reduce the number of attacking Lesser Treants to two, then I'd lend my sword to Busujima-san and have them attack the monsters I was holding down.

About thirty minutes after entering the dungeon, Busujima-san and the others finally reached the requested 'LV: 5'.

*'I've confirmed with my skill. They've reached the target level.'*

"Yay! Congratulations, Ā-chan! Shī-chan!!"

"Congratulations."

"Th-Thanks...?"

"...Yeah."

Erina-san threw her hands up in the air, and I looked around before giving a small round of applause.

However, the two of them had strange expressions. Hmm? Were they that tired?

"What's wrong, you two? Aren't you happy?"

"No, I am happy, but..."

"This leveling is several times faster than I expected. My brain can't keep up."

To Erina-san's question, Busujima-san replied with a wry smile, and Ooyama-san with her usual scowl.

I see. It's true that reaching level '5' in two days is a pretty fast pace. I think it took me a little longer.

It felt like a long time, but looking back calmly, it was an incredible speed. It's no wonder Busujima-san and the others were bewildered.

In that case, the leveling method I came up with was the right one. I should pat myself on the back.

*...Though, I can't think of a way to use this method on myself. A method, or rather, a connection?*

"I get it. But it's gonna get tough from here, you know? It's hard to level up in 'F' rank anymore, so we'll have to get promoted to 'E'. And from now on, Kyou-chan won't be there to *gwa-shee!* for you!"

"Yes. I'm aware."

"That was the plan from the start."

"That's the spirit! There are three heading this way right now, so let's give it a try!"

"! Y-Yes!"

"Right...!"

Busujima-san handed me the sword and immediately took out her crossbow.

Just as she drew the string and loaded a bolt, the Lesser Treants came into view.

*'Gigi!'*

*'Gi! Gi!!'*

As the monsters with cave-like eyes glared at us, Busujima-san tried to take aim.

But this was apparently her first time shooting at a moving target. The arrow she fired hit the wall and clattered to the floor.

"Mokuren, get in front!"

Following Ooyama-san's command, Mokuren advanced with its shield raised.

Two of the three monsters attacked the golem with their sharp, spear-like arms, while the remaining one slipped past and charged at Ooyama-san.

"You...!"

She met it with a high overhead swing. She missed and hit the floor, but it forced the monster back. Sparks flew between her warhammer and the stone floor.

In the meantime, I backed away with Erina-san to watch the fight. If things got dicey, I'd have to jump in.

"—[Cursefire]!"

One of the two monsters battering Mokuren's shield burst into flames. Black fire enveloped its stump-like body, gradually causing it to wither.

That one fell backward as if it had lost all strength.

*'Gi, gigi...?!'*

"Hah!"

Ooyama-san hooked the pick-like spike of her warhammer onto the Lesser Treant's right leg and pulled with all her might, toppling it.

The monster, which had fallen on its backside, tried to get up immediately, but her downward swing came first.

With a cracking sound, the hammer smashed into the Lesser Treant. Wood chips flew, but it seemed to have withstood the first hit. However, a second blow finally silenced it.

The one engulfed in black flames lay motionless, and the one that was shattered had already turned to salt.

Only one remained. Mokuren, shield still up, slowly closed the distance. The range was too close for the creature to stab with its sharp arms, so it could only resort to flailing strikes.

They couldn't penetrate the steel shield and armor, and Ooyama-san took advantage of an opening to knock the last one down from the side.

After that, just like before, the hammer reduced the Lesser Treant to splinters.

The one afflicted by the curse also turned to salt, and Busujima-san and the others let out a breath. Seeing that, I also breathed a sigh of relief.

They're more stable than I thought. I've never encountered four at once in this dungeon, so they should be able to handle it just fine.

*...Still, is it arrogant of me to think they're still a bit reckless?*

"Yeah! Nice work, you two! You took them down perfectly!"

"Yep."

"Yes. And it's all thanks to your cooperation."

Ooyama-san, with her warhammer slung over her shoulder, and Busujima-san, who had collected her bolt and the coins, smiled.

Erina-san, nodding in agreement, turned her gaze to Busujima-san's crossbow.

"But Ā-chan, I still think that weapon's lacking in attack power. You can handle it with one hand, but it's hard enough to kill a normal person with it, let alone a monster."

*She just said something pretty terrifying so casually.*

I was slightly taken aback by Erina-san, but I agreed with her. That crossbow really is weak.

It has its advantages, like portability and a short draw time, but with that thing, you couldn't expect much attack power even against goblins, which it's relatively good against. It's only good for harassment, at best.

"Do you really think so...?"

"You could either go all-in on curses, or maybe switch to a sling! Or maybe you could do something to the arrows? A bigger crossbow... might be hard to handle."

"...I'll think about it."

Busujima-san unstrung her crossbow and put it in her backpack along with the drop items.

Keeping that in the corner of my eye, I scanned our surroundings. Since Erina-san hadn't said anything, I assumed no enemies were coming, but...

"So, what should we do? Head back for today?"

"Yes. I'm fine for today, but..."

"How about we test your big shuriken at the end?"

Ooyama-san looked up at Erina-san with her sharp eyes.

"I'm here, too, so it's probably a good idea to make sure you can use it properly."

"Hmm... you sure?"

"I don't mind."

"I'm fine with it, too."

"...Um... I'm fine on time, too, but is it already finished? That shuriken."

I just gave her the materials yesterday. Did she really finish it overnight?

As I wondered about this, Ooyama-san puffed out her chest proudly.

Her large breasts were emphasized through her leather vest. She's short, but she's stacked...!

"I started making it about a month ago, so all that was left was to fuse the final 'materials.' Besides, how could I not work when faced with such high-quality materials? Of course I pulled an all-nighter."

"No. Coming to a dungeon after pulling an all-nighter is just... not a good idea."

"Don't worry. I slept during class."

"That's not reassuring at all. I'll show you my notes later, but you really should pay attention in class, you know?"

"...Yeah."

Busujima-san put a hand on Ooyama-san's shoulder with a smile, but her eyes weren't smiling.

We've only known each other for a short time, but I feel like I'm starting to understand their relationship.

Ooyama-san, the type who acts before she thinks and *can* act, and Busujima-san, who thinks before she acts and *can't* act otherwise.

It's not about which one is better, but I think they're the kind of pair who can support each other.

I overheard during lunch today that they've known each other since elementary school.

*That's nice. I wish I had friends from way back in the same school...!*

"Hehehe. Well then, if you insist... it's time to unveil the 'Daisharinmaru'!!"

Erina-san pulled the giant shuriken from her [Item Box] with a smug look on her face.

As for the name, Aira-san and I spent about an hour in the evening persuading her.

That was a close one... If we had let Erina-san have her way, it would have been named the 'DX Kyou-chan Model Giant Shuriken Ā-chan Shī-chan Erina Special,' a name that gives me a headache just thinking about it.

Seriously, what possessed her to even consider that name?

Incidentally, one of the reasons it took an hour to persuade her was because Aira-san piped up with 'You're not going to put my name in it...?' This caused Erina-san to start coming up with even more bizarre names.

But I digress. Back to the dungeon.

"Alright. Let's find a Lesser Treant and throw it. Tonight, the 'Daisharinmaru' thirsts for blood!!"

"It's evening, and they don't bleed, you know."

"Shut up, Kyou-chan! I sentence you to the oolong tea punishment!"

"The what?"

*What the heck is an oolong tea punishment? Is she going to cover my face with a towel and pour oolong tea on it...?*

No, in her case, she most likely said it without thinking. Erina-san sometimes speaks without her brain being engaged.

"Found one! Around the next corner, a little further ahead! Charge!"

With the giant shuriken... the 'Daisharinmaru'... in hand, Erina-san started walking with high spirits.

After exchanging glances with Busujima-san and the others, we followed her.

As expected of Erina-san, her scouting was a complete success, and there were two Lesser Treants exactly where she said they would be.

*'Gi! Gigi!'*

Naturally, the Lesser Treants noticed us too. They let out a sound like rustling branches and started running towards us.

Normally, I would step forward and draw my sword, but this time it's an experiment for the 'Daisharinmaru.' I'll just watch for now.

"Rinzaki style, secret technique!"

Erina-san lifted her right leg high as she swung the shuriken back.

Her leg was stretched so straight, toes pointed, that it looked like a standing split. My eyes were drawn to her white thighs and the brief glimpse of her inner shorts.

*Does this person have no shame!? Thank you very much!?*

"One-Legged Tatara Throw!!"

*Yeah, that has absolutely nothing to do with her family. It's a rip-off of what some baseball player did.*

That retort popped into my head, but I didn't have the luxury of saying it.

It's not because I was focused on Erina-san's leg or her shorts. This [Spirit Eye] doesn't have its enhanced vision and wide field of view for that.

—The flow of mana in the dungeon had changed.

"!?"

*Slurp.* With incredible speed, mana began to swirl around the Lesser Treants.

Before I could even comprehend what that meant, another change occurred.

—*GYUOH...!*

The 'Daisharinmaru' accelerates by releasing wind from its four blades, but just before it hit the Lesser Treants, it 'ensnared' the swirling mana in the air.

[Concept Interference].

The skill, likely fused into the 'Daisharinmaru' by Ooyama-san along with [Mana Conversion], reacted to the magical 'defense' and activated automatically. The shuriken gained an additional burst of speed in mid-air.

As a result.

—*GUOOOOOOOOOOOH!!*

"Huh?"

Accompanied by a gale fierce enough to be a small tornado, the 'Daisharinmaru' bisected both Lesser Treants at once.

Its momentum didn't stop there. It continued forward, scraping against the wall with a grinding sound, tearing through roots and vines as it went.

It seemed to have finally stopped over ten meters away, embedding itself in the floor with a sharp clang.

A gaping gash was carved into the wall where the blade had passed.

After watching the bisected Lesser Treants turn to salt, myself, Erina-san, and Busujima-san all turned to Ooyama-san at once.

*Okay, what the heck was that!?*

"Eh? What is this? I don't know. Scary..."

The creator herself, bewildered.

Seeing Ooyama-san's dumbfounded expression, I judged that she didn't know what was going on either and spoke to my earring.

"Aira-san, did you see that?"

*'Yes... I saw it, but I didn't understand a thing. My kinetic vision isn't good enough to use [Appraisal] on it. On the other hand, were you able to discern anything with your eyes?'*

"I did see the flow of mana in the dungeon change the moment Erina-san threw the shuriken. Also, it looked like the [Concept Interference] embedded in the shuriken wrapped up the mana swirling in the air, increasing its speed and destructive power."

*'...Why did the flow of mana in the dungeon change?'*

"I don't know. It didn't look like the Lesser Treants did anything..."

*'I can't say anything for sure. There are too many unknowns. We'll have to investigate this further at a later date.'*

"Understood."

Just as I finished my telepathic conversation with Aira-san, Erina-san returned after collecting the 'Daisharinmaru' and the coins.

"Kyou-chan, Kyou-chan! Did you see that?! Amazing! So amazing! It was probably thanks to your materials, right!?"

"P-Probably...? But there's a possibility that Ooyama-san's skill had something to do with it..."

"Either way, it's amazing! Yay! My 'Daisharinmaru' is invincible!"

I had no idea what the principle behind it was, but at least Erina-san's 'lack of attack power' seemed to be resolved.

However, I'll have to be careful where I use this thing, given its power and range. It was fine this time because the passage was long and straight, but if used in a narrow space, it could ricochet back at worst. And we still don't even know what caused the mana flow to change in the first place.

As I was thinking about this, someone grabbed a firm hold of my loincloth.

I looked down to see what was going on and met Ooyama-san's eyes.

She was smiling, surprisingly.

"Yagawa."

"Y-Yes?"

"From now on, I'll be the one to cut your nails. Let me."

*So... blatant...!*

Ooyama-san looked up at me with sparkling eyes. And, naturally, her large breasts were right there in my line of sight.

...What a troublesome person. Did she really think I would fall for such an obvious attempt at material gathering?

"Yes, please!"

Lesson learned. When you're mentally worn down and someone uses their feminine wiles on you, even if they're unaware of it, you'll fall for it easily.

*So this is what it feels like to speak without thinking. Wait, you're saying it's not the spinal cord connected to the brain? Well, most nerves pass through the spinal cord, so it's fine.*

After that, Erina-san and Busujima-san intervened, and the topic was dropped for the time being.

*...Could it be that I'm an incredibly easy guy...?*

For a moment, I became a little scared of myself.



		
		
		
			Chapter 63: A Peculiar Dungeon
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 63

			A Peculiar Dungeon

			The night after we finished leveling up Busujima-san and the others.

*'Man. I never thought the level grinding would be over so quickly.'*

Tonight, like every other night, the three of us were chatting casually via telepathy while gaming.

The game, by the way, was 'Matsuo Naval Battle ☆ Squid-Octopus Frenzy.' Aira-san had deployed her 'Sea Urchin Tank' again and was getting riddled with holes by the enemy.

"So it was fast for you too, Aira-san."

*'Anyone would think so. With the increase in adventurers, various clans are probably taking in new members and helping them level up, but a pace like this is not normal, you know?'*

"Is that so..."

*'Woooooah! Chaaaaarge! Whoops.'*

On screen, Erina-san voluntarily fell into a pit. I found myself wondering about something.

The leveling method we used this time was extremely simple. It seems like something other people should have thought of, so why is it treated as such an outlier?

*'From that reaction, I take it you don't quite get it, do you?'*

"Yeah, well."

I replied while choosing a respawn point after trading kills with an enemy in a head-on firefight.

*'It's simple. High-level adventurers who can do what you did usually don't bother with newcomers... or rather, I hear they tend to do whatever they want even within their own clans.'*

"Huh, is that so?"

*'Yes. The world of adventurers, or rather, Awakened Persons, is a world of talent. For example, even if you and I were the same level, if we fought a hundred times, you would win a hundred times, Kyou-chan-kun. The strong naturally become arrogant.'*

"...In your case, I feel like you'd lose to most opponents, even if they weren't Awakened Persons."

*'Shut up, idiot, idiot.'*

"Your insults have devolved to a grade-school level."

Just because she lost a fistfight to a grade-schooler, her vocabulary has become just as tragic.

*'Who was it! Who called me an idiot! The one who says idiot is the idiot! Idiot!!'*

"No one said anything to you, Erina-san, so don't worry."

*'Then am I being left out?! I'm lonely... pay more attention to me?'*

"Are you emotionally unstable?"

*'Hey, hey, stop it, Erina-kun! You'll make Kyou-chan-kun, who's being genuinely ostracized in his classroom, cry for real!'*

"Whoops, my hand slipped."

*'Whaaaaa?! You! You just pushed my character into the pit on purpose, didn't you?!'*

"Yes."

*'Yes?!'*

*'Assassination... so it is a ninja?!'*

"No."

*'Yes?!'*

"It's not yes."

*'Then no?'*

"It's not no, either."

*'Woof.'*

Stop trying to force an affirmation out of me. I still haven't accepted that our party name is the 'Invisible Ninjas'...!

I have to change it somehow. I refuse to be seen as a member of a group with such a ridiculous name...!

*'To get back on topic, there are a lot of Awakened Persons who are selfish or arrogant. Or rather, I should say that the number of such people is increasing. 'I'm strong. I'm special.' Those kinds of feelings probably encourage their behavior.'*

"Just because you're good in a fight doesn't mean you're a caveman..."

Well, I can understand getting a sense of omnipotence after becoming an Awakened Person. I was super hyped for a while after the 'Day of Awakening' myself, thinking, '*I am one of the chosen ones...!*' But when I found out that a significant portion of Japan had Awakened, I was pretty deflated, thinking, '*Wow, there are a lot of chosen ones...!*'

*'Well... the world might really become like that, you know?'*

"Huh? Is World War III going to break out? I'd rather not have a nuclear war, thanks."

The fact that I can't completely deny it is a grim thought.

A new market has been opened up due to the demand from dungeons, but the global recession hasn't changed.

It would be nice if dungeons would just spit out more money and items.

*'I don't know about war, but I'm more worried about the dungeons right now.'*

"...You think we won't be able to contain them?"

*'I'm hoping that won't be the case.'*

"........."

I clicked and clacked the controller.

"For now, I'm just going to fire a volley of cow-dung missiles."

*'Yeah, get 'em, Kyou-chan!'*

*'They're coming from below, watch out!'*

"They're coming from above, and there's no friendly fire. Unfortunately."

*'Now why did you sound disappointed just then?'*

*'Assassination... so it is a ninja!!'*

After that, we got completely crushed. Same as always.

* * *

Two days later. After finishing another day of school as the loneliest of loners, I headed to the Dungeon Store again. Since our job with Busujima-san and the others was done, this time it was just me and Erina-san.

Yeah, you know. The dare thing didn't happen for a second day in a row, but the atmosphere in the classroom has clearly changed.

I can feel it in my skin that I've gone from being an untouchable existence to being seen as 'not that big of a deal.'

To be honest, they're right. I'm just a socially awkward person. I have no intention of attacking anyone, nor do I really want to get into a fight.

As the PE teacher fears, I do have the power to easily kill someone. But as long as no accidents or incidents occur, we Awakened Persons are no different from normal people.

I mean, if I seriously hit a non-Awakened person, they'd die... and I'd rather not become a murderer. If someone attacks me, the common sense thing to do is to run away and get help from the police.

However, even though I think about using this turn of events to try and fit in with the class... the fact that I can't bring myself to start a conversation is, I admit, pathetic.

Really, what am I going to do?

There's after-school practice for the sports festival again today, and it's in the final stages... but we can't participate in events like that.

So yeah, of course we're isolated.

"What's up, Kyou-chan? You're staring off into space."

"No, it's nothing."

I shook my head slightly and shifted my focus.

I'm about to enter a dungeon. Anything not related to that is just a distraction.

*'Are you two ready?'*

"Yup!"

"I'm fine."

*'Then, today we have two things to test, aside from our usual dungeon exploration. The first is about your 'Daisharinmaru,' Erina-kun.'*

"We're going to see if my special move can always produce that much power, right!"

*'Correct. A weapon with unpredictable behavior is a scary thing. The second is a performance test for 'Byakuren.' Now that its custom body is complete, I want to see how well it can move.'*

"Right."

Byakuren's custom body. It was finally completed last night.

However, it still has no equipment. For now, I've given it the same shield and iron hammer I gave Mokuren as a bonus, but I plan to wait until I get the items from Ooyama-san before letting it fight seriously.

Today is just about making it walk around inside the dungeon to see if it moves properly.

We entered the gate room, and I deployed my [Arcane Gear] in front of the white door. Erina-san handed me the bag I had entrusted to her before we got on the bus.

I reassembled the disassembled Byakuren that was inside and poured mana into it for activation.

—*Vwoom...!*

With that sound, the glass parts that served as its eyes lit up, and the golem stood up.

"Ooooh!"

Erina-san let out a voice of admiration.

The standing Byakuren was about 180 centimeters tall. Its overall form was like an articulated doll, but its parts were more angular, giving it a slightly werewolf-like appearance.

Its head was designed as if it were wearing a mask, giving it the look of a character from a robot anime.

"Kyou-chan! This is super ninja! It's black, so it's definitely a ninja!"

"No, it's not a ninja. It's a knight."

*'You have your own particular tastes sometimes, don't you, Kyou-chan-kun...'*

...The truth is, I have a thing for knight designs, thinking, '*Knights are so cool.*' My second favorite genre is 'armored maids.'

I wonder if my own [Arcane Gear] would look more knight-like if I added a cape? No, I feel like it would get caught on something.

In any case, I had Byakuren carry our luggage, completed all the checks, and we were ready.

"Alright, we're going in."

After confirming that Erina-san and Byakuren had a hand on my shoulder, I stepped into the gate.

The sensation of the ground suddenly disappearing beneath my feet, something I'll probably never get used to. Then, immediately, the feeling of packed earth under my soles.

The SDF's lighting hasn't been installed in this dungeon either. An LED lantern and a penlight attached to Byakuren illuminated our surroundings.

This place had a distinctly different atmosphere from the dungeons I had visited so far.

An earthen ground, and lined up on it, old 'Japanese-style houses.'

The wooden doors were closed, and the yellowed paper screens had holes in them here and there. Most of the roofs were simple boards weighted down with stones, with a few tiled ones here and there.

It was a scene from the early Edo period. The interior, something I had only seen in historical dramas, felt quite alien compared to the Western-style dungeons I'd been in so far.

These Japanese-style dungeons are not numerous, but there are several of them. I think there are also Chinese-style, Persian-style, and even places that look like the inside of an Egyptian pyramid.

Labyrinths are truly strange things.

"They're stone-weighted roofs, Kyou-chan! Isn't this exciting?!"

"Huh? No, not really."

"But they're rare!?"

*Are they...?*

Ignoring Erina-san, who seemed shocked by my reaction, I scanned our surroundings.

This dungeon is said to be one of the more dangerous 'D-Ranks.' I can't let my guard down.

But that's precisely why it's perfect for a 'test.' We're planning to advance to 'C-Rank' soon, after all.

The width of the path was slightly narrower than a two-lane road. Looking up, I could see a bit of the rock face. This castle town-like structure was inside a giant cave.

The store's website described it as 'like a town entirely covered by a stone dome,' but for me, as long as there's oxygen and nothing to obstruct my sword swings, it's fine.

...Though, I do wonder a little, '*why do dungeons maintain an oxygen concentration suitable for human activity in the first place?*'

I shook off the extraneous thought. I should leave things like that to scholars or aspiring scholars like Aira-san.

"Moving forward."

*'Right. Be careful.'*

"Ugh... This place feels like a sacred ground for a ninja, though."

"Yeah, yeah."

I drew my sword and started walking cautiously.

Erina-san might be spouting nonsense, but her gaze and her 'footwork' had returned to normal.

First, I'll place a marker near the exit. The 'Daisharinmaru' experiment will come after that.

We proceeded through the dungeon, which felt somehow more eerie than usual.

The air flowing here felt a little colder than in the other labyrinths.
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			We’d been walking through the dungeon for about twenty seconds when we found the first paint mark.

Seeing letters and numbers scrawled in yellow paint on the side of an old Japanese house was jarring, to say the least.

"It’s like we’ve walked into a ninja movie. I’m getting pumped!"

"The scenery feels more like a horror movie, if you ask me."

‘How nostalgic... When we were little, Mia and I watched *The Ring* on DVD and clung to each other. She used to be so much smaller than me back then...!’

"Sorry, but I have a feeling this is going to derail the conversation, so maybe save the trip down memory lane for later."

‘What, you don’t want to hear about how little Mia was such a scaredy-cat she used to sneak into my bed all the time!?’

"I’m telling you to stop *now*, you hopeless college girl. I’ll ask for the details later."

‘Geez, Kyouta-chan, you’re so impatient.’

Even with our stupid conversation, being in the dark with only my flashlight as a source of light was pretty terrifying—both physically and mentally.

Normally, this wouldn’t be much different from any other dungeon crawl, but the old Japanese townscape gave it the distinct feel of a J-horror flick.

But then...

"...Kyouta-chan, stop."

Since actual monsters were about to appear, that fear was probably justified.

"Enemies?"

"Yeah. Front right. I can hear faint breathing from inside the house. Nothing else, though. Number of targets... probably two."

"Roger that."

For Erina-san to say ‘probably’ meant the enemies here were just as troublesome as the intel suggested.

Normally I’d have Byakuren take the lead, but this time, I stepped forward myself.

One step, then two. I must have entered their range.

With a loud *thud*, the wooden door fell outward and a shadow emerged.

‘*Kikikikiki!*’

With a high-pitched shriek, a single weasel appeared. Its eyes glittered as it bared its fangs and glared at us.

But there were two things that made it different from a normal weasel.

First, it was about the size of a large dog. Second was its tail.

A sharp sickle, like one used for farm work, grew from the tip of its unusually long tail. And it was winding up to swing it right at us.

*Kamaitachi*.

The monsters that appeared in this dungeon were strikingly similar to the famous yokai from Japanese folklore.

The sickle on its tail swung through the air. In response, mana converted into wind, launching an invisible blade straight at me.

But since it was a type of magic, I could see it. And touch it.

*Spirit Eye*.

*Concept Interference*.

I swatted the blade of wind away with my left fist and closed the distance in a single step.

Before it could react, I brought my sword down with my right hand. It seemed less durable than the cockatrice; my hand-and-a-half sword easily split the Kamaitachi’s skull.

But Erina-san had warned of *two* enemies. Which meant...

‘*Kiki!?*’

Just as a cry came from the rooftop, a Kamaitachi with a throwing spike lodged in its neck came tumbling down.

"Sorry, Kyouta-chan. Looks like it went out the window and climbed onto the roof."

"Don’t be. Nice support."

It seemed she had finished her throw at almost the exact moment I’d spotted it with my `Spirit Eye`. I’d noticed this during our level-grinding with Busujima-san’s group, but she really was a high-spec individual in many ways.

I collected the coin from the pile of salt and handed it to Erina-san. Even though the dungeon had a Japanese aesthetic, the coin’s design was the same as in any other dungeon.

‘Hmm.’

"What is it, Aira-san?"

‘Oh, nothing. I was just wondering if the gold content of the coins here is the same as in other dungeons. My gran—I mean, the professor—had the same question, which is why I sent you two on this request. I’ll be eagerly awaiting your safe return.’

"Understood."

"You got it!"

I think I remember hearing on TV once that ‘you can understand a culture by its currency.’

It’s all Greek to me, but I suppose a scholar would be able to figure something out. We resumed our exploration.

After a while, we reached the sector with the exit.

...I think this about other dungeons too, but seeing a building that looks like a police box staffed by armed SDF soldiers is incredibly out of place. Compared to the surroundings, that spot alone is completely modern.

In any case, the marking was done.

We moved away from the SDF post, cutting down any Kamaitachi we encountered. If the `Daisharinmaru` flew toward the soldiers, it would be a major disaster.

As we were moving...

"Kyouta-chan, I hear three sets of footsteps approaching. I think one is a Kamaitachi."

"What’s the chance the other two are human?"

"Can’t rule it out, but they sound ‘barefoot,’ so I think it’s low."

"Got it."

This wasn’t a very popular dungeon.

Not because the drops weren’t good, but because the difficulty was high for a ‘D-Rank’ dungeon.

Besides the Kamaitachi, there was one other type of normal monster that appeared here.

‘*Gaaaaah!*’

A beast-like roar echoed as a monster rounded the corner. Its silhouette was almost human.

But its skin was a sickly gray, and its eyes were sunken pits with no eyeballs to be found. In their place, a small horn grew from its forehead, and sharp fangs peeked out from a mouth that drooled incessantly.

Amidst the old Japanese houses, these monsters wore what must have once been white kimonos, now stained with dirt and worn loosely. Their limbs were long and spindly, nothing but skin and bones. And yet, their stomachs were strangely bloated.

*Gaki*.

I couldn’t believe these were actual humans who had fallen into hell. They were just monsters that happened to look like them.

Still, some people found them repulsive, and they were troublesome enemies to begin with, which was why most adventurers stayed away from this dungeon.

The Gaki twitched their wrinkled noses and turned toward us. At almost the same instant, a knife and a throwing spike flew toward the one on our left.

Both hit their mark. The throwing spike pierced its throat, and the knife sank into its left flank. The impact sent it flying into the house behind it, and the Gaki disappeared from view.

‘*Gya gya gya gya!!*’

The remaining one leaned forward until it was nearly horizontal and charged. It moved with the speed of a racehorse, closing the twenty-meter gap in an instant.

Further back, a Kamaitachi had emerged and was winding up its tail.

‘*Giiiihhaaaa!*’

‘*Kikikikiki!!*’

A pouncing Gaki and a Kamaitachi launching a blade of wind. Nasty teamwork.

However, we hadn’t come here to walk a tightrope.

"—Move."

We were here with the confidence that we could overwhelm them.

I sliced through the leaping Gaki’s torso with a horizontal slash and moved forward. I caught the incoming wind blade with my gauntlet and, using `Concept Interference`, batted it away.

The Kamaitachi tried to retreat with a leap, but I brought my blade down on its head before it could.

Flicking the blood off my sword with a gust of wind, I glanced at the hole in the house. The Gaki that had been hit with the spike and knife had also turned to salt.

I held my guard. The Kamaitachi I had just cut down turned to salt as well, and I finally let out a sigh of relief.

"Good work, Kyouta-chan."

"Yeah. Can you get the coins again?"

"You betcha."

I collected the drop from the pile of salt and handed it to Erina-san. It seemed she had already picked up the coin from the Gaki that was now in two pieces.

The Kamaitachi sometimes drops a ‘Scythe’... but it doesn’t seem to be an easy drop. Aira-san said her research lab would buy it for a high price, though not as much as that sword from before.

After another five minutes of walking, Aira-san, who had been watching the paint marks through the mirror, spoke up.

‘Kyouta-kun, Erina-kun. This spot should be good, don’t you think? It’s separated from the exit by about three corridors. And that road is a straight shot, right?’

"Yeah! And I don’t hear any monsters around."

"Understood. In that case, Byakuren and I will fall back while keeping watch on the perimeter."

I let Erina-san take the lead, drawing my sword to scan our surroundings.

She took the giant shuriken out of her `Item Box` and, just like last time, wound up for a big throw.

Wooden buildings lined both sides of the street, but the road ahead was clear for several dozen meters.

"Speciiiial move! Invisible Ninjas Attaaaack!"

"Sooo lame."

That was a truly terrible name. The only saving grace was that we were far enough from the exit that the SDF soldiers couldn’t hear it.

The thrown `Daisharinmaru` accelerated, releasing wind from each of its four blades. It spun at a furious speed as it flew straight ahead.

It was certainly fast, and its high power was evident as it plunged deep into the ground about fifteen meters away.

But compared to when she threw it at the Lesser Treant, it seemed much tamer.

‘Kyouta-kun. Did you see any change in the mana this time?’

"No. The mana was just released from the shuriken as wind, same as usual. There was no change in the dungeon itself."

"Hmm, the way the mana went *vwoosh!* back then... maybe it had something to do with the Lesser Treant?"

Erina-san retrieved the `Daisharinmaru` and tilted her head as she jogged back.

"No. It didn’t feel like the Lesser Treant did anything. I still think it’s something to do with the dungeon."

‘...Did it react to a certain speed? But powerful adventurers like Kyouta-kun move at high speeds all the time. Is it because it’s a projectile? But a C-Rank adventurer who uses a bow could achieve the same velocity...’

Aira-san was muttering something on the other side of the earring, but it seemed she hadn’t reached a conclusion yet.

For now, we decided to try throwing it at a monster.

After walking for about thirty seconds, we ran into two Gaki and one Kamaitachi, so Erina-san immediately wound up the `Daisharinmaru`.

"Super Gyuin Gyuin Slasher!!"

At least pick one name and stick with it.

Ignoring my silent retort, my `Spirit Eye` caught the surge of mana.

Mana swirled into a vortex, forming a wall between the approaching `Daisharinmaru` and the Gaki. The moment the blade struck it, my `Concept Interference` activated.

The shuriken, now wrapped in a massive amount of mana, amplified the wind it was sheathed in, transforming it into a small tornado.

I squinted against the fierce wind and dust cloud, watching as the Gaki were torn to shreds. The Kamaitachi further back seemed to have dodged, but the passing wind lifted it off the ground.

It landed, off-balance, and I ran over and cut it down. Even though I ran at about the same speed as the `Daisharinmaru`, the dungeon’s mana made no attempt to hinder me.

—*CRAAAAAAASSH!!*

With a tremendous roar, the shuriken slammed into a house. Wooden planks and fist-sized stones rained down, kicking up another massive cloud of dust.

I batted away a flying stone with my left hand and looked back and forth between Erina-san and the destroyed house.

"So, it seems to be a phenomenon that only happens when it’s thrown at a monster."

‘The number of trials is too low to say for sure, but that seems to be the most logical conclusion. ...Hey, Kyouta-kun.’

"Yes?"

Over the `Telepathy`, Aira-san’s voice was tense.

What was wrong?

"Aira-san?"

‘...No, it’s nothing. It’s probably just my imagination.’

"Huh...?"

"Hnnguuuuh!? I-it won’t... come... outttttt!!"

As I stood there puzzled, Erina-san was letting out strange noises as she tried to pull the `Daisharinmaru` out of the ground where it was deeply embedded.

She was making a face a pretty girl shouldn’t make, so I pulled it out for her.

"Phew... Thanks, Kyouta-chan!"

"No problem."

"Hey, Kyouta-chan!"

"Yes?"

As she put the `Daisharinmaru` back in her `Item Box`, Erina-san turned to me with her usual smile.

"Let’s work hard and level up, too! So we don’t lose to Ā-chan and Shī-chan!"

"Uh... sure."

"All right, let’s do this!"

An unusually energetic Erina-san started collecting the coins. I bent down to retrieve the drop from the Kamaitachi.

Oh.

"Aira-san. A scythe dropped instead of a coin. We’re in luck."

We got a special bonus. This one item was apparently worth 200,000 yen, so that professor person must be really generous.

‘...Yeah, it is!’

There was a strange pause before Aira-san replied.

I wondered if something had happened. But it seemed I didn’t have time to ponder it.

"Kyouta-chan, the noise attracted a bunch of monsters. They’re coming this way. Looks like a lot of them."

"Got it. Let’s try to engage them without using the Daisharinmaru for now."

It was a weapon we still didn’t fully understand, and another loud crash might just attract more enemies.

"Roger! You gotta save your special moves for when it really counts!"

"Right, right."

I replied while glaring at the ten-plus Gaki running toward us, and the Kamaitachi darting across the rooftops.

I couldn’t use the `Bracelet of the Flame Horse` here for fear of starting a fire. It looked like I’d have to cut them down the old-fashioned way.

＊　　　　＊　　　　＊

About two hours later, we finished our exploration. We had defeated over eighty monsters of both types combined. Being an unpopular dungeon, it seemed quite a few had accumulated.

Because of that, the earnings were good, and we both gained a level, which was a personal stroke of luck. Byakuren had been walking without any issues. At this rate, I could look forward to the tests after its armor arrived.

Now that we were out of the dungeon and I could relax, my thoughts turned to the questions that had arisen inside.

Rocking with the motion of the bus on the way home, I dug through my memories.

Aira-san’s panic, Erina-san’s declaration to level up. Assuming the `Daisharinmaru` was related... why?

The special materials used in that weapon were my hair and nails, Ooyama-san's skill, and dungeon-sourced metal. What about them?

...Was there something about me or Ooyama-san? That seemed strange. Then, the metal?

The `Daisharinmaru` was made with metal from a dungeon. That way, the experience gained from defeating monsters with it was about the same as using `Arcane Gear`.

That mana vortex appeared when *it came flying at high speed*.

...What would happen if we tried to level up using guns?

If the bullets were made from dungeon metal, would that mana vortex appear and form a ‘wall’?

I didn’t know the speed or strength of that wall's appearance. But I assumed it was meant to block attacks.

In that case, were the Self-Defense Forces having trouble leveling up?

So I thought, but...

"Aira-san."

‘What is it, Kyouta-kun?’

"Forgive me if I’m mistaken, but are you all worried that the SDF isn’t able to level up properly?"

‘...So you noticed too.’

"Yeah, I think so. But isn’t that an unfounded fear?"

I tilted my head as I spoke through the earring.

"Ooyama-san made that thing using my hair and such as materials. The SDF has probably come up with some kind of countermeasure already."

She certainly had a rare skill, but it wasn't like she was the only one in existence. The same went for my `Concept Interference`.

They probably couldn't mass-produce bullets the same way, but if a mere civilian could create the `Daisharinmaru`, then the SDF had surely devised a much more amazing method.

‘...You’re right. I want to believe so, too.’

"Besides, I don’t think we’re all that special."

Sure, the `Sage's Nucleus` was unique, but I hadn’t used its mana for that.

In fact, we only had hypotheses about the cause of that phenomenon anyway. For all we knew, bullets might pass right through.

Heck, even that terrifying dragon turned tail and fled from the SDF’s fighter jets. With modern weaponry, they could probably handle things just fine without levels, though I didn’t know the details.

I didn’t think it was something we needed to worry about.

However, I did agree that leveling up was necessary. Thinking back on the dragon, I realized self-defense capabilities were essential.

If I ever ran into something like that, I wanted to at least be able to escape.

"Hey hey, senpai. For the promotion to C-Rank, is there a designated dungeon we have to clear, like when we ranked up to D?"

‘That’s right. There’s also a written exam and an interview.’

"It’s the same as last time, then..."

As expected, brute force alone couldn’t solve everything.

Already weary at the thought of interviews and whatnot, I headed for home.
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			Lunchtime at school. I used to hate this time, when students were free to do as they pleased. It made me feel like I was floating, like a loner. Like I was being made fun of from somewhere.

But now, it was a lot better.

"So, so! I heard from someone in my class yesterday that this school has Seven Wonders, too!"

"Just so you know, five of those seven wonders are related to you."

"!?"

"Erina-san, you use your skills too much in your daily life..."

In a corner of the cafeteria, I was having lunch with Erina-san and the others. This time was starting to become a little fun.

Busujima-san was the kind of person who’d say things like ‘†Do you fear me†...!’ and Ooyama-san, while blunt, wasn’t a bad person.

And Erina-san was, well, Erina-san, so even in a situation where I was surrounded by girls—which would normally make me brace for death—I could talk to them relatively normally.

"What exactly are those five wonders...?"

"Number one! Laughter heard from an empty classroom! They heard a voice, but when they opened the classroom door, no one was there...!"

"That was just Erina-san teleporting home."

"Number two! The moving skeleton model! Before the students’ very eyes, the skeleton took a step forward...! Could it be a grudge against those with flesh...!"

"You were just putting back a model that was about to fall over, and then you teleported, so it only *looked* like it moved on its own."

"Number three! The gym storage room that was cleaned up on its own! The students on duty were chatting with friends after class and were a little late to clean up... The moment they opened the door, the faint shadow they saw was—!"

"That was when Erina-san mixed up her duty day, cleaned the room, and then teleported home."

"Number four! The ghost of a student who committed suicide reflected in a window! A long time ago, there was a female student at this school who killed herself because of bullying...!"

"That was probably just you teleporting in mid-air again, Erina-san. Also, no such incident has ever occurred at our school."

"Number five! The demonic melody echoing from the music room! During lunch, an otherworldly, unpleasant tune was heard coming from the supposedly empty music room...! It must have been an evil organization plotting the revival of a dark god...!"

"Erina-san, you used the piano in the music room without permission during lunch, didn’t you? The timing matches, so it was probably that."

"It wasn’t an evil organization. Your playing is just terrible."

"That’s so mean!?"

Erina-san shrieked as if in shock.

No, wait a minute.

"Just how many messes have you made, Erina-san...?"

"Tweet-lee-dee-dee-dee."

"Are you terrible at whistling, too?"

"Don’t expect her to have any musical talent."

"Back in middle school, she was so bad the music teacher started crying..."

"That was a sad incident for me, too..."

For once, Erina-san averted her gaze. I remembered hearing her sing before; her pitch had been a complete disaster.

Her voice was actually beautiful, so why did it become so tragic when she sang?

"By the way, Erina-san, didn’t you have a limit on how many teleportation markers you could set?"

"I change the markers on floors other than the first one all the time!"

"What a waste of energy..."

"For someone who relies so much on teleportation, I wonder why she has a figure like that."

Busujima-san’s gaze lingered on Erina-san’s large chest and narrow waist.

In response, the self-proclaimed ninja puffed out her magnificent chest.

"It is because I burn calories through studying, training, and dungeoneering! Nin-nin!"

"Tch, so exercise is the most important thing after all...!"

"Steady effort bears fruit. Ahem!"

With a smug look, Erina-san puffed her chest out even further.

The large breasts, emphasized, jiggled slightly. I swallowed the words of thanks that had risen to my throat by taking a sip of tea from my water bottle.

"But now that I think about it, I might come from a family that doesn’t gain weight even without exercise. All my relatives are like that."

"Calm down, Aika. Easy now."

Busujima-san was staring at Erina-san with eyes that had seen the abyss.

Forget curses, that glare was way scarier.

"Anyway, what were the other two ghost stories?"

"One is the typical one about the eyes of a painting in the music room moving. The other is about strange noises coming from the rooftop."

"Aww! I was going to tell them that!"

"There, there."

Busujima-san chuckled at Erina-san, who was puffing her cheeks like a child. I was glad she was back to normal; for a second, her gaze looked like it could kill the entire world out of spite.

Then, she turned her gaze to me. Unlike before, her eyes were their usual beautiful shade.

"Yagawa-san, don’t you hear any school rumors from your classmates?"

" "

She just hit me with an instant-death spell out of nowhere...!

As expected of a curse user. Heart-stopping attacks must be her specialty. If my `Sage's Nucleus` hadn’t forcibly restarted my heart, it might have actually stopped.

"...Well. I don’t really have anyone to talk to, so..."

"Oh..."

"What, you a loner?"

"*Cough.*"

"Shizuku-san, could you be a little more tactful...!"

"I can’t believe it... Even the chuuni-addled Busujima-san is pitying me...!"

"Shizuku-san. Please, finish him."

"Yagawa. Aika may have written a whole notebook of original poems in middle school, but she’s grown out of that now."

"Not me!?"

I managed to make a joke, but my eyes were still a little hot.

I’m not crying, okay? I was just stifling a yawn.

Man... this is rough...

"Kyouta-chan. You’re weird but interesting when you talk, so why are you alone in class?"

"Wait, did Erina-san just call me weird?"

"Yup!"

"I feel like I just received one of the top ten insults of the century."

"It’s not that big a deal! *Smug!*"

"So annoying."

I’m a man of common sense. Aside from the social anxiety.

At least I’m more normal than someone who calls herself a ninja, shouts eighty percent of the time, and comes up with bizarre names for things.

"Is it because you’re an Awakened Person... perhaps?"

"Nah, in his case, it’s just severe social anxiety."

"B-Both, I guess..."

I managed to reply, and it wasn’t a lie.

It was true that people kept their distance because I was an Awakened Person, and it was also true that I was isolated because I couldn’t take that step forward myself.

As I stared off into the distance, Erina-san grabbed my shoulders firmly.

"It’s okay, Kyouta-chan."

"Erina-san?"

"In my class, too, there were kids at first who said they ‘didn’t get Awakened People.’"

"Really...?"

"...Hm?"

Busujima-san and Ooyama-san stared intently at Erina-san.

"But now, we totally understand each other! So if you try the same method as me, Kyouta-chan, you’ll definitely get along with everyone in your class!!"

"Erina-san...!"

"It’s totally, absolutely guaranteed, boss! Try this method and you’ll be a winner with the ladies and a winner in life, no doubt about it!"

"The sketchiness level just skyrocketed."

Even the back pages of magazines probably don’t have ads that blatant these days.

But still, I was interested in how Erina-san’s class had come to accept her.

She was a good person, but she was definitely in the realm of eccentrics and oddballs. If there was a method that made them ‘understand each other,’ then maybe I could...!

That was my hope, but...

"I’m telling you for your own good, Yagawa-san. You absolutely should not follow her method."

"Even I was taken aback by that one."

"Huh?"

"What is it, Erina-san?"

Erina-san tilted her head, looked off into the distance, and stuck her tongue out playfully.

Damn it, she looks like a total idiot, but because she’s so pretty, she just looks cute!

"To give you the objective facts, I’ll tell the story."

"Aww. Shī-chan, you already got to tell the last of the Seven Wonders. Let me talk!"

"Here you go, Erina-san, a cookie."

"Yay!"

While Erina-san was being placated by Busujima-san, Ooyama-san began to speak.

"In our class, there’s this girl named Jougasaki Ichiko. She has twintails and a big chest, but a small mind and a small butt..."

Why did she include the information about her chest and butt? I mean, I’m a little happy about it, but still.

"That bitch apparently used to bully her Awakened classmates in middle school, too. A real piece of work."

"My, my. A young lady shouldn’t say things like ‘bitch,’ you know."

"Erina-san, have some chocolate."

"Yay!"

A non-Awakened Person bullying an Awakened Person, huh.

Right now, I couldn’t help but feel it wasn’t someone else’s problem. I didn’t know when I might end up in that situation myself.

"That girl tried to act superior to the Awakened in high school, too. While I was in the bathroom, she went to mess with Aika."

"That happened...?"

"I was rolling up my sleeves, ready to make that bitch’s butt swell up to twice its size for bad-mouthing Aika with her cronies, when..."

She paused for a moment and looked at Erina-san.

‘Oh, how scary. You never know what an Awakened Person can do, or what they will do!’

‘You wanna know what an Awakened Person can do? Leave it to me!!’

"And just like that, Erina suddenly appeared behind Jougasaki."

"With my ninja arts! I didn’t hear the conversation before that, but I definitely heard that ‘question’!"

"Erina-san, a chocolate cookie."

"That’s my favorite!"

Why is it that, even though this Jougasaki girl currently has no redeeming qualities besides a large chest... my instincts are starting to label her as a ‘poor, pitiful person’?

"This one grabbed the shoulder of the stunned Jougasaki, and then, she vanished."

"...By teleporting?"

"By teleporting. I heard this part from her later, but Erina moved to an empty classroom on the fourth floor. And then—she jumped out the window."

"What?"

"While holding Jougasaki."

"What?"

I instinctively looked back and forth between Erina-san and Ooyama-san, then turned my gaze to Busujima-san.

She gave a solemn nod. Seriously?

"That was the story about the ghost who jumped to her death being reflected in the window. Just before she hit the ground, she teleported back into the classroom and, as she sat the limp Jougasaki down in a nearby chair, she said:"

‘This is what an Awakened Person can do! Fun, right!?’

"And that’s that."

"Spatial ninja arts are great as an amusement park ride, too! The lord would surely be pleased!"

"Erina-san, here’s some tea."

"Thanks!"

I gently pressed my fingers to my temples.

I mean... seriously...? I knew she was a weird person, but I never imagined...

"There’s more to this story."

"There’s more...?"

"There is."

I’m already full. I’m seriously debating whether I need to reconsider my relationship with Erina-san.

"Terrified of Erina, Jougasaki went home early that day. The next day, she skipped school. So this one gets her address from a teacher and goes to visit her with a handout."

"She’s a friend I played with, after all!"

"Erina-san, have some gum."

"Eh, I don’t want gu—*mghmghmgh*."

"...I don’t know what was going through Jougasaki’s mind at that time, but I’ll just say that the next day, her face was a mask of pure despair."

"Oh..."

"By the way, this one misunderstood the reason Jougasaki was absent."

‘I was wearing spats, but you weren’t, Icchan! Sorry for being so thoughtless... But! We fell headfirst, so I’m sure no one saw up your skirt! I should be the only one who saw!’

"That was the bizarre follow-up she apparently offered."

"It’s not bizarre! I’m sure the only reason Icchan skipped was because she was embarrassed about someone seeing her panties."

Erina-san blew a bubble with her gum, denying it.

Even just hearing the story, I have to say Ooyama-san’s theory seems more plausible.

"After that, the story of what happened to Jougasaki and her testimony spread throughout the classroom. Everyone in class became terrified of Erina. They didn’t come to understand or get along with her. They just understood that pissing her off was a really bad idea."

"If Yagawa-san is a ‘bear contained by the cage of law and common sense,’ then Erina-san is a tiger. A tiger with no restraints, one that ‘doesn’t understand human common sense,’ is what everyone must have thought."

"It sounds like you guys are saying some pretty mean things about me. Console me, Kyouta-chan!"

"Sorry, can’t."

"No way."

Erina-san’s eyebrows drooped. It wasn’t unfortunate; it was to be expected.

I mean... if I had heard this story when we first met, I definitely would have made sure to stay away from her.

Now, I know that she did all of that with good intentions, and that she isn’t the type of person to senselessly hurt others.

That being said, I’m still completely floored. *This girl is nuts.* Also, if her teleportation had failed, Jougasaki-san wouldn't have escaped unscathed, would she...?

"How did you not get in trouble with the teachers? And what about Jougasaki-san’s parents?"

"The teachers and her parents don’t know. The kids in class are too afraid of retaliation to say anything, and both the teachers and Jougasaki’s parents genuinely believe Erina and that girl are friends. This one’s cheerful and talks so frankly, after all."

"Icchan and I are friends! Probably!"

"So you’re starting to have some doubts..."

Erina-san quietly averted her gaze. So she hadn't realized what she’d done until now?

"If Erina-san says they’re friends, most adults believe her, and Jougasaki-san can’t deny it either..."

"I’m supposed to dislike Jougasaki-san, but through pity and empathy, I feel like my opinion of her has actually improved."

"And what about your opinion of me?"

"I’m just thinking, ‘this is the kind of person she is,’ so it’s a net zero."

"In other words, you and I are best friends!"

"Fine, whatever."

Erina-san crossed her arms under her chest and puffed her cheeks, letting out a ‘harrumph.’ Well, I’m glad she’s happy.

More like comrades-in-arms than best friends, but I guess it doesn't matter anymore. Plus, I do feel a little bit of schadenfreude regarding Jougasaki-san.

"That being said, Erina-san. Try not to use teleportation so recklessly, okay? It’s dangerous."

"Aww. But even if there’s a person or object at the destination, I’m the one who gets shifted, you know? It’s not like we’ll get fused together or anything!"

"First of all, the law says you shouldn’t use it carelessly in public spaces. Also, think about the risk if your teleportation were to fail."

"Aww, fine. I get it."

She pouted, but she nodded, so I was relieved.

Still, using teleportation to ‘make someone understand,’ huh...

"So, Yagawa, you gonna ‘teach a lesson’ to your classmates the same way?"

"That phrasing... No, I won’t. Like I said earlier, skills aren’t meant to be used outside of dungeons, and I’m afraid of accidents."

"Exactly."

Busujima-san nodded deeply. To think the only person with common sense is the chuunibyou patient.

Well, that’s probably why I can talk to them without getting too nervous.

"What? It’d be fun to see you grab a classmate and run at full speed."

"Haha. That won’t happen unless this school gets caught in a dungeon outbreak."

Even if rumors say that dungeons are gradually increasing, I couldn’t imagine one appearing right here at this school.

And even if a gate did appear somewhere in the school building, it wouldn’t be left alone until it overflowed. The janitors and others patrol the grounds, after all.

With that, lunchtime ended, and I parted ways with them to return to my classroom.

...I still hated this moment.

"Tch..."

"Must be nice, being him..."

The glares and words directed at me as I entered the classroom.

They were probably whispering and not saying it directly to me, but my hearing was good—not as good as Erina-san’s, but still.

I slumped my shoulders slightly as I returned to my seat.

I breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of the bell signaling the end of lunchtime.

Still, a dungeon at school, huh... Or terrorists suddenly appearing in the classroom. It was the same kind of far-fetched fantasy.

It was true that I was leveling up in case of a ‘sudden outbreak,’ but I couldn’t imagine it happening at such a specific location.

I took my pencil case, textbook, and notebook out of my bag and looked toward the teacher who had just entered.

My energy would be better spent fighting the sleep-inducing device known as ‘post-lunch history class’ than entertaining such fantasies.

As the nearly-retired teacher read from the textbook, the battle against oncoming drowsiness began.
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			Towards C-Rank

			While my classmates were busy practicing for the upcoming sports festival, we were once again heading into a dungeon.

In the changing room, I put on my jumpsuit and backpack, then stepped outside. After tapping the floor with my toes to check the fit of my boots, I headed to the restroom just in case.

Perhaps because they anticipated adventurers coming in with all their gear, the men’s restroom at the Dungeon Store had plenty of space to put things down. According to my mom, the women’s restrooms were designed that way to begin with, for bags and such.

Well, the details of the women’s restroom didn’t matter to me. After finishing my business, I washed my hands, dried them with a handkerchief, and returned to the front of the changing rooms.

Just then, Erina-san emerged from the women’s side.

"Oh, Kyouta-chan, have you been waiting long?"

"No, I just got here."

‘Hey now. That sounds like a conversation between a couple. Let me in on it.’

"Wh-What!?... Please don’t tease me."

"We’re not a couple! We’re a ninja alliance!"

"We’re not."

"Wait, we were a couple...!?"

"That’s not it either."

‘You got together... with someone other than me. I thought it would be me who became your partner...’

"That reference is a little dated."

‘No way.’

After sighing softly at the exchange with the two tragically beautiful girls, I turned my gaze back to Erina-san.

"Are you ready?"

"Of course-a-rooni! I went to the bathroom before we even got to the store!"

‘Now, now. Erina-kun, you’re a lady. You should use more elegant language.’

"My humble self has already completed my excretory duties at the station lavatory!!"

‘One hundred points.’

"You both fail, idiots."

"Aww, you’re no fun."

After checking with my finger to make sure the earring was properly attached to my earlobe, I started walking toward the gate room.

If I kept talking to these two here, the date would probably change by the time we left.

"Aira-san. We’re heading to the gate now."

‘Right. You two, be on your guard.’

"Roger!"

"Yes."

I gave a short reply and presented my adventurer license at the gate room reception.

Normally, it would end with a quick check of my face and name, but this time, the SDF officer at the desk stared at me with a gentle smile.

Despite the warmth of his expression, his gaze was anything but calm.

It was a probing, seeing gaze... it feels a little embarrassing to say it, but it was what you might call the ‘eyes of a warrior,’ trying to size us up.

Just from that look, I could tell. This was someone who had been through life-or-death situations.

"Excuse me, but could you both please tell me your current levels? This dungeon is relatively more dangerous than other D-Rank ones, so we are restricting entry to those below LV: 15."

This officer’s concern—no, his *warning*—was perfectly reasonable.

That’s how dangerous this dungeon was.

"I’m LV: 21."

"I’m LV: 16!!"

It was a verbal response. Unless this officer had the `Appraisal` skill or some other ability to detect lies, he wouldn’t know if we were telling the truth.

Still, he must have believed us, because he nodded and took out a few documents.

"...I see. In that case, please review and sign these papers."

On the reception desk was a waiver.

To summarize, it was a document stating that we understood the dangers of this dungeon and were proceeding at our own risk. It also confirmed that we accepted full responsibility for any injuries or ‘death’ that occurred during this exploration.

It was similar to the waiver I’d signed when I got my adventurer license, but it was necessary to sign this one again.

This dungeon went to great lengths to intimidate those who entered. For half-hearted challengers looking for a thrill, it would only lead to death.

After we wrote our names and stamped our seals, the SDF officer placed the documents in a clear file and saluted.

"Thank you for your cooperation. Please be careful."

"Yes."

"We’re off!"

After bowing to the officer, we entered the gate room.

Before the familiar-looking white door, I manifested my `Arcane Gear`.

I checked my helmet, breastplate, gauntlets, fauld with its underlying mail, and greaves. I lightly gripped the hand-and-a-half sword and small knife at my waist to confirm their presence, then handed my backpack to Erina-san.

Thanks to her level-up, her `Item Box` had apparently expanded quite a bit. She said it was about the size of a small room now.

Since I wasn’t bringing out Byakuren this time, all our luggage would be entrusted to Erina-san.

With its armor still incomplete, there was a chance its purpose-built body would just get destroyed in this dungeon. And bringing the ‘spare’ body without the custom parts would just be a hindrance.

"Please take this."

"Mhm, leave it to me."

After watching her store the backpack, I touched my own earring.

"We will now enter the dungeon."

‘Right. I’ve said it many times, but you two, be careful. This is the exam dungeon for promotion to C-Rank. Its difficulty is extremely high. If you judge it to be dangerous, retreat without a second thought.’

"Understood."

"Roger!"

*C-Rank*.

That was the rank of the centaurs we had fought before.

I was confident I could handle ten or twenty of the normal ones, but against the boss monster... against ‘Leukos,’ victory would be difficult even for us now.

This was the dungeon for the promotion exam to that rank. We should approach it assuming a danger level equivalent to ‘C-Rank.’

"*Huuuuu... haaaa...*"

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves.

How many times had I challenged a dungeon like this? I had to step into this space where death could be waiting just a few centimeters away.

No. To say ‘had to’ is misleading. I *chose* to come here.

As the waiver I’d just signed stated, this was my own responsibility. This was the job I had chosen.

I was reminded of that once again.

"Kyouta-chan."

Erina-san placed a hand on my shoulder.

When I turned to look at the owner of that white hand, she gave me a quick wink.

"Ah yoo ray-dee?"

Her hair was like molten gold, her eyes like emeralds, her skin a translucent white, yet her English pronunciation was terrible.

I nodded in response.

"Yeah. Let’s go."

"Alright! Time for a raid!!"

Chuckling at her loud voice echoing at close range, I stepped through the white door.

The familiar sensation of the ground disappearing beneath my feet. Before I could even frown at the discomfort of a floating sensation without any actual feeling of floating, my soles found solid ground again.

Hard, smooth stone tiles. A chalk-white corridor stretched out before us, flanked by black iron bars on either side.

Beyond the rugged iron bars, dense hedgerows grew without a single gap, adorned with crimson roses.

The space, with even its ceiling constructed of beautiful white material, was so magnificent it could have been a tourist attraction if it weren't a place teeming with monsters. The combination of white and black, green and red, was reminiscent of a fairy tale world.

Above all, the faint glow emanating from the roses themselves, in addition to the artificial light hanging from my waist, enhanced the fantastical atmosphere.

But this was a den of monsters that would brutally murder humans. Carelessness and overconfidence meant death.

"Beginning exploration."

‘Roger.’

I drew the sword from my waist, exchanged a glance with Erina-san, and moved forward.

*Clank, clank*. My footsteps echoed loudly. It was proof of how on edge my nerves were.

Less than thirty seconds after we started walking, we spotted an SDF paint mark. A splotch of dark yellow was smeared across the pure white stone tiles, with letters and numbers written on it.

"Aira-san. We are currently at G-12. Please provide navigation."

‘Understood... From there, proceed straight and turn right at the second intersection.’

"Roger."

I nodded in response to the `Telepathy` and started walking again.

A quick glance back at Erina-san showed her constantly looking around. This was unusual behavior for her during a normal exploration.

Thanks to her skill, her hearing boasted a search capability worthy of being called a sonar. The fact that she could masterfully use that keen sense of hearing was part of what made `Five Senses Enhancement` an ‘jackpot’ skill.

And yet, there was a reason she was now scouting without relying on her hearing.

A terribly simple, and therefore troublesome, reason.

"Tch..."

I stopped and raised my left hand slightly.

"Something’s coming around the corner. Be on guard."

"Okay."

We exchanged whispers. In this dungeon, I was the one to spot the enemy first.

My `Spirit Eye` could visualize mana. It could even detect enemies through obstacles like hedgerows and walls.

This was especially true since our current opponent was emitting more mana than a typical monster.

Slowly, a shadow emerged from around the corner. It billowed a vibrant red cape, no less brilliant than the roses blooming around us.

A cape that looked like it belonged to a stage actor, a black top hat, and a mask one might wear to a masquerade ball.

The hand peeking out from the cape was covered by a white glove—and the wrist and forearm that should have been there were nowhere to be seen.

Floating objects. A *poltergeist*.

Almost at the same moment the white glove disappeared inside the cape, a knife and a throwing spike flew toward the ‘enemy.’

But they were knocked aside with a single swing of a sword.

A slender, beautiful rapier. Gripping it with a glove that should have been empty, the monster, the `Wraith`, charged.

*Masquerade*.

That was the name of the monster in this dungeon.

As the monster closed in at high speed, I advanced as well. My heavy footfalls, forceful enough to crack the stone tiles, contrasted sharply with the silently moving `Masquerade`.

Due to the difference in reach, the tip of the rapier reached me first.

Though it was a weapon that could also slash, its deadliest attack was this thrust. According to SDF intel, this thrust could easily pierce even a plate-reinforced bulletproof vest.

I caught it with my left gauntlet.

The thick armor sparked as the rapier bent sharply.

I forcefully swung my left arm aside and stepped in further. My diagonal downward slash reached the `Masquerade`.

Its body should have been intangible. Normal lead bullets would pass right through its cape, but my `Arcane Gear` was an armament of condensed mana.

I mercilessly cut through the crimson cloak and tore its spiritual body apart.

With a soft rustle, the vibrant red fell, like a splash of blood.

It immediately turned to salt, leaving behind a coin that glinted in the light of my LED lantern.

I let out a sigh of relief and scanned my surroundings. I moved my gaze from left to right, then right to left.

It was one of the basics I learned in the adventurer course. Modern people are used to reading from left to right, making it easy to overlook inconsistencies in their field of vision. That’s why, for visual scouting, it’s necessary to properly move one’s eyes in both directions.

No enemy mana appeared in my `Spirit Eye`. This time, I truly breathed a sigh of relief and picked up the coin.

"Aww. Kyouta-chan beat me to it."

I offered the coin to a frustrated Erina-san, who was biting on a handkerchief, and gave her a wry smile.

"It’s just that this dungeon is a bad match-up for you. I usually rely on your ears completely, so let me pull my weight this time."

"I guess so, but... Kyouta-chan basically does all the fighting by himself."

"If we get pinched by two or more, I’ll leave my back to you, so I’ll be counting on you then. I’m relying on you."

"That’s true! Leave it to me!"

Erina-san accepted the coin with a smug look and put it in her `Item Box`.

It wasn’t flattery; I fully intended to entrust my back to her. Her scouting ability was high, but I also trusted her swordsmanship.

While the `Masquerade`’s speed and attack power were a threat, it wasn’t a particularly durable enemy. Erina-san’s ninja sword was more than enough to handle it.

"Resuming exploration. We just turned at the designated location."

‘Excellent. Then it’s a straight shot to the end of the hall. There are a few intersections along the way, so watch out for enemies coming from the side.’

"Yes."

"Roger!"

I replied to Aira-san and we continued through the labyrinth.
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			Crossbow

			Relying on the glow of the roses and the light from my LED lantern, we proceeded through the dungeon.

My eyes darted around, staying vigilant. Amidst the echo of my own footsteps, I refocused, tightening my grip on my sword, which had started to loosen as I concentrated too much on what I was seeing.

"We’ve reached the dead end."

‘Good. Turn left, then right at the next T-junction.’

"Roger."

"You got it."

Just as I was about to step to the left as instructed...

"Kyouta-chan!"

"!?"

I had a vision of something hitting my calf at almost the exact same moment Erina-san cried out sharply.

I slowly retracted the foot I was about to step forward with and looked down.

It was an anomaly difficult to see with the naked eye, but visible to my skill-enhanced vision.

It was a thin thread.

Stretching from between the iron bars on both sides, it connected the hedgerows. It was as thin as a spider’s thread and located where the light from the mysterious roses struggled to reach.

It was clearly placed with some sort of intent. Without a doubt, it was a trap.

‘What’s wrong? What happened?’

"We’ve discovered what appears to be a trap. ...Erina-san found it."

"That’s right."

Erina-san placed her hands on her hips with a smug look.

For a moment, I had the urge to say, ‘I want to punch that smile,’ but she had done her job and warned me. I swallowed the thought.

"I’m impressed."

"Heh! But you noticed it too, right, Kyouta-chan?"

"Only because of my future sight."

It was entirely my own carelessness.

Since the Masquerades basically float, my gaze had been aimed slightly upward. As a result, I had almost fallen right into their trap.

I’ve heard people say you should look at the whole picture, but it’s harder than you’d think. Apparently, even trained soldiers sometimes miss traps, which is probably why these things are still effective outside of dungeons.

However, if I’m going to make a living as a dungeon adventurer, I need to get better at it.

"Hmm, but what kind of trap is this? The classic trip-wire bow?"

"There’s no mana reaction, so I don’t think it’s magic or anything like that."

"Then it’s probably a bow. Let’s back up and disarm it. Oh, and watch out for other traps."

"Roger."

Come to think of it, I remember seeing a movie where avoiding one trap led right into another.

It’s a classic, but effective, move. It might be here too, so this time I made sure to scan everything.

"...I don’t think there’s anything suspicious."

"Okay. Then I’ll disarm this."

Erina-san casually threw a throwing spike and cut the taut thread. Immediately, something shot out from within the hedgerow at high speed.

My `Spirit Eye` caught it—a small bolt. Too short to be fired from a regular bow, so it must have been from a crossbow.

"It was a trip-wire bow. Probably a small crossbow."

"I see. Pulling it out to collect it... seems a little risky, so let’s not."

"Yeah."

I remembered from the info at the Dungeon Store that clumsily disarming one trap could sometimes trigger another.

There were multiple types of traps, so I didn’t know what might happen, and we were currently in an exam. I wanted to avoid unnecessary risks.

Crossbows from traps like these could be sold for money if recovered, but sometimes they turned to ‘salt’ the moment you removed them. It wasn’t worth the effort for nothing.

"Aira-san. Please record the trap’s location. It’s right after the left turn at the dead end."

‘Right. I’ve written it down. Make sure to get the reporting reward at the store.’

"Yes. Thank you."

"Alrighty. Let’s head out!"

I nodded at Erina-san’s words and we resumed our exploration.

I proceeded cautiously, keeping my eyes peeled. Acting as the main scout like this was surprisingly nerve-wracking.

It really made me appreciate Erina-san. I knew intellectually that it was impossible to maintain concentration constantly, but I didn’t know when to relax. That made me anxious that my scouting accuracy was dropping.

I felt an unpleasant sweat trickle down my chin. Even if my body wasn’t tired, my mind was being worn down.

Then, about three minutes’ walk from where the trap had been, my `Spirit Eye` detected moving mana.

"Two corners ahead. Three targets on the right. Moving toward us."

"Roger."

I whispered the information, stopped, and placed my left hand on my knife.

But I stopped myself. The monsters here would just knock away a thrown knife. In that case, I should let Erina-san use her projectiles to keep them busy while I charged in.

The lead Masquerade appeared from around the corner. In that instant, it noticed us too. A black mask with gold decorations turned to face us.

At the same time, I started running. A throwing spike flew parallel to me. I maintained a slight distance from it, and we attacked from both sides in a pincer-like maneuver.

The Masquerade immediately turned its mask toward me and swung its rapier in a diagonal slash.

Perhaps because of the influence of manga and games, rapiers have an image of being piercing weapons, but they can also be used to slash. Its sharp blade knocked down the throwing spike as it came down on me.

But it was too slow. By trying to deal with both of us at once, its sword speed was lacking.

As I ran past, I slashed its torso in a single motion. Visually, it looked like I had only torn its cape, but a sixth sense told me I had definitely cut its spiritual body.

The wide field of view from my `Spirit Eye` detected a thrust from my right. I bent my knees and ducked; the tip of a rapier grazed the top of my head, creating a small spark and a shockwave.

Twisting my body, I swung my sword up in a reverse diagonal slash. The other one’s rapier moved to block it.

Its blade pressed down from above. Considering our postures, it had the advantage, but unfortunately for it, this body of mine was high-performance.

With brute force, I sent the slender blade flying upward.

Immediately after, before the Masquerade in front could launch a thrust, I shattered its mask with my left fist. It broke easily, and its spiritual form dispersed.

One left. It was pulling back the rapier that had been knocked upward and was now swinging the blade at my neck.

Just as I blocked it with my hand-and-a-half sword, a ninja sword thrust up from below and shattered its mask.

"You okay, Kyouta-chan?"

"No problems at all."

I replied while maintaining my guard. After confirming that all the enemies had turned to salt and scanning our surroundings, I collected the coins.

The currency that dropped here must have a high gold content. Stronger monsters drop more valuable items, but the shine of these was clearly different from what we’d found before.

In fact, the research lab always bought the coins from here at a higher price. It was a welcome bonus.

According to Aira-san, anything not used for research was given as gifts to the professor’s connoisseur friends. I had no say in what happened after they were bought, but it was quite generous.

In any case, the fact that we could handle three at once without any issues was a big confidence boost, mainly mentally.

The Masquerade’s direct combat ability, aside from its reaction speed, was lower than a centaur’s. It was what you’d expect for its rank, but it gave me a little breathing room.

As long as that breathing room didn't turn into overconfidence.

After taking a small, deep breath, I looked at Erina-san.

"Here you go."

"You got it!"

I handed her the coins and started walking again.

About an hour and a half had passed since we started exploring. We had long since marked the exit and were now focused on securing drops and earning experience.

Perhaps it was about time to finish the exam itself... so I thought.

"Geh."

An involuntary, strange noise escaped my lips.

"What’s up, Kyouta-chan?"

"...That corner over there. The one that turns right in an L-shape. There are multiple mana signatures on the other side. Probably five or six."

"Oh my. That’s quite a few."

‘Hmm. The path ahead is a straight shot for over fifty meters. Ending the exploration here is an option, you know.’

"...I’ll just take a quick look, at least."

"Good idea."

We had fought over a dozen battles so far, and I knew that defeating normal Masquerades wasn’t difficult.

The experience gain also felt pretty good, so if it didn’t look too risky, I wanted to take them down.

With that in mind, I peeked my head out for a second and immediately pulled it back.

I felt a frown form on my face.

"How was it?"

"Six Masquerades in ambush. They’ve got bows and crossbows set up, and even have shields."

A pavise, was it? A shield large enough to reach my chest was propped up from behind by some kind of stand.

Long ago, archers and crossbowmen used those to protect themselves. It seemed the Masquerades were doing the same.

The distance from the corner to the enemy was about forty meters. I could cover that in a run, and I thought I could deflect arrows with wind, but the crossbows worried me.

I tried peeking from a spot about three heads lower than where I had before.

"Whoa."

With a whistling sound, several bolts came flying.

The ones from the bows seemed like they could be deflected by the wind as expected, but the crossbow bolts were bad news. They ricocheted off a part of the iron bars with a high-pitched clang, passed through the corner hedgerow, and disappeared from sight.

They were terrifyingly fast. This was definitely not a weapon a person could carry and run with. It looked like something you’d mount on a castle wall.

"...Looks like four with bows and two with crossbows. Only one crossbow was fired. They might be planning to fire in volleys to account for reloading time."

"A three-stage volley!"

"It’s only two stages."

And as if for backup, the archers were also loosing arrows.

They seemed to be firing them one after another, at a considerable pace. I couldn’t tell their accuracy, but their draw speed was top-notch.

"What do you want to do? Go back?"

"Hmm, wait a second."

With that, Erina-san took out three red tubes with fuses from her `Item Box`.

For a second I thought it was dynamite, but I quickly realized it wasn't.

"Smoke fireworks...?"

"Yup! But these are the powerful kind they sell at the Dungeon Store. You’d probably get arrested if you used them in the city."

Erina-san smiled, lit the fireworks with a lighter, and tossed them around the corner.

Of course, arrows came flying, but none of them hit her hand, which was exposed for only an instant, or the fireworks rolling on the floor.

—*FWOOOSH!*

There was a sound like a fire extinguisher going off, and in an instant, the corridor was filled with gray smoke.

Masquerades are spiritual beings. Common sense would suggest that a physical smokescreen wouldn’t be effective, but...

Arrows came flying, embedding themselves in the hedgerow.

The effect was obvious. Fearing we would charge through the smoke, they were firing even more arrows than before.

"Just like the SDF intel said."

"Yup. Thank goodness for the SDF!"

This too was according to information we got at the store. It was probably part of the test, but preliminary information gathering was truly important.

Masquerades generally have higher mobility and attack power compared to normal `Wraiths`, but on the other hand, they have un-ghostly traits like having trouble passing through walls.

I didn’t know if it was due to the clothes they wore, but their scouting also seemed to rely on sound and sight.

"Their arrows don’t get replenished after they use them, right?"

"I think it takes a while, yeah."

"But if we wait for them to run out, another group might come from behind."

I glanced behind us. There were no enemies in sight right now, but another group could try to pincer us.

The smoke was starting to thin. This was our chance to attack.

After exchanging a nod with Erina-san, I kept low and lunged out, thrusting my left hand forward.

"Go...!"

The released wind gathered the thinning smoke and pushed it toward the enemy, forcibly thickening it again. Just as they were likely letting their guard down as the smoke cleared, their vision was once again obscured.

With their arrows stopped by the wind pressure and poor visibility, I charged. I could roughly see the enemy positions through the flow of mana.

I ignored the arrows they shot in an attempt to keep me at bay, brushing them aside with wind, and focused only on the crossbowmen.

The mana wavered. It’s coming...!

—*WHOOSH!*

Whether it was their luck or their skill, the spear-like bolt came straight for me.

Was it imbued with poltergeist energy? The bolt's speed was faster than before. Its power was likely amplified accordingly.

But since it was cloaked in mana, my eyes could see it clearly.

I met the approaching projectile, which was accompanied by a loud whistling sound, with a slash of my own. I cut it down with a reverse diagonal slash. And then, I was within my sword’s reach.

There was a pavise for each enemy. Four archers in the front row, two crossbowmen in the back.

Sweeping away the smoke, I swung my sword in a wide arc. I cut down two Masquerades in the front row, shields and all, and pushed deeper.

With the same momentum, I kicked the rightmost pavise to pieces, and a crossbowman leaped out from above. It seemed to have given up on loading another bolt, as it came at me swinging its weapon like a club.

But it was too slow. Dodging the crossbow as it came down on my head, I pierced the crimson cape with the tip of my sword.

Three left. The last crossbowman was backpedaling with all its might, trying to take aim at me.

Just as a shadow ran past my side, two rapiers closed in from the left and right. I blocked the slash from the right with my sword and twisted my body to evade the thrust from the left.

Without looking back, I stretched out my left arm, grabbed the collar of one Masquerade, and slammed it into the one on my right. With them overlapping, I cut them down together.

Two capes fluttered powerlessly to the ground. When I looked forward again, the crossbowman was in the process of collapsing.

A red cape spread out on the floor. Beside it stood a blonde girl holding a ninja sword.

"And that’s a clean cut!!"

It was Erina-san, who had turned invisible to get close. I could see her running past me just fine, but the Masquerades, despite being ghosts, seemed to rely on sight and didn’t notice her approach.

I readied my sword and watched the scattered red capes warily, but they all turned to salt. I collected the coins.

"Good work."

"Good work, Kyouta-chan!"

I handed her the coins and touched my earring.

"We’ve defeated all enemies that were past the corner."

‘Excellent. Now... it seems the enemy was positioned as if to guard what lies beyond...’

"Of course, we won’t be going any further."

"The store intel said ‘it’s a trap,’ after all."

‘Very good.’

It’s human nature to want to check a place that’s being guarded. To wonder if there’s some treasure there, something worth protecting.

However, as if to exploit that psychology, beyond the waiting Masquerades were vicious traps like ‘teleportation traps’ and ‘pitfalls.’

And to make it even more annoying, there was nothing waiting at the end for those who managed to get through them.

"Well then, we’ll be heading back soon."

‘Right. But don’t let your guard down until the very end, okay?’

"The excursion isn’t over until you get home!"

‘Exactly!’

"The way you say that already sounds like you’ve let your guard down..."

And with that, we teleported near the exit. We passed through the gate without incident and returned to the store.

"Welcome back. I’m glad to see you’re both safe."

The SDF officer at the reception greeted us with a smile. Unlike when we entered, not only his expression but also his eyes were gentle.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

We reported the pre-sale coin count, as well as the discovery and disarming of the trap, and then waited for the bus in front of the store.

We defeated 35 monsters. The research lab’s coin buyout came to about ‘1.2 million yen’ per person. I also gained a level, reaching LV: 22.

Without a doubt, it was a profitable dungeon exploration. In exchange, I was pretty tired.

"Kyouta-chan, I’m going to start training."

"Huh?"

As I was vaguely looking at the bus schedule, Erina-san made a fist and looked up at the sky with a determined ‘hmph.’

Even though the days were getting longer, the sky was already growing dark. In the distance, the red sun was setting.

"Training for what?"

"I realized it in this dungeon... If I can’t scout properly, I get bored."

"Maybe choose your words better, like ‘frustrated’?"

"My teeth hurt!"

"Should you see a dentist?"

"I brush my teeth every day."

"I see."

"I’m going to do my best! I have a plan! But my stealth will drop a little, so I’m worried from a ninja perspective...! I feel like my ninja power will decrease...!"

What the heck is ninja power?

Erina-san spouting nonsense was nothing new, so I decided to ignore that term, but if she was going to be ‘training,’ there was something I wanted to do too.

"In that case, could you help me out with something?"

"With what? Training?"

"Training, or rather, practice. It’s difficult to do alone."

I was currently trying to learn a technique that I might not even use in a dungeon.

It might be a waste of time. But when I thought about the ‘dragon,’ there was something I wanted to be able to do.

When I looked at Erina-san...

"Leave it to me, Kyouta-chan! Let’s train together!!"

Her eyes were sparkling brightly.

Please don’t. When you look at me with such pure eyes, I feel like disappearing for no reason...!

"Um..."

"The two of us will aim for the pinnacle of the ninja way! We’ve only just begun to climb this long and arduous ninja path!!"

"Yeah, I don’t care about the ninja stuff."

‘That makes three of us, then.’

"Oh, the telepathy was still connected."

‘Ouch, that kinda hurts! I’m here too, you know. Pay attention to me, you two.’

The pathetic voice of the hopeless college girl came through the earring.

"Excellent! Then the three of us will do ninja training!!"

‘Ah, but I don’t do outdoorsy stuff. You two do your best.’

"Then why did you join in...?"

‘Because I was lonely!!’

"I get that!!"

"...Well, I agree, but..."

‘Right! I knew you’d understand, Kyouta-kun! As a socially anxious loner introvert, I believed you would understand the pain of having two friends talk without including you!!’

"Was it really necessary to throw in all those insults?"

‘HAHAHA! Kyouta-kun, I can hear your fists clenching, it’s scary!’

"I’m making sure you can hear it."

"I know this one! It’s the application of ‘I’m aiming at you,’ right?"

‘That doesn’t make me happy at all!?’

We waited for the bus while having our stupid conversation.

With this, the practical side of the C-Rank promotion exam was complete. All that was left was to take the paperwork to the city hall and wait for the date of the written exam and interview to be held at the prefectural office.

I heard it could take a week, or even two weeks, after applying.

As I’d thought before, in modern society, brute force alone isn’t enough.
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No POV

Somewhere in Kanagawa Prefecture.

Inside a dungeon.

If one were to describe the place in a word, it would be an 'ancient castle.'

What must have once been smooth stone now formed the floor and walls.

What must have once been lavish tapestries now decorated the walls.

This castle must have once been magnificent. Now, however, it was a moldy ruin on the verge of collapse.

Fine cracks spiderwebbed across the floor and walls, with holes large enough to fit a finger in places. The cloths hanging on the walls were either torn or riddled with moth-eaten holes, their original patterns long lost to time.

Amidst the glow of the SDF-installed lights, a shadow moved forward, its footsteps echoing with a heavy *thud, thud*.

It had a smooth surface. A beastly mask fixed in a plastered-on smile. A form that seemed to be a mix of a quadruped and a human, or perhaps a beast just moments before transforming into a person.

It was clearly inhuman. If one had to describe it, it was... well...

It was a ceramic tanuki statue. Or rather, it was a golem from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, equipped with a Magi Battery.

Behind the tanuki golem, which held a shield resembling a woven straw hat, was the Walkers guild master, Yamashita Hiroshi. With him were his sister's friend and party member, Kiriko, and his childhood friend, Shougo.

Bringing up the rear was an alchemist on loan from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. It wasn't Ichiyanagi, who had accompanied them before, but a woman in her late thirties.

Artificial lights illuminated the group as they cautiously advanced through the dungeon.

But then, the SDF lighting fixtures, far sturdier than any civilian model, suddenly began to flicker violently.

It wasn't just one or two. More than ten lights were flashing on and off, centered on their position.

Faced with such a clear anomaly, everyone's vigilance heightened, but no one panicked.

"It's coming. Be careful."

At Yamashita's words, they all went back-to-back, scanning their surroundings.

As they tried to eliminate any blind spots, *it* came from above.

The lights abruptly died. The moment darkness took hold, a faintly glowing something crawled out from the ceiling.

A dimly shining skull. A skeletal body draped in rags, its arm slowly reaching for Shougo. Its fingertips steal the vitality of the living.

A ghost. A phantom. This monster, known by many names, was called one thing in a dungeon.

A *Wraith*.

An intangible soul of the dead that cannot be harmed by worldly weapons—

"Whoa, that's cold?!"

—Or something that just looked like one.

*THWACK!* Shougo, who had been touched on the helmet, reflexively slammed his axe into it.

The Wraith was sent flying from the impact, its skull cracking. Just as it seemed to stabilize in mid-air, it extended a bony arm and chanted a spell at Yamashita, who was in the lead.

"*Cackle-cackle-cackle...!*"

It was a curse. Anyone struck by this magic would suffer from reduced muscle strength for as long as the caster existed.

"Hah!"

"*Kagyaaaa?!*"

...though the effect was negligible.

In a single bound, Yamashita closed the distance, and with a swing of his iron mace, the Wraith was unceremoniously annihilated. A handful of salt fell to the floor, leaving behind a crude coin in its midst.

With the Wraith's destruction, the lights flickered back on. When that specter drew near, artificial lights would strangely cease to function, even without being broken. In a way, it made its approach easy to detect. And even in the dark, its faint glow meant you never lost sight of it.

Brushing off the clinging salt, Yamashita picked up the coin.

"You okay, Hiroshi?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. The curses these Wraiths use are pretty weak."

"Maybe so, but be careful. You've seen what happens to people killed by Wraiths plenty of times."

"...You're right."

A deep furrow naturally formed between Yamashita's brows.

He remembered the stampede in Chiba. So many people had been killed by these specters.

Awakened Persons were tough. Since the Day of Awakening, there had been very few cases of an Awakened Person falling ill to a physical disease.

This unusual resistance also seemed effective against curses and poisons. For an *Awakened Person*, a curse from a regular Wraith would result in little more than a slight feeling of lethargy.

For a non-Awakened, however, the result was tragic.

The loss of muscle strength would make it impossible to even stand, and soon the muscles needed for breathing and beating the heart would fail to work properly.

Once cursed, they'd be lucky to last an hour. The memory of the townspeople dying in agony made something sour rise in Yamashita's throat.

Shougo gave his nauseous friend a light pat on the back.

"Hey, hey, snap out of it. We're in a dungeon, remember?"

"...Says the one who brought it up."

Yamashita swatted away the hand that was now slapping his back good-naturedly, but his tail was swaying slowly from side to side.

The women watched this scene with smiles.

"Nice..."

"Indeed..."

Moved by the friendship between the cat-eared youth and the boisterous muscleman were Kiriko and the member of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, Ninomiya Atsuko.

She was accompanying the Walkers today in place of Ichiyanagi, who couldn't make it due to personal matters.

Incidentally, Ichiyanagi's "personal matters" involved attending a concert for his favorite underground idol. Despite his quest for a homunculus wife, it seemed he operated on a 'that's that, and this is this' mentality.

"Right. Are you two okay over there?"

"No problem here."

"Yes, I'm fine."

"Good to hear."

"Hey, you can be casual with Kiriko-chan, but use polite language with Ninomiya-san. She's older than you."

Yamashita, who elbowed Shougo in the ribs, failed to notice the momentary twitch on her cheek.

"Oh, right... Sorry about that, Ninomiya-san. I keep thinking you're our age."

Ninomiya responded with a smile to Shougo's slight bow.

"Not at all. Please don't worry about it."

While there was a bit of flattery involved, looking younger than one's actual age was a common trait among the Awakened. It was a side effect of improved hair and skin quality.

There were even some Awakened who claimed their long-standing baldness had been cured. The fact that a small bald spot was starting to form on Yamashita's head was proof of just how much stress he was under.

That aside, Kiriko sensed it was best not to dwell on the topic of age and turned her gaze behind them.

"Hey, are we going the right way?"

The being walking behind them did not respond vocally.

With a faint hum of a motor, the buggy-like vehicle moved. It was an unmanned machine, equipped with three pairs of rugged tires.

This was not a golem. It was a prototype cargo robot under development by the Self-Defense Force for small-unit operations within dungeons. Its name was Chabouzu.

It stood one meter high, was 1.2 meters wide, and 2.1 meters long, with a maximum payload of 110 kilograms.

It was programmed to follow the person walking in front of it via a sensor mounted on its front.

However, it was still in the prototype stage. It had numerous problems, such as the sensor's effective range being too short, causing it to lose track of the person ahead, and its underdeveloped AI getting it stuck on corners.

Kiriko's question wasn't directed at the cargo robot, but at the bizarre golem perched on top of it.

It had the form of a fox. But to simply call it a 'fox statue' would be an understatement.

Intricate carvings imitating white fur covered its entire body. Its head was that of a blindfolded fox, while its upper body was more humanoid.

Its ample chest, however, featured three pairs of breasts, and its forearms had a skeletal structure closer to that of a beast.

Its lower body was more fox-like compared to its torso, and three tails extended from its rear. Its bent hind legs looked just like a fox's at first glance, but if one imagined them straightened, they would seem a bit too long.

This golem, sitting on the back of the Chabouzu in a posture much like a dog's, was the new model created by the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

As usual, the design was handled by the vice-chairman. According to him, 'I actually held back on the number of breasts. I really wanted to go with four pairs, but I felt like my sanity would snap if I did.'

It was a secret that he had once again tried to craft the fur himself, only to be stopped by the other club members due to cost and durability concerns.

But I digress. This new golem, Denko, had no vocal functions.

Instead, purple text materialized on a mirror strapped to the Chabouzu.

*'Yes. A reaction from a similar model is 130 meters from here. Please proceed straight for 70 meters, then turn left.'*

The homunculus housed within it would respond with text like this. A closer look revealed that a tube, like an umbilical cord, connected the mirror to Denko.

"So? Pretty amazing, isn't it? Our technology."

Ninomiya, who had peered over from the side, smiled smugly.

—Radio waves don't work inside dungeons.

Wireless communication within the labyrinth was impossible, and sensors were only effective at extremely close ranges. To contact someone from a distance, one had to rely on some kind of skill. However, those with skills like Telepathy were rare.

As a result, parties that entered separately had to rely almost entirely on luck to meet up.

However, Denko was created as a solution to this problem.

"Homunculi created by the same person possess mana of the same quality. By amplifying and emitting it, the Denko units can detect each other's locations. We can't communicate yet, and the effective range is only about 300 meters, but eventually, we'll be able to talk freely inside dungeons."

"Wow."

Kiriko gave a noncommittal nod to Ninomiya's rapid-fire explanation. It was, after all, the third time she'd heard it.

Ignoring her reaction, Ninomiya continued.

"And once Denko can be miniaturized or walk on its own, a wider range of strategic operations will become possible. Then, humanity will use its numbers and wisdom to conquer the dungeons, and there will be no more casualties from stampedes!"

"Haha... You're incredibly passionate."

She whirled around to face the wryly smiling Yamashita with such speed it seemed her neck might have twisted a full 180 degrees.

Yamashita's tail jumped with a start. To be honest, the current Ninomiya was scarier than any Wraith.

"Of course I am! Do you have any idea... any idea how many lives have been lost to monsters...!"

Yamashita nodded with a solemn expression at Ninomiya's genuinely pained words.

"Yes..."

"Among them, there must have been 'Rose Couples'!!"

"Yes..."

Yamashita averted his gaze, his solemn expression unwavering.

Ninomiya Atsuko, 37, single. A woman with a history of failed matchmaking attempts, a result of having high standards for men while doing very little to improve herself. She had apparently reached the conclusion, 'If my ideal boyfriend doesn't exist, I'll just have to make one.'

She, too, was a proud member of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

"I usually content myself with admiring 2D roses, but I haven't given up on the possibility that real-life pairings between handsome men exist! What reason could there possibly be to let natural blossoms wither away needlessly, unlike their artificial counterparts?!"

"Right..."

"Frankly, I don't care about anything else! I will protect... *protect*... the Rose Couples... especially the ones between handsome men!!"

"Uh-huh..."

Yamashita and Shougo struggled to keep their inner thoughts from showing on their faces. Out of their line of sight, Kiriko was nodding deeply in agreement.

"Well... for now, let's resume our advance."

"Yes. With the experimental data from today, we will further improve Denko's performance. For the sake of protecting the roses by eradicating the dungeons, I shall work myself to the bone."

Sensing a slight disconnect in their conversation, Yamashita simply nodded with a vague smile.

He felt as if his Awakened body, supposed to be tough, was being ground down by something. Mostly his stomach lining and scalp.

As they started walking again, Ninomiya spoke as if she'd returned to her senses.

"But this Chabouzu, was it? It's impressive you were able to rent something like this."

"Ahaha... Well, we plan to cooperate with the SDF in the future. Through those connections, you see."

Ninomiya's gaze sharpened.

"I see... I trust you, but please, do not do anything like forcing an introduction between our club and the SDF. And passing on the equipment we've provided exclusively to you to them is strictly forbidden."

"Yes, of course. I promise you, we will never do such a thing."

"Good. If we were to get tied up with public servants, it would interfere with our homunculus production."

As Ninomiya smiled, Yamashita felt a cold sweat run down his back.

It was obvious that the Dungeon Agency and the SDF were intensely interested in the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. One could even say they had approached the Walkers with that as their main objective.

However, they had never pressured Yamashita to arrange a meeting. He'd been asked once by Director Akasaka of the Dungeon Agency to mediate, but after he declined, nothing more was said.

Yet, he also felt a sense of being slowly cornered, as if a silken cord was tightening around his neck. Unable to bind the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, they were likely planning to put a collar on him instead.

The power balance between the Walkers and the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club hadn't changed, even with his guild's rapid growth. If the club decided to cut ties, that would be the end of it. What would happen to the collar placed on him then?

Caught between a government organization and a band of perverts, Yamashita was on the verge of tears.

...And to make matters worse, the Dungeon Agency was probing him about things other than the club.

The *Invisible Ninjas*.

The mysterious party that had once saved Yamashita's group in a dungeon. Director Akasaka was extremely interested in the name they had used.

But Yamashita had little to say on that matter either.

Partly because he simply didn't know much... but he also remembered the warning he had received from that mysterious voice at the time: *'Do not pry.'*

He doubted that ridiculous name was their actual organization's name, but it was still possible that a secret society of highly skilled Awakened really existed.

With that in mind, Yamashita kept his mouth shut—half out of gratitude for being saved, and half out of fear of retribution.

He had no way of knowing that the self-proclaimed ninja who had said those words had only done so because, 'It sounds cooler that way!'

*'Turn left, soon.'*

"It says to turn left next."

"Got it."

Yamashita nodded at Kiriko, who had read the text displayed by Denko.

And, just ahead, where they were instructed to go...

"Brother!"

There, accompanied by another Denko unit, was Yamashita's sister, Akemi, and her temporary party, waving at them.

The experiment was a success. Behind Yamashita, who waved back at his sister, Ninomiya powerfully pumped her fist.

"Hehe... hehehehe! With this, we're another step closer to our ambition...! By increasing the demand for homunculi, we advance 'that plan'...!"

Kiriko, who overheard the murmur, tilted her head.

"'That plan'?"

"...The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club was formed by people gathered for the sake of their 'ideal homunculus wife' or 'husband.' Naturally, I have a wish of my own."

Ninomiya turned to Kiriko with a cheerful smile. If Yamashita had turned around at that moment, he might have noticed the faint beads of cold sweat on her brow.

But he didn't. To conceal the club's 'true plan,' Ninomiya told Kiriko a different truth.

"To create two handsome German homunculus husbands, have them get all lovey-dovey, and then sandwich myself between them. That, you see, is my ideal. Don't you think it's wonderful?"

"What the hell did you just say...?"

Kiriko snapped.
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			After school, I went home once before walking toward the bus stop near my high school.

I could hear voices from the sports ground, likely students practicing and preparing for the upcoming sports festival, as I glanced down at the Boston bag in my hand.

During lunch, Ooyama-san had told me to come to her workshop... her house. The topic was 'about Byakuren's armor,' so I'd brought his dedicated body from home.

I pulled out my smartphone from my pocket and compared it with the bus schedule. I probably could have taken my time getting here.

Just as I thought that, the bus arrived. It seemed to be running a little early today.

I tapped my IC card as I boarded and took a window seat. Since there were no other passengers, I placed my bag on the seat next to me.

Casually scrolling through my phone, I saw that all sorts of things were happening in the world.

Political scandals and celebrity gossip were the kinds of topics you'd see even before the Day of Awakening.

Then there were topics you'd only hear about after the Day of Awakening, like lawsuits filed by Awakened rights groups and support for residents evacuated from dungeon-spawning areas.

It's only natural, but the world is always turning in places I don't see.

Among the articles, one headline caught my eye.

'Matango Dungeons Finally Facing Depletion...?'

The partial deregulation of drop item sales had led to a sharp increase in demand for dungeons. As a result, adventurers seeking 'an easy and safe way to earn money' had flocked to the various Matango dungeons, known to house the weakest monsters.

This created massive queues unseen in other dungeons, and I'd heard it often took over thirty minutes just to get into the store.

And even after that long wait, the Matangos were hunted down the instant they appeared, so you might wander the dungeon for two hours and only encounter two or three.

Apparently, people with a certain level of ambition or talent quickly moved on to other dungeons, but the number of people going to the Matango dungeons didn't decrease much.

Their reasoning was, 'Monsters other than Matango are scary.' I could understand the sentiment, but I wondered about the earnings...

At that point, it seemed like you'd make more money with a normal part-time job. Or were they after experience points? Even so, it seemed a bit much.

In any case, droves of people had been flocking to the Matango dungeons day after day.

As a result, it seems that the other day, not a single Matango was found in the dungeon for the entire day.

If you keep defeating monsters, they might eventually disappear... maybe.

It was undoubtedly good news. It was still just a possibility, and the Matangos might respawn eventually... but it offered hope for a future where we could live our daily lives without monsters.

But the sad reality of the 'adventurer' profession is that we can't just rejoice.

Monsters are our livelihood, and at the same time, they are 'necessary for leveling up.'

I've heard rumors that you can gain experience through 'meditation' or 'standing under waterfalls,' but the efficiency is said to be poor.

If the monsters disappeared, what would happen to Japan in the future?

If that happened to even the publicly accessible 'C-Rank and below' dungeons, a large number of Awakened would be out of work. Some people have quit school or their jobs to focus on being adventurers.

In that case, I could only think of about three paths left for 'former adventurers.'

First: get a normal job.

Study and get qualifications, or find a job where you can utilize your skills in some way. In any case, this would be the most proper path.

Second: find a job as a mercenary or bodyguard.

Even now, quite a few Awakened become bodyguards or security personnel. I've heard that some Awakened who go abroad become exclusive guards for the wealthy. ...Though there are also rumors of cases where they're treated like lab animals.

Third: ...I'm very hesitant to call this a 'path,' but the path of becoming a criminal.

Even as a young man who has never been out in the world, I know that there's a limit to the 'pie' you can get in life. That doesn't change for people, companies, or countries.

And I don't think a proper path will be left for every former adventurer. In that case, the end of the line is organized crime or terrorist organizations. Or shady part-time jobs and so on... In any case, nothing good would come of it.

If possible, I'd like to avoid that path at all costs. I want to go down the first or second path.

In that case... it seems what I need to do won't change. Go to school and study, while also leveling up in dungeons for now. That would be the safe bet.

Academic background is important for getting into college and finding a job, and if I were to become a bodyguard, it's better to be strong.

Of course, this is all counting my chickens before they hatch. It's not like all future dungeons will be as easily depleted as the Matango ones.

First, there's the possibility that they aren't depleted at all, but that the rate of hunting simply surpasses their reproduction rate. And I mustn't forget that other monsters aren't as weak as Matangos.

Take the Zombie Kobolds, which are the same rank as Matangos. Most people would probably flinch at fighting the one from the practical part of the adventurer exam. I myself made the mistake of hitting the ceiling with the tip of my sword because I was so nervous at first.

If you level up enough, you can probably overwhelm most monsters, but leveling up itself is likely to become a scramble for easy prey. Conversely, hard-to-defeat monsters will probably be left over in excess.

If the dungeons aren't going to be depleted anytime soon, it seems what I have to do won't change in that case either. I'll go to school and dungeons, and gain all sorts of experience.

...And yeah, saving money is important too.

Right now, my bank account has an amount of money that's unthinkable for a high school student. When I consulted my dad about taxes, he stared into space like a confused cat.

I get a large reward from the research lab, but a significant amount is taken for taxes. The Dungeon Law apparently makes it a bit better, but the amount of money coming in and going out is so large that my sense of it is getting numb.

The things I want to buy are basically game consoles, manga, and maybe some in-game purchases for social games. My dad's company hasn't gone under yet, either. For now, I have some leeway.

But you never know what the future holds. I need to be careful not to make any big purchases on a whim.

For now, I guess the best use for it is on disaster preparedness and 'anti-dungeon' measures...

* * *

The bus arrived at its destination, and I paid the fare with my IC card before stepping onto the sidewalk.

A familiar, energetic voice greeted me.

"Kyouta-chan! Over here, over here!"

Erina-san waved her hand like an overjoyed dog's tail. I gave her a small wave back and hurried over, bag in hand.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. And sorry for making you come out to meet me."

"It's fine, it's fine! You've only been to Shī-chan's place once, right?"

Even though the 'Nucleus' has increased my thought speed, my memory is still the same. I've never been particularly good at remembering directions, so I'm grateful she came to get me.

"Alright, let's go, Kyouta-chan! Shī-chan's waiting!"

"Eh, wai—"

My ears grew hot as Erina-san grabbed my hand and started pulling me along.

It wasn't through a gauntlet, but direct, skin-to-skin contact. The soft, small palm of a girl in mine made my face turn red, and I knew it.

"Hm? What's wrong? You don't like holding hands?"

"I-It's not that I don't... like it..."

"Really? Then it's fine! Let's gooo!"

"Y-Yeah..."

"...Why the formal language?"

"...Just felt like it."

It was a poor excuse, even to my own ears, but Erina-san just said, "I see!"

Her pace didn't change, nor did the warmth and softness of her hand in my right.

Are my hands sweaty? I hope she's not uncomfortable. I hope she doesn't think it's gross.

All sorts of thoughts swirled in my head, but the one option that never came up was letting go of her hand.

...N-No! It would be rude to pull away! That's all it is!

"We're here, Kyouta-chan! ...Your face is red. Are you feeling sick?"

"...Physically, I'm perfectly fine, so don't worry."

"That's what people who aren't fine say!"

"No, I'm seriously fine. Please don't worry about it, Erina-senpai."

"We're the same age and in the same grade!"

What is this feeling of defeat?

"...What are you two making a racket about?"

Was it a helping hand, or a spider's thread lowered into hell?

As the door opened to reveal Ooyama-san looking at us with an exasperated expression, I quickly straightened my posture.

"Pardon me. Sorry to have kept you waiting, Ooyama-san."

*Get a grip, Yagawa Kyouta! This is work. From here on, it's all business.*

If I forced myself to think that way, I could speak normally. If I let my guard down now, my emotions would be destroyed by this automatic-maiden-misunderstanding-machine, ERINA-san!!

"...Whatever, it's fine. But before you come in, my old man and the employees are here today. So don't mess around too much. It's seriously dangerous."

"Understood."

"Okay!"

Ooyama-san, leaning against the door, crossed her arms under her chest and glared at us.

She's still so small, yet so big. In terms of 'centimeters,' Erina-san is overwhelmingly larger, but the ratio to her height is just incredible.

I can't. If I start thinking about things like that, my work mode might shut down.

The more I sober up, the more my brain feels like it's short-circuiting in a space with a blonde, busty beauty and a short, busty high school girl.

Big boobs to my right, big boobs to my left. Wait, could it be that the greatest benefit of my Awakening has been the people I've met?

Even with the sounds of the factory at work, my own heart started pounding with a volume that could rival it.

Damn it, calm down, my heart! You have a skill called 'Sage's Nucleus,' so act like a sage!!

—*It's impossible! It's a busty beauty plus another busty beauty! That's ten times the power! Ten times!!*

...What am I even saying? First of all, ten times what?

"Hey, Yagawa. You can make all the faces you want, but if you screw around in the factory, I'll shave off every hair on your body."

"Ah, yes."

"Shaving hair... a monk... but Kyouta-chan's not a monk... which means he's a ninja!?"

"Erina. If you mess around in here, I'm spanking you."

"Okay!"

Wait, why is my treatment different from Erina-san's?

As I regained a bit of my composure, I followed Ooyama-san into the factory.
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			Just as Ooyama-san had said, the factory was bustling with activity.

Some people were welding what looked like iron pipes to some mysterious metal. The sparks were intense.

Over there, they were using a file... was that right? They were pressing metal against a moving belt-like machine to polish it.

"Walk along the wall. It's dangerous."

"Ah, okay."

"Right-o!"

I stopped looking around the factory and focused on following Ooyama-san. When I occasionally made eye contact with a factory worker and gave a small nod, they would nod back.

When we arrived at her workspace, which I had been to before, Ooyama-san turned to me and glanced at the bag in my hand.

"Is that the 'Byakuren' you mentioned?"

"Ah, yes. I'll assemble it now."

I placed the Boston bag on the floor and began to take out Byakuren, which was separated into its torso and limbs.

The bag was described as extra-large, so it was convenient to be able to fit everything in one.

"...How can you carry such a heavy load with one hand?"

"I think anyone could, once their level is high enough."

I answered Ooyama-san while assembling the golem, then poured my mana into it to make it stand on its own.

Byakuren stood upright in standby mode, and I had to admit, it was a pretty good piece of work.

Overall, it resembled a werewolf from a tokusatsu show. I'd made parts of it look like a mecha or a figurine, and painted it black and navy blue. The mask over its mouth and its glass twin eyes gave it a robot anime vibe.

Erina-san said it looked like a ninja, but I was going to put it in knight's armor. I wouldn't budge on that.

"...The details are different, but the overall structure is the same as Mokuren's. I have the data you sent beforehand, so I should just need to make a few adjustments to the one I've already made."

"Thank you very much."

"So. Since you were willing to accept 'something I made' as a condition for the exchange with Mokuren instead of an existing item, you're going to use your hair and nails as materials for this guy's armor too, right?"

"Yes. Please."

Most of the requests that production skill users like Ooyama-san receive are for 'weapons.'

Apparently, you don't get much experience for defeating monsters with existing weapons, but it's a different story with mana-infused ones. That's why dungeon-sourced metals are often brought to her.

But armor is different. Normally, people don't fight with shields or gauntlets as their main weapon. Only those with that type of Arcane Gear commission craftsmen.

Above all, it's cheaper and, 'with some exceptions,' sturdier to use an existing bulletproof vest than to mix in dungeon-sourced metals.

So, why would someone like me go out of their way to order armor from a production skill user? It's either 'to grant it a skill' or 'to ensure it doesn't interfere with the wearer's skills.'

In Byakuren's case, it's both.

"Alright. I'm going to cut your nails, so give me your hand."

"Huh? No, I'll cut them myself... If you need them now, I can go buy some clippers at the convenience store over there."

"Shut up. It's better if I do it to make sure I collect all the material."

"Oh, come on..."

Ooyama-san's eyes were dead serious. Why was she so obsessed with my nails?

"You don't understand your own value. Listen up, Yagawa. You're a walking gold mine. Or maybe a silver mine."

"Could you at least compare me to a living thing, like a goose that lays golden eggs...?"

"You're a gold mine that won't run out until you die of old age."

"Are you listening?"

"Sit."

"Yes, ma'am..."

It didn't seem like arguing would get me anywhere, so I sat down in the chair she pointed to.

Come to think of it, the person who would usually step in around now was nowhere to be seen.

"Um, where is Busujima-san today?"

"Ā-chan's at cram school today!"

"Ah, I see."

There was no salvation, it seemed.

While I was thinking that, Ooyama-san brought a desk and chair in front of me.

"Okay, I'm going to cut them, so don't move a muscle."

"...I really should do it myself, right here."

"Silence. I won't waste even a single millimeter."

"Yes, ma'am..."

Seriously, your eyes are scary!

Resigning myself to my fate, I offered my right hand. Ooyama-san grabbed my wrist and guided it over a brand-new ashtray.

Then, she touched my fingers.

Contrary to her blunt way of speaking, her touch was exceptionally gentle. She supported my fingers as if she were handling something fragile.

Her fingertips were a little harder than Erina-san's, but I could still feel her warmth...

"Hey."

"Y-Yes?"

"Stop shaking. I can't cut them."

"S-Sorry...!"

Thinking about it calmly, having my nails cut by a girl my age... or rather, any non-relative of the opposite sex, is so embarrassing!

The mask of my work mode shattered, and my ears burned with shame.

My fingers started trembling like an alcoholic I'd once seen on TV, and Ooyama-san clicked her tongue.

"I-I'm so sorry!!"

"No problem at all!"

Why was Erina-san answering?

"This is annoying. If this is how it's gonna be, I'll use force."

"Huh?"

Wait, you're not going to rip my nails off completely or nail my palm to the desk, are you?! Even if they regenerate, I still feel pain, you know!

I reflexively tried to pull my arm back, but my Spirit Eye caught her movement, and I froze.

—*Squish...*

"Alright, I can cut them like this."

My... arm... was... pinned... in her armpit.

Just as I thought she had turned her back to me, Ooyama-san had clamped my right forearm in her armpit. The plan, it seemed, was to hold my fingers with that hand and cut my nails with her free left hand.

Which meant that the side of her large, despite her short stature, breasts—her sideboob—was pressed firmly against my arm.

*Soooo soft?! Ah, but there's a nice firmness too...*

Wait, what is she doing?!

"Erina. You're not busy, are you? Hold Yagawa's shoulders down."

"Aye, aye, sir!"

And with that, instead of stopping her friend's bizarre behavior, Erina-san joined in. She firmly gripped my shoulders from behind.

Because I was sitting, her huge chest was now at a distance where it was almost touching the back of my head!

"Customer, your shoulders are... not stiff at all! Do you do stretches, Kyouta-chan?"

"N-No, not particularly... That's not the point, what are you—?!"

"That's great, Kyouta-chan! Flexibility is essential for a ninja!"

"I'm not a ninja. A-And more importantly! You two are too close! Especially you, Ooyama-san!"

"I'm just putting my hands on your shoulders!"

"Don't shout in my ear, it's annoying."

"And O-Ooyama-san, your... your chest is touching me...!"

"Huh? ...Oh. Don't worry about it. I don't mind."

"But I do!!"

I could feel the tips of the hair on the back of my head slightly brushing against Erina-san's chest. Of course, I couldn't feel anything from that alone, but just the *presence* of it being so close was making my brain go haywire.

And then there was the even greater impact of Ooyama-san's sideboob. Since my arm was held firmly, I could feel it pressed against me quite clearly.

Ah, this is not good! This is not good, ladies! Please, value yourselves more!

By the way, we are currently not accepting questions such as, 'Can't you break free from them?' Due to various circumstances, it is impossible for me to move. Please understand that standing up from this chair is out of the question.

Even as I composed a bizarre response in my mind, reality remained unchanged. With a series of *snips* and *snaps*, my nails were being cut.

And I was sandwiched between the sensation and presence of breasts. This was the most important thing. Was there any information more important than this? No, there was not.

"...Your nails are as tough as the rest of you. Even with these special clippers, it takes a lot of force. How do you usually cut them?"

"Y-Yesh... um, with commercially available clippers infused with wind, by force..."

"I bet you've broken a few pairs of clippers, haven't you? And just as I thought. With a method like that, I doubt you're collecting all the nail clippings properly."

"I'm sorry."

I didn't even know what I was saying. My brain's resources were focused on the back of my head and my right forearm.

"Shī-chan, your ears are red. Are you okay?"

"...I'm fine, so shut up."

"Okay."

So Ooyama-san is embarrassed too? Then let's just stop this!

Can't you hear it?! The sound of my reason being ground down by an electric sander!!

Of course you can't! It's all in my head!!

"Alright. Right hand is done. Left hand next."

"...Yesh."

I covered my face with my freed right hand and offered my left, leaning forward slightly.

The pleasant scent of shampoo wafted from Ooyama-san's head, which was now a little closer.

...If it comes to it, I'll punch myself in the jaw. That's the only solution I can think of.

If I deployed my Arcane Gear, a blow from my gauntlet should be enough to knock out even my ridiculously sturdy body in one hit. There's no armor on my jaw.

To avoid social death, I secretly resolved myself to self-harm.

...No, that's probably impossible, isn't it? A full-swing punch to myself is just too scary.

"I'm bored, so I'll give you a shoulder massage. Not that you need it."

"Mmph... Erina, don't shake Yagawa."

"Sorry!"

Was this heaven or hell? Considering the part where I was being kept alive but tortured, it was probably just barely hell.

But it was the kind of hell that would make you want to come back even after being released, so maybe it was a subspecies of an antlion pit.

*Stop...! At this rate, I'm going to fall for Ooyama-san...!*

* * *

Finally, the nail-clipping of my left hand seemed to be over. With both hands freed, I covered my face and doubled over.

Partly, I wanted to hide my bright red face from the shame, but due to a certain physiological phenomenon, I couldn't straighten my back right now.

"Yagawa. Your toenails too."

"Anything but that... I'm begging you, please spare me just that...!"

If I had to go through that ordeal one more time, I was sure something irreversible would happen.

In my mind, a devil was saying, '*Go on, let her do it☆*,' and an angel was saying, '*Be fruitful and multiply☆*,' but my reason is made of orichalcum!

...Wait, the angel is an enemy too?!

"...Fine. But if they get too long, tell me."

"Um... I'll cut them myself, so could I buy those special clippers from you, Ooyama-san?"

"No. I'll cut your nails. And I'll preserve them. I'll even pay you a reward when I use them as materials. You can pay me back when you're successful."

"Just... do whatever you want...!"

Somehow, I managed to hold back from saying that this was reward enough, as it would probably count as sexual harassment.

"Kyouta-chan."

Erina-san, who had been gripping my shoulders and radiating the presence of her chest from point-blank range, came around to my side.

Through the gaps in my fingers, I looked at her.

"Right now, Kyouta-chan, you look like a sexy kunoichi captured by the enemy!"

"Shut up...!"

What are you giving me a thumbs-up for? For a second, I seriously considered cracking your head open.

But I couldn't. Damn, she's still so pretty...!

"Also, Shī-chan's mom has been standing there the whole time. I wonder what's up."

" "

For a moment, the whites of my eyes showed, but I forced my pupils back into place with sheer willpower. I had to face reality.

At Erina-san's comment, a woman in her forties walked in with a tray, smiling wryly.

"Oh, sorry about that. Your father told me to 'go see if they're doing anything weird,' so I came to bring you some snacks."

"What are you talking about, Dad...?"

Ooyama-san shot a glare somewhere in the factory.

*I think you were doing something weird. Mostly you.*

"It's been a while, Erina-chan. And you must be the famous Yagawa-kun?"

"It's been a while, Mama-san!!"

"H-Hello..."

Next to the energetically greeting Erina-san, I slowly stood up and bowed my head.

...Alright. My son seems to have read the room.

That aside, what did she mean by 'famous'?

"I'll leave the tea and snacks here, so make yourselves at home. My, my, Shizuku, you really are bold. And Erina-chan, I heard you went to an all-girls school until junior high? You shouldn't tease boys too much, okay?"

"Wha? I'm not teasing Kyouta-chan!"

"I only did what was necessary."

"Ah..."

Ooyama-san's mother was looking at me with pity in her eyes.

*You understand, don't you?*

"Well, do your best, okay? Getting pregnant as a student is tough. A friend of mine back in the day went through that..."

"Mom?!"

" "

*No, you don't understand at all, do you?*

Ignoring me, who had frozen solid, Ooyama-san, now blushing, pushed her mother's back and tried to usher her out of the workspace.

"Don't say such weird things. It's not like that between me and Yagawa! I don't know about Erina, but he's... him, so it's probably not that either."

"'Him.' Right, a ninja!"

"Be quiet."

"*Whimper...*"

Even though she was pushing her, she wasn't using much force, and her mother just smiled wryly.

"Yes, yes. I'll leave you young ones to it. I'll just tell your father something vague."

"Shut up! Thanks for the tea and snacks, but don't say anything else unnecessary!"

"Well then, enjoy yourselves~"

After seeing her mother out from behind the curtain, Ooyama-san was breathing heavily.

"Really... what is she even saying...?"

"But Shī-chan."

"What is it?"

"You're aware that you were doing something pretty bold, aren't you? Your face was red."

"...!"

Wow. She's as red as her hair.

When she does that, it makes my face get hot again.

"...Sit down, Yagawa. I'll comb your hair."

"Y-Yes..."

With her glaring at me with slightly teary eyes, I couldn't argue and sat back down.

"Erina. The armor is where your shuriken were the other day. Go get it."

"Okay!"

After Erina-san walked off, Ooyama-san moved behind me and started running a comb through my hair.

"...It's annoyingly silky."

"Th-Thanks...?"

Having my hair combed by someone of the opposite sex... it had been a long time, probably since my mother did it when I was young.

I remembered that lately, my whole body had become so tough that when I went to the barber the other day, they couldn't cut my hair.

In the end, I used my Arcane Gear's knife to cut it myself.

"...It's messy all over. I bet you cut it yourself, didn't you?"

"You can tell? I did save it to be used as material later, but..."

"Yeah. Even I can tell that much. No matter how uncharming I am."

"...?"

Uncharming? Who? Could it be, from the context, that she was talking about herself?

"Sorry about earlier. It probably wasn't a very pleasant experience for you."

"No, it felt goo—I mean, it's nothing."

Oops. I almost made a sexually harassing comment.

"...Well, I know I'm on the bigger side. But I'm rough around the edges, and I know I'm not the type to be popular. I'm not dazzling like Erina, or graceful like Aika."

"No, I think that's just a difference in type... I think you're a very attractive woman, Ooyama-san."

Somehow managing to get back into work mode, I told her my honest opinion.

"And I think you should stop putting yourself down like that, you'll make a lot of enemies. Most of the girls in our class would come after you with cleavers."

"What kind of existence are girls in your mind?"

"...Demons?"

Okay, cleavers might have been an exaggeration, but... they just give off a bloodthirsty vibe.

Among guys, the nail that sticks out gets hammered down, and there's insidious bullying, but with girls, it's even more vicious... or something like that.

It might be a stereotype, but that's what I personally think.

"Well... if you, with your discerning eye, say so, I might just believe you."

"...It's true that my eye has become more discerning lately. But for you to say that, Ooyama-san..."

Erina-san, Aira-san, Miyoshi-san, Busujima-san, and Ooyama-san.

The women I've met recently have been ridiculously attractive. They say Awakened are often beautiful, but this is enough to skew my standards.

And when I watch TV, I see elf beauties on Aira-san's level here and there, so Japan is pretty amazing right now.

...Could Ooyama-san's low self-esteem be because of that?

"Are you hitting on me?"

"N-No!"

"I know. We haven't known each other long, but you don't have the guts for that."

"...Yeah."

It was true, but it was still a little sad to have it stated so bluntly.

With the slow, rhythmic feel of the comb, my eyelids started to get heavy.

"Hey, Yagawa."

"Yeah...?"

"What do you think of Aika?"

"Huh?"

Why suddenly bring up Busujima-san? Did I miss something because I was drowsy?

I couldn't see Ooyama-san's expression behind me, but her voice was quiet, yet strangely serious.

"I know you're not afraid of her. Well, you seem wary of girls as a category, but you don't see her as an individual that way, do you?"

"Well, I guess... yes."

"Keep it that way."

"...Okay."

I couldn't quite get it. What was she trying to say?

"Her family is afraid of her."

And then she just dropped that bombshell.

"When she became an Awakened and they learned about her curse powers, Aika's family started calling her a monster. From a non-Awakened's perspective, a curse is a terrifying magic."

"...I guess that might be true."

I'd heard a rumor that a curse that would only make an Awakened feel a little heavy could be fatal to a non-Awakened.

I thought she was just a chuunibyou, but if her family was involved... maybe she was a chuunibyou with a reason.

"Even now, she keeps her distance from her family. They live in the same house, but they barely even see each other."

"...Wouldn't that just make them more suspicious of each other?"

"Maybe."

A scornful laugh came from behind me.

"She's not the type to hurt people without a reason. But they're making up their own reasons and getting scared on their own. They're a real nuisance."

"...But I can understand how they feel, just a little."

"...Maybe."

If I were a non-Awakened, I might have been afraid of Busujima-san too.

The only reason I could hold these negative feelings towards her family was because I knew I was safe.

My body couldn't be killed by her curse, so I could calmly judge her based on her personality... I think.

"Anyway, that's all. She's clumsy in her own way, so just keep treating her like you always do."

"...I thought you didn't like sob stories?"

"Shut up."

She poked the top of my head with the comb. It didn't hurt, but it tickled.

"Sorry for the wait! I brought it!"

"Thanks. Appreciate it."

After the energetically returning Erina-san joined us, we discussed the armor for Byakuren and then parted ways for the day.

As I walked to the bus stop with the self-proclaimed ninja, I reflected a little on the day's events.

The Matango dungeon might have been depleted. The feeling of breasts pressed against me. The feeling of breasts right behind my head. The fact that Erina-san came from an all-girls school. The fact that Busujima-san was a chuunibyou with a reason. The feeling of breasts pressed against my forearm. The feeling of breasts that were almost touching the hair on the back of my head. The fact that Ooyama-san underestimated her own face and breasts. Breasts are soft.

...Yeah.

It felt like the memory of breasts was pushing out all other memories. A soft yet pleasantly firm resistance. That was one sensation I would never forget.

"What's wrong, Kyouta-chan? Staring up at the sky."

"Oh, just a little mental conditioning."

"?"

Worldly desires are dangerous. That thought was renewed in my mind.

I kind of wish they'd ring the New Year's Eve bell for me right now. But I have a feeling that wouldn't work.

In the first place, I can't believe humans only have 108 desires. There have to be at least 530,000.
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			*"I'm sho lonely..."*

That evening, shortly after I got back from leaving Byakuren at Ooyama-san's place.

A Telepathy call came in from Aira-san, and when I answered, that was the first thing I heard.

"...What's wrong?"

*"How could you, Kyouta-kun? You and Erina-kun, the two of you have been all 'Ā-chan' this and 'Shī-chan' that lately. Who's more important to you, me or your school friends?!"*

"What's with the troublesome girlfriend routine?"

*"I've actually wanted to try saying that for a while."*

"Is that so. Well then—"

*"Wait, wait, wait!"*

Just as I was about to take off the earring, Aira-san continued.

*"In all seriousness, haven't you been spending less time chatting with me? Have you and Erina-kun forgotten about my existence?"*

"I haven't forgotten. Besides, you were just navigating for us during our dungeon exploration the other day."

*"Nuh, uh, uh!"*

"Excuse me, were you just trying to do the finger-wag thing?"

If so, wasn't that a little terrible? Did she lose the muscles in her tongue?

*"Good grief. You truly are a pitiful creature. You're at the level to compete in the national tournament to decide this century's most pitiful creature."*

"A tournament like that doesn't exist."

*"Listen to me. Listen closely."*

For some reason, I had a feeling Aira-san was making a smug face on the other end of the line.

*"I... want to drink alcohol and play games while asserting my dominance over someone younger!!"*

"Congratulations. You've won the national tournament."

What a pathetic reason.

"Alright, fine. Let's play some online games tonight."

*"Thank you, Kyouta-kun... Unlike Erina-kun, you're so kind...!"*

"...? Did Erina-san refuse?"

That's rare. I'd have thought she would have accepted in a heartbeat.

*"No. She's on the phone with this Shī-chan right now, so I haven't had a chance to ask her. If I were to join a conversation between high school girls, I would turn to ash in the next instant."*

"You pitiful creature..."

Why is this person's mental fortitude as fragile as her physical body?

* * *

The next day.

"I heard my dear senpai was lonely! So I've come to the 'Awakened Training Ground'!"

"Why...?"

Two beautiful women in jerseys. But their expressions were a study in contrasts.

One was bursting with energy. The other had the face of 'someone who found an oasis in the desert only to realize it was a mirage.'

"This is strange. Erina-kun told me we were 'going for some delicious tea'..."

"That's the same way they trick toddlers into getting vaccinations."

"Tea tastes even better after some exercise, Senpai!!"

Erina-san declared with a smug look, her hands on her hips.

It was a textbook line for a sports lover. Something incomprehensible to indoor types like us.

"Besides, you said you'd join our training the other day, didn't you, Senpai?"

"Well, yes, but through a screen. You know, I want to be the one giving intellectual and cool advice."

"Weren't you drinking and cackling last night while trapping people in aerial combos in a fighting game? 'Cool' is impossible for you now, absolutely."

"It's called gap moe, you see!"

"You're only tough when it comes to things like that. Mentally."

"Hey, what's this, I didn't hear about this. Did you leave me out?! Senpai! Kyouta-chan!"

"Hmph! It's your fault for fawning over that Shī-chan, Erina-kun! Don't get the wrong idea!"

"So annoying."

"Could it be, Senpai... that you wanted to become friends with Shī-chan!?"

"No, that's not it."

"Leave it to me, Senpai! I'll invite Ā-chan and Shī-chan over next time! Let's all hang out together!!"

"Wow. I didn't know a person could look that despairing."

Well, we can leave the dead-eyed, despairing Aira-san for now. I took out the frisbees I'd bought in bulk from the 100-yen store from my backpack.

"Erina-san, you're going to help me with my training first... right?"

"You bet! First, we need to level up your Wind Style!!"

"It's not Wind Style."

"What... did you say...!?"

"For now, can you handle this, Erina-san?"

"Leave it to me!!"

As I handed her the frisbee, Aira-san laid out a sheet she had brought from somewhere in a corner.

You're being way too free, considering there are no other users here.

"Well then, I shall be the advisor here. Do your best."

"What are you talking about, Senpai?"

"Huh?"

"Senpai, you're going to build up your stamina on that exercise bike!!"

"Wh-What did you say?!"

"Is that really so surprising?"

"Erina-kun... Are you telling me... to die?!"

"How did you interpret it that way?"

"Senpai... it is on the brink of death that growth can be found!"

"Are you serious?"

"Let's set it to a light load today and have you try for about ten... no, five minutes, and see how it goes!!"

"That's super light."

"This is... how I die...!"

"I'm more surprised you've survived this long."

"So you stand in my way... exercise bike! Hyaaa—!!"

While the pathetically weak college student was making some strange threatening noises at a slightly old exercise bike, I kicked the floor with the tip of my toe to check the feel of my gym shoes.

Then, I looked up at the ceiling.

This gymnasium, rented out as a training ground, was surprisingly large for the town's population. I wondered if it was part of some public works project I'd heard about, or if they had envisioned a sport that required this much space when it was built.

In any case, bigger is better. Here, I could practice *that*.

After some light stretching, I looked at Erina-san.

"Let's begin."

"Okay! I'll be coming at you fast!!"

She was holding a frisbee in each hand in a strange stance, but I trusted her skill.

I took one deep breath. I already had the basics down, but what I was aiming for was beyond that.

It was a technique I probably wouldn't use much in dungeons, and it would be best if I never needed it... but being prepared gave me peace of mind.

I began my training.

—Incidentally, later on, a cocky Aira-san would say things like,

*'This is my power now that I'm an Awakened...! I can do this, I can do this!'*

...before cranking up the resistance on her own and self-destructing, but that's a story for another time.

And the fact that I got flustered by two busty, beautiful women exercising is also another story.

* * *

The next day. Less than a week before the sports festival.

We had come to a certain dungeon.

It was a place I'd never been before. But it was also a dungeon with which I had a *history*.

*'Are you two ready?'*

"Yes."

"You bet your boots!"

In the gate room, we completed our final checks.

Arcane Gear, check. Luggage, check. Condition, check.

Erina-san and I nodded to each other, and after she placed her hand on my shoulder, we stepped into the white door.

The sensation of the ground disappearing beneath my feet was replaced by the feel of a stone floor. The place we landed was illuminated by torches mounted on the walls.

The stone floor and walls were a common enough dungeon interior, but the torches were a rare sight.

The SDF's lights would be destroyed by monsters if they tried to set them up, so instead, the monsters themselves maintained the torches.

It was probably because they lacked night vision, but having a light source was a welcome convenience. I still switched on the lantern at my waist, just in case.

"Erina-san, please be on alert."

"Yep. I'll be on scouting duty this time!"

After saying that to her, I took a container that resembled a kettle from my backpack.

Byakuren was currently left at Ooyama-san's workshop. More importantly, his main body... the 'homunculus-like being,' was in his dedicated body.

This was a spare. One I had made separately from the ones I gave to Aira-san and Busujima-san's group.

I placed it on the floor with a piece of paper on which an alchemy circle was drawn, and performed the alchemy. The familiar, stout golem body was formed.

As I showed the monster photos from this dungeon to its marble eyes and gave it instructions...

"Hey, Kyouta-chan."

"Yes?"

When I turned around, Erina-san was peering up at the golem's head from below.

"What's his name? He's not Byak-chan, is he?"

"Ah..."

A designation. It would probably be better to have one.

"Then let's go with Number Two."

"That's so lazy, Kyouta-chan! Don't you have any love for him?!"

"You shouldn't get attached to a wall and decoy. It'll get in the way when it matters."

"But still. Number Two is just... no."

"...Then, 'White.'"

Since he's Byakuren's number two, I took one character, 'byaku' (white), and just said it in English.

As is always the case, the 'homunculus-like being' has a white, misty appearance, so it wasn't an inappropriate name. Though you probably can't see the contents of the flask from the outside.

"Then he's Who-chan! Nice to meet you, Who-chan!"

Erina-san greeted him cheerfully, but of course, the golem didn't respond.

With a small shrug, I placed my backpack on the stone golem's back. Next, I attached a penlight and a hand mirror.

"Alright, alright. Aira-san, we're ready. Beginning exploration."

*'Understood. ...You two, please remain calm. I don't think this is a dungeon you'll struggle with in terms of skill, but your mental state is a different matter. Be prepared.'*

"Yes."

"It's okay, Senpai. Don't worry."

In contrast to my own stiff voice, Erina-san's tone was light. As usual.

...Considering the damage, I would have thought she'd be the one most concerned about this opponent.

In any case, if she was her usual self, I had no complaints. I drew my sword and moved to the front line with White.

"Let's go."

"Yep!"

Illuminated by the flickering flames of the torches, we slowly advanced through the dungeon.

The smell of oil, perhaps? That smell filled this dungeon.

As we walked down a passage wide enough for a single truck to pass, I spotted some SDF paint. Between the torches, letters and numbers were written in yellow.

In this dungeon, 'monsters destroy everything left by the SDF,' but this paint had been left untouched.

"Aira-san. We're currently at 'G-26.' Please navigate."

*'Got it. ...Let's see. In that case, continue straight and turn right at the first crossroads. After that, it's a straight shot for a while.'*

"Roger."

It was right after we started walking again.

"Kyouta-chan, I hear footsteps. Three of them."

"Tch..."

At Erina-san's warning, I stopped and tightened my grip on my sword.

"They're coming from the left side of the crossroads ahead."

Inside this old fortress-like interior, footsteps other than our own began to echo.

A wet, slapping sound of bare feet. But the sound was heavy, conveying the mass of the one walking.

Thick, rugged fingers gripped the corner of the stone wall, and a massive body emerged.

Faintly glowing red eyes. A twitching pig's snout. Gray skin, clad only in a loincloth. In its left hand, it held a heavily chipped axe.

"*Buoh, Buoooh!!*"

The monster that had spotted us—an Orc—let out a roar.
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			Rematch

			I still remember the events of *that day*.

The crumpled cars. The broken doors. And the blood-stained roads, with people lying on them.

Sometimes, I see that scene in my nightmares. I can't help it.

It's in the past. It was an event where, thanks to my navigator and my partner, I lost nothing.

But if there's still a thorn in my heart.

"*BUOOOOH!!*"

Then it's something I have to settle.

An Orc roared and charged out from the corner. I threw a small knife at it. At almost the same time, Erina-san threw a throwing spike.

Both projectiles had the destructive power of a rifle bullet, or even greater. The beast blocked them by using its right arm as a shield.

Flesh and blood burst, and the bone must have shattered, as the arm was left hanging by a sliver of skin.

But the monster didn't stop. On the contrary, the two following it also charged out from the corner.

Their weapons were two axes and one spear.

First, I would take down the one charging at me.

The Orc roared as it swung its axe, and I stepped in to meet it. We crossed for only an instant. With a single diagonal slash, I cut it down.

Two remained. As if to give me no time to regain my stance, the monster gripping its axe with both hands swung it in a wide arc.

I wouldn't have time to ready my sword. But with a 'pinwheel slash,' I could.

I rotated the tip of my sword, and without losing momentum, I slammed the blade down diagonally. It struck the handle of the swinging axe, severing it, and the blade slightly cut the Orc's chest.

A shallow cut. For this monster with its thick skin and flesh, a wound of a few centimeters wouldn't be fatal.

Therefore, I took another step forward.

The Orc, realizing its weapon had been broken, came at me with its fist. Coincidentally, our next move was the same.

But I overwhelmed it with speed. By the time it had started to swing its fist, my left fist had found its jaw.

Due to the height difference, the blow landed like an uppercut, and with a sound like a gunshot, it shattered the creature's bones.

The over-two-meter-tall behemoth was lifted off its feet. I drew my sword horizontally across its stomach, which was now at the perfect height.

Blowing away the splattered blood with a gust of wind, I took two steps back and glanced to the side.

There, White was facing the other Orc, but the makeshift golem body was at a disadvantage.

As expected, its right forearm was gouged out by a single thrust of the spear, and it was sent rolling by a second blow from the butt of the spear to its side.

But it had served its purpose as a distraction. My gaze met the Orc's glittering eyes.

We both immediately tried to aim our weapons at each other, but a grappling hook flew out and wrapped around the spear's tip, interfering.

Before it could be shaken off, my sword pierced its thick throat. Immediately after, I swung sideways, using the wind to wrench the wound open.

With its cervical vertebrae severed, the Orc collapsed powerlessly.

I readjusted my grip on my sword and breathed quietly. I watched as the three fallen Orcs turned to salt, and then let out a long sigh.

"Good work, Kyouta-chan. You okay?"

"Perfectly fine. More importantly, Erina-san, are you feeling sick or anything?"

"Nope! But Who-chan might be in trouble."

Where she looked, White was heavily damaged.

"I'll fix him now. Erina-san, keep an eye on our surroundings."

"Okay."

I took a file from the 100-yen store out of the backpack on the golem's back, and from it, I pulled out a piece of paper with an alchemy circle drawn on it.

I placed it on the floor and performed the alchemy. The shattered forearm and cracked side were restored as if they had sucked up the surrounding stone pavement.

This was a major advantage of a makeshift body.

I returned the alchemy circle and file to the backpack and turned back to Erina-san.

"Repairs complete. If you're okay too, let's resume the exploration."

"Yep. Let's do our best!"

I gave a quiet 'r-right' in response to Erina-san's small fist pump, then cleared my throat and touched my earring.

"Ahem! ...Combat over. Resuming exploration."

*'Oh? You won't do the cheer with me?'*

"Don't tease me. Please navigate."

*'Yes, yes. Good grief, you're such a shy one.'*

Shut up. It's surprisingly embarrassing to respond with 'right.'

It seemed Erina-san had collected the coins, so we walked on, avoiding the piles of salt on the floor.

At any rate, it seemed I could handle Orcs without any problems now. My blade cut through that thick flesh more smoothly than before.

However, while I could defeat them in close combat... perhaps I should try my other options.

"Erina-san. I'm thinking of using the Bracelet of the Flame Horse in the next battle, is that okay?"

"Hmm? It's fine, but why?"

"Orcs are tough, so I don't think it'll blow away the drop items like before. And the shorter the battle, the better."

The longer the fight, the higher the chance of taking a hit.

I think that's ultimately why one-hit kills are so valued. Therefore, I want to always have a means of delivering a powerful attack to multiple enemies.

It was partly out of caution for the Orcs' strength, but also partly for practice. I explained this to Erina-san.

"Okay. I think that's a good idea."

*'I agree. Fortunately, dungeons are enclosed spaces, but you don't run out of oxygen easily. It won't hurt to try. ...Though it really is strange.'*

"Understood. I'll use fire in the next engagement."

We proceeded for about three more minutes before Erina-san's warning came.

"I hear four sets of footsteps from behind the door up ahead. They're coming this way."

"Got it."

An old wooden door came into view in the torchlight. It was quite large, presumably to accommodate Orcs.

But it was still only wide enough for two humans to pass. Only one Orc could pass at a time.

It was a perfect situation for a melee, but...

"Kyouta-chan. It's okay, I think you should test out the fire."

"...Yeah."

I decided to use the Bracelet of the Flame Horse.

We stopped a short distance from the door and waited for the enemy. After about ten seconds, the door slowly opened.

The door was pushed open by the butt of a spear. The Orc in the lead and I made eye contact.

"*BUOOOH!!*"

With a roar, that Orc charged. As if to follow, the remaining three also readied their weapons and started running.

A veritable boar rush. However, their physical abilities far surpassed those of a real boar.

I couldn't be careless. I channeled mana into the sword I held at my hip. At the same time, I channeled it into the bracelet on my left hand.

I mixed fire into the wind enveloping the blade using Concept Interference. Then, using the 'swinging of the sword' as a trigger, I released it forward.

The storm of liberated flames raged through the wide passage.

"*Buoh?! Buoo—...*"

The Orcs' massive bodies were swallowed by the inferno, along with their cries of surprise, and disappeared from view.

The release lasted a mere six seconds. The mana I had poured into the wind and fire was depleted, and the scorched passage came into view.

The walls and ceiling were blackened, and the torches and the door they had opened were gone.

And,

"*Gurg... gurg, gaaah...*"

The carbonized monsters fell to their knees and slowly collapsed. Their blackened bodies hit the ground and turned to white salt at almost the same time.

I let out a small sigh at the remaining piles of salt.

"You did it, Kyouta-chan! Nice fire!"

"Thanks."

As expected, this attack was just right for Orcs. We proceeded down the passage, which had darkened with the torches burnt out, illuminating it with the light of our LED lantern and penlight.

I collected the dropped coins from the salt and handed them to Erina-san.

*'Hmm. I was watching through the mirror attached to Byakuren... no, White this time. That's incredible firepower. You might as well use it for the next battle too, don't you think?'*

"Oh. But I want to attack too, you know."

"Then, how about I burn them right after you throw your spikes...?"

"That would be great."

"Got it."

We resumed our exploration. Now that I had the go-ahead to use both fire and wind, all I had to do was keep burning them.

Whether there were three or four, the Orcs we encountered were hit with a preemptive throwing spike before being bathed in flames and burned to death.

I thought they might have some resistance since they breathe fire, but that didn't seem to be the case. Or perhaps, because I used Concept Interference during the release, their mana defenses were nullified.

I wondered about this and observed as I burned them, but it seemed to be the former. I couldn't tell here if the latter would also be effective.

It had been almost two hours since we entered the dungeon. Thanks to the short battle times, our exploration was going smoothly.

"You're amazing, Kyouta-chan! We've defeated eighty of them today alone!"

"Eh, that many...?"

Apparently, I had burned more Orcs than I thought. Now that she mentioned it, I did feel like I had accumulated a lot of... experience points.

I didn't really understand what these 'experience points' were in the first place, so I couldn't say for sure.

*'Normally, anyone would have run out of gas long ago after using that much mana. When it comes to battles of attrition, Kyouta-kun, you might just be invincible.'*

"Well, invincible is a bit of an exaggeration..."

I averted my gaze from the mirror attached to White and smiled wryly. I knew these people wouldn't pry too deeply into my unique skill, but it was still awkward.

But... surprisingly, this dungeon might be a good place for 'farming.'

Thanks to the Nucleus, I didn't have to worry about running out of mana, and since the Orcs were reasonably tough, collecting drop items was easy.

The store had just been built, and since the 'D-Rank' population was small, there were no other adventurers. On top of that, it was just a short bus ride from my house.

However, I was afraid my skills would get rusty if I kept fighting this way.

...I never thought I'd have such an impression of these enemies, who I considered to be an old foe.

I could say that I had overcome my aversion to 'normal Orcs.'

It was then, as I was smiling wryly.

"Hm, something's approaching."

"An enemy?"

"Should be. There are five... no, one is a little behind, so a total of six. They seem to be running towards us from behind the door up ahead."

"Understood."

I looked ahead and saw a slightly steep uphill slope. There was a wooden door at the top, and I could hear footsteps. The slope was about ten meters long.

I wanted to fight in front of the door, but the slope... The footing was a bit bad. It wasn't good to back up too much, but if I was in a halfway position, the attack would come from above.

"Let's back up a little."

"Good idea."

After taking a few steps back, the door was thrown open with great force.

An Orc came running down, trampling over the door that had been knocked off its broken hinges.

It was already on fire.

"Huh?"

"*BUGYAAAAA!!*"

A flaming Orc charged at me, swinging its axe wildly. I threw a knife at it on reflex. With no attempt to dodge, it was a success, piercing its head.

But its momentum didn't stop. It seemed to lose its balance and came tumbling down.

"*Buoh! Buoh!*"

"*Bugaa!*"

More of them burst through the door. Were they really setting their own allies on fire to use as decoys and attacks?!

A chill ran down my spine. I had imagined an opponent who would fight like this in this dungeon.

But it wasn't certain yet, and thinking too much in front of an enemy was the height of folly.

Somehow, I rebooted my accelerated mind. I immediately released wind and fire.

The red storm of flames swallowed both the tumbling Orc and its followers. But I couldn't generate enough wind to lift their massive bodies.

"Block it, White!"

I used White as a shield to weather the rolling, carbonized corpses.

The Orcs quickly turned to salt. As the golem staggered from the impact, a single spear flew from somewhere.

—*CRACK!!*

With a roar, the spear pierced through White. At the same time, a huge shadow leaped from the top of the slope.

It was fast. But my Spirit Eye accurately captured its form.

"Wha—"

Erina-san threw a throwing spike at the giant in mid-air. The monster landed, catching it with its crossed arms, and forcefully pulled out the spear that was stuck in White.

The homunculus-like being couldn't maintain its golem body, and its head rolled off. But I had no time to worry about that.

"*BUGOOOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!*"

An Orc Champion.

Its burnt-brown body was a size larger than the other Orcs. Black tattoos were carved on its limbs, and its torso was covered in navy and gray armor.

There was no mistaking it. This was the boss of this dungeon, the opponent that had almost killed me the first time.

Our eyes met at almost the same time as its spear moved.

"Kyouta-chan!"

Erina-san's voice rang out. I don't know if she meant to scold me or something else.

But either way.

"Hah."

My course of action was set.

"OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!!"

With a roar as loud as my opponent's, I charged forward.

It was the same as the first time I entered the dungeon. To overcome fear and anxiety, I had decided to 'roar' if I ever encountered this thing.

I was already a little too close to be in spear range.

But this thing would definitely hit me. My reason and Spirit Eye gave me the answer, and I moved my left hand into the spear's path.

The rugged tip aimed for my brow. It collided with my left gauntlet, sending out fierce sparks and a high-pitched metallic sound.

The stalemate lasted only an instant. I forcefully deflected the spear, which carried the weight of the Orc Champion, with the help of the wind.

The Orc Champion, while losing its balance, used the impact to pull back its spear. Just before its next thrust was unleashed, my blade reached it.

A diagonal slash. It bit into its shoulder and reached the center of its chest, but it couldn't cut through the flesh and bone.

It was a fatal wound. But it wasn't dead yet. The Orc Champion's eyes blazed, and it swung its left fist like a hammer.

At the same time, I gripped the handle with my left hand. I supplied mana to create wind and deployed flames.

"OOOOOOOH!"

The blade split its torso and swung through. A scorched arc was drawn on the stone floor, tracing the path of the sword's tip.

The giant, cleaved in two diagonally, slid apart.

The upper half rolled backward, and the lower half fell to my right. I brought my sword back and took a ready stance.

My gaze was fixed on the part of its body with its right arm and head, which had rolled onto the floor. I watched for a counterattack, but after a few seconds, it turned to salt without incident.

It was an all-too-anticlimactic end. I processed this fact and let out a breath.

"Haaaah..."

I lowered the tip of my sword and looked up.

I had won. And without a scratch.

"You did it, Kyouta-chan! Revenge is sweet! Hmm? You won last time too, so... is this a winning streak?"

"Either way is fine. More importantly, are you okay, Erina-san?"

I looked at my partner, who was giving me a smiling thumbs-up. More specifically, at her arm.

She had lost an arm to the Orc Champion before. I wondered if the trauma had been triggered.

"Hmm? Why me?"

Her blank expression gave me a slight headache. *Seriously?*

But if she was okay, then I guess it was fine. I convinced myself of that.

"Oh, it's nothing. More importantly, let's collect the drop items and go home."

"Yeah. We defeated it, but we still have to report defeating a boss monster, just in case."

I retrieved White's head, and Erina-san and I quickly picked up the drop items from the salt.

Besides the coins, there was also something that looked like a crystallized Orc skull.

"...What's this?"

*'Oh. It's rare for that to drop. I'll buy it at a high price, so bring it back.'*

"Well... okay."

To me, it just looked like a morbid decoration, but I guess scholars are different. I wasn't particularly interested, so I collected it without asking any more questions.

Then.

"Oh! Kyouta-chan, Kyouta-chan! The champion dropped this!"

"Hmm?"

A very excited Erina-san showed me a bracelet with a navy base and gray decorations.

As far as I could see with my Spirit Eye, it seemed to be some kind of 'magic tool.' I see, that's certainly something to get excited about.

It didn't feel as powerful as the 'Flame Horse' one, but it was still a rare item.

"We're lucky. We've earned enough, so let's go home."

"Yep! A big haul!"

Blushing, I took Erina-san's hand and teleported. We moved to near the exit and reported to the SDF personnel.

I received a larger-than-usual reward from the research lab, and I got a lot of experience. I felt like I had leveled up. On top of that, I had obtained a magic tool-like drop item. According to Aira-san, it was a 'disposable strength-enhancing item.'

It was a dungeon with a history... but in the end, it was a place where I had gained a lot.

It was about time for the results of the written exam and interview for the promotion test to come from the government office. I felt like I had finally closed the chapter on 'D-Rank.'

My steps towards the bus stop on the way home were naturally light.

* * *
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			Called Off Due to Rain

			"By the way, Kyo-chan-kun. I have some unfortunate news."

Three days after our trip to the Orc dungeon, while we were in the middle of a "Matsuo Sea Battle," Aira-san’s voice echoed in my mind via Telepathy.

"What is it? Are you surrounded?"

"Nope. I’m about to stylishly repel them, so that’s not a problem."

"Understood. I’m on my way to provide support."

"Wait for me, *paisen*! Uoooooh! Doo-doo Attaaack!"

"Don’t say ‘doo-doo.’"

"Jeez, what’s with the lack of faith! Fine, I’m activating the Urchin Tank!!"

"You probably shouldn’t use that until the next update."

""Ah.""

"Hey, why did you two just fall off on your own...?"

Two beautiful but hapless girls tumbled into a gap in the stage. Their self-destruction was so spectacular you’d think they did it on purpose.

Ugh, this is just a total mess.

"By the way, Kyo-chan-kun. I have some unfortunate news."

"If you’re just repeating the punchline, I’m not interested."

"No, no. Just listen."

"Okay."

Judging by the tone of her voice, it seemed serious.

*Though, I wish she wouldn’t bring up serious topics while we’re gaming.* This is an online match, so I can’t just pause it.

"Actually, regarding the coins that drop in dungeons, it’s been decided that the buyback price will be lowered starting from the next expedition."

"Ah. Well, that makes sense."

The value of the coins was dropping. It was something I had expected.

In fact, you could say the situation up until now was the strange part. Earning a million yen in a single day was never supposed to be possible.

"My grandmother told me the lab has secured a sufficient quantity, and our sponsors apparently don’t need any more. I sent you an email with the details about the price change, so please check it."

"Got it."

"From now on, in your case, it’ll probably be more profitable to sell the coins on the open market rather than to the lab. My grandmother also put together some advice on that, so please give it a read."

"Thank you. I’ll be sure to use it as a reference."

"And one more thing. While the coin price is going down, we plan to trade other dropped items as we always have. For now, at least. In any case, we’re counting on you going forward."

"Understood. Likewise, thank you for your continued support."

…I see. She probably brought it up during the game because it wasn’t exactly good news, and it would have been harder to mention at any other time. That’s very like Aira-san.

Still, a reduction in the coin buyback price.

Even though I’d anticipated it, it was still unfortunate news.

If I recall correctly, the current market rate for the coins is about ‘500 yen per coin.’ They’ve literally become nothing more than a single coin. For comparison, the lab was buying them from us for nearly double that amount until recently.

For a time, they were traded at high prices, but with the increase in adventurers, the balance of supply and demand shifted, and the price apparently dropped this far.

Still, the fact that they sell reliably makes things a lot better than back in April. Defeat twenty monsters and you get 10,000 yen; fifty gets you 25,000 yen.

Aira-san seemed a little worried, but I have absolutely no intention of cutting our contract over this.

Her [Telepathy] and [Appraisal] are useful, and more importantly, I feel a sense of gratitude and attachment to them. They still buy other drops at high prices, and I plan on continuing to go into dungeons with them.

"Oh, that’s right. It’s depressing to only hear bad news, isn’t it? So how about I add a piece of good news to the mix?"

"And what might that be?"

"It seems the Dungeon Agency and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism have finally made their move. On the condition of providing support to local governments, they’ve decided that public offices will conduct mandatory investigations of vacant houses all over the country. In some cases, they’ll even be permitted to demolish the houses themselves with the police present."

"Well now."

It seemed the government was finally starting to address that particular issue.

The problem of abandoned houses took on a completely different meaning before and after the Day of Awakening. In the past, they were seen as a problem due to fires and crime, but now they were considered dangerous because of the possibility of undiscovered gates.

There have been numerous dungeon breaks caused by gates left unattended in abandoned houses. Voices from both the public and private sectors had been rising, demanding something be done.

I’d heard on TV that they couldn’t easily take action due to consideration for the homeowners and various legal issues, but… it seems the Dungeon Agency and the Ministry have done some good work.

"The information was just released online, but it’ll probably be featured heavily on TV tomorrow morning. Look forward to it."

"Well, I’ve had to deal with two dungeon breaks myself, so it’s welcome news, but… I don’t think I’ll be in the mood for it tomorrow morning."

"Hm? Oh, right. It’s tomorrow, isn’t it?"

Tomorrow is the sports festival.

That event where, even though I’m not participating in any of the competitions, I’m forced to attend because a teacher told me, ‘You must at least cheer.’

Seriously, give me a break. It’s not just awkward, it’s beyond that.

And you, P.E. teacher, you bastard. You indirectly told me to get ‘sick’ for the sports festival, yet you act all high and mighty like some teacher lecturing a student trying to skip.

Well, I’m going anyway. My general stance is to go with the flow.

"By the way, my parents are planning to come, but are you and the Professor not coming to cheer for Erina-san? You’re basically her guardians."

"My grandmother is a very busy woman. Lectures at the university, work at the lab, meetings with other staff, fieldwork in dungeons. On top of that, she helps out around the house from time to time, and she’s the one who manages the contracts for the housekeepers and such. Unfortunately, she can’t come just to watch when Erina-kun isn’t even competing."

"I see. What about you, Aira-san?"

"I don’t want to be near a crowd of high school students. In fact, I don’t really want to go outside at all."

"Of course."

I had a feeling that would be the case.

"Kyo-chan, Kyo-chan!"

"Yes, yes."

"I have good news and bad news for you, too!!"

Erina-san, who until now had only been letting out strange cries like ‘Uoooooh!’ and ‘Kieeeeeh!’, began to speak in human language.

"First, the good news is, Shī-chan finished the armor!"

"What, already?"

"Yup! Tomorrow morning, I’ll pick it up along with Byak-chan and store it away with my space ninjutsu! You’ll have to wait until after the sports festival to see it in person!"

"Thanks. I’ll get it from you when the festival is over."

"Actually, I figure it’ll be a pain to carry, so how about I bring it to your house, Kyo-chan? Let’s go together right after the festival ends!"

"Eh?"

A girl, Erina-san, at my place?

As I froze, she asked me, sounding a little anxious.

"Is that a no? Is it a bad time?"

"Ah, no. Not at all."

"Great! I can’t wait to see what Byak-chan’s armor looks like!"

"Y-Yeah."

…*Seriously?*

Breaking out in a cold sweat from nervousness, I glanced around my room.

…*I have to clean this up tonight…!*

It’s still undecided if I’ll let her into my room, but it would be far too rude to just say goodbye at the door after she carried it all the way here. That would mean inviting her in for tea or something.

If that happens, there’s a pretty good chance I’ll end up showing her my room, since we’re friends, right? Wait? Why is my heart pounding like crazy?

"Also, Kyo-chan. The bad news."

"Y-Yes?"

"We lost. It was a crushing defeat, I do declare."

"I know."

The screen was covered in the enemy team’s ink; it was an overwhelming loss.

Was it because you guys were too busy talking? Wrong. It was a simple matter of skill.

After finishing the game, I looked around my room while chatting idly via telepathy.

A cluttered desk. Manga left on the bed. A floor with a bit of dust collecting along the walls.

…For now, I should probably hide the manga and games that a girl shouldn’t see.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

The next day. The sports festival.

The sky was unfortunately overcast, and the forecast had said it might rain. Depending on the intensity, the event might be called off entirely.

Each class’s area had a tent with only a roof supported by poles, and the same went for the parents’ and teachers’ sections. With this, we wouldn’t end up like drowned rats if it suddenly started pouring.

And so, under my class’s tent.

I was currently… ‘c r o s s - d r e s s i n g.’

No, I don’t think I’m being bullied or anything. It’s just that, for some reason, a rule had been added to the obstacle course: ‘Boys must cross-dress, girls must dress as boys.’

"Yagawa-kun! I know you’re on the sidelines due to being unwell, but your name is on the list for the obstacle course. To show solidarity, please cross-dress with us!!"

That’s how I found myself surrounded by several boys who were already in drag.

I caved to the pressure, and now here I was, enduring this living shame.

I’m not saying cross-dressing is a bad thing. It’s just that I hate how a guy like me looks like some kind of weird creature in this getup.

Perhaps due to my Awakening, I’ve grown quite a bit since middle school and am now one of the taller students in my class. My shoulders are fairly broad, too.

And yet, I’m wearing a frilly maid outfit. To make matters worse, the skirt only goes down to my knees.

I have on a long black wig and rugged leather gloves on my hands. Around my neck is a flashy choker. I look like some kind of cosplay maid out of a manga.

The padding in the chest is annoying, and the skirt feels so breezy it’s unsettling. I somehow managed to keep my own underwear on, but my legs are covered in white knee-high socks. The feeling is incredibly weird.

I’m sitting in the very back row of pipe chairs, pressing my knees tightly together and gripping the hem of my skirt to keep it down. I wanted to hide as much of my legs as possible.

I didn’t have time to check in a mirror, but I’m sure it doesn’t suit me at all. What a humiliation.

My cheeks grew hot with shame. The gazes of my classmates kept turning this way, and I think someone even took a picture of me.

As for the few male students who forced me into this outfit,

"Go for it! Give it all you’ve got!"

"Don’t lose! Show some guts!"

"Don’t give up until the end!"

They were in the front row, manfully cheering on our classmates. They were dressed in a sailor uniform, a gothic lolita outfit, and a miniskirt military uniform, respectively.

They were so dignified despite being in drag; they must have been completely focused on cheering for everyone.

For a moment.

*Don’t those guys just want to show off their cross-dressing to everyone?*

I was ashamed of myself for even suspecting such a thing. They were purely cheering on their schoolmates; it was proof of my own tainted heart.

In any case, I can’t relax in this outfit.

"Haaa…"

As I brushed back my annoyingly long hair, I felt the breathing from the person next to me intensify.

For some reason, Ito-kun, sitting in the pipe chair next to me, was staring intently at me. His face was red, and his eyes were bloodshot. Frankly, it was scary.

Was that it? Was he angry that I looked like I was having fun cross-dressing despite not participating in any of the practices or events? Or maybe he was trying his best not to burst out laughing.

Whatever the case, his stare was painful. When I turned my head the other way, I saw the tent for the neighboring class.

I was being stared at intently. By Erina-san.

She was in a normal gym uniform and shorts, with a jersey draped over her shoulders. She even had a headband on, showing her high spirits.

I froze as the self-proclaimed ninja stared at me with sparkling eyes. What’s with that look, like a child who just got a toy for Christmas?

Surely she wasn’t planning on playing with me like a toy later, was she…? …Ah, she totally is. I have a feeling Aira-san will join in, too.

Busujima-san stared at my entire body with a look of utter shock, froze for a few seconds, and then clutched her head. What happened to her?

The only person whose reaction I could understand was Ooyama-san, who was giving me a pitying look. If you’re going to pity me, please help me.

Also, their class is incredibly energetic. They’re all clustered in the front rows, as if to put distance between themselves and Erina-san’s group in the back, cheering on their classmates running on the field.

…Yeah. They just want to get away from Erina-san, don’t they?

And what’s more, looking at the other classes, no one else is cross-dressing at this stage. It’s just our class that jumped the gun.

"Haaa…"

I sighed again and turned my gaze forward.

It looked like the relay race had just finished, and people were starting to move for the next event. Ito-kun next to me was also starting to trudge along.

…He was walking strangely, as if he were injured.

In any case, there was nothing for me to do. Even if I was told to cheer, I didn’t have the guts to expose myself to the public eye like the guys in the front row.

I was tempted to just tell a teacher I felt sick and go home. If I added that I might participate in an event if I felt better, they’d believe my fake illness without a second thought.

As I was entertaining such thoughts, so unbefitting of a sports festival.

—*Plip.*

A single raindrop fell onto the field.

It seemed the weather had finally started to turn. Following that first drop, the rain began to fall in a light patter. I quietly breathed a sigh of relief. Now I could go home.

The teachers’ tent was in a flurry amidst the murmuring of the students. It was just a light drizzle, so maybe they were debating whether to continue?

But even so, their faces looked awfully panicked….

"Hm?"

In the misty rain, something red fell to the ground.

It was just a few drops. A detail that would normally go unnoticed, yet my eyes were inexplicably drawn to it.

More of it fell, staining the dirt of the field a deep red.

The moment I correctly identified that red liquid, I shot up from my chair, knocking it over.

Almost simultaneously, a voice boomed from the speakers.

"A dungeon break has occurred near the school! All students and guardians, please evacuate to the school building immediately!"

"Wha…?"

"What’s going on? A dungeon break?"

Slipping through the confused students, I went outside the tent.

I looked up at the sky, hoping that my imagination—no, my intuition—was wrong.

"GYAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!"

A chorus of cackling laughter echoed. The sources of it flew brazenly through the heavens, each one dangling a silent ‘victim’ from one hand.

They had the lower bodies and heads of goats. Their upper bodies were rippling with muscle, just like a human’s. Bat-like wings sprouted from their backs, and in their right hands, they gripped greatscythes.

These inhuman beings, their horizontal pupils gleaming, looked down upon the school grounds as if sizing up their prey.

A student—it must have been someone else besides me who noticed the enemy’s presence—let out a scream. The monsters only twisted their lips into a jeer, savoring the sound.

‘Lesser Demon.’

Possessing high intelligence and cruelty. And a C-Rank monster that wields magic.

They were flying all over the sky above the school.

Dozens of them. Scores of them.

Their cackles, likely numbering over a hundred, echoed from the distance.
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			A Festival in the Rain

			"Kyaaaaaaaaaah!?"

"GYAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!"

Amidst the echoing screams and laughter, the demons began their descent. Their destination was the center of the field, where students who still hadn’t grasped the situation were standing.

At this rate, they would die. Without a doubt, if ‘someone’ didn’t save them, those greatscythes would reap their lives.

Ito-kun was among them. Our eyes met.

I hesitated for just a fraction of a second. In that brief moment, a Lesser Demon raised its scythe high.

Less than two seconds until it swung down—a fatal range.

—*Then I’ll close the distance in one.*

My hesitation cost me the time to deploy my full [Arcane Gear], but a partial deployment would have to do!

"GYA—"

I slammed my right fist into the side of the demon, which had a vile grin on its goat face as it raised its scythe. At the moment of impact, I manifested only the gauntlet.

The iron fist pierced its skin and gouged out its flesh. I followed up with a left uppercut to its face, manifesting the other gauntlet as it connected.

"GYHAAAAA!!"

Next, my [Spirit Eye] foresaw an attack from a blind spot. Another Lesser Demon, gliding just above the ground, swinging its scythe in a low sweep.

I shattered the blade by stomping on it with a boot I manifested on my right foot, then grabbed the demon by its horns.

"Ooooh!!"

With a roar, I fully deployed my [Arcane Gear]. A knee strike shattered its goat face, killing it instantly.

Two down for now, but that was a drop in the bucket. Monsters were landing all over the school grounds, claiming lives with their brute strength and scythes.

They stood around two meters tall, medium-sized for a monster, but their physical strength could easily tear a human apart.

"Get up! Run!"

"Y-Yes…"

I clicked my tongue and scooped up Ito-kun, who was sitting on the ground in a daze.

I may not like the guy, but I don’t want him to die in front of me! At least die somewhere out of my sight!

Drawing the sword at my waist with my right hand, I scanned my surroundings.

A demon grabbed a fleeing male student and carried him off into the sky. A female student screamed as her arm was severed by a greatscythe. A chaotic mix of those trying to escape and those trying to help students escape created a bottleneck, and a group of teachers was crushed, tent and all.

And then, several Lesser Demons descended upon the parents’ tent.

—In that tent, I spotted my parents, unable to move due to the surrounding chaos.

"Hold on! Grit your teeth!"

"H-Huh?"

I didn’t wait for a reply before breaking into a full sprint. I accelerated, releasing a maximum-output blast of wind behind me. The scenery blurred past at a tremendous speed, but my eyes captured everything.

Over 130 kilometers per hour. I closed the distance in an instant, reaching the Lesser Demon that had torn through the tent roof and was raising its scythe at the cowering parents. For a split second, my gaze met its goat-like eyes.

The greatscythe immediately changed its trajectory towards me. Before it could complete its swing, I lopped off its arm and, with a returning stroke, sliced its neck.

I dodged another demon’s attack from almost directly above by taking a half-step aside, then countered by smashing the pommel of my sword into its face. The force of its own momentum added to the impact, and I felt its skull shatter.

Immediately after, my [Spirit Eye] predicted another one approaching from behind. I spun around and slashed its torso open horizontally.

"GY…!?"

"Hmph!"

As the creature knelt, spilling its entrails, I brought the pommel down on its head.

Next…!

Reading the flow of mana, I looked up to see two Lesser Demons above me, pointing their arms in my direction.

Their mouths moved silently. The next moment, fireballs the size of human heads were unleashed. I could feel an amount of mana that dwarfed what I’d seen from the Orcs.

But if it’s magic…!

[Concept Interference]

I caught the flames with my sword, spun my body once, and sent them flying back.

As the fireball struck and immolated the Lesser Demon on the left, the other one created a large amount of distance.

I decided against pursuit and turned my attention to Ito-kun, who I was still carrying. He was getting in the way, and I wanted to put him down soon….

"Ugh, ah…!"

"Ah."

I’d been wondering why he’d gone quiet, so that’s what it was….

His face was pale, and he was covering his mouth. I gently set him down on the ground. The next moment.

"Ogeeehhhhhh…!"

I took a few steps back as Ito-kun violently emptied the contents of his stomach.

I know I was in a hurry, but maybe I pushed him too hard. Well, he should be glad he’s not dead.

More importantly, are my parents safe?

I scanned the area and spotted my mom and dad, holding each other and looking this way.

Relieved that they were unharmed though dazed, I entrusted Ito-kun to someone nearby.

"Please take care of him. All of you, get inside the school building immediately."

"Ah, ahh…"

"I’ll cover your retreat."

Honestly, I wanted to grab my parents and get out of here, but Ooyama-san’s parents might be here too. And for that matter, are Erina-san and the others okay?

Too much to think about. I can’t be using my head for this and that during a fight. For now, I’ll cut down every enemy I see. I’ll protect humans if I can. A simpler approach is better right now.

I tightened my grip on my sword and headed for Erina-san’s tent via the shortest route.

The Lesser Demons were rampaging everywhere, and both students and teachers were in a state of panic. The wide field felt cramped, overflowing with people.

I used my [Spirit Eye] to track the movements of the fleeing crowd and dodged on pure instinct. I twisted, jumped, and sprinted through the slightest of gaps.

Along the way, I swung my sword at any Lesser Demon that entered my range, whether it was facing me or not.

I cut one down with a diagonal slash, bisected another horizontally, and pierced a third through the chest before flinging it upwards.

"Get out of my wayyy!"

I cleaved a Lesser Demon that was aiming its scythe at Erina-san’s tent in two vertically, then cut its torso again and ran through the gap I’d created.

Blowing away the splattered blood with wind, I slid to a stop, positioning myself back-to-back with my partner, who was holding her ninja sword.

She had apparently been cutting down enemies while invisible, as the density of demons in the area was slightly lower, likely because they were wary of unseen attacks. Still, several were heading our way.

"Erina-san!"

"Nice timing, Kyo-chan! Let’s help everyone escape!"

"Roger!"

I temporarily stopped thinking and nodded immediately. There was no time to debate opinions in this situation.

"For now, take this!"

With that, Erina-san took something out of her Item Box.

It was a full suit of armor with a somewhat mechanical impression, its metallic silver plating adorned with white patterns. The ancient Greek-style helmet had been modified to cover the mouth, and a pure white crest made of steel was attached to it.

It was a Golem that would make an armor enthusiast go crazy, exuding a reliable presence just by standing there.

And what’s more, that mana….

"That’s Byakuren."

Ooyama-san, clad in her [Arcane Gear] and with a warhammer resting on her shoulder, called out to me.

I quickly cut down an approaching Lesser Demon and shattered the face of another with my left fist before asking my question.

"You can get it to move!?"

"It should. But I only tested it briefly; it hasn’t had a full-scale test run yet. And its only weapon is the one I attached as a ‘bonus.’"

"If it can serve as a decoy, that’s enough for now! Activating!"

I blew away a few demons that had charged in with a hammer of wind and backstepped towards Byakuren.

I placed my hand on its shoulder and poured my mana into it in a single breath.

The glass eyes beneath the helmet began to glow, and the Golem started to move.

Then, with a *jangle*, a chain fell to the ground.

"…A chain?"

A question mark popped into my head, and I looked at Byakuren’s hands. I vaguely remembered Ooyama-san saying something about a ‘bonus.’

Its metallic silver right arm held a rugged black grip and a chain about seven meters long. And on its left palm rested a spiked iron ball attached to the end of that chain.

"What is this weird weapon!?"

"It’s my hobby."

*This is not the knight I imagined! This is a complete misinterpretation!??*

"Gah, fine for now! Byakuren! Protect Ooyama-san and the others, and attack the monsters! Anything with wings and horns is an enemy!"

—*VWOOSH!*—

Byakuren began to advance, spinning the chain. That iron ball was apparently made from my materials. It released wind, and in no time, it was accelerating to a speed that the naked eye couldn’t follow.

Then, it was thrown. It scored a direct hit on the abdomen of a Lesser Demon that was descending from above, scythe at the ready.

"GYA—!?"

The spikes dug in, refusing to let go of the body that bent into a ‘C’ shape. In that state, Byakuren mercilessly swung the chain around.

It smashed the impaled demon into another one flying nearby, crushing it, and the iron ball continued on towards yet another demon.

Byakuren twisted its body, swinging the iron ball. It seemed to be controlling its posture by releasing small bursts of wind from its armor, and despite its dynamic movements, its core was stable.

…There were a lot of surprises, including the armor’s design, but as a fighting force, it was more than adequate.

"I’m just going to run around and cut everything down. I’m leaving this to you."

"Okay! Oh, Kyo-chan, this."

Erina-san handed me an earring and a ring. I quickly put them on and gripped my sword again.

I glanced for a moment at Ooyama-san in her [Arcane Gear] and Busujima-san in her jersey.

Behind them were Erina-san’s classmates and, likely having decided it was safer over here, some of my own classmates.

They all wore expressions of fear and confusion as they looked at me.

…It’s not that I don’t have thoughts about it, but for now, I’ll ignore them.

I poured additional mana into the shoulder of the now-stationary Byakuren and started running in the direction my parents had been.

There were still many demons, and because of them, the evacuation was barely progressing. A small mercy was that they weren’t killing multiple people with a single attack; they killed one person with each swing of their scythes. With their strength, they could have probably cut down two or three people at once.

I’d read on the Dungeon Agency’s website that Lesser Demons are particularly cruel monsters. They were deliberately toying with their prey, tormenting them for sport. Or perhaps it was to spread fear.

In any case—I’ll exploit that opening.

I focused the wind at my feet. I bent my knees for a moment, then leaped.

The enemies are many. The helpless humans are many. Our allies are few. On top of that, they can fly and even use magic. If that’s the case, then I have no choice but to use ‘that.’

I’ve practiced. I have the basics down. But I still haven’t reached the level I was hoping for. I’m still at an immature stage, by my own admission.

Using it for the first time in a real battle in a situation like this was completely unexpected, but I don’t have time to complain.

—My ‘wind’ has enough output to lift a person.

When I realized that, the first thing I thought of was whether I could use it to fly. But it was difficult to balance, and more importantly, I lacked speed. I was mostly just floating.

If that’s the case,

[Concept Interference]

I just have to make them into *footholds* and run.

I stomped on the wind enveloping the soles of my boots.

Acceleration. Since I was using the wind as footholds, I couldn’t reach the same speed as when running on the ground, but I was still faster than the demons.

I closed the distance in an instant and bisected the torso of a creature that was leisurely sizing up its prey. I then slashed the neck of a nearby demon and grabbed the wing of another that had turned to face me.

"GY…!?"

Within a range where its long-handled weapon was useless, I cut it down with a diagonal slash. The demon’s blood, crimson despite its nature, danced through the air before falling to the ground.

It was only then that the Lesser Demons recognized the presence that had invaded their domain.

The monsters slowly flapped their bat-like wings and turned to face me in unison.

"GY… GYYY…!!"

"GAAAAAAAAAAH—!!"

The Lesser Demons’ goat faces twisted with what was clearly rage as they charged at me, greatscythes in hand.

In response, I released the wind footholds for a moment. As I began to freefall, I raised my sword at the swarming monsters.

"All of you,"

[Mana Conversion: Wind]

[Bracelet of the Flame Horse]

[Concept Interference]

"Burn to ashes!"

I swung the hammer of wind and fire with abandon. Wherever it passed, the lesser demons turned to ash and salt.

After a few seconds of this barrage, I created another wind foothold just before hitting the ground and leaped back into the sky.

I decapitated a demon that had avoided the storm of flames as I passed, approached the next one, shattered its head with a powerful blow, then kicked off its torso to change direction and charge at another.

"GYYYEEEEE!!"

A greatscythe was swung with a roar. Its curved blade, extending upwards from the handle, clashed with my sword, creating a shockwave.

But even without the aid of wind, my physical strength was superior. I forcefully knocked the scythe aside and cut the demon down with a diagonal slash. I then grabbed its neck, twisted my body, and used it as a shield against a fireball launched from behind.

"GY…!?"

I threw the burning demon aside and charged the one who had killed its own ally. I gave it no time to ready its weapon, piercing its chest and then kicking its stomach as I drew my blade upwards.

From the sky, I looked down at my parents.

They seemed to be safe, just about to flee into the school building.

I breathed a sigh of relief at that, but it was short-lived as I predicted a blade approaching from the side. I jumped back to evade it and threw a knife at the attacker.

It struck the demon in the torso, and as it flinched, I closed the distance and cut it down.

I’ve lost count of how many I’ve defeated. But what I do know is,

"GYGYGYGY…!!"

"BOU! BOOOOU!"

that the rainy sky is disgustingly full of demons.

I readied my sword again. The Lesser Demons surrounded me from all 360 degrees. It seemed they had recognized me as the ‘target to be killed at all costs.’

Convenient, but also life-threatening.

Every last one of them was a grunt that couldn’t even touch a ‘Champion,’ let alone a ‘Refcourse,’ but their numbers were daunting. I suppressed the urge to back down with sheer reason. At this point, showing my back would be more dangerous.

And above all else….

I forced a smile onto my exposed lips, trying not to be outdone in spirit. But it was probably a little strained. Because deep down, I was terrified.

Still, to prevent even one more enemy from reaching my parents and friends.

"Come on."

"GAAAAAAAAAA!!"

I will laugh in the midst of these demons.

The rain began to fall with increasing intensity.
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			"Oooooooooh!!"

"GYHAHAHAHAHA!"

Dodging fireballs launched from all directions, I charged straight ahead.

Using the foresight from my [Spirit Eye], I evaded them with minimal, weaving steps, forcefully closing the distance.

The demons before me switched from magic to close-quarters combat, all of them readying their greatscythes. The one directly in front was particularly poised, raising its weapon as if waiting for me. At that moment, I redirected all the wind I was using as footholds to my back. My own limbs felt like they would be left behind by the sudden acceleration, but I forcefully corrected my posture.

The sudden burst of speed threw off its timing; the scythe’s blade was still far away. I lopped off the head of the Lesser Demon, whose thoughts couldn’t seem to keep up, as I zipped past.

I immediately reconverged the wind at the soles of my feet. Just after I used it as a foothold to leap away, several fireballs streaked through the space I had just occupied.

I moved in a wide zigzag pattern to throw off their aim, then switched from a horizontal trajectory to a diagonal one. Combining triangular jumps with spiraling movements, I charged in for another attack.

I desperately recalled the advice Erina-san had given me during our training while throwing frisbees. The rest would have to be handled by instinct and imagination.

I shattered a demon’s face with my left fist as I passed, then uncurled my fingers to grab its horn and swing it around. I hurled it at another nearby creature.

I dodged a greatscythe swung down at my head from behind with a horizontal spin, countering by slashing at its neck.

*Don’t stop, keep moving…!*

I kicked off the wind to accelerate, cut down another demon with a diagonal slash, then whipped my sword around to smash the skull of one more.

A slash from the side was blocked by my left gauntlet, and I struck the attacker’s face with my pommel. The impact sent it reeling, and another demon swooped down from above to attack. A blade dozens of centimeters long passed right before my eyes.

In turn, I gained altitude, and the demons pursued me.

Dodging the incoming fireballs purely on the premonitions from my [Spirit Eye], I unleashed a maximum blast of wind diagonally downwards. Towards the swarm of demons passing by, I released the wind and fire I had gathered in my blade, incinerating more than ten of them at once.

I gathered the wind at my feet again to start running, my eyes frantically scanning my surroundings.

*Where, where’s the next attack coming from…!*

I dodged a slash from behind and slammed a backfist into the goat-head’s nose. The feeling of bone shattering, the recoil from my own strike. It nearly threw me off balance, and I forcefully kicked off the wind I was using as a foothold to leap back.

My balance is terrible! My distribution of wind isn’t right!

No matter how much I cursed myself internally, the enemy wouldn’t wait.

In the corner of my vision, I caught sight of six Lesser Demons heading for the school building, seemingly avoiding me.

"Like I’d let you!"

The six folded their wings and shattered through a window. I stomped down from above, crushing the spine of the leftmost one, and entered the building through the same window.

In the hallway, now littered with shattered glass and exposed to the wind and rain, the remaining five demons had landed.

The moment I saw them, I accelerated. I shattered the floor as I closed in, cut down the one in front of me—greatscythe and all—with an overhead slash, passed by its side, and thrust at the next one.

I pierced its throat, and as its body stiffened, I tucked my legs in and slipped between its arms to deliver a front kick. I sent it flying into the demon behind it, the recoil helping me pull my blade free.

Just as I cut down the rear demon, which had stumbled from the impact of its comrade, the wall of a classroom behind me shattered.

I could see ‘one’ in front of me. That meant the last one had entered the classroom next door through the door to get behind me.

"GYAHAHA!!"

"BOOOOOO!!"

"Shut up…!"

I parried the horizontal slash that tore through the wall, then used [Concept Interference] to crush the fireball launched by the other demon with my left palm.

I decided to deal with the one who had just swung its scythe first and raised my sword, but at that moment.

"‘Poison Needles’!"

Fine, purple needles made of mana pierced the creature’s back.

"GY!?"

There wasn’t much visible damage, but in the instant its attention was diverted, I lopped off its head, grabbed its greatscythe, and threw it at the enemy behind me.

I charged the creature as it instinctively deflected the scythe, slashing it from shoulder to chest.

Immediately after, another demon flew in through the broken window as if to provide reinforcements. I blocked its shoulder tackle with my right forearm, but I couldn’t completely absorb the impact. The door shattered, and we tumbled into a classroom.

"GAAAA!!"

The Lesser Demon mounted me and tried to bring the butt of its scythe down on me. I caught it near the crossguard of my sword, grabbed its horn with my left arm, and threw it off with brute force.

The demon rolled into the center of the classroom, destroying several desks. This time, I was the one who pounced on it.

I brought my knee down on its right bicep and held its head down with my left arm. The claws on its free left arm scraped against my breastplate, but I ignored it. I pressed the crossguard of my sword against its neck and put all my strength into it.

Soon, a *crack* echoed. Without a moment to spare for relief at the monster’s limp body, I stood up and leaped back out into the hallway.

"Yagawa-san!"

"Busujima-san, what are you doing here?" I asked her rapidly. She was standing near the classroom door.

"I was closing the fire doors inside the school. To delay the enemy’s advance, even if just for a little."

"Got it. Please continue. But stay away from the windows as much as possible."

"Right!"

There was no time to waste talking. I leaped out of the now well-ventilated window into the sky, then descended upon a creature that was trying to enter a lower floor. My weight added to the force as I bisected its torso from above and ran a few steps along the rapidly approaching ground.

After gaining momentum, I kicked off the wind in time with my jump to gain altitude.

As I dodged the fireballs launched by the waiting Lesser Demons, the stray shots created craters all over the schoolyard.

The intense heat passing right by me felt like it would burn me, even in the rain. I closed the distance with a spiral trajectory, and just as the enemy in front of me swung its greatscythe horizontally, I leaped one step higher.

Below me, the scythe cut through empty air, leaving the demon defenseless. I brought my body parallel to the ground, spun horizontally, and slammed a centrifugally-charged slash into its skull.

I kicked off that creature’s shoulder and moved on to another Lesser Demon. I swatted away an incoming fireball with my left gauntlet and pierced its heart with my sword.

As I twisted my blade and swung it upwards, my [Spirit Eye] predicted an approach from behind. I spun around and caught the incoming greatscythe’s handle with my left hand.

I smashed my pommel into the goat face, which was contorted in shock, just as a fireball hit my back. Simultaneously, two demons closed in at high speed from my left and right.

"Tch…!"

I instinctively wrapped the flames around my sword and cut down the creature on my left. I tried to turn my blade to intercept the enemy from the right, but I was too slow.

"GAAAA!!"

"Ngh…!"

The greatscythe struck my helmet, and my vision swam. But it was just the impact. Their blades can’t penetrate my armor…!

As payback, I slammed a left uppercut into its jaw and tore its torso open with my sword.

A moment later, I realized my feet had stopped moving. *This is bad…!*

From behind the shadow of the creature I had just cut down, another demon attacked. My [Spirit Eye] had caught it, but my concentration was starting to waver.

I dodged the slash aimed at my neck by a hair’s breadth. I drove my fist into its stomach and, as it flinched, swung my sword.

But the blade, which should have been aimed at its side, only cut off its right arm.

It wasn’t that it dodged. My sword swings are getting dull.

My body and mana aren’t fatigued. The problem is my mental stamina.

There was no time for a follow-up. To deal with the next attack my [Spirit Eye] had detected, I turned around and blocked a demon’s charge with my sword.

The Lesser Demon charged forward, not caring that its weapon’s handle was biting into my blade. To make matters worse, the one I had failed to finish off grabbed me from behind.

"GYGYGY…!"

"GYAHAAAAA!!"

"Guh…!!"

Its left arm wrapped around my neck, choking me as I was pinned from both front and back. Realizing that other creatures would come if I stayed like this, I instinctively kicked off the wind with all my might.

I flew in a chaotic trajectory, trying to shake them off, but the demons wouldn’t let go. What’s more, both of them started gathering mana.

*No way, are they going to fire a fireball at point-blank range!?*

"You bastards!"

I headbutted the demon behind me with the back of my helmet and used the recoil to slam my helmet into the nose of the one in front.

The hold on me loosened slightly, and I forcefully broke free with wind and arm strength. Immediately after, a storm of fireballs came flying from all directions.

[Concept Interference]… No good, there are too many!

I covered my entire body with wind, shielded my head with my arms, and let myself freefall, taking several hits. The impact was immense, and the heat was intense. My vision flickered, and strange noises echoed from various parts of my body.

Even without looking, I could tell there were scorch marks all over my armor.

But I endured. I immediately dropped my defensive posture, readied my sword, and focused wind and fire into the blade. Then, I unleashed it, intending to burn the swarming demons.

In response, dozens of the monsters gathered together in an instant. Their raised left arms created a barrier.

The wind and fire collided with the wall of mana, which had grown denser due to their numbers, and were blocked. A few of them had their arms carbonized, but I couldn’t finish them off.

"Damn it!"

They’ve already come up with a countermeasure!

The demons sneered vilely. The moment they began to break their tight formation, a sudden—

—*VWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH!!*

A small tornado swallowed the monsters whole.

No, that was a giant shuriken. It was flying while emitting wind, and it had drawn in the barrier they had deployed, adding their mana to its own power.

"GY—!?"

The demons were minced, as if thrown into a giant blender. My jaw dropped in amazement, but I somehow managed to right myself in mid-air.

The shuriken… the [Daisharinmaru]… which had shredded dozens of Lesser Demons, embedded itself in the schoolyard.

"Kyo-chaaan!"

"…Huh?"

A shadow dived out of a window, and I hastily ran to catch it. As I caught her just before she hit the ground, the blonde girl grinned like a child.

"Nice catch!"

"Please don’t jump out so suddenly…!"

I set Erina-san, who was giving me a thumbs-up, down on the ground, and she said something like, "I’ll run back on my own!" before heading off to retrieve her shuriken.

I felt the tension in my shoulders ease slightly as I gained altitude.

In any case, that took care of a good number of the demons….

"…—Hey! Hey, Kyo-chan-kun! Can you hear me! Erina-kun, too!"

"Aira-san."

The voice came from my earring, and my own reply came out surprisingly calm.

"Are you okay!? What in the world are you two caught up in while a person is trying to enjoy a nice afternoon nap!?"

"Don’t blame me."

I bantered back as I charged at the demons still flying about sporadically. It seemed there weren’t enough left in this area to coordinate their attacks, and I cut them down with ease.

For some reason, my performance was improving. It might be because the situation was now closer to the environment I was used to fighting in inside dungeons.

"This time, the dungeon break only happened at your location. The SDF should be coming to help soon, but since it’s a residential area, they might not be able to send helicopters."

"Is that good news or bad news… Whoops."

I turned to dodge an incoming scythe and cut the defenseless demon’s back.

"Who knows. In any case, buy a little more time. Hold out until help arrives."

"Already on it."

"And whatever you do,"

The moment she was about to say something.

Light and a deafening roar engulfed the area.

"Wha-aaah!?"

The shockwave that followed a half-second later threw me off balance in mid-air, and I nearly fell.

I slammed my sword and right knee into the wall of the school building that was now right in front of me, managing to avoid crashing headfirst. A strange noise echoed from the right side of my body, but I had no time to worry about it.

What was that, an explosion?

"Hey, what was that sound!?"

"I don’t know. There was a sudden flash of light and a loud noise…"

I answered as I turned my gaze in the direction of the flash.

"…You’ve got to be kidding me."

I was speechless. A residential area, a short distance from the school. It was engulfed in flames.

The fire was raging so fiercely it looked as if someone had doused every house in gasoline. It was a massive blaze that I doubted mere rain could extinguish.

But my gaze was drawn to something else.

A smooth, featureless face, lacking even a nose. On it were only glowing red eyes and a gaping mouth.

Its black, muscular body was covered in crimson, protector-like exoskeletons, and in its right hand was a greatscythe, similar to what the Lesser Demons carried but more ornate.

It had a pair of twisted horns, bat-like wings, and a reptilian tail that swayed lazily.

Even though I was nearly a kilometer away, my eyes met with the being floating above the flames.

"Listen, Kyo-chan-kun! Whatever you do, do not engage the boss monster! Do not fight the ‘Demon’! In terms of danger, it’s on par with or even greater than a *Refcourse*! Do not let it find you!"

"…I think it’s a little late for that."

"What!?"

A liquid other than raindrops trickled down my cheek.

The monster’s mouth, which had no lips or gums, just fangs that seemed to be one with its skin, opened in my direction.

"■■■■■■■—!!"

The true ‘Demon’ let out a roar.

In that instant, an enormous amount of mana began to converge. I instinctively kicked off the wall of the school building and used the wind as a foothold to gain altitude.

There was no doubt it was going to fire that mana. Even knowing that, I hesitated in my judgment.

I can’t block it. [Concept Interference] only allows me to ‘touch the untouchable’; if I’m overwhelmed by sheer output or mass, I’ll just be crushed.

But if I dodge the attack it’s about to unleash, the school building will definitely be incinerated. My mom and the others are in there. Evasion is not an option.

I held my breath and charged the enemy with everything I had. I have to cut it down before it fires…!

But perhaps due to that moment of hesitation, or perhaps simply due to a difference in fundamental power.

I wasn’t going to make it. A torrent of immense mana erupted from the Demon’s mouth.

"O-ooooooooh!"

With a roar that felt like I was squeezing out every last bit of air from my lungs, I swung my sword.

[Concept Interference]

It was a foolish act, like trying to stop a waterfall with a single stick. I couldn’t even entangle the energy; the divided streams of mana tore through the rain clouds and the ground.

My blade met the brilliant light. For three seconds. Then the blade cracked, and both my gauntlets shattered.

Even my helmet was torn away, and with my vision now clear, I saw it.

The sword I held was shattered, and a bundle of light was swallowing me whole.

"Ah…"

As my consciousness began to fade, I saw where I was being blown.

It was the classroom I attended every day.

The window shattered, and I was thrown headfirst into the familiar space.

The remnants of the Demon’s brilliant light tore apart a section of the school building, and rubble rained down upon me.
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"—What happened! Kyo-chan-kun! Erina-kun!"

"This is bad, *paisen*! Kyo-chan got blown away!"

"Wha…"

Reporting to Aira through her earring, Erina scanned her surroundings.

First, the Demon. The monster that had taken out their strongest asset in a single blow was still floating in place, not making any move to follow up.

The remaining Lesser Demons were gathering around it one after another.

Dropping the greatscythes they held, the demons approached their master empty-handed. Then, the true Demon suddenly snatched one up.

It gripped its neck and brought the goat’s head to its mouth. The gesture was almost like a kiss on the forehead. But there was no affection in it.

In that instant,

—*sluuuurp*.

Its life was siphoned away.

It was feeding. The Demon picked up its kin one by one, pressed its mouth against them, and sucked out their ‘insides.’

Their skin split open, revealing some black substance within. The empty husks fluttered to the ground like leather bags.

It was a comical, yet incomprehensible and eerie sight. After a quick glance, Erina judged that a second blast wouldn’t be coming immediately and leaned out the window.

She checked the condition of the school building. It seemed that parts of the mana cannon that Kyouta had failed to block had hit in various places. The walls and ceilings were crumbling here and there, as if hit by buckshot.

After a brief survey, Erina touched her earring again.

"I think Kyo-chan is probably alive, but maybe he can’t move? He might be unconscious. Also, the Demon? or whatever is slurping up the other monsters!"

"…Replenishing its energy. One of its traits is the ability to absorb mana from other monsters."

The reason the Demon was considered more dangerous than its peer, the ‘Refcourse,’ was its firepower.

In terms of pure stats, the two were evenly matched, but the Demon could source the cost for its powerful magic from elsewhere.

Though Aira and the others were unaware, it had engaged a preceding Self-Defense Force unit. As they skillfully used the houses for cover to whittle down the Lesser Demons, it had blown them away, buildings and all.

Immediately after, it had identified Yagawa Kyouta as a threat that needed to be dealt with and fired a maximum-output mana cannon at him.

It was unclear if the Demon understood what a ‘school building’ was, but it had instantly grasped that Kyouta was trying to protect that location and had aimed its attack on a course that would hit the building behind him if he dodged.

In other words, the Demon was currently out of fuel. It was hovering in mid-air to reboot and cool down.

Erina deduced all of this in an instant, but as things stood, she had no effective means of attacking the Demon.

The [Daisharinmaru] was out of range, as were her throwing spikes. Retrieving and using the weapons of the SDF rescue team was not a realistic option amidst that fire.

Byakuren and the others also had no way to snipe the flying Demon. Having reached that conclusion, Erina drew her ninja sword with a smile.

Then, she turned her gaze to the school gate.

"*Paisen*. These Lesser Demons… do they still move after being eaten by the Demon?"

"Yes. They become weakened remnants, but they still possess the strength and toughness of a soldier."

"I thought so. They’re moving, and they’re coming this way."

Where Erina was looking, the ‘husks’ of the Lesser Demons were walking towards the school building.

Their intelligence and mana had been sucked out, and the flabby leather bags were walking with grotesque movements. Even so, their claws could easily tear a human’s throat, and they were sturdy enough that a normal person’s punch wouldn’t kill them easily.

Deciding she couldn’t let them into the school building, Erina leaped down from the window, landing on the ground like a cat.

Byakuren, having also exited through a window, landed next to her with a heavy thud as she took a defiant stance at the entrance. With Kyouta out of commission, she had brought the Golem, knowing she would have to be the vanguard.

"Alright, Byak-chan and I will buy some time!"

"…No, Erina-kun. Retreat."

With a strained voice, Aira slowly tried to reason with Erina.

"The Demon won’t be feeding for long. You need to retrieve Kyo-chan-kun and teleport away from there."

"But if I do that, Shī-chan and the others will die."

"Then take your friends and run. As long as it’s attacking the people in the school, it won’t chase after you. Even with their parents, you should be able to manage a few people."

"I can’t. It’s not just Shī-chan and the others; I have to save everyone in my class, too."

As she replied, Erina began to topple the shoe lockers at the entrance with all her might. She gestured for Byakuren to do the same, starting to build a makeshift barricade.

"Even if we try to escape from the back gate, if we’re trying to get nearly thirty people out, the Demon will probably come after us, don’t you think?"

"They are strangers. Leave them."

"They’re not strangers. Ichiko-chan and the others are my friends."

"Tch…! They just see you as an unleashed beast! They’re just afraid of you! They’re not your friends!"

"But from *my* point of view, they’re still my friends."

Aira clutched her head as Erina made her nonchalant declaration. She couldn’t think of any way to persuade her cousin with logic once she got like this.

She had already sent out a rescue request to her grandmother and half-sister, but one was in a dungeon for fieldwork, and the other was at the prefectural office for a ‘promotion exam.’ They were both undoubtedly rushing over, but it would take nearly an hour for them to arrive.

The timing was just too poor. Aira had no forces on hand that could go and help Erina and the others.

"Please, Erina-kun… I’m begging you. Run away…!"

"Sorry, *paisen*."

Erina readied her ninja sword, and Byakuren began to spin the iron ball in its left hand.

Before the two of them, a horde of husks had passed through the main gate and was now heading for the entrance.

"BOU… BOOO…"

"GY… GGG…"

Their inarticulate moans were like something out of a B-movie zombie film.

Erina almost chuckled at the thought as she lightly tapped the ground with the tip of her toe, checking her condition.

"Besides, you see, *paisen*,"

The girl who called herself a ninja said in her usual tone.

"I think it’s still too early to give up, you know?"

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"Hah… hah…!"

A girl ran desperately, wearing her jersey over her gym uniform.

If this were all, one might think it was a P.E. class. But she was running down a school hallway, and next to her was a dwarven girl carrying a warhammer.

"Are you sure this is the right way?"

"Yes. Yagawa-san should have fallen into a classroom around here…!"

Busujima Aika and Ooyama Shizuku.

Two Awakened Persons who had been going around closing the fire doors, trying to prevent monsters from entering the school building.

Some other teachers and parents who were safe had also run off to close the fire doors, but they had decided that defending this position was no longer feasible. They were likely now explaining to the students and parents crammed into windowless classrooms that they needed to evacuate the school.

But the girls, along with Shizuku’s and ‘his’ parents who had come to watch, had chosen to remain in the school building.

They couldn’t abandon Yagawa Kyouta.

His parents, out of love. The girls, out of friendship and a sense of obligation. Shizuku’s parents, deciding to stay if their child would not flee.

Of course, everyone except Kyouta’s parents had also made the calculation that ‘this might be the better chance for survival.’ Currently, the parents were rebuilding barricades in a relatively safe classroom so the children would have a place to retreat to.

"This is it!"

Busujima reached the front of the classroom and placed her hand on the door. But a hand from the side stopped hers.

"Wait. Something’s inside."

"Tch…!"

At her friend’s whispered warning, Busujima swallowed a hard lump in her throat.

It would be fine if Kyouta had woken up. But what if there was a Lesser Demon inside?

At their level, they still stood no chance against a ‘C-Rank monster.’ Of course, there were talented Awakened who could fight monsters of that realm even at single-digit levels, but those were the exceptions to the rule.

Busujima and Ooyama would be killed in seconds.

The two girls exchanged a look, then, with hammer and knife in hand, they slowly opened the door. They kept one foot back, ready to flee with all their might if an enemy was there.

And what they saw was.

"…P-People…?"

"Who are you…?"

Unfamiliar students were looking at the door with fearful expressions. Behind them was a mountain of rubble that took up most of the classroom.

Busujima didn’t recognize their faces. They weren’t from her class, and probably not Kyouta’s classmates either.

Well, there was one person in a sailor uniform, so maybe just that one had some connection to the boy buried alive.

But most of them were complete strangers.

And for some reason, they were all holding pieces of rubble in their hands.

"I don’t know who you are, but help us. There’s a guy named Yagawa under here…! He’s the Awakened who was fighting that monster!"

"Um, uh, why are you all here…?"

To Busujima’s confused question, the male student who had spoken replied with irritation.

"To survive, obviously! We’re going to save him, and then he’s going to save us!"

Busujima was momentarily taken aback by the words, delivered with a desperate expression.

"I don’t want to die… I don’t want to die…!"

"Please fight… I’m begging you…!"

"Your talent isn’t meant to be wasted in a place like this!"

Each of them was desperately moving rubble. To save someone they didn’t even know well who was underneath.

It was by no means out of goodwill. But it wasn’t out of malice either.

They were acting based on their own thoughts and desires. Realizing this, Ooyama pushed Busujima’s back to get her into the classroom and joined in clearing the rubble.

"Move. I’ll take care of the big pieces."

"You! Are you an Awakened too? Are you strong? Can’t you beat them?"

"No. I’m no match for those monsters."

"I-I see… Anyway, let’s wake him up. I hope he’s alive…"

"…Ah, I-I’ll help too!"

Busujima, who had frozen in the moment, also joined in and began clearing the rubble.

With two Awakened joining the effort, the work speed increased, but due to the impact of Kyouta’s crash and the remnants of the mana cannon, this part of the school building had sustained the most damage.

It was so collapsed that it would be difficult to dig him out without heavy machinery.

"Damn it, is it hopeless…!"

"No way…!"

Amidst the despairing students, Ooyama suddenly slammed her hammer into a particularly large piece of rubble.

"H-Hey! If you’re that rough, the guy underneath will…"

"There’s no other way. He’s just unconscious anyway, so I’ll wake him up with the noise and impact."

"Shizuku-san…?"

Busujima raised a questioning eyebrow at her friend’s confident declaration.

It was true they had witnessed Kyouta’s abnormal nature during their level grinding, but they hadn’t seen enough of his power to believe he would be fine after being blown away so spectacularly.

Without looking at her confused friend, Ooyama answered as she continued to swing her hammer.

"…I observed the golem he made closely when I was attaching the armor. A golem is influenced by its creator’s mana capacity. That thing called Byakuren has abnormal performance."

"So you’re saying that means he’s a strong Awakened?"

"That’s right. …Hmph!"

A powerful blow sent cracks running through the rubble.

"So, it’s about time you woke up, you idiot!"

Ooyama currently possessed physical strength that could rival a gold medalist in weightlifting.

But even so, she was still within the human range. A block of reinforced concrete wouldn’t break so easily.

She didn’t know how much of the sound and vibrations were reaching the person below, but she raised her hammer again.

"Let’s call out to him too. He might wake up."

"I-I don’t really get it, but okay. Hey! Yagawa-kun! Answer me!"

A male student who looked like a third-year cupped his hands around his mouth like a megaphone and shouted at the pile of rubble.

"Please! Wake up!"

"Help us! Please! You can still fight, right!?"

"Show us your maid outfit again!!"

"Yagawa-san! …Please wake up!!"

Their voices, and Ooyama’s hammer.

Even under this barrage, there was still no reply from beneath the rubble.

Instead, a deafening roar began to echo from outside.

"W-What was that!?"

"Don’t tell me the monsters are inside the school building…"

"…No. I think my friend is fighting outside."

Busujima called out to the rubble, a cold sweat breaking out on her brow.

"Yagawa-san! …Kyouta!!"

Her face turned red as she shouted with all her might.

"The person who calls you that, Erina-san, she’s fighting outside!!"

Informed of his partner’s plight, the one with whom he had stood back-to-back, through the desperate voice of a young girl.

To this, Yagawa Kyouta—showed no particular reaction.

Perhaps if he were the kind of hot-blooded hero you see in a shonen magazine, he would have woken up at this call. He might have even gotten a dramatic power-up through love or friendship.

However, inside, he was just an ordinary boy. Even with his unique powers and having survived life-or-death situations, his core nature hadn’t changed.

He valued his own life over friendship and would become self-destructive when faced with a difficult choice. He feared strong enemies and flinched at pain.

Therefore.

—*Crick.*

His instincts sensed danger from the ‘sounds of battle that reached him.’

It was as if he were asleep and an earthquake hit, causing him to jump awake—with that kind of naturalness. He opened his eyes.

The pile of rubble that had been blocking the sound had been thinned by the students’ hands, vibrated by Ooyama’s hammer, and pierced by the loud voice of an acquaintance named Busujima. The combination of these factors allowed the sounds from outside to jolt him awake.

The rubble that had taken several people to move was lifted from the inside. Busujima and the others hastily scrambled out of the classroom, and immediately after, the mountain of concrete exploded.

The rubble was thrown to either side of the room. In the billowing cloud of dust, a tattered maid outfit was visible for just a moment.

Immediately after, a strong wind gusted through. The dust was blown away through the large holes in the walls and ceiling.

A dull, steel-colored sallet helmet and breastplate. Rugged gauntlets were fitted on his hands, and a black loincloth and sword belt were wrapped around his waist.

He drew a simple-looking hand-and-a-half sword. A glint in the boy’s eyes shone with a brilliance that rivaled its blade.

Seeing him, Busujima muttered with a wry smile.

"You’re late, you know."

The highest fighting force on the human side of this battlefield had awakened.
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			"Where… am I…?"

My head was fuzzy as I looked around.

The room was in ruins, but it had once been a classroom. Piles of rubble lay on either side of me.

A group of men and women were clustered near the doorway, staring at me. I spotted a familiar face among them, and the situation finally came rushing back.

"Right, the demon…!"

A sudden roar made me drop into a crouch.

*…That wasn’t close. Outside? It sounded like heavy metal being slammed onto the ground…*

"Kyo-chan!"

"Huh?"

Busujima-san’s sudden use of the nickname made me blink in confusion.

Her eyes widened for a second before she gave a small cough.

"Yagawa-san! Erina-san is fighting outside. That monster that fired the giant beam is still floating there, but we don’t know when it’ll move again."

"R-Right, I see. And… who are they?"

These strangers were looking at me with an unnerving amount of expectation.

"They’re the ones who helped clear the rubble that was on top of you."

"Oh… uh, thank you?"

My head was still a bit foggy as I thanked them and stepped out into the hallway.

*This is bad. I need to get my head on straight.*

I shook my head from side to side, trying to clear my thoughts. I reached for my ear, but the earring was broken. I had no way to contact Aira-san.

"…Do you know where my parents are?"

"They’re still inside the school building."

"…Understood."

I took a deep breath. The dust still swirling in the air was irritating, but I tightened my grip on my sword.

"I’ll engage the monsters. All of you, get somewhere safe."

"Y-You’ll fight for us…?"

I nodded at the unfamiliar male student who had asked.

"Yes. And again, thank you for clearing the rubble."

I had no memory of it, but if Busujima-san said it happened, it must be true.

"No, it’s fine. Good luck…!"

"Please, save us!"

"Win for us!"

"We believe in your potential…!"

I was a little bewildered by the chorus of words, not sure if they were cheers or pleas.

But there was no time to dwell on it. Feeling a little lighter on my feet, I stepped onto the frame of a shattered window.

"Well then… I’m off."

"Yes. Be careful."

"Go get ‘em."

I felt a little embarrassed as they sent me off.

I launched myself outside.

Kicking off the wind to accelerate, I surveyed the area.

The large demon seemed to be absorbing something from the lesser demons, but it would have to wait.

My partner was fighting on the school grounds.

"Tat-tat-tat-tat-tat…!"

The self-proclaimed ninja darted across the field with a strange battle cry.

She gracefully dodged the attacks of the ‘husks,’ which swung their claws at her, ignoring her invisibility as if they were tracking her with some other sense.

She slid between the legs of one that swiped at her, then spun to slice its calf.

She dodged an outstretched arm by springing up like a wind-up toy, then placed a hand on its elbow and cartwheeled over it, lopping off the goat-like head as she went.

Her movements were like a leaf dancing in the wind. She truly lived up to her title of ninja.

Still, she was outnumbered. The ‘husks’ were closing in to crush her.

───*VWOOOOOM!!*

A flail came crashing down, pulverizing them all at once.

Byakuren was swinging its chain, the spiked iron ball at the end sweeping through the monsters. The way it scattered its foes with storm-like fury was the complete opposite of Erina-san’s style.

But that was precisely why it was able to hold back such a massive horde. The problem was the golem’s fuel consumption. It wouldn’t last long like this.

I dove down, landing right beside her and simultaneously slicing a ‘husk’ in two from top to bottom.

"Kyo-chan!"

"Get down!"

"Okay!!"

Without a moment’s hesitation, my partner dropped to the ground, and my blade passed over her head.

The sword whistled through the air, ignited, and, accompanied by wind, became a raging storm.

*Bracelet of the Flame Horse.*

*Mana Conversion: Wind.*

A wild dance of raging flames. The output was so high my arm was nearly torn away, but I forced it under control, holding my ground as I swept through the monsters.

One flash, two, three. With every dance of the flames, the leather-skinned husks were incinerated and blown away by the gale.

In a matter of seconds, the ‘husks’ that had been swarming the field were reduced to ash, which turned to salt a moment later.

"Phew…"

I extinguished the flames on my blade and turned to my partner, who was getting back to her feet.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. What’s the situation?"

"Heh, you didn’t keep me waiting at all! So, umm…"

Suddenly, Erina-san grabbed my head with both hands and pulled my face toward hers.

Startled, I bent at the waist without resisting. Our foreheads touched, separated only by my helmet.

"Whoa, you’re close…!"

*‘That virgin-like voice, is that you, Kyo-chan-kun?!’*

"What kind of voice is that, you good-for-nothing college student?"

*‘Oh, good, you’re safe…!’*

"See? I told you so, Paisen. I said Kyo-chan would be up in no time."

I could hear Aira-san’s voice coming from her earring. So that’s why she did this, to let me hear the Telepathy.

That aside, she was too close. Her beautiful face filled my vision, and a pleasant scent filled my nostrils.

*This is bad. We’re in the middle of a battle and my head is going haywire.*

"Paisen, situation report, please!"

*‘Very well. JSDF, advance unit wiped. Rescue, delayed. Enemy, power-charging. Probably finish soon.’*

"Understood, but why are you speaking in clipped sentences…?"

*‘I was merely simplifying it so even you simpletons could understand, but?’*

"You’re gonna get it later…"

I understood her desire to call us idiots, but we had our reasons for not being able to retreat.

There was no time to argue, so I pulled my head back. As I did, Erina-san touched my ear.

For just a moment, her fingertips brushed against my earlobe, and my heart skipped a beat.

"Here, a spare earring! Now you can talk to Paisen!"

*‘Hiii, Kyo-chan-kun. It’s Aira-san, your ear’s one true love.’*

"…Right."

I had a lot to say, but no time to say it.

"I’m going to attack the demon now. Support me if you can."

"I’ll try if I get the chance!"

*‘That’s your way of saying you won’t, Erina-kun.’*

"Is it?!"

With the comedy routine of the two useless beauties behind me, I replenished Byakuren’s mana. As I poured it in, I felt someone else’s magic.

It seemed Erina-san and the others had been supplying it with mana to prolong the fight. That explained why it was still moving.

I’d need it to hang in there a little longer.

"Okay, see you later."

"Yeah, see you later."

After a quick glance at Erina-san, I broke into a run.

I kicked off the ground, leaped into the air, and then kicked off the wind to soar through the sky. In an instant, I was higher than the school building, just as the demon seemed to have finished its ‘meal’.

It tossed aside the last lesser demon and began to gather mana in its mouth.

Less than ten seconds until it fired.

No.

I had a whole ten seconds.

"Hrrraaaaaaaah…!!"

My acceleration was different from before. Without any hesitation, I charged straight at it.

Just before the beam of light was unleashed, the demon’s neck came into range. The instant the tip of my blade would have slit its throat, the monster arched its body back with incredible speed.

It bent into something like a bridge in mid-air, then immediately followed up with a somersault kick. I dodged the kick aimed at my chin, only for its other foot to lash out in a roundhouse.

*This thing can fight up close, too?!*

Its sharp claws grazed my helmet, sending sparks flying. It followed with an upward diagonal slash from its scythe.

I parried it with my sword and tried to counter, but the demon ducked to evade and charged in with a shoulder tackle.

I blocked with my left gauntlet and retreated. The demon closed the distance I’d created by flapping its wings.

I blocked its downward scythe swing with my sword and noticed something was off.

It was *heavy*. To be on par with Lefkos, its every ability was far too high.

Sparks flew as our blades clashed, and it was my sword that was knocked away. I jumped to evade the sweeping tail that came next, like a spinning kick, and brought my sword down from high above.

It backed away to dodge but showed no sign of creating too much distance. It knew that if it tried to fire its mana cannon, I’d take its head for sure this time.

*It’s strong…! Why are all these monsters such masters of combat?!*

*‘Kyo-chan-kun! It’s likely diverting the resources for its mana cannon to physical enhancement! It won’t last long!’*

"That’s easy for you to say…!"

The demon pointed its left hand at me, and my foresight activated. I dispelled my foothold of wind and dodged diagonally downward, just as a heat ray shot through the space I’d just occupied.

This was on a different level from the fireballs the lesser demons used. A direct hit would be far worse than a simple burn.

I kicked off the wind again, changing direction and closing the distance in an arc. I slashed diagonally, using my momentum, but it was deflected by the scythe.

"Tch!"

I threw a knife as I spun, but it was knocked aside by a whip-like reptilian tail.

Scales shattered the blade, and the tip of the tail wrapped around my left leg. I raised my sword to sever it, but before I could, I was yanked sideways with sudden acceleration. My body was swung around against my will.

After one full rotation, I was flung toward the fourth floor of the school building. I crashed through a window and slammed into the hallway, but I immediately got to one knee.

*‘■■■■!’*

"You!"

The demon’s massive body charged in right after me. It smashed not just the window but the wall itself to tackle me.

The hilt of my sword was pushed back as our blades met, and my back slammed into a wall. I felt my lungs compress as I was blasted through it into a classroom, a cracking sound echoing around me.

We scattered desks that belonged to who-knows-who, ending up in the center of the room. Our weapons were knocked aside, and in the next moment, we were clashing again.

I deflected a diagonal scythe swing with a horizontal slash and threw a punch, but it was knocked away by the shaft. I followed with a spinning slash, but it was blocked by its elbow, and I had to use footwork to evade a heel stomp aimed at crushing my toes.

I sidestepped to aim for its neck, but its massive body ducked, and I hit nothing but air. I too had to leap to avoid a low slash. From above, I used the wind to accelerate. I spun parallel to the floor, swinging my sword, but it was blocked by the scythe’s shaft.

I slid my blade along the shaft to aim for its fingers, but my opponent spun its weapon like a baton. My sword was sent flying, and a tail whip slammed into my side.

*I can see the future, but I can’t react in time!*

"Gah…!"

*‘■■■■■───!!’*

I let out a cry of pain as I was slammed into the blackboard, and the demon pressed its attack.

As I fell to the floor under gravity’s pull, I kicked the teacher’s podium at it as a distraction. The monster charged through, shattering the wooden podium with ease, but its aim was thrown off just slightly. The scythe passed over my head as I ducked low.

I swung my sword in a counterattack, but the blade was deftly deflected with the butt of the scythe’s shaft. Immediately after, its roundhouse kick smashed into my side.

Even through my breastplate, the impact was immense. *Crack!* The armor fractured, and I was sent flying like a soccer ball.

My back crashed through the wall, and I was thrown out into the open air. I dodged upward to avoid the pursuing demon’s scythe and brought my sword down on its head.

But…

*‘■■■!!’*

"Tch!"

Its horns deflected my blade, and a heat ray from its left arm scorched my left ankle.

It wasn't severed, but the intense pain disrupted my control of the wind. At this rate, I was going to fall.

"You bastard!"

Before I could, I grabbed the demon’s right wing and hacked it off with my sword.

A scream erupted from the monster’s mouth as it headbutted me in the chest.

My body shot upward as if I’d been hit by a truck. Through my spinning vision, I saw the demon hook its scythe onto the side of the building.

In the next instant, it pulled itself up and delivered a body blow to my stomach. The repeated impacts completely shattered my breastplate, and I was slammed onto the rooftop.

I broke through the fence, my body bouncing several times across the concrete floor before finally coming to a stop as my back hit the steel frame supporting a water tank.

The rain had gotten heavier, turning the rooftop into a giant puddle. And into that puddle, the monster leaped up.

I staggered to my feet, but my helmet fell off with a clatter. It looked like it had taken a beating, not just my breastplate.

The cloth that had tied my hair back seemed to have come undone as well, and a piece of white fabric fluttered to the ground.

My now-free hair danced in the wind as I faced the demon.

Our eyes met for only a second. In the next instant, we were both kicking up water and charging forward.

The scythe and the hand-and-a-half sword collided, letting out a high-pitched shriek. Despite the rain, the blades threw off hot sparks as they clashed, each seeking to reap a life.

We exchanged one blow, then two, our positions shifting with each strike.

Gradually, I was forced onto the defensive. I gripped the blade with my left hand, adopting a half-sword stance to withstand the flurry of circular attacks from the scythe.

Every time I blocked a slash, a sharp pain shot through my shoulders and palm, but it seemed my opponent was just as pressed.

Its breathing was ragged. Its body was so hot from forcibly circulating mana that the rain evaporated on contact, and black smoke rose from the corner of its mouth.

Aira-san was right; it couldn’t fight for long. But the same was true for me.

───*Ping.*

I felt a strange sound through my palm. If I kept blocking like this, my sword would surely break. Then it would be over.

Growing impatient, the demon raised its scythe for an overhead strike. My chance!

I switched from defense to offense, stepping forward. I met the descending blade with my own held at an angle, letting it slide along the curve.

Not aiming for its fingers──I thrust the tip of my sword toward the demon’s eye.

I was holding the blade in a reverse grip with my left hand. The power was sufficient. The monster’s eyes widened at the approaching point, and…

*‘■■■■■!!’*

It roared, meeting my blade with its horn.

"Tch…!"

A hard impact. I broke its left horn, but the tip of my sword was deflected just slightly, grazing its temple.

My foresight triggered. I instinctively threw myself to the left, but it was too late. A kick slammed into my side, and just as I lost my balance, its tail whipped around and struck me.

"Gah…!?"

I tumbled across the rooftop, scraping the concrete, and the sword flew from my right hand. It clattered and skidded across the rain-slicked floor.

*This is bad…!*

A scooping slash came for me in a follow-up attack. At the last second, I managed to block it with my left gauntlet, but my body was launched into the air.

An impact. A half-second later, I realized I had slammed back-first into the water tank.

Drenched in a torrent of water, I fell toward the floor, the demon swinging its scythe to finish me before I even landed.

I desperately tried to block it again with my gauntlet──and in that split second,

A grappling hook wrapped around the shaft of the scythe.

The swing slowed for an instant, and both our eyes widened. What happened next was determined by the difference between *knowing who did this and not knowing*.

The monster instinctively glanced toward the owner of the rope, while I, without a moment’s hesitation, slammed my fist into its face.

The scythe flew from its grasp, and the massive red and black body was sent flying.

The demon used its tail to scrape the rooftop and regain its footing. Sparing it a glance, I ran for my weapon.

*‘■■■■■!!’*

Heat rays fired continuously from both its hands. If I dodged, I’d lose my chance to get my sword. So, I just kept running.

Because I knew a shadow would step between me and my opponent.

Chains knocked away the approaching magical flames. Byakuren took the brunt of what couldn’t be intercepted with its armor.

The impact forced it to one knee, but it had done its job. The hand-and-a-half sword was back in my hand, and I fell into a ready stance.

I looked back at the demon to see it was already charging, its claws glowing with intense heat as it raised them to tear me apart.

*Can I intercept it in time?!*

"*Senju Ban’on*."

A voice echoed.

In the corner of my vision, a girl stood beside the rooftop door.

The ribbon holding her ponytail vanished, and her long black hair fanned out. Her drab jersey transformed into a provocative outfit.

A black, halter-top swimsuit with an absurdly small amount of fabric covered her modest chest, while the bottom was a piece of cloth that was somehow both a high-cut and low-rise. The hip cloth started from her side and was faintly translucent.

With the golden ornaments on her limbs, the outfit looked like a dancer’s costume made even more risqué. But the magic she unleashed was a *swamp of deadly poison* that could bring even a monster to its knees.

"*Suiten Dokko*!"

The characters on the knife she held aloft glowed, and the rainwater around the demon transformed.

The surface of the toxic lake roiled with mottled black and purple. From it, countless hands stretched out and grabbed the demon’s body.

The difference in raw power allowed it to easily shake off the arms. But there were nearly a thousand of them, and poison corroded it wherever they touched.

Slightly, just ever so slightly, the demon’s movements slowed.

That one moment was more precious than gold. Before I could even think, I shattered the floor beneath me and charged, the splashing water at my back.

Busujima-san, collapsing from mana exhaustion, stared wide-eyed at my actions. She must have thought jumping into a pool of poison was suicide.

But I told her before.

Your magic cannot kill me.

I stepped into the deadly poison that corroded even the demon’s flesh and raised my sword. From the other side, a giant shuriken was launched.

*‘■■■■■■───!!’*

The demon stretched out its arms to the sides. The mana that formed in its palms created a barrier, one sturdy enough to stop even a tank shell, and it met our blades.

Even a blade accelerated by wind could not shatter this wall. The demon had undoubtedly poured its last dregs of mana into this defense. If it could just withstand this, it would surely come for my head in a final, suicidal counterattack.

But.

*Concept Interference.*

It’s time to──end this.

"Oooooohhhhh!"

*Warp.* The two blades *enveloped* the barrier. The speed of the slashes, of the rotation, increased, and their destructive power rose to a level sufficient to finish the monster before me.

Two trajectories passed through the demon’s body.

The monster’s left arm and head flew into the air. The shuriken that had severed its arm crashed through the fence and flew all the way to the schoolyard, while I, unable to handle the momentum of my swing, collapsed to my knees.

Still, in the corner of my vision, I saw it clearly.

The headless body of the demon turning the color of salt.

"…Haaaaaaah."

I let out a huge sigh and fell onto my back. I was beyond exhausted. I had almost died again.

The wet floor felt disgusting against the back of my head and my back, but I didn't have the energy to care. My physical wounds and exhaustion were healing, but my spirit was on the verge of depletion.

"Kyo-chan!"

"Yagawa-san!"

At the sound of Erina-san and Busujima-san’s voices, I sluggishly raised my gaze.

And then I burst out laughing and shot upright.

"Whaaa?!"

From down here, I had a direct view of how their outfits were… *riding up*. And on top of that, one of them was a complete *exhibitionist*.

What was with Busujima-san’s outfit? Her top half was revealing enough that her small breasts looked like they could spill out at any moment, but her bottom half was insane.

It was an extreme high-cut, yet the fabric was as low as a low-rise. I didn't even know how to describe it. In any case, if she moved the wrong way, her maidenly secrets would be on full display.

"What are you doing, Busujima-san?!"

"That’s my line!"

"What?!"

Was there something *I* did to deserve a lecture from this exhibitionist?!

"Jumping into a poison swamp, are you insane?! Is there anything wrong with your body?! I’m out of mana, I can’t detoxify you! We need to get you to a hospital…!"

"Oh, I’m fine. Poison doesn’t really work on me."

"What kind of creature are you?!"

"Well, it’s just a skill… and I think I told you that before."

My eyes kept drifting to her small chest, where the tips were just barely out of sight, her cinched waist and pretty navel, her slightly visible ribs, the dangerously exposed lines of her groin, and her fully displayed beautiful legs, making it impossible to form a coherent thought.

Was this outfit designed specifically for visual distraction? What is this human-battle-specialized Arcane Gear?

"A-Anyway, cover yourself up! All of it!"

"Huh? …Hoaaaaah?!"

She finally seemed to notice her own attire. Busujima-san let out a strange shriek and wrapped her arms around her body.

Well, I could still see plenty. Did she think she was safe as long as her nipples and crotch were covered?

"N-No, this is a misunderstanding! I used my magic at full power, and my Arcane Gear just…!"

"I-I get the situation, just calm down…"

"Don’t look at me before you say that!!"

"I’m sorry!"

I hastily twisted my neck in the opposite direction, and there was Erina-san.

Since I was sitting down, her well-toned thighs were right at eye level…

"You two! Being too energetic is a problem too! Let’s try to maintain a more serious atmosphere!!"

*Wait, you’re the one saying that?*

Looking up, her huge breasts obscured her face, but I was sure she was making a smug face. A smug face that was almost as loud as her beautiful features. I said it twice because it was important. Or, thought it?

Seriously though, her boobs are huge…

"Hey, you over there. The idiot, the exhibitionist, and the virgin."

"I’m not an exhibitionist!!"

"I’m not an idiot!!"

"………"

Unable to deny it, I turned my gaze to the rooftop entrance, where Ooyama-san was looking at us with an exasperated expression.

"There are a bunch of what look like JSDF vehicles heading this way, so you should do something about your outfits. Especially you, exhibitionist."

"I told you, I’m not an exhibitionist, it’s just that when I noticed…!"

"Just cancel your Arcane Gear."

"Oh…"

*Poof*. Busujima-san’s outfit reverted to her jersey jacket and gym clothes.

She covered her face with her hands, red all the way to her ears. Well, whatever the case, thank you for the view.

I guess I should stand up too… and then I hunched over.

It can’t be helped after such a fierce battle. This is the devil’s handiwork. My whole body aches because of him, so I’m just leaning forward a little.

It’s all the devil’s fault. Various religions say so too.

"Byakuren, you did well…"

I replenished the mana of the golem, which had collapsed from exhaustion, and reactivated it. As Byakuren stood up, I could see numerous scratches and dents on its brand-new armor.

Well, I guess I had to accept it. It was a small price to pay for my life.

"Kyo-chan! I got the drop items! Let’s bounce!"

"I don’t think we can hide, given the circumstances."

In fact, if we bailed now, it would definitely cause trouble later.

"It’s about the feeling! Don’t forget your ninja spirit, that’s a no-no!"

"I’m not a ninja."

"And Kyo-chan, your disguise! Cancel your Arcane Gear!"

"Huh? …No way."

If I canceled my Arcane Gear, I’d still be in my cross-dressing outfit. No way was I going to be rescued by the JSDF in a maid uniform.

"But we already canceled our Arcane Gear. If you’re the only one still in it, won’t you stand out?"

"Yeah, you’ll stand out in a bad way!"

"I had to endure embarrassment too, so…"

"That last one was just a personal grudge."

Being cornered by three girls wasn’t making me happy at all.

I used Byakuren as a shield and slowly backed away.

"Alright. I’ll cancel my Arcane Gear after I find a change of clothes…!"

"We don’t have time for that. Just suck it up. Okay?"

"No. I don’t want to give up."

"It’s okay, it looked really good on you!"

"That doesn’t make me happy."

"What’s the problem? You have a bigger chest than me, after all…"

"Just so you know, it’s padding, okay?"

Well, in terms of chest muscles, my circumference might actually be larger than hers.

Just as Erina-san stored Byakuren in her Item Box, I made a break for it. First, I needed to find my parents. As soon as I confirmed their safety, I’d escape…!

*‘Oh, Kyo-chan-kun. I just confirmed over the phone, but it seems the JSDF has rescued your parents. That’s great! Also, some other JSDF members are heading to the rooftop right now ♪’*

"You set me up, you good-for-nothing college student!!"

*‘Oh, come now. I just told your parents where you were, that’s all.’*

Damn it! I can just imagine her smirking face through the Telepathy!!

"Damn youuuuuu! Daaaaamn youuuuuuuuuu!!"

At some point, the rain had stopped, and I screamed at the pointlessly clear sky.

That day, I felt like I had lost something precious.
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			Epilogue - Part One

			*‘The dungeon overflow that occurred the day before yesterday has resulted in 61 confirmed deaths. The search for the missing continues.’*

*‘Once again, the source of the dungeon was a vacant house that had been abandoned for three years since the death of its residents. From the burnt ruins, the gate has been—’*

*‘This is government negligence! They were repeatedly warned about the dangers of vacant houses, and now this happens. So many promising young people have become victims!’*

*‘Look at this. The police are now entering the vacant house, accompanied by city officials!’*

*‘I can’t help but worry that the day will come when the government broadly interprets this law. Yes, we are in a national crisis. But to use that as a pretext to infringe upon the rights of the people—’*

*‘I hear that civilian Awakened Persons also fought against the monsters in this recent overflow, is that right?’*

*‘Yes. Without their efforts, the death toll would have exceeded three digits. However, the government has announced that because they were a group of minors, their personal information will not be disclosed.’*

*‘Why was the JSDF’s deployment delayed this time?! It’s because some members acted on their own and headed to the scene! This has caused chaos in the chain of command, according to reports. This is a case of troops running wild! How will you take responsibility, Minister of Defense?!’*

*‘They headed to the scene, engaged the enemy, and died before receiving permission to deploy. Was their action heroic, or was it reckless? Tonight, we will discuss this with a panel of experts.’*

*‘We hope that all those affected can safely return to their normal lives… Now, for our next story! Tomorrow, a joint U.S.-Japan military—’*

Several days had passed since the sports festival… since the demons went on their rampage.

It was a weekday, but after something like that, school was obviously canceled for the time being. Apparently, they were moving up the start of summer vacation. It seemed tough for the students preparing for exams.

I learned from the TV that the gate had appeared in a vacant house about three kilometers from the school.

It was just recently that the Dungeon Agency and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism had begun working together to start forcibly inspecting abandoned houses. It really was just a hair’s breadth away.

It was nothing short of bad luck. And another thing I learned from TV… the JSDF members killed by the demon had gone there on their own initiative.

A total of twenty-four people. They had rushed to the scene, thinking it would be too late if they waited for permission from their superiors. They were engaging the lesser demons when they were incinerated by the mana cannon, along with the surrounding buildings.

For JSDF personnel to take up arms without permission is not something to be praised.

But they did it knowing that, trying to save us. To not be grateful for that would be against all reason… or so I thought.

I quietly made my way to the place where they had fought, making sure no one saw me. On the way, I stopped by a flower shop to buy a bouquet.

The site was close to the gate and was cordoned off, but next to it was a spot where bouquets and sake bottles had been placed. Along with tributes for the civilian victims, there were also message boards with messages for the JSDF members.

It seemed others had the same idea. I placed my flowers there as well and put my hands together.

*…Thank you for your hard work. May you rest in peace. Thank you for coming to save us.*

Amidst the loud noise of heavy machinery, I offered my words of gratitude and respect. I didn't think they would reach the deceased, but it was my own way of finding closure.

After a few seconds of prayer, I turned to leave. As I did, my eyes met with a JSDF member who had been watching me. We both gave a slightly awkward nod and then shared a wry smile.

…The actions of the soldiers who died in that battle cannot be publicly praised.

Still, they seemed to think that there was no harm in at least offering a prayer.

As I walked home, I found myself looking around for some reason.

After what had happened, the streets were deserted. But I couldn’t help but wonder.

I thought we would be hounded by the media after fighting the demons… but that hadn't really happened.

I was glad about that. I knew nothing good would come from becoming famous over something like this. Above all, I hated being asked a million prying questions.

But it was also strange. I always imagined that reporters would swarm in at times like these…

I tilted my head in confusion for a moment, then went straight home.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"That’s because society has gotten used to ‘overflows.’"

"Used to them…?"

The next day, at Aira-san’s house, I posed my question to her, and that was the answer I received.

"Did you think that was inappropriate? I agree, but that’s just how the world works. Even for you, thinking about what’s for dinner tonight is more meaningful than some tragedy on the other side of the TV, right?"

"Well, I guess so…"

"Just this year alone, how many dungeon overflows have there been… To put it bluntly, society has a short attention span. There are other topics of conversation now, too."

"…You’re right."

Now that she mentioned it, that made sense.

I felt a brief moment of irritation, but when I calmed down, I realized I was no different. After all, the reason we had gathered at her house today was for a ‘victory party.’ We were all here to celebrate surviving that battle.

Considering I had just gone to pay my respects to the deceased JSDF members the other day, I suppose I was also part of that ‘fickle society.’

"And well, I suppose ‘Grandma’s name’ might have something to do with it too…"

"Grandma? You mean the professor? I didn’t realize she was such a renowned scholar."

"Mmm… no. As a scholar, Grandma doesn’t have enough authority to sway politicians or the media. It’s just that Grandma’s ‘family’ is a little influential, that’s all."

"Huh…?"

"More importantly, Kyo-chan-kun."

Aira-san’s voice was laced with unconcealed glee.

"Why are you keeping your face down? When you talk to people, you should look them in the eyes, you know?"

"That’s right, Kyo-chan! Look at us!!"

"You useless beauties…!"

Right now, my head was bowed. If I looked up, I would naturally see things I didn’t want to see, and the psychic damage would be unbearable.

What could I see other than the shiny floor? *My own padded chest and skirt.*

That’s right, I was cross-dressing.

"Why am I in this outfit again…!"

"Because I didn’t get to see it."

"And I wanted to see it again!!"

"Like I care, you idiots! And isn’t this skirt a little shorter than before?!"

"I thought it would be a nice touch!"

"You bastard!"

"YES! *Today*, I am a bastard, *pyon*!"

I desperately tried to pull the hem down, but it was completely useless. The draft was unbearable, so I was keeping my legs pressed tightly together to mitigate it even a little.

This was humiliating. Truly humiliating. And the worst part was…

"Honestly, now," Aira-san said, sighing as if to say, ‘good grief.’

"We’re cosplaying like this too so you wouldn’t be the only one embarrassed, you know?"

"Greetings, I’m a bunny ninja!!"

The foolishness of me falling for such bait was making me sad…!

Of course, at first, I refused to cross-dress. But then Aira-san and the others said they would cosplay too… in slightly risqué outfits, and I couldn’t help but agree.

*My past self was an idiot! A blockhead with a one-track mind!*

"Come, come. At least take a good look at our lovely figures. It’s your rightful reward."

"Grh…!"

At Aira-san’s words, I decided to raise my head.

───*Past me, good job!!*

I couldn’t suppress the triumphant fist pump in my mind. I really am an idiot…

Aira-san sat in a chair with a smug look, her legs crossed. She was currently wearing a cheongsam.

Her long silver hair was styled into two buns, and she held a fan in her hand, black with gold fur trim.

Her shoulder-baring cheongsam was also black with gold embroidery, just like the fan. It had a large slit, through which her plump thighs peeked out, dazzlingly bright. It was strange how her legs were so slender from the knee down.

But above all, her chest. Contrary to her delicate shoulders and slender waist, her ‘F-cup’ bust was tightly packed into the dress, looking almost painful.

And there was a diamond-shaped opening in the center of her chest. What was that for? Did it get stuffy? Because her boobs were so big?

With a slight blush on her cheeks, Aira-san smiled, fan in hand. Damn, her face and figure were as good as ever!

And next to her was Erina-san.

"Heh heh. Just for today, I’m a fusion of a ninja and a bunny."

The self-proclaimed ninja, spouting nonsense as usual today, stood with her hands on her hips, smiling.

Yes, as she herself said, she was a ‘bunny girl.’

Black bunny ears swayed atop her head, her shimmering blonde hair tied into pigtails. A red ribbon was tied under her smiling, beautiful face.

Her bare white shoulders and her voluptuous bust, looking ready to spill out. The tight bunny suit revealed a deep cleavage without reservation.

And her lower half was just as daring, with a high-cut design that drew my eyes to her groin. Her healthy, toned thighs were visible all the way to the hip, a truly dazzling sight.

The combination of fishnet thigh-highs over her beautiful legs was also alluring. What was with this self-proclaimed ninja? Was she a seduction specialist?

She also had a smug look on her face, but her cheeks were slightly red. It seemed she did have a sense of shame, after all.

"A-Aren’t you two embarrassed? In those outfits… or are they even outfits?"

"Of course, it’s embarrassing."

"Honestly, my face is burning up!"

"Then why did you wear them?"

"Because I wanted to see you cross-dress, even if it meant paying this price."

"It was worth wearing it, Kyo-chan!"

"You should value yourselves more…!"

They were both incredibly beautiful with great figures, so this was genuinely dangerous.

"Hearing that from you while you’re staring at our chests and legs just makes you sound like one of those old guys who lecture girls at hostess clubs, Kyo-chan-kun."

"You know, Kyo-chan, if you’re not careful, you seem like the type to really mess up with women."

"Guh…!"

I stubbornly let out only a grunt. I couldn’t say anything more in response.

It couldn’t be helped…! They were both gorgeous on the outside, even if they were train wrecks on the inside! It was beyond lewd! It was ultra-lewd!!

At this point, should I just give in and stare at them until their images were burned into my retinas?

"Ahem! To get back to the topic of why you’re not being interviewed, it’s not that there are zero inquiries."

"I see."

Her face, already red, turned a shade redder as she picked up a wine glass. Hey, this person is finally going to drink in front of minors.

On the living room table, snacks and chocolates were spread out on plates, with smaller plates and chopsticks for each person. At a glance, it looked like a suitable gathering for students, but the box of chocolates I saw… I think I’d seen it on TV before, from a famous place in a Tokyo underground mall.

I heard from Erina-san that it was a small token of gratitude from the professor. She was absent again this time, but that was out of consideration to ‘not interfere with the young people’s fun’ and because she was handling the paperwork for the ‘possession permit for the demon’s drop items’ on our behalf.

Dealing with drop items from an overflow was apparently quite a hassle. Just like with ‘Lefkos,’ there was an incredible amount of paperwork to fill out.

But I digress. I brought my attention back to Aira-san’s story.

"Not zero, you say?"

"There are plenty of low-quality media outlets in the world. They don’t care about regulations from above or anything else. If there’s a story that will sell, even if it’s a fabrication, they’ll do anything. Especially freelance reporters who aren’t affiliated with a publishing house."

"I see."

"However… it is strange that there are so few of even those types. Something might be going on, so be careful how you act."

"…Given my current outfit, isn’t it already too late for that?"

"I have no intention of going outside in this, and thanks to Grandma pulling some ‘strings,’ the security of this house, including magical defenses, is top-notch. Feel free to let loose and have fun."

"Number one, Erina! I’m singing!"

"Alright, first, let’s stop Erina-kun from letting loose."

"Calm down, Erina-san. You’re terribly tone-deaf. Please restrain yourself at a celebration."

"You’re both so mean!?"

The truth can be cruel sometimes.

I slowly shook my head at Erina-san, who was holding the microphone with her pinky finger extended for no reason.

That aside, she really was huge. I won’t say where, but huge.

"Ugh… then you sing, Kyo-chan."

"Uh, well, I’m not exactly a good singer either. I’m pretty bad, actually."

"Oh, dear. Then it seems I have no choice but to sing. What kind of song would you like? My main repertoire includes ‘Matsuo the Midwife’ and ‘Yo Mama’s Belly Button Missile.’"

"What kind of crappy selection is that?"

"My, my, Kyo-chan-kun, such vulgar language. Please use more refined words."

"That’s wight!!"

"Please put your hands on your chests and reflect on your own past statements."

Aira-san and Erina-san gently placed their hands on their own chests.

…The way their chests squished under their white palms was just too lewd.

"Indeed. I was a flawless young lady, with nothing to be ashamed of!"

"Usually a sheltered lady, but secretly a cool and beautiful ninja. That’s me!"

"Please go see a neurosurgeon. Or failing that, a psychiatrist."

As I was having this conversation with the two useless beauties, a ‘ding-dong’ sound echoed.

It seemed we had a visitor.

"Hm. A solicitor or a delivery? If it’s a solicitor, I’ll send them away. If it’s a delivery, I’ll have them leave it at the door. Worst case, I’ll have Kyo-chan deal with it."

"Uh, me?"

"Of course. If a beauty like me went out in this outfit, I’d be worried about the other person’s sanity! They might just Lupin Dive me on the spot!"

"So you were aware that you’re chipping away at my sanity."

"On that note, if you were Lupin Dived, you could fight them off, right?"

"And why am I the one being hypothetically dived upon?"

While I was ‘stalling’ Aira-san like this, Erina-san, who had checked the intercom camera, smiled and remotely unlocked the gate.

"Okay! You two, come on in!"

"Huh? Erina-kun. What is the meaning of…"

Heh heh heh… I did say, ‘You’re gonna get it later,’ Aira-san.

Ignoring her confusion, footsteps approached from the entrance. The gate was closed again with the flip of a switch, and the lock was engaged.

In other words, there was no escape for this frail college student.

"Excuse us."

"Yo, we’re comin’ in."

"Welcome, Ā-chan! Shī-chan!"

"　"

Reinforcements in the form of two high school girls have arrived!

Aira-san froze, still holding the microphone and fan. Her face was as expressionless as a Noh mask as she looked at Erina-san.

"…Erina-kun?"

"I got permission from your grandmother, Paisen!"

The self-proclaimed ninja flashed a V-sign with a huge smile.

"…Kyo-chan-kun?"

"Well, you know. They have enough connection to this and played a big enough part to be invited to the victory party."

I replied with a business smile.

I’d have to expose my own shame, but at this point, I was taking her down with me. You too will know the pain of your own low communication skills…!

"Y-You set me up! Both of you!!"

"Huh, what are you talking about?"

"I don’t really know what you’re saying."

"At least Kyo-chan-kun is a willing accomplice, I see!"

She shrieked and slammed the microphone and fan onto the table before grabbing my shoulders.

Whoa, too close, too close. And don’t move so suddenly. Your chest is jiggling!

"Um, would it have been better if we didn’t come…?"

Busujima-san asked awkwardly, and Aira-san, with an agility that belied her usual frailty, hid behind me.

Hey, your chest is pressing against me!

The plump, soft sensation against my back. It had less rebound than Ooyama-san’s, but because of that, it felt like I could sink into it forever.

…I leaned forward even more, *to straighten the hem of my skirt*.

Hey, useless college student. Don’t press yourself against me even more. It’s dangerously dangerous.

"N-No… not at all…"

"It’s okay, you two. Paisen is just shy around new people!"

Erina-san answered with a smile in place of Aira-san, whose voice was as quiet as a mosquito’s buzz.

"Today’s condition for Kyo-chan’s sake is costumes!"

"Could you not make it sound like it was my idea?"

"Both of you, I’ve prepared a lot of costumes in the next room, so let’s get changed!"

"Damn, I thought it was strange you were ordering so many costumes…!"

"…Conversely, you didn’t find it suspicious?"

"Well, she said she was going to have Mia wear them later…"

Miyoshi-san had been targeted without her knowledge. May she rest in peace.

"Understood. Then I shall cosplay as a yuki-onna."

"Kimonos look better on those with smaller chests, so I think that’s a good choice."

"So for the well-endowed Shizuku-san, it’s adhesive bandages. Got it."

"Oi. Is groveling enough?"

"Just apologize normally."

"My bad. Just make it Frankenstein’s monster or something."

"You are forgiven."

For a moment, I honestly prayed, *‘Don’t apologize!’* I don’t think I’m in the wrong here.

After Busujima-san and the others were led to the next room by Erina-san…

"Hmph… It seems they fled from the pressure I exude."

"Your voice is trembling."

Aira-san moved away from my back and wiped the sweat from her brow with a triumphant smile.

Then, she picked up the wine bottle and glass from the table and turned on her heel.

"Farewell, Kyo-chan-kun. You young people enjoy yourselves. I shall have an elegant wine time in my room while watching Ni●douga."

"Oh, Paisen!"

*Click*. The door to the next room opened, and Erina-san poked her head out.

"I have a message from your grandmother. She says, ‘It’s about time you got a little more used to people. I will not permit you to abandon your guests and hide in your room’!"

And with that, Erina-san went back into the other room.

Aira-san was silent for a few seconds, then she unceremoniously placed the glass on the table, poured wine into it, and started chugging it.

"Hey—"

Awakened Persons are abnormally resistant to alcohol, but it was still scary to watch. I didn’t think she’d collapse from acute alcohol poisoning, but…

She placed the empty glass on the table and looked at me with glazed eyes.

"Kyo-chan-kun."

"Y-Yes."

"I am drunk."

"Uh-huh."

"I am drunk. No matter what anyone says, I am drunk."

"Are you trying to hypnotize yourself?"

"Alright! In that case, I’ll prepare some games so I can claim to have ‘entertained’ you without having to speak! Help me prepare, Kyo-chan-kun! Even you would probably die in a space full of nothing but girls in cosplay, right?!"

"Yes, sir!"

"I am not a ‘sir.’ Say ‘ma’am’! Or ‘Big Sis’!"

"Yes, ma’am! And ‘Big Sis’ is really pushing it, seriously!"

"Shut up! Move, move!"

After that, we played an absurd amount of ‘Super Matsuo Racing’ and ‘Matsuo Naval Battle’ before calling it a day.

I want to strongly state that the reason my controls were so bad was because of the vile visual distractions from the two useless beauties. And also Busujima-san’s strangely alluring nape, and Ooyama-san’s mountains getting defenselessly close.

Well… in any case. I think it was a fun victory party, even in a non-perverted sense.

Under the darkening sky that felt sweltering despite it being only June,

I walked home, thinking about how wonderful pants are.
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Tokyo, Central Government Complex.

The Dungeon Agency, housed on one of its floors.

They were as busy as ever today, but the situation was slightly different this time.

The ‘Act on Special Measures Concerning Vacant Houses’—several clauses had been added to it jointly by the Dungeon Agency and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism.

To put it simply, the new content stipulated that, ‘If an owner cannot be identified for over a month, or if the owner has not checked the inside of the house for that period, the local municipality can, at its discretion, investigate the interior with the police.’

Furthermore, ‘If leaving a house vacant for business trips or hospitalization, one must either report it to the municipality beforehand and submit documents stating that the management of the house has been entrusted to a reliable person, or temporarily entrust the management to the municipality itself.’

In many ways, the contents were unreasonable. Criticism naturally came from both within the country and abroad, but that wasn’t the only problem.

Simply put, it increased the workload of government offices. Without any increase in staff or funding.

Inquiries were flooding in to the Dungeon Agency and the Ministry of Land from all over the country, asking, ‘What should we do in this situation?’

Of course, a basic manual had been created and distributed. But unexpected situations are a fact of life. The Dungeon Agency and the Ministry of Land were busy responding to such inquiries and recording them for future reference.

All while handling their regular duties.

The Dungeon Agency occasionally had incidents of strange odors, but recently, similar incidents had apparently been occurring in some departments of the Ministry of Land as well.

Then again, lately, every ministry and agency was in a similar state. Providing compensation for those who lost their homes in the ‘overflows’ that had occurred so far. Dealing with the fact that some roads were no longer usable. And a mountain of other tasks that had to be done.

With no help from other departments, the bureaucrats were running around in a state that would make even the most exploitative of companies flinch. Some had submitted their resignations, unable to take it anymore, while others had collapsed from overwork.

And at this busy time, another ‘dungeon overflow’ had occurred.

As if things weren’t bad enough, an ‘incident’ had also taken place, in which ‘some JSDF members went rogue, deploying before receiving permission from their superiors, engaging the monsters, and dying.’

To discuss how to handle this, Director Akasaka had to make his way to the Ministry of Defense in Shinjuku.

"…Then. We will respond to the media and the bereaved families in this manner."

"Yes. Understood."

After a meeting involving several bureaucrats and high-ranking JSDF officers, a slight sense of relief filled the air.

However, everyone was busy. They immediately returned to their respective jobs.

Director Akasaka was about to return to the government complex as well, but he was stopped by General Marui.

"Akasaka-kun. I’m sorry, but do you have a moment?"

"General Marui. Yes, of course."

He nodded, and the General and the Director sat back down in the chairs they had just been using.

The two men, left alone in the large conference room. Facing each other across the large table, they both let out a heavy sigh.

The exhaustion was clearly visible on both their faces.

"I’m sorry. I know this is a lot of trouble."

"Not at all. It’s my job."

"Yes… this is a job."

General Marui took off his glasses and massaged the bridge of his nose.

"*They*… shouldered more than just the responsibility of their job. As a ‘senior officer of the JSDF,’ it is unforgivable."

His tone was flat, devoid of emotion.

Conversely, Akasaka took that as the answer and nodded silently.

"Those who acted on their own had too strong a sense of justice."

"Yes. ‘If our deployment is delayed by one second, one person will die. If it’s delayed by ten seconds, twenty will die. We can’t wait for permission’… That’s what they apparently said over the radio."

"…From an organizational standpoint, that way of thinking is unacceptable."

"Indeed. As members of the organization, it is utterly unforgivable. Their actions were a reckless act that could have threatened the very existence of the JSDF. As a result, the chain of command was thrown into confusion, and the departure of the unit that was supposed to head for the rescue was delayed."

Director Akasaka and General Marui both condemned the actions of the deceased JSDF members.

But as individuals──they were a little, just a little, envious of the JSDF members who had been able to rush into action like that.

The actions of the JSDF members who died in that battle deserved to be condemned.

Therefore, the men who remained in this room silently prayed for their souls.

"…Let’s get to the main topic. There are two things I want to discuss with you."

"Yes. One is about the ‘Awakened Persons who protected that school,’ correct?"

"You catch on quick. Unfortunately, we don’t have the ‘means’ to investigate that sort of thing. I’d like to get some information from you."

"I was under the impression that the JSDF had taken them into custody."

"Let’s stop beating around the bush. We conducted a brief interview, but we couldn’t ask for more. They’re minors, and it was right after the overflow."

"That’s true."

The JSDF wasn’t so heartless as to grill a group of young people who had fought for their lives while their schoolmates were dying.

There might be some members who wouldn’t care about that, but there was another reason why the interview had to be kept short.

The public image of the JSDF.

This had happened right after the insubordination of some of their members. Any more negative press would put the JSDF in an irreparable position.

"I’d like you to tell me what you know about them. It’s fastest to ask you."

"…Yagawa Kyouta. Rinzaki Erina. Busujima Aika. Ooyama Shizuku. Those are the four Awakened Persons who were there. And Yagawa Kyouta’s characteristics match the eyewitness accounts we’ve had of a member of the ‘Invisible Ninjas.’"

Akasaka stated this slowly but clearly.

His tone was one of ‘conviction.’

"‘Invisible Ninjas’… Honestly, what a ridiculous name."

"It’s likely some form of camouflage. It’s a name a middle schooler would come up with in three seconds. If a high school student like him says it, those who don’t know the situation won’t take it seriously, assuming it’s just youthful indiscretion."

If the one who had named them heard this conversation, she would surely be shocked. And the boy who was being treated as a core member would undoubtedly shout, ‘Don’t drag me into this.’

"A name designed with the premise of using students in operations… Even if they have a real organization name, it doesn’t sit well with me."

"Indeed. However, this Yagawa Kyouta can no longer be considered a mere member. His last reported level was ‘LV: 21’… It’s reasonable to assume he has leveled up even further after the battle with the demon."

"Level 20 or higher… a fighting force comparable to an armored vehicle, or perhaps even a tank."

The furrows on General Marui’s brow deepened.

"He’s certainly no ordinary member. And it’s not just his level. We should assume his skills and growth rate are also phenomenal."

"Yes. If I recall, the level of the JSDF’s Awakened Person unit is…"

"The few who are stationed at the dragon’s dungeon are close to ‘40.’ But besides them, the highest is ‘18.’ The majority are in the single digits."

"Leveling up isn’t going well, I take it."

"We don’t have time. Culling dungeons is all we can manage. If we don’t rely on the ‘speed’ of firearms, we simply can’t keep up with the processing."

"What about the ‘anti-monster rounds’ made by those with ‘Potion’ type production skills?"

*Potions.*

As the name suggests, they are medicines imbued with mysterious powers using mana. Some can heal burns and cuts just by being applied to a wound, while others are poisons more lethal than aconite.

The JSDF had been secretly researching what would happen if they were incorporated into bullets.

That is, they *had been*.

"Unfortunately, that project was frozen. We were told by some Diet members that it ‘gave off a bad image’ and that it ‘might be used in interpersonal combat.’"

"Is that so…"

"I understand their concerns. But having all the data we had collected *taken* from us was unexpected. I doubt they had it canceled for that purpose, but it hurt to have it snatched away as an afterthought."

"Taken…? By whom?"

"Who knows. That’s beyond what I can know from my position."

General Marui’s eyes shone from behind his glasses.

From the way he looked at him, as if piercing him, the Director understood. He was a former official of the ‘Ministry of Foreign Affairs.’ In other words, this was about what was happening across the ocean.

On top of that, a man who was a General had said that it was ‘not information he could obtain from his position.’ The list of possible opponents was short.

"Let’s get back on topic. What else have you learned about the ‘Invisible Ninjas’?"

"Yes. Regarding Yagawa Kyouta, Busujima Aika, and Ooyama Shizuku, we found no particular organization behind them. Looking at their backgrounds, they are perfectly ordinary students. However, Rinzaki Erina was different."

"I heard she was a quarter, I believe…"

"Yes. Her grandmother is British."

"British… could it be…!?"

"Yes. Her grandmother has since become a naturalized Japanese citizen, but… she was originally from a ‘ducal house.’"

A duke. A noble house with power second only to the royal family. In some cases, they could even have a claim to the throne.

"…Any connection to ‘MI6’?"

*MI6*—Britain’s famed foreign secret intelligence service.

"It’s still unclear. She is currently a university professor who goes by the name ‘Arisugawa,’ but she corresponds with her family quite frequently. She also seems to be buying and selling ‘dungeon items’ with British nobles and wealthy individuals."

"The details?"

"That is also still unclear… and it will likely be difficult to investigate the ‘underbelly’ of this in the future."

"I would imagine so."

General Marui let out a small sigh.

"The ‘Invisible Ninjas.’ It’s reasonable to assume the British government is involved, then…"

──They did not know. They had no way of knowing.

The letters Professor Arisugawa exchanged with her family were mostly idle chat.

The ‘dungeon items’ that were part of the financial transactions were simply low-research-value items she sold to collectors she had known in the past, a kind gesture to ‘let her granddaughter and her friends earn a little money,’ with the profits being passed on to Yagawa and the others.

However, the fact that Erina and the others’ grandmother was from a ducal house was an undeniable fact. As a result of various political ‘considerations,’ Akasaka and the others currently had no way of learning the truth.

As a result.

"If the UK is involved…"

"Yes. If we pry carelessly at this time, we have no idea what kind of retaliation we might face…!"

Somehow, things had become incredibly complicated.

Incidentally, the originator of all this, Erina, had only identified themselves in such a manner when they saved Yamashita’s group and when they protected a family evacuating from centaurs. In the latter case, she had just said something that sounded cool, without even mentioning an ‘organization’ or anything of the sort.

Other than that, the circumstantial evidence had just piled up on its own. Whether this was a tragedy or a comedy remained to be seen.

"…Now for the other matter. This also involves ‘the other side of the ocean.’"

"Yes. That matter."

Putting the ‘Invisible Ninjas’ aside for now, the General and the Director moved on to the next topic.

"The Japan-U.S. joint… in reality, the U.S.-led, ‘initiative.’"

The wrinkles on Director Akasaka’s brow deepened by several degrees.

The ambitions of a great power were slowly closing in.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"…This is that guy from the ‘Invisible Ninjas,’ isn’t it?"

The guild, ‘Walkers.’

They were located in a rented building in Kanagawa Prefecture. In the ‘Guild Master’s Office’ at the very back, the Yamashita siblings, their childhood friend, and the sister’s friend, a total of four people, were gathered.

They were huddled around a tablet on the desk. It was displaying a blog post with the headline, ‘The Girls Who Fought the Demon.’

You can’t stop people from talking, and even though this incident was being treated as having little impact as a topic of discussion, there were still those who had uploaded it to social media.

On the screen was a person in a maid outfit staring up at the sky, and another person in ‘Arcane Gear,’ drawing a sword. In fact, both were Yagawa Kyouta.

"But this is that boy from back then, right? Why the maid outfit?"

"It was a sports festival, so maybe they had some kind of event like that? The quality is pretty high, though."

Yamashita Akemi and Shougo tilted their heads in confusion.

"Cross-dressing… that could work."

Kiriko muttered under her breath.

Watching his companions, Yamashita Hiroshi broke out in a cold sweat.

"…Don’t you guys realize?"

"Huh? What? That you’ve got a bald spot the size of a ten-yen coin on your head recently?"

"That’s not it."

Answering his sister, Yamashita discreetly covered his head with his hand.

"There are far too few posts about this incident…!"

"…That’s true."

"Isn’t it just that the public is tired of news related to ‘overflows’?"

"If the public is tired of it, it’s the media’s job to ‘create smoke,’ isn’t it? And yet, the only ones covering the incident at that high school are personal websites."

"…Is there pressure coming from somewhere?"

"Probably. As expected, they’re a dangerous organization. The ‘Invisible Ninjas’…!"

Yamashita covered his mouth with his other hand, a cold sweat running down his back.

"Let’s not talk about them too much from now on. We don’t know what kind of retaliation we could face."

"Yeah…"

The four of them nodded in agreement, and Akemi scratched the back of her head.

"Still. There’s no end to the dangerous things happening in the world. We’ve had our own share of trouble over here, too."

"Yeah…"

In fact, until just a little while ago, they too had been through a different kind of hell.

‘The problem of bullying of Awakened Persons by non-Awakened Persons.’

This issue, which was on the verge of becoming a social phenomenon, had befallen an adventurer belonging to the ‘Walkers.’

The victim was a boy, still in his second year of high school. He had been extorted for money and beaten with metal bats by his classmates. And to top it off, they had threatened to attack his family if he fought back.

It was only natural that he, being treated as a punching bag and a wallet, would eventually snap.

They had managed to talk him out of his plan while he was on the verge of becoming a murderer. Then, the four of them had moved to resolve the situation.

As a last resort, the solution was to…

*‘Hey there. Don’t you guys want a wife who can make a crater in solid rock with a lariat?’*

*‘Read this book. I wrote it. Furred multi-breasts are the ultimate form of erotica in this world.’*

They contacted the chairman and vice-chairman of the ‘Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.’

Given the circumstances, they had no time to be picky about their methods, so they consulted with a high-ranking police officer and someone in the court system.

As a result, the students who had been bullying him faced legal repercussions… It seemed their minds had been broken after a conversation in a closed room with the chairman-vice-chairman combo, but that was beside the point.

However, the problem came after that.

"I can’t believe some idiot would come out and say, ‘If you’re not an Awakened Person, you’re not human’…"

"And some of the guys in our guild are starting to agree with them."

The Yamashita siblings sighed, their faces filled with disgust.

Yes. An NPO that called itself a ‘human rights group for Awakened Persons’ had, from somewhere, caught wind of the situation and approached the boy and the Yamashitas.

They were an organization with rather extreme views, with most of their members being Awakened Persons. They thoroughly looked down on non-Awakened Persons and were even talking about creating a nation solely for Awakened Persons.

Apparently, they had originally been interested in the ‘Alchemy Enthusiasts Club’… and, by extension, the ‘Walkers,’ who were connected to them. They had seen this as an opportunity and had come to them with a friendly handshake.

Regarding this, the ‘Alchemy Enthusiasts Club’ had commented,

*‘We’re best buds with the Walkers, so we’d appreciate it if you talked to them first ♡’*

In other words, they had passed the buck to the Yamashitas. On top of that,

*‘You understand, don’t you, Yamashita-saaan? You dooo understaaand, riiight…’*

was what the vice-chairman had whispered into Yamashita’s ear, in a sticky, drawn-out voice. Not only had they passed the buck, but they had also ordered him to get rid of them gracefully.

"We have non-Awakened office staff in our guild, too… I can’t imagine running the guild without them, with all the taxes and applications and stuff."

"Seriously, those guys are nuts. They were saying stuff like making Awakened Persons nobles, like something out of a middle schooler’s fantasy."

"…But I think the executives’ skills are the real deal."

At Shougo’s words, the Yamashita siblings fell silent.

The world of Awakened Persons was even more of a ‘world of talent’ than that of non-Awakened Persons.

The differences in individual aptitude were starkly revealed through numbers called stats and special powers called skills.

One hero or monster was stronger than a hundred warriors. That was the reality for Awakened Persons.

"Besides, what they say is extreme, but we need a group that can express those opinions clearly, right? Otherwise, we’ll be ‘exploited’ too much by the non-Awakened."

"But their actions will only deepen the rift between Awakened and non-Awakened people."

Kiriko muttered from the side to Shougo, who sounded annoyed.

"Kiriko-chan. I’ll say this first, I don’t like those guys either. But we need a ‘spokesperson.’ Otherwise, no one will understand. Distorted prejudices will become common sense. Like, ‘It’s natural for Awakened Persons to fight for non-Awakened Persons.’"

"Even so. We Awakened and non-Awakened are all human. A spokesperson might be necessary, as Shougo-san says, but not them. I don’t want to live in a world where being an Awakened Person, and the strength that comes with it, is the sole measure of ‘value.’"

"Hold on. Both of you."

Just as the atmosphere was turning sour, Yamashita clapped his hands.

"You’re both getting off-topic. We all agree that we don’t like that organization. Let’s not forget that."

"…Yeah."

"Yes…"

Watching the two of them, Yamashita felt a sharp pain in his stomach.

This kind of conflict was happening within the guild as well.

The ‘Walkers’ had, at some point, become one of the leading ‘Awakened Person organizations’ in the country. To the point where multiple ‘clans’ were now under their umbrella.

No one questioned their use of the name ‘guild’ anymore.

The main reason that NPO had gotten involved with the ‘Walkers’ was their connection to the club.

But even without that, there were more than enough reasons for them to approach the Yamashitas.

Depending on which way the ‘Walkers’ leaned, *something* in Japan would change.

"What should I do…"

Yamashita sighed and looked up at the ceiling. And so, he didn’t notice.

His companions, who had exchanged a look in an instant and grabbed his shoulders from both sides.

"I have a good idea."

"Same here."

A cold sweat ran down Yamashita’s back as his childhood friend and his sister’s friend spoke in perfect sync.

"You, no, *we* will!"

"Become the bridge that connects Awakened and non-Awakened people! …is what I think."

"Eh?"

"Well, we can’t do it all at once, so we’ll take it slow, one step at a time."

"At least in this area… for the sake of our own safe lives."

"…Eh?"

A cat beastman staring into space.

Looking at her brother, Akemi suddenly thought of that.
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Mid-June. Rain fell softly, and the air was thick with a humid heat.

Despite it being a weekday afternoon, I was in my room playing video games.

I wasn't skipping or playing hooky. My high school is currently closed.

During the stampede on the day of the sports festival, many teachers, students, and parents died. Many more were seriously injured, and the school building itself was damaged. It was simply impossible to reopen the school right away.

And so, summer vacation came early. The break, which was originally supposed to be from late July to the end of August, was moved to mid-June through late July.

Classes are scheduled to resume right around the time other high schools start their summer breaks... apparently.

Yes, that's the 'plan,' but...

*"My, Kyouta-kun, are you lost in thought?"*

"Well, yes."

*"Hey, hey, admitting it so easily? We're in the middle of a heated battle, you know?"*

"I'm stuck in the corner of the screen getting comboed and can't move."

I looked ahead at the game console I'd recently bought—not the one I'd borrowed from Aira-san.

On the screen, my character was being relentlessly pummeled against the wall. The infuriating part was that no matter what button I pressed, I couldn't counterattack.

*"Hahaha! My apologies, Kyouta-kun. It's just that I'm too strong!"*

*"Fight on, Kyouta-chan! Don't give up! Go, go, go! Show him that golden right hook!"*

"Erina-san, don't tell me you know how to get out of this combo...!?"

*"...Guts!"*

"I had a feeling you'd say that."

*"Finiiiiiish!!"*

My character was mercilessly sent flying. And Aira-san's character started teabagging me over and over.

*"Hmph, another victory added to my collection..."*

"So annoying."

I can just picture her smug face, even over the telepathic link.

"You should really stop the teabagging habit, you know."

*"Ha-ha-ha-ha! The howls of the loser always make the booze taste better!"*

"That's why you have so few friends."

*"Could you not land a critical hit out of nowhere...?"*

"My bad."

Oh dear, she sounds like she's on the verge of death.

*"Anyway, let's play a different game next!"*

*"Did you just say 'anyway'? Hey, look at my emotional wounds! My brains are splattered everywhere!"*

"She was dead."

*"Wanna play 'Matsuo Race'?"*

*"Yeah!"*

"An amazing recovery speed."

I sighed softly as I navigated the game console to the start screen of 'Matsuo Race 8.'

*"What's wrong, Kyouta-kun? Love troubles?"*

"No."

*"What, Kyouta-chan!? Who is this woman!!"*

"I said no."

*"So it's a man then!?"*

"Shut it."

*"Yes, ma'am."

Besides, I wonder if Erina-san, if not Aira-san, is facing the same problem?

"It's about school. I was just wondering when it's going to reopen."

After all, she goes to the same high school as I do.

I really hoped it wouldn't just close down for good. Transferring would be way too much of a hassle.

*"My, Kyouta-kun, I didn't know you loved school so much. I mean, I understand wanting to legally ogle high school girls in their uniforms, but..."*

"What do you take me for? And I hate school."

*"A perverted demon. And you don't like school. Then you shouldn't worry about it so much, should you?"*

*"I heard it's supposed to reopen in late July, right?"*

"Yeah. That's the plan, but I wonder if it'll actually go according to plan. The school building is a mess all over."

I decided to ignore the ditzy college student's assessment of me for now. When I think back to the victory party, I can't exactly deny it.

Erina-san's bunny suit and Aira-san's slutty cheongsam are precious memories...!

Getting back on topic, the school building is in shambles because of the Demon's attack. Some classrooms are half-buried in rubble.

By national standards, it's definitely in a state where it's 'unusable as a school.'

*"Ah, that's right. You were the one who headbutted it, stabbed the walls with your sword, and stomped them to bits."

"It was all the Demon's fault. No doubt about it."

*"Well, I won't deny that."

Legally, I'm innocent, so it's all good.

...Seriously, I'm glad I wasn't billed for the repairs. I earned some money for Aira-san's lab, but it definitely wouldn't have been enough to fix that much damage.

The last resort of 'fixing it with alchemy' would have risked exposing my unique skill, not to mention I have no knowledge of architecture. I doubt I'd find anything that specialized online.

But, on the other hand, a magician or alchemist with knowledge of architecture could significantly shorten the construction period. So, the building itself might be fine. If they have the budget, that is.

But there's another problem.

"And then there's the trauma for the students and teachers..."

*"Well, the dungeon that caused it is pretty close, so that makes it worse."

"Yeah..."

The Lesser Demons' dungeon is about three kilometers from the school. Since it's not in an evacuation zone, the school can legally reopen once the building is repaired.

But you can't heal the human heart in a short amount of time.

*"Speaking of which, I heard the school is strongly encouraging students to go to counseling."

"Apparently, there's a waiting list. I can't say I'm surprised."

That's how many people want to regain their peace of mind. Even I don't like to remember the sights of that day.

Watching people die in front of you is pretty rough. I saw plenty of dead bodies during the Orc and Centaur stampedes, but that was the first time I'd seen someone die up close.

The calmer I become afterward, the more the endorphins that flooded my brain during and immediately after the battle fade, and a heavy, unpleasant 'something' settles in the pit of my stomach.

It must be guilt. For surviving. For being the only ones with the means to fight back. And for the lives we couldn't save.

Logically, I know it's not my fault, but human emotions are difficult to control, even when they're your own.

What's really messed up is that it would be easier if I could just wallow in some kind of 'tragic protagonist' mindset. But when I eat, the food tastes good. When I see a beautiful woman in a scandalous outfit, my base desires stir. And when I lie down in bed, I sleep soundly. ...On the days I don't have nightmares, anyway.

I'm so half-assed. I've returned to my daily life surprisingly well, yet sometimes, as if remembering, a wave of nausea washes over me.

Another sigh escaped me naturally.

*"I'm ready! Let's race!!"*

"You're really full of energy."

*"Hmm? Well, there's no point in worrying. Besides, hey! Even if the construction is delayed, I'm sure they'll reopen classes at another high school or in a rented building! Or online! Right now, we should enjoy our short summer vacation!"*

"Your mental fortitude is insane..."

*"Come on, now. Continuing to talk about gloomy things won't change the situation. For now, let's just forget about all the difficult stuff and play our hearts out. It's a rare chance to play on a weekday afternoon, after all!"*

"...Oh. Come to think of it, Aira-san. Is it okay for you to be doing this? Don't you have classes today?"

*"I don't have any lectures at this time. And as for the lab, thanks to you two, I've already completed plenty of my tasks."

"I see."

*"Granny is the only one in our lab who can enter dungeons, but of course, she can't gather data all by herself. Besides, she's busy. That's where you guys, who collect all sorts of videos and drop items, come in as really great helping hands. And by scouting you, supporting you, and compiling the information, my own stock rises."

"Well, as long as you have time to play, I guess it's fine."

*"Hehehe. I only want to do things that interest me. I've contributed enough to the lab, so I leave the tedious parts to the other students. Thanks to that, I have this kind of free time!"*

"That's why you don't have any friends at university."

*"Hehehe. ...*pien*."

*"She's crying."

"Sorry."

*"I just work faster than other people... I do compile data and create documents... I'm not slacking off..."*

"No, I'm really sorry."

*"*Sniffle, sniffle*... If only Kyouta-kun would cross-dress, give me a lap pillow, and call me 'Big Sis,' this emotional wound might heal..."*

"Hahaha. Nice joke."

*"That wasn't a joke, though?"*

"I meant that I'll beat you up if you don't make it a joke."

*"Eek."

*"Wow, what a menacing voice."

I do not have a cross-dressing fetish. Absolutely not.

When I lightly searched for things about that day online, I found a blog that seriously referred to me as a 'mysterious beautiful maid.'

When I read the part describing their lust for my cross-dressing self, a shiver of fear ran down my spine.

*"Aargh! In that case, I'll vent! I'm going to vent!!"*

*"Kyouta-chan, any preference for the course?"*

"Oh, then let's do the Oeyama Circuit."

*"Hey, listen to meeee!! Mia has been so cold to me lately! Even when I call or text her, she barely pays any attention to me!"*

"I see. By the way, what kind of things do you talk to Miyoshi-san about?"

*"Like, where do you start washing when you take a bath, or the color of your underwear today."

"You should be grateful you haven't been sued."

*"But I want to match if possible..."

"That's just creepy. You know harassment can happen even between family members...?"

*"*Sniffle*. I'm lonely. Tonight, I'll put Mia's old clothes on Renge and use her as a body pillow again..."*

"What are you making a security golem do? Also, that's seriously messed up, as a person."

*"Oh, are you jealous? Hah! I'm such a sinful woman!"*

"You're using 'sin' in the wrong way."

*"But Senpai doesn't seem to mind that much?"*

"I didn't want to know that."

Their sisterly relationship got complicated due to certain circumstances. Now that it's been repaired, isn't it getting complicated in a new way? Are Aira-san and Miyoshi-san okay?

*"Is Kyouta-kun also dying to know about my panties? You little closet pervert! Well? Depending on your attitude? I might just tell you? If you beg 'Please, Aira-sama,' I'll-"

*"Is that true, Kyouta-chan? Senpai's panties today are light green with a white ribbon!"*

*"Wait, Erina-kun. Wait. Please, I'm begging you, don't actually tell him."

So... light green... with a ribbon.

While inwardly thanking Erina-san, I felt a little awkward, so I changed the subject.

"Speaking of worries, I actually have one more."

*"What is it? By the way, I'm going with the heavy tank-type ox-cart. Full investment in weight! I'll ram the other ox-carts out of the way."

*"Then I'll go for speed!! A ninja... is all about... agility...!!"*

"Don't you two go off-course so often because you're so extreme... ?"

I finished customizing my own ox-cart and completed my preparations.

*"So, what's troubling you? Is it love troubles this time?"*

*"Who is this woman!!"*

"Stop with the running gag. No, it's not a big deal, but... my parents have started talking about 'training to become Awakened Persons.'"

*"Ahhh."

That was the second time my parents had been caught in a stampede. It seems they're bothered by the fact that they were saved by their son and his friends both times.

I think fighting is all about having the right person for the right job, but I guess it's a matter of parental love and pride.

I understand their reasons, but it's not exactly something I can celebrate wholeheartedly.

"This 'Awakening training' stuff, it's all shady, isn't it? From what I've heard, 90% of it is a scam, right? And the other 10% is just a fluke."

*"Well, to begin with, how one becomes Awakened is still ambiguous."

There are all sorts of advertisements out there, like, 'Train with us and you can become an Awakened Person!... maybe,' or 'You too can become an Awakened Person with this method! *Individual results may vary*.'

Bullying of the Awakened by the non-Awakened has become a social issue, but it seems the honest truth is that most non-Awakened people would become Awakened if they could.

And so, the world is filled with suspicious ads and mysterious drinks.

"But my parents seem to think that 'if it's a place run by the government,' it should be fine."

*"...Hrm."

"They're talking about trying to go to the 'National Awakening Support Center' that's been on TV recently."

'National Awakening Support Center.'

Apparently, it's an institution established through Japan-U.S. cooperation to research and provide the process of becoming an Awakened Person. It's brand new, so of course, it has no track record.

Since it's run by the government, I'm not overly suspicious, but anyone can make mistakes, and I can't trust it 100%. Since it's a newly established facility, there might be some 'slip-ups.' Whether intentional or accidental is another matter.

Right now, while I don't really know what kind of place it is, it's an initiative I don't want my parents involved in. At the very least, I want to wait and see for a while longer.

*"........."

"I'd hate for something to happen to my parents because of some weird training method, so I'm worried."

*"...You're right. However... no, it couldn't be that blatant... but considering Kyouta-kun's level..."

"Aira-san?"

Aira-san suddenly started muttering to herself, and I tilted my head in confusion.

*"Hey, hey, Kyouta-chan."

"Yes?"

*"Do your mom and dad really want to become Awakened that badly?"*

"It seems so. I don't want them to go anywhere dangerous, but... it's the same for both of us, so it's hard to object. And more importantly, just being an Awakened Person can increase your survival rate in some situations."

Actually, we're not the only Awakened Persons at our school. There are some in the second and third years, too. I've never met them, and I don't know their names.

However, I heard a rumor that those people immediately evacuated the scene with only their own families at that time. Frankly, I'm envious. I would have run away if I could have.

If my parents were also Awakened, they might be able to escape immediately if something similar happened again.

As I thought about that, I picked up an item on the screen. Ah, ox dung.

*"...This might be a good time. Hey, Kyouta-kun."

"Yes? Oh, I picked up some ox dung. Can I throw it at you, Aira-san?"

*"My character is behind yours, though!? Ahem. I'm also against your parents going to such a suspicious facility."

"Suspicious..."

It's run by the government, so you don't have to go that far.

*"So, here's an idea. Granny has been saying she wants to talk to you and your parents for a while now. I'll ask if she can persuade them for you at the same time."

"Huh?"

*"I'll check Granny's schedule later, so you ask your parents about their availability too."

*"Oh, then I'm coming too! I haven't been to Kyouta-chan's house yet!"*

"Eh... eh?"

They're coming? The Professor and Erina-san? For real?

...For real!?

"Uh, um. My mental preparation..."

*"Now, now, now!"*

"No, I'm saying-"

*"Now, now, now, now!!"*

*"Now, now, now, now, now, now!!"*

"You're trying to brute-force this!?"

It's true that Erina-san had been talking about coming over since before the sports festival. The Demon incident managed to derail that conversation.

But this time, it's a set with the Professor. I need them to wait. My brain's capacity is going to break.

"At least! At least don't come at the same time!!"

*"Now, now, now, now, now, now!!"*

*"Now, now, now, now, now, now, now, now, now!!"*

"Is it only 'now'!? Even for brute force, add a little more variety!?"

*"Well then. Enough talk... It's time to go for the win...!"*

"I haven't agreed to any of this, you know?"

*"Kyouta-chan... you really don't want me to? If so, I'll stay back..."

"Eh, no. That's not what I mean...!"

*"Kyouta-kun is soft on Erina-kun. Ā-chan has learned."

Did she just call herself 'Ā-chan'? This college student.

I fell silent, and a deliberate cough came through the link.

*"Ahem! Now, the time has come to decide the victor, gentlemen! I wonder who will cross the finish line in first place!?"

"...Um. I've noticed we're in a battle for last place."

*"I'm in fourth place!!"*

"Don't be so proud of such a painfully mediocre rank..."

*"Oh, come oooon!!"*

After that, Aira-san and I got into a massive squabble, tripping each other up.

...Wait, are the Professor and Erina-san really coming over at the same time? I need to mentally prepare for each of them separately, but in different ways.

...For now, I guess I should hide the books and games I can't let them see, which I carelessly unsealed.
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Two days after the execution—I mean, the visit from the Professor and Erina-san—was decided.

I was at the prefectural government office with the self-proclaimed ninja in question.

We were here for the C-Rank promotion exam. Since it was a weekday, the train was relatively empty, and the city's hustle and bustle were a bit calmer. We took a bus from the station, and that had plenty of empty seats too.

It might be inappropriate to think this, but I was glad my school's summer vacation had started early. It allowed me to choose the least crowded day within the period they specified.

For some reason, I'm not good with crowded places. These eyes of mine tend to 'see a little too much.'

I got off at the bus stop and glanced around. If I remember correctly, the way to the prefectural office was a right turn at the nearby convenience store...

"Mmhmm. The time has finally come, Kyouta-chan. For us, the *Invisible Ninjas*, to make our C-Rank debut!"

"Let's not say that name out loud, okay? Seriously."

"Okaay. Ninjas... are supposed to be... silent!"

"Fine, whatever."

Erina-san puffed out her chest proudly, pinching her chin between her thumb and forefinger, her eyes sparkling.

Dressed in a crimson kimono and black hakama, her good looks and figure made for a striking picture. In other words, she drew attention just by standing there.

I mean, a 'beautiful blonde girl in Taisho-era romantic attire' would stand out anywhere.

That guy at the food truck, for instance. He was trying to be subtle, but he kept glancing our way. When she mentioned the name *Invisible Ninjas*, his eyes widened for a split second.

See, our eyes just met. It was for a moment so brief that I would have missed it if not for my [Spirit Eye], but he was definitely looking at us. It was unbelievably embarrassing.

I managed a polite smile and started walking. Erina-san hummed a tune as she walked beside me, seemingly in a good mood.

...Is there a chance... this could count as a date? No? I see...

My own internal back-and-forth made me feel dejected for no reason. About a minute's walk from the bus stop, we arrived at the prefectural office. After giving our names and purpose at the reception desk, we headed for the elevator.

I took a small, deep breath out of nervousness, and a soft, floral scent tickled my nostrils.

At some point, Erina-san had moved right next to me and was looking up at me.

"Eh, Erina-san?"

"Are you nervous, Kyouta-chan?"

"Uh, yeah. I guess... I am."

I was nervous for a different reason now, but I was too embarrassed to let her know, so I averted my gaze.

"They say the written test is just simple questions, and the interview is just a light confirmation as long as you don't have a criminal record, you know?"

"Well, that's what I heard, but..."

I had indeed read that when I looked it up online. But because it's a simple test, I worry even more about what would happen if I failed.

I don't mind if Aira-san or Erina-san tease me about it. But I don't want them to be disappointed in me. I don't want to be abandoned.

The 'connections with others' that I, Yagawa Kyouta, have outside of my family exist because of them.

"Hmm. In that case, Kyouta-chan! I'll cast a spell on you!"

"...? I don't think using Spatial Magic to cheat is allowed."

"That's not what I mean!"

She flapped her arms up and down before taking my hand in hers.

"Eh..."

"When someone holds your hand like this, it calms you down, right? My mom used to do this for me when I was little. Not when I was nervous, but when I was lonely."

She beamed, her usual wide smile.

Having it so close, feeling the warmth of her hand enveloping mine, my ears naturally grew hot.

Just moments ago, my chest had been tight with nervousness, but now I found it hard to breathe for a different reason. But it wasn't unpleasant.

My heart was pounding so loudly I thought it was ringing in my ears, and I almost missed the sound of the elevator arriving at our floor.

"Alright, let's go, Kyouta-chan! This is as good as won!"

"Uh, um, my hand... could you let go of my... hand...!"

"Hm? Are you calm now?"

"...Yes."

I answered in a voice as faint as a mosquito's buzz, and Erina-san's face lit up with a brilliant smile.

The hand she released felt just a little bit lonely.

"Great! If you get nervous again, just tell me, Kyouta-chan!"

"...Yeah."

Not wanting her to see my flushed face, I hid my mouth with the hand that hadn't been held.

Because touching my own face with the hand that still held her warmth... was just unbearably embarrassing.

I followed Erina-san toward the room where the exam would be held.

It was closer to the elevator than I expected.

"...Welcome."

A middle-aged la—a woman who looked like she was about to click her tongue was watching us from the reception desk in front of the room.

...I'm sorry about... whatever.

I bowed my head inwardly, but I kept it to myself, fearing she might get genuinely angry if I said it out loud.

Thank you for your hard work.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

After finishing the written exam and the interview, we were at a fast-food restaurant near the station.

"Don't be so down. Life is long, Kyouta-chan!"

"........."

I was staring into the void with what I could only describe as dead eyes.

I screwed up. I totally screwed up.

The written exam was, as rumored, easy, so that was fine. I think I got every question right. At the very least, I should have a passing score. I made sure to check that I hadn't forgotten to write my name or filled in the wrong boxes.

The problem was the interview.

It was a one-on-one format where we entered a room with four people from the prefectural Dungeon Countermeasures Division.

Well, we were the only ones taking the promotion exam today, but that's beside the point right now.

Anyway, I entered the room after Erina-san. I made sure to follow the simulation, not forgetting to knock or greet them.

The interviewers were very friendly people. A man named 'Akasaka' in particular was a great speaker and an even better listener, and I think I was quite talkative for once.

And so, I got a little carried away.

The interview should have ended without a hitch. In the friendly atmosphere, just as I stood up from my seat...

Akasaka-san said something to me.

*"Why■■■■■■s......■■■■■──"*

It was English. That's all I know for sure.

The extremely fluent question was delivered with the same smile he'd had just moments before. So, I instinctively replied in a joking tone.

*"I cannot speak, English."

It was terrible English, even I could tell. The katakana pronunciation was so bad it seemed intentional.

But given the atmosphere up to that point, I thought it would be fine.

Until Akasaka-san's expression vanished... for a split second, for just a few hundredths of a second.

It was a brief moment that only my [Spirit Eye] could have caught. But there was no doubt he was thinking, *'What is this kid talking about?'* My eyes did not miss the hostile emotion that surfaced in his gaze.

I immediately bowed deeply and left the room as if fleeing. Looking back on it now, I think that response was also a mistake.

After bowing properly to the interviewers, I should have bowed again at the door...! I completely failed to do that. And I didn't even apologize for my rude reply...

It's over. I'm definitely going to fail the interview...

"I don't think you need to worry about it that much."

"You think so...? I hope so..."

"I don't know what kind of mistake you made, but I hear they don't fail people unless it's something really serious. And even if you do fail, you can just take it again."

"...Yeah."

I nodded and decided to finally eat the food in front of me. It would be a waste to let the freshly made meal get cold.

Putting my hands together and saying 'Itadakimasu,' I unwrapped the paper and took a bite of my hamburger.

Yep. Same delicious taste as always.

I glanced over at Erina-san.

Though her voice, face, or movements are usually boisterous, she's quiet while eating, or rather, when there's food in her mouth.

Her eating pace isn't particularly fast or slow. The way she simply savors her food in silence gives off a strange sense of elegance.

I guess it's because her small movements and posture while eating are so refined. I sometimes think this, but she really was raised well. I'm sure of it.

After she finished her meal in silence,

"Alright Kyouta-chan! Since we're here, let's hang out before we go home! Let's do it!!"

...her usual loudness returned. This was right after we left the restaurant.

"Huh...? Well, what...?"

"Like watching a movie, going to an arcade, or browsing bookstores! That kind of stuff, Kyouta-chan! I've done it with Ā-chan and Shī-chan, but not with you yet!"

*Hmph*, she declared, placing her hands on her hips and puffing out her chest.

I averted my gaze slightly from her emphasized bosom and replied.

"Well, I guess that's fine..."

"Alright, then let's go see a movie right away! There's a movie I recommend playing right now."

"Eh, wait-"

As she spoke, she naturally took my hand.

It was the same soft, warm sensation I'd felt in the elevator. Not like when we teleport in a dungeon, but a direct contact with nothing like a gauntlet in the way.

"My hand, again...!"

I could feel my cheeks growing hot, but she didn't seem to notice.

Her face, as she looked back at me, was a smile as innocent as a child's.

"Come on, let's go, Kyouta-chan! If we buy tickets and popcorn, we actually don't have much time to spare!!"

"...Yessir."

I somehow managed to reply and moved my feet to match her pace.

During that time... I couldn't bring myself to let go of her hand.

Even though the stares from those around us were embarrassing. Even though the warmth of her hand was making my head spin.

Somehow, this moment felt sweet and numbing...

"Kyouta-chan, Kyouta-chan! This is the movie! The one I recommend!"

*The Shark Who Leapt Through Time ~Super Ancient Space Mecha Shark VS 7 Ninjas~*

Nope.

While the arcade and bookstore browsing we did afterward were fun, I can say with certainty that this movie was a waste of time.

...Though seeing Erina-san's face as she stared at the screen with sparkling eyes was a feast for my own.
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Side: None

In the back seat of a vehicle speeding down the highway, the interviewer Akasaka—no, Director Akasaka of the Dungeon Agency—was on the phone with a subordinate.

It has long been said that moving vehicles are difficult to wiretap, and it remains an effective counter-espionage measure to this day.

Of course, this doesn't apply if a listening device is planted directly on the car or its occupants. That's a battle you have to fight on your own.

The person on the other end of the line was Akasaka's most trusted subordinate. He was confident the man wouldn't allow any listening devices or hidden cameras near him or his surroundings. After all, he carried a custom-modded tablet as a good-luck charm for that very purpose.

—Though, he likely wouldn't be able to handle 'espionage activities by an Awakened Person.'

*"Are you really sure you're okay, Director? You don't have an assassin clinging to the roof or anything?"*

"Haha. I highly doubt it. I'd like to think they wouldn't resort to such a flashy assassination method. If I am killed, I'm counting on you to investigate."

*"Uh, I'm not a cop, sir."

After laughing at his subordinate's words, Akasaka's gaze sharpened.

"Now then... let's share some information."

*"Yes, sir. So, how were the two of them? You said you were planning to take a pretty big risk, Director."

"Ah, that's right. We don't have much room to maneuver ourselves, so I decided to take a big step forward."

Normally, Akasaka was no longer in a position to be on the 'front lines' like this. However, the personnel he could mobilize and the time Japan had left were both far too limited.

It wasn't that he didn't trust his subordinates, but more than that, he felt he had to play every card he had. He believed the country was at a stage where such measures were necessary.

"I'll get straight to the point. Yagawa Kyouta. He is—"

After a brief pause, Akasaka continued.

"—without a doubt, completely in the dark. He has no connection whatsoever with the British government."

It was a forceful declaration. Hearing his boss's words, the subordinate was momentarily stunned before crying out in surprise.

*"Wha-What!? But Director, you said Yagawa Kyouta was a candidate for a high-ranking position in a British special intelligence agency..."*

"Yes. He is undoubtedly a candidate. But a candidate is just a candidate. They haven't even brought him into the fold yet; it's more of a 'someday...' kind of thing."

Today, Akasaka had done everything in his power to assess the person known as Yagawa Kyouta.

And he had realized something.

*'—Huh? Could it be that this kid is really just a normal person, aside from his power?'* ...he thought.

At the very, very end, until the last few seconds before he left, Akasaka had focused all his efforts on creating an atmosphere where Yagawa Kyouta could speak comfortably.

He quickly discerned that the subject 'craved validation' but 'would retreat in fear if over-praised,' and he carefully maintained a conversation along that perfect line.

Kyouta had danced in the palm of Akasaka's hand like a puppet. The skills he had honed by smoothly dealing with foreign diplomats were not yet rusty.

Within ten minutes of the interview starting, Akasaka had seen through to the subject's true nature. To turn his suspicion into certainty, he set a trap just as Kyouta was about to leave.

'For what purpose did you come to Japan, Invisible Ninjas?'

Of course, he knew that Kyouta was born and raised in Japan. He asked the question anyway, to test his reaction.

The response he got was a half-baked joke from a boy who didn't usually talk to people and had misjudged the social distance.

Akasaka's only mistake was falling silent for a fleeting moment—a period of time so short that a normal person's dynamic vision wouldn't have caught it.

It was because a certain sense of incongruity had sprouted within him.

"[Spirit Eye] is a troublesome skill indeed. To think a normal boy could perceive a change in my expression."

*"W-Wait... Is he really, truly just a normal person?"*

"Yes. Of course, there's a possibility that I'm being deceived."

*"Well, I can't think of anyone I know who could deceive you, Director..."*

"That's just because your circle of acquaintances is still small. Even I make mistakes. And more importantly, if a skill that affects the mind were used on me, there would be nothing I could do."

Seeing Akasaka's reaction, Kyouta realized he had bombed during the interview and fled the room. His retreat was so abrupt that even Akasaka and the other interviewers couldn't react in time.

But thanks to that, he was certain. There was no connection between Yagawa Kyouta and 'MI6.' His attempt at deception was far too clumsy. And above all, there had been no action taken on Akasaka's side.

If that country were 'serious,' Akasaka was certain he wouldn't be on the phone with his subordinate like this right now.

"As for Rinzaki Erina, she's not an operative either. She, on the contrary, is 'too well-trained.' And in a strange way."

*"A strange way?"*

"...Well, if my guess is correct, this is a problem for her, her family, and friends to deal with. Or it might not even be a problem at all. It's not something an uninvolved adult should be poking his nose into."

*"Director. You said we were sharing information, so please don't be evasive..."*

"My apologies. But I truly believe Rinzaki Erina is innocent as well. And... most likely, the secret society known as the *Invisible Ninjas* may have been a misunderstanding on our part."

*"What!?"*

At Akasaka's words, his subordinate shouted even louder than before.

The director instinctively moved the smartphone slightly away from his ear.

*"But, Director, you were the one going on and on about Britain's secret maneuvers!"*

"I'm sorry. But it's the only way to think about it. It makes more sense that way."

He began to speak dispassionately.

That Professor Arisugawa is an archaeologist, currently pursuing the remnants of civilization left in dungeons.

That to do so, she needed personnel who could explore inside dungeons, so she hired her relative, Rinzaki Erina, and further took her school friends, Yagawa Kyouta and the others, under her wing.

That the letters and dungeon items she sends to the UK are simply a university professor's correspondence with her sponsors, an extension of her family connections.

Akasaka relayed these predictions to his subordinate. While some minor details were different, they were largely correct.

*"Oh, I see. So it was all just a baseless worry."

"Yes. From now on, our vigilance toward them need only be that of 'dealing with a group of powerful Awakened Persons.'"

*"That's still plenty difficult, you know."

"No doubt about it."

*"But, if Yagawa Kyouta and Rinzaki Erina are just part-timers hired by the Professor, we'd really want to secure them for Japan somehow."

"That's true, but unfortunately, we don't have the resources. Both our agency and the Self-Defense Force are constantly struggling with budget shortages."

*"It's a harsh world. It really is."

"We can only hope for the next budget meeting."

He shared a bitter laugh with his subordinate and leaned back against the seat.

—The sense of incongruity that had sprouted in Akasaka when Yagawa Kyouta left began to ache.

He felt like he was overlooking something.

With his smartphone in one hand, his brow furrowed. The change in expression that Kyouta had noticed. The strong sense of incongruity that had caused him to make such a mistake.

Trying to put it into words, Akasaka brought a hand to his chin.

"........."

*"Is something wrong, Director?"*

"No... It's just that something is bothering me..."

In his mind, Akasaka began to reconnect the dots and lines he thought he had already solved.

He felt he was overlooking something 'obvious.'

"...He should be a candidate for a high-ranking position, at the very least."

*"Sir?"*

"Yagawa Kyouta is a powerful Awakened Person. There's no doubt about that. Rinzaki Erina also has a rare skill. It's safe to assume that the UK would be dying to have them. They should be planning to incorporate them into some organization eventually. ...So why doesn't an organization like the *Invisible Ninjas* exist?"

To begin with, it was strange that the UK hadn't been involved with Yagawa Kyouta up to this point.

His inner self aside, his power and combat record are 'special.'

There may be stronger Awakened Persons than him. There may be those who have been through more hellish situations.

But such individuals could be counted on two hands. And every single one of them has been targeted for recruitment by foreign countries. Whether successful or not, it always happens.

Until now, he was thought to be already tied to a secret society.

But if the *Invisible Ninjas* was just a misunderstanding... why hasn't the UK contacted him?

Both Akasaka and Public Security had investigated his surroundings, careful not to provoke him. But they found no trace of contact from other countries. They had thought this was also due to Britain's covert activities... but now, it's more reasonable to assume they simply haven't made a move.

So, why is the UK leaving Yagawa Kyouta and the others alone?

Out of consideration for Professor Arisugawa? Impossible. That country would be more likely to use her connections to try and recruit them.

Experts from every nation have concluded that the existence of Awakened Persons and dungeons will have a major impact on the international power balance in the near future.

—True, a single Awakened Person is weaker than an army.

But what if there were an army of Awakened Persons? Even if not, there are countless ways, for better or worse, to utilize a human-sized tank. The day when existing tactics become obsolete is near.

To begin with, one must consider the possibility of Awakened Persons arming themselves with modern weaponry and becoming an army.

—Items from dungeons are often inexplicable and cannot be used reliably.

But what if research progresses and they become reliable? Improvements in power generation and food supply. A shift in the very nature of infrastructure. Depending on how things play out, it could be a potent drug capable of reversing the positions of developing and developed nations.

The damage from dungeons is great, but the benefits they could bring to the future are immeasurable.

Right now is merely an 'interlude.' It's only been a little over two years since the *Day of Awakening*. We are still in the dawn of a new era, and the wave of change is gaining momentum.

Would the UK disregard this new tidal wave that has emerged in the world? On the contrary, they seem like the type to actively try and seize the initiative.

Or perhaps they're leaving the situation alone because it benefits their country even as it is? It's not impossible, but there are far too few leashes attached for that to be the case.

Another country could contact Yagawa Kyouta, offer him better conditions and environment than he currently has, and secure him for themselves.

Director Akasaka had seen it. He knew Yagawa Kyouta was a 'socially awkward virgin.' He also knew that he was 'a student with no experience with women, with a personality prone to falling in love easily.'

If a honey trap were set for him, even if he realized it was a trap, he would undoubtedly fall for it, thinking, *'Just a little... maybe there's a chance, a chance this is a real encounter!'*

If Director Akasaka realized that the organization *Invisible Ninjas* doesn't exist, it means someone else could realize it too. If that happens, the US, China, or perhaps another country will move to acquire them.

It's only a matter of time before the 'fictional shield' of the *Invisible Ninjas* ceases to function.

What is the UK thinking? He can't figure it out.

What if... what if that country is currently 'in the middle of allocating resources to something else'?

If so, what on earth could it be...?

"...Looks like I'll have to cut back on sleep again."

*"Seems so. In that case, please at least sleep while you're in the car."

"...You're right. I'm sorry, but I'll do that."

*"Yes, sir. Well then, I'll be signing off. ...Seriously, please get some rest. If you collapse now, Director, this country will probably be in serious trouble."

"I know. The same goes for you."

Ending the call and putting his smartphone away, Director Akasaka let out a single sigh.

He had nodded at his subordinate's words, but he couldn't sleep just yet. He moved his thoughts to another question.

"Professor Arisugawa... just how much do you know...?"

Yagawa Kyouta and the others had avoided interference from other countries up to this point because they were believed to be already tied to the UK.

But assuming that's not the case... who created this 'shield'?

Was it just a misunderstanding on everyone's part, or did the children's chuuni fantasies happen to align by chance...?

Or is there someone who knows everything and is watching the flow of events? If so, the most likely candidate is...

Just when he thought he had solved one mystery, another had appeared, causing Director Akasaka to sigh once more.

Then, he leaned forward and brought his face close to the driver's seat.

"Sorry, but I'd like to buy some energy drinks and stomach medicine on the way. Could you stop at a drugstore?"

His day, it seemed, would be a long one.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Director Akasaka Yuusuke himself had taken action, and by quickly discerning the 'true nature' of Yagawa Kyouta and the others, a new suspicion was born.

That the moment he realized this was a turning point that would change the future of Japan.

No one yet knew.

Also, Professor Arisugawa has no idea about the UK's movements either. She is completely caught in the crossfire.
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			It was a holiday, the sky covered by a thin layer of white clouds for the first time in a while. The day after I’d taken my promotion exam.

Today was the day Professor Arisugawa and Erina-san were coming to my house.

I checked my room one last time.

Floor, swept. Bed, made. Desk, stocked with snacks and juice for two from the convenience store. Bookshelf, camouflage complete. Under the bed, nothing. Closet, secret space in the back sealed tight.

Just in case my house was searched, I’d even used alchemy to hide my secret documents (R-18) and top-secret files (R-18).

I’d brushed my teeth. I was wearing clean clothes. I’d checked my hair. No sleep in my eyes.

Bring it on...!

I was fully prepared to intercept them. I would give them a grand welcome!

*Ding-dong.*

"Hiee!"

The electronic chime made my shoulders jump.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my pounding heart.

Then, I hurried to the entrance. My parents were already at the door, about to open it.

"Yes! Welcome!"

My mom answered in a voice several pitches higher than usual. Seeing the person on the other side, the three of us gasped in unison for a moment.

Her hair was a pale platinum blonde. It was cut in a bob in the back, with an asymmetrical Hime cut in the front.

Her sharp eyes were a deep blue, reminiscent of the ocean. Combined with her slender, straight nose, she gave off an icy impression. The long, pointed ears peeking through her hair only reinforced the feeling that she was a resident of a fantasy world.

*This must be what the most beautiful ice sculpture in the world looks like.* That was the thought that came to mind. She was a work of art.

But a soft smile graced her thin, cherry-blossom-pink lips, proving that she was, in fact, a living, breathing human.

She was dressed in a white shirt, a gray suit, a knee-length tight skirt, and dark brown tights. A thin navy ribbon tie was fastened at her neck. The woman gave a small bow.

"It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Arisugawa Eva, Rinzaki Erina's grandmother. My grandchildren are always in your care."

"Ah, n-no! Not at all! We're the ones who are indebted to Erina-san and the others...!"

As she—Professor Arisugawa—bowed with elegant grace, my parents hurriedly bowed back.

Following their lead, I glanced at Erina-san, who was standing behind the professor.

She was beaming, giving me a small wave. Today, she was wearing a dark blue kimono with navy hakama.

Seeing them like this, they looked less like a grandmother and granddaughter and more like sisters with a slight age gap. Elves, I guess. The professor had a calm demeanor, but based on looks alone, she could easily pass for a university student.

*...Come to think of it, does Erina-san have elven blood, too?*

"P-Please, come in! I'm afraid we don't have much to offer."

"Not at all. I thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedule. This is just a little something."

"Oh, my! Thank you so much!"

Overwhelmed by the stunningly beautiful professor, my parents were bowing repeatedly, sweat dripping down their faces.

*Heh... Just as I'd expect from my manufacturers. Completely flustered by Professor Arisugawa's aura!*

Of course, I was just a few steps behind them, bowing in sync with every dip of their heads. And yes, I was also sweating bullets.

You can't fight your bloodline.

After all that, we ushered the professor and her granddaughter into the living room.

"Ah, that's right. The discussion from here on won't be particularly interesting, so perhaps it would be best for the children to wait in another room," the professor suggested with a gentle smile.

My parents exchanged a glance, then looked back and forth between Erina-san and me.

They both leaned in and whispered.

"K-Kyouta, you be on your best behavior!"

"I know you don't have the guts for it, but don't you dare try anything funny!"

"Right."

I nodded, whispering back. Still, Mom, could you please not casually insult your son like that? Not that I'm denying it.

Fighting the urge to stutter, I turned to Erina-san.

"Um... well, this way..."

"Of course. I'll be in your care, Kyouta-kun."

That surprised me. It really did.

I couldn't help but do a double take, but she was just standing there, smiling serenely.

"Well then, Grandmother. I shall wait with Kyouta-kun in the other room."

"Very well. See that you are not rude."

"Yes. I understand."

*Who is this proper young lady?*

This life-form that looked like Erina-san bowed demurely to my parents and the professor, then glided over to me.

Feeling cold sweat trickle down my cheek and back, I guided her to my room with my guard raised to the maximum.

"Uh... please."

"Pardon the intrusion."

With a small bow, the person who was supposedly Erina-san passed through the door I held open.

And then she...

"Now then."

...began to peer under my bed with incredible nonchalance. She even got on her knees and took a penlight out of her pocket.

Right. Thank goodness, it's the usual Erina-san.

"What is the meaning of this, Kyouta-kun? Why are there no erotic woodblock prints under your bed?"

"What's the meaning of *you* talking like that...?"

I sighed, closing the door behind me.

Suddenly, Erina-san's smile shifted from that of a composed young lady to the one I was used to—the boisterous, self-proclaimed ninja.

"Hmph! I can be proper when I need to be!"

As she puffed out her chest with a smug look, the tension left my shoulders.

"Grandma told me I had to be proper since we were greeting my companion's parents. So I was proper! Praise me!"

"I'll praise you if you can keep it up all the time, you little..."

"? I can, you know? Should I?"

"...Actually, please just be your usual self."

"Yay!"

An always-in-ladylike-mode Erina-san would be more than just unsettling. The thought of it was so creepy it gave me goosebumps.

More importantly, I wouldn't be able to handle it. If a beautiful girl with such refined manners were that close to me all the time, my heart, sturdy as it was thanks to the `Sage's Nucleus`, would probably explode.

Even the Philosopher's Stone has its limits, you know.

"Anyway, Kyo-chan! Grandma is going to be talking with your mom and dad for about twenty to thirty minutes. Part of it is to greet them, and part is to convince them to stop going to that 'Awakening Support Center.'"

"Huh."

"What should we do to kill time?!"

Her eyes sparkling, Erina-san pulled a chessboard and a deck of cards from her `Item Box`.

What's with this two-pronged assault of fun-having?

"I brought chess, cards, shogi, go, menko, and even beigoma!"

"What's with that strangely retro lineup?"

"We're finally hanging out at a friend's house! I wanted to do something other than our usual online games!"

"I see."

I get what she means. Back in middle school, whenever my friends and I got together, we'd just chat while playing on our own phones.

As we were talking, the smartphone in my pocket vibrated softly.

I checked the screen. It was a message from Aira-san: *'If you and Erina-kun are alone, let me join in.'*

"Hang on a sec."

"I shall hang!"

I took an earring out of my drawer and flicked it with my fingertip.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Aira-san."

"Hello, *Paisen*! See you again so soon!"

*'Ahem. Grandma isn't there, is she? Nope. Good.'*

At some point, Erina-san had also put on an earring and was now holding a hand mirror instead of the cards.

On the other side of the mirror, Aira-san, dressed in a tracksuit, was resting her slender chin on her clasped hands, her elbows on her desk.

*'From the looks of it, you were about to play with something Erina-kun brought over, right?'*

"Yup! Oh, but what about you, *Paisen*..."

*'It's fine. If you're playing something that requires brainpower, I'll just support Kyouta-kun.'*

"Huh, are you sure?"

That would make it two against one...

"I don't mind one bit! Chess? Shogi? Go? Beigoma?"

"Beigoma doesn't really require brainpower, does it?"

"Tsk, tsk, tsk, you're so naive, Kyo-chan."

"The only thing naive here is your tongue. You can't even say it right."

Erina-san was wagging her finger back and forth, trying to imitate a movie character, but the sound she was making was more like a blown kiss.

*Stop that. You're making my heart race.*

"Beigoma... is deep..."

"Yeah... sorry, but I don't really know beigoma or go, so let's do chess."

"Okay!"

*'Oh, that's surprising. Kyouta-kun chose chess. Don't tell me you're one of those guys who went down a rabbit hole of chess rules and openings in middle school because of some anime, are you?'*

"Leave me alone...!"

*How does this woman know my entire dark past from A to Z...!*

I think it's a phase every young Japanese person goes through at least once. Admiring the protagonist who moves chess pieces while formulating a grand strategy...

"Alright, let's get started! Oh, who goes first?"

"Oh, then I'll go first."

"Okay!"

...She conceded the first move so easily. Doesn't she know?

Chess is famous for being overwhelmingly advantageous for the player who goes first.

But she set up her pieces without hesitation, so I doubt she's clueless. This must be her way of showing she's got this in the bag.

In that case, I'll gladly take advantage of that confidence...!

It's just a game, but it's still a game. It's your own fault for being overconfident!

This battle... is our victory!!

Thirty minutes later.

"Yeah! Victory!"

"N-No way...!?"

Why? Why can't I win?! We played three games, and I lost every single one. And they weren't just losses; they were absolute demolitions.

*'No need to be so frustrated, Kyouta-kun. Erina-kun is absurdly strong at these kinds of games.'*

"How 'bout that!"

*'Well, you being bad at it is also a factor. You've completely forgotten all the openings, haven't you?'*

"Guh..."

I only learned how to play online. And then the `Day of Awakening` happened, and high school entrance exams came up... everything but the basic rules just slipped out of my head.

With Aira-san's advice, I managed to put up a fight, but I have a feeling that if I were on my own, it wouldn't have even qualified as a match.

"We still have some time left. What's next? Go? Cards?"

"No, let me rest my brain for a bit."

I took one of the bottles of juice and the snacks that I'd moved to a tray during the game.

Tilting back my bottle, the sweetness of orange juice filled my mouth. For a mind on the verge of overheating, this was just right.

"By the way, your grandma looks incredibly young for an elf, Erina-san."

"Right? Apparently, Grandma sometimes gets mistaken for an upperclassman by the new students."

*'And sometimes she gets mistaken for my older sister.'*

"Ah, I can see that."

Yeah, if Aira-san were standing next to her, they'd definitely be mistaken for sisters. They both have elf ears, after all.

*'Although, unlike me, Grandma is rather flat-chested!'*

"Please don't say things that are difficult to react to."

*'By the way, Grandma is 71 years old.'*

"That makes it even more difficult."

I mean, looking like that at over 70 has to be some kind of fraud. She doesn't look a day over twenty.

"I wonder what the deal is with elf lifespans."

I'd heard rumors online that some people had become younger relative to their new race.

"Beats me. Grandma said she doesn't know either."

*'If they live for five hundred or a thousand years like in the stories, their pensions are going to be a huge problem!'*

"Come to think of it, I think I saw something about that on the news during a Diet broadcast the other day."

I only caught a glimpse before changing the channel, so I don't know the details.

Apparently, it's not just elves; dwarves might have extended lifespans too. It's just harder to tell with male dwarves since they're all bearded.

I can see it now: *'Pension benefits for elves and dwarves will begin after age 400!'*

"By the way, Erina-san, do you have any elven blood in you?"

"Hm? Why?"

"Well, your grandmother's an elf. And since you're an Awakened Person too, I thought maybe it had an effect."

I'd once read an article online about the grandchildren of an old man who became an elf.

Among his grandchildren, the ones who became Awakened Persons turned into youthful, attractive people. The non-Awakened ones stayed the same.

Becoming more youthful probably means their lifespans were affected to some degree.

If that's the case, I figured Erina-san would probably live a long time, too.

"An effect, huh? I dunno. I mean, I'm not really Grandma's granddaughter by blood."

"...Eh?"

"My dad is technically Grandma's nephew. So we're related, but my blood is more diluted than *Paisen*'s."

"...Oh, I see. Sorry for asking a weird question."

"It's fine."

...How do I put this?

Could it be that there's more family drama than just Aira-san's mother? This family's history...

They say every person has a story, but the Arisugawa family seems to have a few too many.

And the scary part is...

*'...'*

...Aira-san's silence is seriously not funny...!

As a flood of cold sweat broke out on my skin, Erina-san glanced toward the door. Immediately after, there was a knock.

*'Kyouta. Erina-chan. Professor Arisugawa is about to leave.'*

"Oh, we're coming! Thanks for the snacks, Kyo-chan! Let's play again!"

"Y-Yeah."

"I'll teach you the profound art of beigoma next time!"

"Got it."

"The goal is to be able to blow up buildings with a spinning top!"

"That's not happening."

"!?"

Why do hobby anime always have the fate of the world riding on children's toys...?

I made a brief escape from reality before heading to the entrance with Erina-san.

"Thank you so much for today. It was a pleasure to hear such an informative perspective."

"Not at all. I am simply glad if I was able to repay even a small part of the kindness you've shown my grandchildren."

Professor Arisugawa gracefully deflected my parents' repeated bows with a serene smile.

Her blue eyes suddenly turned to me.

"Kyouta-kun, may I call you that?"

"Ah, yes!"

I hurriedly straightened my posture as the professor took a few steps closer.

A faint scent of soap wafted from her. Her beautiful face, which looked no older than her early twenties, peered into mine.

"...Hmm."

"Uh, um..."

"Kyouta-kun."

"Yes?"

"Are you proficient in English? And what about table manners?"

"Uh, no... not really."

For some reason, the professor nodded deeply at my answer, looking satisfied.

"I see. As it happens, I am planning on retraining my grandchildren in the near future. If you'd like, why don't you join them? I am a teacher, you know. I am quite good at instructing others."

"Huh?"

The sudden offer left me confused.

Why would she suggest something like that?

"Oh, that's a wonderful idea! Kyouta, you should take her up on it!"

"Well, I wouldn't want to impose."

"Not at all. I am used to teaching multiple people. Besides, your son is already out in the world as an adventurer. There is no harm in him acquiring such cultural refinements."

Her smile was soft, but her declaration was forceful, and my dad recoiled slightly.

And your face is red, Dad. Well, the professor is a beauty whose age is a complete lie, so I get it.

"W-Well, if the professor insists..."

*He folded so easily.* I wonder if he's noticed the scary look in Mom's eyes next to him.

"However, the individual's will is what matters most. Kyouta-kun, I know you are busy with your studies and your work as an adventurer, but would you entrust me with a small amount of your time?"

"Uh, ah, well..."

At a loss for a reply, my gaze darted around frantically.

And met Erina-san's, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

*...How is it that she's so good at chess, yet so easy to read?*

"Y-Yes, please."

"Excellent. Leave it to me. I will make you into a fine gentleman who would not be out of place in any social circle."

Even her roguish smile looked like something out of a painting.

As I looked at the professor, I desperately chanted her real age in my head.

I'm sure she really does see me as just a child. I think. But because of that, she gets a little too close.

That was a close call. If I hadn't built up a resistance thanks to Erina-san, I'm confident I would have fallen for her instantly.

As it is, I'm only at the stage where 'if she confessed to me, I'd probably hesitate for a few seconds before saying yes.' Is that already falling for her? Not completely. If it were, I wouldn't even hesitate for a few seconds, so I'm safe.

"Well then, we shall take our leave."

And with that, the professor and Erina-san left.

After the front door closed, I heard from my parents that they would be aiming to Awaken at a different facility, not the government's 'Awakening Support Center.'

Once a week, they'll be helping with an experiment at the lab of a professor acquainted with Professor Arisugawa.

Hearing the word 'experiment' made me anxious, but the activities apparently consist of 'zazen meditation,' 'waterfall training,' and 'hiking.' It's basically a club activity.

Apparently, that university professor is researching the process of Awakening. They'll be cooperating with one of his experiments.

That makes me a little uneasy too, but it's a referral from Aira-san's grandmother, so I'm sure it'll be fine.

...But if they do get caught up in some trouble, I'll report it to the police, and if worst comes to worst, I'll go in myself.

In any case, the plan to attend the 'Awakening Support Center' was off the table. I had Professor Arisugawa to thank for that.

On the other hand, now I had family drama and an invitation to etiquette lessons to deal with.

I let out a small sigh as I watched my dad being escorted into the living room.

*'Kyouta-kun.'*

"Whoa!"

Aira-san's voice came from my ear, and I remembered I was still wearing the earring.

*'Does this mean... I have to take Grandma's etiquette lessons, too...?'*

"Well, she did say 'my grandchildren.' So probably, yeah?"

Her voice was trembling strangely, I noted with a tilt of my head.

*'I see. I understand. I'm going on a journey. Don't look for me. Hey, teleporting me home is cheating, Grandma?! N-No, this is—'*

The earring went silent as the mana connection was severed. I took it off and stared at it.

...Did I just make a huge mistake?
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			June was drawing to a close.

Erina-san and I were at the city hall. Outside, the high temperature and rain had made it muggy, but inside the building, the air conditioning was a welcome relief.

"It's great we passed, isn't it, Kyo-chan?"

"Yeah. It really is..."

The morning after their visit, we had received our notifications of passing the 'C-Rank Adventurer' promotion exam.

I had been worried I'd failed because of the interview, so this was a huge relief. My parents, however, didn't seem ready to celebrate wholeheartedly and just gave me complicated looks.

With this document and our 'D-Rank Adventurer Licenses' in hand, we could go to the city hall and have our 'C-Rank Adventurer Licenses' issued in about thirty minutes. Right now, we were waiting on a long bench near the reception desk.

I discreetly glanced at my partner sitting next to me, dressed once again in her Taisho-era romantic style.

She seemed to be acting normally, with no sign that she was upset about yesterday. It looked like I was the only one still bothered by my careless question about her father.

"Now serving number 12."

"Ah, yes."

I went up to the counter, where a kind-looking older woman handed me my adventurer license in its protective case.

The letters 'C-Rank' were printed next to my name.

Though it was physically light, it felt a little heavy in my hand.

Starting today, I was one of the highest-ranked adventurers. Not that it would change anything about my daily life.

I received my license and listened to the necessary explanations. The content was the same as when I'd gotten my 'E-Rank' and 'D-Rank' licenses.

This weight I was feeling must be purely subjective.

But it was a weight I knew I shouldn't forget.

"Also, our city is planning to establish a Dungeon Countermeasures Division, so if you're interested, please register—"

"Ah, no thanks."

Correction. The speech was a little different this time.

Come to think of it, they tried to recruit me before, and it was still just a 'plan'. Does that mean they haven't managed to gather any adventurers...?

Is our city going to be okay...?

* * *

*'My, my. You two are quite diligent.'*

As the bus rattled along, I listened to Aira-san's voice through my earring.

*'Prioritizing a trip to a C-Rank dungeon over a promotion celebration.'*

Her tone was slightly exasperated. It was understandable. Here we were, heading straight for a dungeon right after renewing our licenses.

But we had our reasons.

"We haven't been able to go to a dungeon since the incident with the demon. It's about time we got back to our adventurer work."

"That's right, *Paisen*! In the world of the ninja, a day of rest means you fall three days behind!"

"That has nothing to do with ninjas."

And also... this is a rather grim reality...

I just needed money.

The thing is, the brand-new armor `Byakuren` had been wearing was half-destroyed during the stampede we encountered at the sports festival.

This break was also a period for repairs. Having it break before we even took it into a dungeon was completely unexpected.

But what was also unexpected was the cost of those repairs.

Seven million yen.

That was just for the armor. My eyes practically popped out of my head. For a moment, I even doubted my `Spirit Eye`, thinking I must have miscounted the digits.

But it was a full custom order from a production-class skill user. Apparently, this was a very reasonable price, which made my blood run cold.

Ooyama-san had offered to repair it for free, saying, 'it was before the official delivery,' but I couldn't accept. This amount was beyond the scope of friendship.

Fortunately, thanks to the money I'd earned from the lab, I was able to pay for it. Still, it was a significant blow.

...I have to admit, when Ooyama-san offered to do it for half price if I gave her my 'pubic hair,' I was seriously tempted.

But pubic hair is just wrong. And that's way too much for a high school girl to be saying.

Apparently, such hair has long been said to have protective properties, and that's still true in this modern age of skills.

Long ago, women's pubic hair was prized as a charm against bullets, and the hair of a strong person was said to ward off evil spirits.

Ooyama-san explained that the stronger the Awakened Person, the stronger the effect, and with my `Concept Interference` skill, my hair might have a devastating effect on Wraith-type monsters.

Even so, that was a line I couldn't cross... I have a sense of shame, you know.

Besides, who would even use equipment made from hair like that? I can't imagine there being any demand for it.

But I digress. It's mentally healthier to earn money with my body than to sell parts of it. I'll just have to keep working hard as an adventurer.

Aside from money, there was still the goal of 'leveling up.'

The demon was a tough opponent, but a 'narrow victory' meant I wouldn't even be able to escape if I encountered a dragon.

I'd seen on the news that the dragon that once attacked a provincial town and escaped from two fighter jets had been designated as 'A-Rank.'

What I needed was a level that would allow me to survive an encounter with an A-Rank monster.

It seemed I still had a long way to go.

We arrived at the `Dungeon Store` and got off the bus. The parking lot was empty except for the employee spaces, and there were few people around.

The inside was basically the same as any other store, but... in front of the gate room, the number of SDF personnel was higher than usual.

I could also feel a faint trace of mana from them. They were all Awakened SDF members.

*'Hmm... all common rarity. And all single-digit levels.'*

"Honestly. I thought this when you scouted Kyouta-kun too, but it's rude to use `Appraisal` on people without permission."

*'My apologies. It's a habit.'*

"If you do it again, you're getting a scolding!"

*'Hahaha! Yes, well, I will do my best.'*

"From Grandma."

*'I will never do such a thing again.'*

I almost chuckled at Erina-san's conversation as I headed to the changing room.

Even with a new rank and a more heavily guarded store, my routine didn't change. I got ready as usual and headed to the gate room.

At the reception desk, I presented my adventurer license. After a thorough check of my face and name, I was allowed through.

Standing before the white gate, Erina-san summoned her golem for me.

"`Byakuren`."

Calling its name, I poured my mana into the golem, activating it.

The white armor, now so clean it looked brand new, gleamed. Deep within, its glass eyes lit up, and Byakuren stood on its own.

Its weapon was the same as before: an iron ball and chain. It was extremely against my preferences, but for 'this dungeon,' it seemed to be the most effective option.

I really wanted to equip it with its official gear, a battle axe and a large kite shield...

Why did my ideal knight robot have to wield such a barbaric weapon?

The thought flickered through my mind, but I quickly pushed it away. I wasn't here to play. Such attachments to 'tools' were unnecessary.

"Erina-san, are you ready?"

"Ready as I'll ever be!"

Erina-san snorted. Reassured that she was her usual self, I nodded.

"Aira-san, we're entering the gate now."

*'Right. You two, the dungeon you're about to enter is the most difficult one currently open to the public. Do not let your guard down for a second. Go in expecting a Refcourse or a demon to be waiting for you.'*

"Understood."

"Roger!"

Confirming that Erina-san's hand was on my right shoulder and Byakuren's on my left, I stepped into the gate.

I'd never get used to this feeling of the ground disappearing without any sense of floating.

Soon, the solid sensation returned to my feet. It was the rough surface of rock, and the area was illuminated by an artificial light.

But the light only reached around my head. Relying on the SDF's relatively low-placed lights, I looked around.

It was huge.

The passageway was wide enough for two trucks to pass each other with ease. It was a cave that looked as if it had been carved out of brownish rock, and both the floor and walls were extremely uneven. I could faintly see something like strata in the walls.

And the ceiling. I couldn't tell how high it was, but it had to be at least six meters. Stalactites grew from it like icicles.

Each one was nearly two meters long. According to the information at the store, their hardness was different from normal ones, rivaling that of steel.

If one of those fell on my head, 'ouch' wouldn't even begin to cover it, even with a helmet. But if I only paid attention to what was above, I'd likely trip on this ground that was anything but easy to walk on.

It wasn't just the enemies; the very terrain of the dungeon felt malicious. I couldn't help but think so.

Just in case, I turned on my lantern and penlight and checked the mirror attached to Byakuren.

"Alright, let's begin the exploration."

*'Yeah. Be careful.'*

"Will do."

We proceeded in a line: Byakuren, me, then Erina-san. The clanking of armor echoed through the cave.

After walking a short distance, I noticed the smell.

The cool dungeon air was mixed with the stench of animal grease and saliva. This must be what people meant by a 'beastly odor.'

"...Kyo-chan. I don't think I can use my sense of smell for scouting in this dungeon."

"Yeah. I figured..."

I could only nod at Erina-san's serious expression. A police dog would probably give up in this dungeon.

But she mainly relies on her hearing and sight anyway. Was this her way of saying she could handle scouting as usual?

But it seemed we'd only have time for such lighthearted banter until the first intersection.

"Kyo-chan!"

Her warning and...

*THUD.*

...the sound of an earth-shaking footstep came at almost the same time.

The sound echoed through the cave, and I couldn't tell which direction it was coming from. But Erina-san seemed to have pinpointed it.

"Ahead, one is coming from around the curve. Sounds like it's walking."

"Got it."

The path curved gently. To think we'd encounter a monster before we even found an SDF marker.

I drew my sword and focused my attention on the ring on my left hand.

I wouldn't hold back. In terms of individual strength within the dungeon, the monsters here were 'stronger than a Lesser Demon, but weaker than a Demon.'

The source of the footsteps, which drowned out the sound of me swallowing my own saliva, came into view.

For a moment, I thought it was extremely close.

About thirty meters ahead, the monster that appeared from around the curve was so huge it distorted my sense of perspective.

Its skin was a deep green. Its bulging eyes glowed yellow, and the teeth peeking from its mouth were like those of a carnivore.

Its hair, beard, chest hair, and all other body hair were matted and unkempt, and it reeked even from this distance.

It was around five meters tall. A body like a professional wrestler, packed with muscle and fat, that made it seem even larger than its height suggested.

The giant, clad only in a loincloth, let out a roar from a mouth that could swallow a human whole.

*'GROOOOOOAAAAAAAR!!'*

A Troll.

The monster, said to be nearly immortal, ripped one of the stalactites from the ceiling. It was infuriating to know that only the bottom part was as hard as steel; the base was no different from a normal stalactite.

The Troll, holding its stone club, roared again and charged, shaking the dungeon with every step.

The opening bell for our first 'C-Rank Dungeon' exploration had rung.
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			The Troll charged, roaring. In response, I moved past `Byakuren` to take the lead.

*'GROOAR!!'*

"Hah!"

I met the descending stone club head-on with my sword.

The clash of giant rock and steel blade sent sparks flying, and with a heavy thud that resonated deep in my gut, both were knocked back. The monster only staggered a few steps, while I was thrown a good distance away.

I was using wind to brace myself, but the difference in mass was just too great. Could I win a direct exchange if I channeled more wind into controlling my posture...?

In that instant, my `Spirit Eye` foresaw it. The earlier shockwave had been the final straw; the stalactites on the ceiling began to crumble and fall.

Thanks to its natural toughness and the height of its head, the Troll seemed undamaged, but if we were hit, we'd be in serious trouble. Those stalactites were as hard as steel.

"Byakuren!"

But I had a plan for that.

The silver knight swung its chain, and the iron ball, accelerated by a blast of wind, swept away the raining stalactites.

As fragments scattered, the Troll raised its stone club to strike again. But a fist-sized pouch hit it square in the face.

*'VWOAH!?*'*

Inhaling the pepper inside, the Troll let out a cry that was somewhere between a scream and a sneeze.

I rushed to its feet, unleashing wind and flames. I wrapped them around my blade and, as I dashed past, swung diagonally at its shin.

The blade cut through skin and muscle, scraping against bone. The spattering blood was incinerated, and the wound was cauterized. The Troll's massive body pitched forward.

Immediately after, the iron ball slammed into its face. Sharp spikes gouged its thick hide, tearing away flesh. The impact momentarily jolted its tilting body back upright.

Blood gushed out. The spray, like a sprinkler, rained down, but it stopped just as quickly.

*'GA, AAAAAAARGH!'*

The Troll's regenerative ability. An inhuman power, just shy of immortality, that would heal any wound unless a vital point was completely destroyed.

There was only one way to deal with it.

The monster roared, trying to use its stone club as a cane to get back up. I kicked off the wall, using it as a springboard to land on its right shoulder.

Before the monster's face could turn toward me, I raised my sword.

"Shii...!"

I drove my sword into its neck from the side, placed my left hand on the hilt, and twisted with all my might. It pierced through the thick layers of skin and muscle, the tip reaching bone. The blade slipped between the cervical vertebrae and severed the nerves.

The monster's giant body convulsed. Ignoring the tremor beneath my feet, I unleashed a blast of wind and fire, using the acceleration to swing my sword horizontally.

One flash. I landed on the ground, leaving a trail of red flame. A half-second later, I leaped back from the Troll as it collapsed face-first, raising my sword again.

It was undoubtedly a fatal wound, but with a normal attack, a wound this severe would regenerate in an instant.

The way to stop a Troll's regeneration is to 'burn the wound.'

As I watched warily, the monster turned white and began to crumble. It transformed into a mass of salt of equal weight, forming a small hill with a soft *thump*.

"Phew..."

Seeing that, I lowered my sword and took a breath.

I think I fought more steadily than I expected. With this, I might be able to go for a strike from the start instead of defending.

The Troll surpassed the Centaur and the Lesser Demon in both strength and toughness, but it was far inferior in agility. As long as I had a way to counter its destructive power and inhibit its regeneration, taking it down wasn't a problem.

However...

"Erina-san, I'm going to blow the salt away with some wind, so stay back."

There was too much salt. It would be a pain to retrieve the drop item from inside this pile.

I'd blow it to the side, but it would be a problem if I got too much of it on myself. I could handle one, but if they stampeded, I'd surely be overwhelmed.

"Kyo-chan, Kyo-chan. Can you help Byak-chan first?"

"Huh? Oh..."

I turned around to see `Byakuren` frozen in the same pose it had taken after throwing the iron ball at the Troll's face.

It had run out of mana. Golems with a Homunculus core were already fuel-inefficient, but `Byakuren` was a particularly big eater for the sake of performance.

I rushed over, touched its shoulder, and poured my mana into it. Its glass eyes immediately lit up as it rebooted.

*...Seeing this makes me really jealous of the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`'s `Magi Battery`.*

*'Well, well. That was overwhelming. Are C-Rank monsters other than bosses no longer a challenge for you?'*

"I wonder... It might just be that I have a good matchup against Trolls."

I wrapped my sword in wind and slowly blew away the salt mountain, then glanced at my left hand.

*Ring of the Flame Horse.*

This ring, a drop from the Refcourse, was devastatingly effective against Trolls. Since I could burn as I cut, I didn't have to worry about its regeneration.

"On the other hand, it might not be a good matchup for anyone but you, Kyo-chan, *Paisen*. I can't use fire-style ninjutsu."

*'Hmm. It would be nice if we could burn its wounds with a Molotov cocktail.'*

"...Just to be clear, you didn't make any, did you? Molotov cocktails."

I glanced back nervously, and Erina-san gave me a thumbs-up.

"Of course not! They wouldn't be very effective against monsters of this rank!"

"So you would have made them if they were effective?"

"Yup!"

"Let's not do that, okay?"

"Okay!"

No matter how relaxed the `Dungeon Law` had made the sword and firearm regulations, Molotov cocktails would get you arrested. Seriously.

That part of the law is still strict, probably because a lot of people from the generation that has bad memories of them are still around... and also because they could easily cause a catastrophe through 'carelessness' or 'accidents.'

As we talked, the drop item came into view.

"Oh!"

From the still-mounded pile of salt, I retrieved a dull silver bracelet.

I could barely feel any mana from it, but there was no mistake. It was a Troll drop.

"Erina-san, can you take this?"

"Okay."

I brushed off the salt, handed the bracelet to Erina-san, and she put it in her `Item Box`.

Come to think of it, I still have the Orc Champion's bracelet... I didn't have time to put it on during the demon fight.

But if I can keep it as a good luck charm, that's for the best. I'd rather not fight an opponent where I have to use up a magical item just to win.

*'Congratulations. That one's worth ten thousand yen.'*

"Nice."

"Ooh."

Ten of them would be 100,000. Twenty would be 200,000.

It's dangerous, but being an adventurer really is a profitable profession.

Well, Professor Arisugawa buys them from us at a pretty high price, too. I think this bracelet would normally sell for around seven thousand yen.

For a C-Rank monster drop, is that expensive or cheap...?

Well, today was just a warm-up, and I chose this dungeon because it's easy to retreat if necessary. No point in fussing over the money.

"Alright, let's resume the exploration."

"Yeah!"

I used wind to push the pile of salt against the wall and moved forward. About twenty seconds later, I found an SDF marker.

"Aira-san, we're at B-4."

*'Okay. In that case, let's see. Continue straight along the gentle curve, and when the path splits in two, go left.'*

"Understood."

Following the artificial lights, I thought about the Trolls.

Apparently, these monsters are extremely troublesome for the SDF inside a dungeon, but outside, they're sitting ducks.

First, Trolls are tough.

Their hide is an armor of fat and muscle that can stop most rifle rounds, and their massive bodies are supported by thick bones.

Their brains are extremely small for their size, and their skulls are thicker than any other bone. Their torsos are well-protected by flesh and bone, and they have enough intelligence to block with their arms.

On top of that, they have ridiculously high regeneration. Heavy machine guns or anti-materiel rifles can damage them, but the friction heat from a bullet passing through isn't enough to cause a proper burn. In that sense, they're tough.

As a countermeasure, the SDF has chosen a simple solution.

Just crush them with overwhelming firepower.

Everyone's favorite RPGs. Mortars that can be fired from a distance. A barrage of grenades.

Trolls are tough and powerful, but not very mobile. An Olympic athlete couldn't outrun one, but a car could easily lose it.

However, if a Troll were to rampage outside, the scale of the damage and the cost of the ammunition would be astronomical.

And inside a dungeon, because of these stalactites, using explosives carelessly could endanger the user. An Awakened Person strong enough to withstand that would be better off just fighting it in close combat.

In conclusion, it's much more helpful for adventurers to deal with these monsters. Thanks to that, the subjugation reward from the store is relatively high.

...Though it's really just a 'relatively' high amount.

As I was thinking about this, the fork in the road Aira-san mentioned came into view.

"Left here, right?"

*'Yes. After that—'*

"Wait."

Erina-san grabbed my shoulder, stopping me.

A faint tremor traveled up through the soles of my feet.

"...Two of them are coming from the right path. What do you want to do?"

"...We'll engage them here. I don't want to get flanked and pincer attacked."

"Got it."

We backed up a bit and waited for the Trolls to arrive.

A few seconds later, I could hear their heavy footsteps. The shaking of the ground grew stronger in proportion.

"Byakuren. Knock down the ceiling stalactites first."

At my command, the golem threw its iron ball, snapping the icicle-like rocks.

In a normal limestone cave, this would be an outrageous act of vandalism. I brushed away the fallen stalactite fragments with wind and tightened my grip on my sword, sensing the monsters' footsteps quicken. They must have noticed us.

Then, two Trolls came into view, running as if they were racing each other.

*'VROOOOAAAAAR!!'*

*'GAAAAAAARRRGH!!'*

Their voices were deafening on their own, but now there were two. The sound, which could be called a shockwave, nearly broke my stance.

But I knew someone who could aim at their 'target' without flinching even in this situation.

"Great! Ninja! Attaaaack!!"

From that ridiculous battle cry came a powerful throw.

The spinning `Daisharinmaru`, propelled by a blast of wind, cut through the monsters' roars and flew straight toward the Troll on the right.

The Troll didn't even take a defensive posture against the attack heading for its head, but the 'dungeon' was different.

My `Spirit Eye` caught the swell of mana. As I suspected, the dungeon itself was trying to protect the monster.

But that would backfire.

`Concept Interference`.

The spinning blades absorbed the twisting wall of mana and accelerated, now cloaked in a gale, and cleanly split the Troll's head vertically.

The Troll on the right collapsed to its knees with a spray of blood. The other one ignored it and charged straight for me.

It raised a stalactite it must have pulled out along the way as a club, swinging it at me as I stepped forward.

But it was too slow.

I held my sword at my waist and, before the club came down, closed the distance. I swung my flaming sword at its shin, then reversed my turn and slashed its calf.

*'GI, GAAAARGH!?*'

The monster screamed and pitched forward. I ran up its back and jumped.

Keeping my body parallel to the ground, I spun sideways. My blade, cloaked in wind and flame, entered at the nape of its neck and severed its spine.

I landed as the monster collapsed face-down with a ground-shaking thud. I glanced back at it, using a series of small hops instead of a slide to stop on the uneven rock floor.

Readjusting my grip on my sword, I caught sight of the Troll with the split head.

The wound had already closed, and it was using its weapon as a cane to get back on its feet. Its brain must have been destroyed, yet its regeneration speed was astonishing.

But there was no reason to let it do as it pleased. Just as it was about to stand, an iron ball shattered its ankle, sending it tumbling again.

*'GOOH!?*'*

As the Troll fell to its hands, I closed the distance in an instant.

The monster instinctively thrust its club at me, but I used the power of wind to dodge to the right, getting close enough to touch.

As our eyes met, my yellow gaze locking with its, I brought down the hand-and-a-half sword I held with both hands. The blade sliced diagonally through its face, which was as large as a man's height, splitting it open and burning it to a crisp.

I took a few steps back from the carbonized head, holding my stance. Only after confirming that both Trolls had turned to salt did I finally let out a breath.

"Phew..."

"Good work, Kyo-chan!"

"You too, Erina-san."

"I don't hear anything nearby. I'm gonna go get my `Daisharinmaru`!"

Erina-san said as she passed by me. I chuckled as I watched her run, her golden twin-tails bouncing like a tail, then replenished Byakuren's mana.

Alright, then.

"...I think collecting the drop items is harder than killing them."

My cheeks twitched as I used wind to push the mounds of salt, which were threatening to block the path, against the wall.

It was too dangerous to stick my arms or body into the salt, so I had no choice but to disperse it bit by bit.

*'Gooo...ood luuuuck.'*

"Thanks for the unenthusiastic cheer...!"

*'Well, there's not much I can do from here. I'll just check the route. Oh, if you're having Byakuren-kun stand guard, I can act as your eyes through the mirror.'*

"...Please do."

Erina-san and `Byakuren` moved a short distance away to scout the area, so as not to get buried in salt. It was my job to find the drop items in the white mounds.

I'm never coming to a dungeon like this again...!

* * *

My first exploration of a 'C-Rank Dungeon' thankfully ended without a single injury.

I was surprised by how heavily armed the SDF personnel at the exit were, though. They even had something that looked like the missiles you see shooting down helicopters in movies.

According to Aira-san, if a Troll stampede was imminent, they were prepared to fire at the risk of causing a collapse, then dash out before the gate was buried. The SDF guys have it tough.

In any case, today's work was done.

From defeating 34 Trolls, my earnings for the day, including the reward from the store, came to 410,000 yen. Split between the two of us, that's '205,000 yen' each.

During the exploration, I had all sorts of thoughts, but seeing the numbers in my bank account increase brought a smile to my face. I really am a simple man.
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			Interlude: Simple Magical Items

			Side: None

Somewhere in Kanagawa Prefecture.

On the top floor of a certain rented building.

"Ta-da, it's done♡"

"So... creepy."

The chairman of the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`, dressed like he was about to go on a witch hunt, and the cat beastman Yamashita, in a suit with a deadpan expression, faced each other across a desk.

Yamashita's cat ears twitched in annoyance as the chairman squirmed theatrically.

"So, what is it? This 'important matter' you only wanted to tell me."

"My, my. Your attitude towards me has become rather dismissive, Yamashita-kun. Has your guild grown so large that you've developed the gravitas of a leader?"

"No. I've simply gotten used to dealing with perverts."

"I see. So it is the *'Power of Bonds,'* then."

"It is absolutely not."

Seeing Yamashita's completely unreceptive demeanor, the chairman shrugged with a sigh of 'oh, well,' and took a USB memory stick from his pocket.

"As I mentioned beforehand, you've prepared an offline computer, correct?"

"Yes... Is it really that dangerous?"

"Indeed. Depending on how it's used, it could turn the current world on its head."

At the chairman's words, Yamashita couldn't help but swallow hard.

This pervert, for all his flaws in personality and ethics, was a man of talent that Yamashita couldn't even hope to match, both as a professional and as an Awakened Person.

He really didn't want to see data that such a person would describe in those terms.

But he was a guild master. Precisely because it was dangerous, he had to see it.

Steeling himself, he inserted the USB memory stick into the computer.

And—the screen filled with a magnificent pair of pectoral muscles.

"Ah, my apologies, I gave you the wrong one. Here."

"Can't you have a conversation without throwing in a stupid joke?"

On the verge of deploying his `Arcane Gear`, a vein pulsed on Yamashita's temple.

He felt as if he'd just lost a few more strands of hair.

Snatching the correct USB memory stick, Yamashita plugged it into the computer, his brow furrowed.

Then, he reviewed the contents.

"...? ...What the?!"

At first, he didn't understand what was so special about the information. But as he read on, he began to comprehend just how terrifying it was.

What the chairman had said was neither a lie nor a joke; it was the truth.

"Is this... real...?!"

"It is. I would not tell such a tasteless joke."

The chairman nodded magnanimously in response to Yamashita's question, who was now sweating profusely.

The hood covering his face hid his expression, but Yamashita had a feeling the chairman was smiling faintly.

"We, the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`, have created a recipe for *simple magical items*. ...Though it is still in its most basic stages."

*Magical Items.*

They were broadly divided into two types: 'dungeon-made' and 'handmade.' The former was self-explanatory; the latter was created by Awakened Persons using their mana.

What was written on this USB memory stick concerned the handmade items, but... the problem was their 'simplicity.'

"Until now, for an Awakened Person to create a magical item required no small amount of money and time. And either a skill or a certain technique was necessary."

"...Which is why the world wasn't suddenly flooded with magical items."

"Indeed. And yet, the mere fact that they 'exist' and 'can be made' was enough to force investors and corporations to take countermeasures, to play the stock market, and so on. It's not just the dungeons. 'The very existence of production-class Awakened' affects the economy. They are untapped mines in human form."

"—And. If this technology spreads, society will undoubtedly change. It will be forced to change."

"That's right. Because with this, even 'Awakened who don't have production skills' may be able to create magical items reliably."

Yamashita ran a hand through his hair, crushing his bangs as he stared at the computer screen.

*'Simple Magical Item Manufacturing Manual.'*

That was the name given to the recipe, a name that was hard to classify as either formal or simplistic.

The method described for making magical items was extremely simple. Any middle school student could do it, as long as they were an Awakened Person.

First, print out the described alchemical circle. Copy paper would work, but for better precision and output, parchment or mana-infused paper was recommended.

Then, on top of it, place a crystal or gemstone suited to the 'item to be alchemized,' along with an Awakened Person's 'hair' or 'blood.' Several 'combinations' were listed, but as this was a new technology, it was likely that more would be added.

Finally, channel mana into it while referring to the attached explanation of the alchemical circle. And that's it.

It was written that just by doing this, 'the magical power would be imbued into the gemstone or crystal placed on the circle.'

"I must emphasize, this is a simple item. In terms of performance alone, it's cheaper and more reliable to just make a Molotov cocktail. And if you're not good at channeling mana, you can still fail even if you follow the recipe."

"...Even so, it's effective against enemies like Wraiths that can only be defeated with mana-infused attacks. And..."

"Depending on how it's used, you could prepare for a terrorist attack with ease, couldn't you?"

the chairman, a high-ranking official in the National Police Agency, said nonchalantly.

Normally, when purchasing materials for explosives or gasoline, a certain degree of verification is required. Of course, some stores are lax about this.

However, there are no such regulations for artificial gems or crystals. In fact, if you're not concerned about quality, you can even create them with alchemy.

Most importantly, they are easy to hide. Molotov cocktails or pipe bombs can be found with a light body check or baggage inspection, but there are countless ways to hide a thumb-sized crystal.

"The magical items made with this are disposable. The imbued mana dissipates over time, so their shelf life is not long. Their effect probably won't even match a hand grenade, no matter how perfect the conditions. And if we're talking about 'hiding weapons for terrorism,' then Awakened Persons themselves are dangerous. They could smuggle firearms with spatial magic, or just blow everything up with an offensive skill."

"...And yet you still think this can turn the current society on its head, don't you?"

"Well, that's partly because investors and the powerful will dance to their own tune. Beyond simply being used for terrorism or crime, it can be used to turn turbines, in medicine, or in disaster relief. Depending on the conditions, it's a 'gadget' full of dreams and hope. There are countless ways to make money in this world, you know."

At the chairman's words, Yamashita placed a hand on his chest and let out a small sigh.

He was an adventurer. That's why his thoughts had leaned towards the more dangerous possibilities. Though, the description in the memory stick was also a problem.

> Price: Clearly more expensive than a Molotov cocktail.

> Time: Takes longer than a Molotov cocktail.

> Effect: Equal to or slightly less than a Molotov cocktail. Healing types can only treat scrapes and bruises.

> Difficulty: Not much different from a Molotov cocktail.

> Duration: A few seconds after activation.

> Preservation: Loses effect in about a week.

> Legality: No corresponding laws yet.

> Concealment: Basic size can be hidden in one's hand. Easier to hide than a Molotov cocktail.

> Mana: Yes. Effective against spiritual beings.

> Processing: Difficult. Loses mana if scratched too much.

...Why the standard of comparison was a Molotov cocktail was something only the vice-chairman who wrote this would know. Perhaps something had happened in his past.

In any case, as the chairman said, this technology could greatly contribute to society depending on how it's used.

But for that very reason, its impact on the economy would be immeasurable.

There was a possibility that society would improve, but 'change' always creates victims. It was a technology that could be resented or shunned by those who got the short end of the stick.

And the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` particularly disliked that kind of trouble.

"...May I ask three questions?"

"As many as time permits."

"First. How did you come up with this technology?"

"By deconstructing our own brains."

The chairman, sitting on the guest sofa, pointed to his own head.

"Of course, not by physically cutting them open. Do you know why Awakened Persons can use 'magic'?"

"Yes, sort of. I've heard from a mage in my party that 'the knowledge of magic just appeared in my head one day.' They operate their mana according to that knowledge."

"Exactly. For some reason we don't understand, our heads are filled with magical knowledge. Without ever having learned it."

The chairman crossed his legs, and then his fingers on top of them.

Like a detective from a story, the suspicious man in black continued.

"In short, we only have the 'correct answers' or a 'summary.' We have no idea about the principles behind the magic."

"...Don't tell me you tried to decipher it?"

"Indeed. In order to create the ideal homunculus wife."

"..."

The reason was so ridiculous that Yamashita's eyes glazed over for a moment.

The serious atmosphere was about to take a vacation to who-knows-where.

"Our club frequently holds study sessions. Because the knowledge of magic is *too much* a matter of course in our heads, a single person can't even properly identify 'what to question.' We cover for each other in that regard."

"...My friend said the same thing. 'The strange thing is that I can't feel any strangeness in having this knowledge.'"

"A sharp child. It's been over two years since the `Day of Awakening`. Many have already 'accepted it too much.' You should treasure companions like that. Or, given your ages, perhaps I should say you should 'nurture' them?"

The chairman chuckled softly.

For an Awakened Person, skills were something they could naturally use. Even if their rational mind found it 'strange,' their instincts treated it like a function they'd always had.

How many people could wonder why they were able to breathe right now? And few could continue to pursue that question.

"So, in the process of deconstructing and elucidating the principles of the magic called 'alchemy,' we succeeded in shaping a deliberately incomplete, yet simple, technique from the recipe for creating a completed magical item."

It sounded simple when put into words.

But how difficult it must have been in practice. As a prerequisite, those with the same knowledge had to gather and argue that 'what is normal is not normal.'

Those without the knowledge couldn't follow the conversation due to the information gap, and those with the knowledge couldn't even question it on their own.

The `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`. They were a ridiculous group, but their passion was undoubtedly real.

Yamashita didn't know this, but the chairman and vice-chairman were the central figures in these study sessions. While most of the club members were of average intelligence, those two were head and shoulders above the rest.

They were already considered elites in mainstream society. When it came to intellectual labor, both the chairman and vice-chairman were masters of their craft.

And with the powerful driving force of libido, even more so.

"...I don't understand, but I'm convinced."

"Good. Explaining this requires a lot of words. I don't have enough time to go into detail."

"Then, my second and third questions. Why did you give this technology to me? And what do you plan to do?"

Yamashita's gaze sharpened, as if to pierce through the nonchalant man before him.

But the chairman merely shrugged, as if dismissing it as the intimidation of a kitten.

"The answer to your second question is simple. You've been getting a lot of pressure from the SDF, haven't you? To skillfully poach useful technology and personnel from the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`."

Yamashita, who had been trying not to lose the battle of wills, faltered at these words.

He looked down, abashed.

"...They haven't been that direct."

"Then they've been using roundabout and emotional appeals."

The chairman laughed mockingly.

"They're desperate too. Well, that's to be expected. And you, as always, are not very good at negotiation. There are plenty of people in the SDF who can play mind games. It would be fine if it were people like General Marui, who are acting for the sake of 'national defense,' but you're probably being pestered by types who are 'planning to move.' And on top of that, you don't seem to be able to tell the difference, Yamashita-kun."

"...Regrettably, you are correct."

Recently, the SDF personnel who contacted Yamashita could be broadly divided into three types.

Those who sought cooperation for the sake of Japan, for their comrades still fighting, and for their families living in this country.

Those who simply wanted a 'souvenir' for when they abandoned Japan and switched allegiance to another country.

Those who didn't care about the country and were just businessmen at heart, wanting to make a profit.

The trouble was, they all approached him with the face of a 'sincere JSDF officer.' And Yamashita was neither bad nor good at these mind games.

He was still in his twenties, a young man whose company had just gone bankrupt after only a few years of employment. He lacked the knowledge and experience to fight a battle of deception.

"Give this information directly to General Marui. That should quiet his faction down a bit. Anyone who continues to approach you in the same way, you can dismiss as 'the others.'"

"...Why are you doing this?"

"We can't have this country collapsing on us right now. I'm praying that the SDF will use this technology and hold out for a while longer. And we want you, our allies, to last a long time too."

"...I suppose I should thank you. But I really wish you would handle this directly."

"No way. Too much trouble. And if it gets out that I'm the head of the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`, it'll tarnish my career."

"This guy..."

"But your guild will benefit from this, won't it? A win-win relationship. It's ideal, isn't it?"

"You've got some nerve..."

He was about to retort, 'This nerve, right here,' but the chairman touched the hood he was wearing and stopped himself.

If it were the vice-chairman, he might have sidled up and said, 'This nerve right here. Let me lick your tail to confirm. Now, turn around.'

The real reason the chairman had come alone today was that the vice-chairman had been on the verge of a rampage recently due to a 'Kemonium deficiency.' What Kemonium was, no one but him knew. And it was probably better that way.

"...Now then. Your third question. What we plan to do from now on. That hasn't changed. We will create the ideal homunculus wife. That is all."

"You'd go this far just for that?"

"Of course. You shouldn't underestimate one of the three great desires. How many people in human history do you think have thrown away a brilliant life for the sake of lust?"

"...By that logic, it sounds like you're heading for a terrible end yourselves?"

"Haha. Don't worry, we'll manage. We'll learn from the lessons of our predecessors."

With a confident reply, the chairman stood up.

"It's about time for me to take my leave. My 'public' work is quite busy."

"I can imagine..."

"Ah, and one more thing. There's a question you've been wondering about but haven't been able to connect to me. Since you won't ask, I'll answer it myself."

"...?"

Yamashita tilted his head at the chairman's words.

What did he mean, he hadn't been able to connect a question to him?

"I'm the one who put the complete set of 'Dragon ●all' in the break room and waiting area."

"So it was you."

It was a very trivial question.

It was true that for the past week or so, Yamashita and the other members of the `Walkers` had been wondering, 'Hey, who put this here?' but it was hardly something to bring up after the previous conversation.

"Let me tell you. My usual hobby is 'missionary work.' It's nice to get other people to like the things you like, don't you think?"

"Somehow, I have a feeling there's a creepy reason behind it in your case..."

"Rest assured. All the manga I left are brand new."

"What would have happened if they weren't new...?!"

"And the vice-chairman's hobby also happens to be missionary work."

"I didn't ask. And you want to hide your fetishes from your 'public acquaintances,' don't you? Please hide them better."

"Rest assured. To those around us, I am just 'the old guy who loves Dragon Bo●,' and he is 'the old grandpa who loves animals.'"

"Your camouflage is unnecessarily good... no, you're just so far beyond their comprehension."

"As you might have guessed from my previous expression, the vice-chairman is actually older than me. By about a whole cycle."

"You're just spouting off a surprising amount of useless information."

"He's an amazing person. He can tolerate someone younger being his superior. It sounds simple, but it's actually quite difficult."

"I think I could have been genuinely impressed if this wasn't a conversation about the two top members of a pervert group."

"Oh, and as for Ichiyanagi-kun, who you're well acquainted with, his hobby is stanning an underground idol. Ninomiya-kun enjoys inserting himself between his favorite hosts after making them get involved with each other."

"I'm not well acquainted with him. It's a professional relationship, just like with you."

"But I heard they both got banned recently... How pitiful."

"I told you I don't care."

Incidentally, Ichiyanagi got banned because he bought out all the tickets to his favorite idol's show so he could endlessly ask her to 'tell me your measurements down to the millimeter. And the texture, too,' in order to perfectly replicate her breasts on a golem.

As for Ninomiya, he spent too much money forcing his hosts to role-play 'BL with a woman in between,' which resulted in a near-brawl with the other customers.

For the record, neither of them got into trouble with the police or went to court. And they haven't reflected on their actions at all.

"Hmph... It's enjoyable to be able to speak honestly with someone."

"You only have so few people to listen to you because you only ever talk one-sidedly like this."

"...Hmph."

The chairman (pervert) left. The final blow had apparently been quite effective.

And Yamashita, exhausted from all the retorts and weighed down by the gravity of the information on the USB memory stick, felt the bald spot on his head grow larger.

The final bit of foolery aside, the data he'd been given was too much for him to handle. Just as the chairman had said, Yamashita called General Marui. Part of him just wanted to get this dangerous thing off his hands as quickly as possible.

The general's hairline receded from the hope and anxiety brought on by this information, but that was just collateral damage. The losses were minimal.

The 'Simple Magical Item Manufacturing Manual.' Its public release was still a long way off.
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			Studying

			"Phew…"

I set down my mechanical pencil and gave a small stretch.

On my desk sat a single thick book and a notebook. A student hard at work… unfortunately, that wasn't quite the case.

After all, the book's subject was 'Alchemy.'

Before the 'Day of Awakening,' the only people who would seriously study something like this would have been hopeless *chuunibyou* cases or maybe an occult journalist.

But things are different now, in a world where 'Dungeons' and 'Awakened Persons' are a reality. The government is now seriously debating whether 'Magic' and 'Alchemy' should be added to the school curriculum.

Both magic and alchemy are techniques usable only by Awakened Persons. However, since they *are* techniques, anyone should be able to use them under the right conditions, even without a specific skill.

In fact, I was living proof of that, having created a pseudo-Homunculus and a golem body just by reading this book. With enough knowledge and mana, it wasn't impossible.

Even online, videos were popping up of people who had used the knowledge published by the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' to create their own Homunculi or pseudo-versions.

Their skills were sadly a far cry from those with actual skills, but the number of alchemists was, however slowly, beginning to grow.

…But the pace was slower than I expected.

Even among Awakened Persons, those who could handle alchemy were still few and far between. I’d heard that only a handful of practitioners were capable of moving a golem body with human-like dexterity, let alone using one in actual combat.

Of course, this was just what I’d found online. There were probably people out there who *could* do it but just chose not to go public…

The problem was that I, a person making and using a golem without a skill, was starting to stand out.

I’m pretty sure Aira-san and Erina-san have already noticed the discrepancy.

While ordinary Awakened Persons were struggling to follow the recipes posted by the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, how was a student like me able to operate a golem in the 'C-Rank' tier?

Even if they had their doubts, they were kind enough to ignore them. Maybe Busujima-san and the others were, too.

It’s fine for now, since I’m surrounded by friends and acquaintances, but it would be a huge pain if a stranger started asking questions. Then again, trying to continue my adventurer career without Byakuren at this point was… difficult to imagine.

For the moment, I was organizing my notes, trying to figure out just how much knowledge was considered acceptable for a non-skilled person to have about alchemy.

I was cross-referencing information from the club's website and various theory-crafting sites with the contents of my own book, but…

Something felt strangely off.

Their recipes were correct. They matched what was written in my book, and they even had information on golem body frame technology that was identical to what I was using.

So what was this feeling of dissonance? I mulled it over as I reread the sites on my phone.

"…It’s too ‘stiff’ and ‘hard to understand.’"

After comparing my phone and the book over and over, I finally realized it. The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club's explanations were ridiculously complicated.

They were convoluted… a long parade of technical jargon, and on top of that, they’d include information you didn't even ask for.

No wonder the number of people who could use alchemy was growing so slowly. You’d need a basic foundation in alchemy to even begin to make sense of half of it.

Of course, they did provide explanations for each term, but the thought of studying an unknown technology while having to look up every single word was enough to make me want to tear my hair out.

On the other hand, it was amazing that Aira-san had managed to read all of that and absorb it as knowledge. Even so, she herself had said she couldn’t call herself a proper alchemist.

Compared to the club’s convoluted explanations, the book I had was incredibly easy to understand.

Just how easy? Easy enough that a middle schooler could pick up the skills to create a pseudo-Homunculus, build a golem body, and even perform a bit of 'lockpicking' while casually reading it as a break from studying for high school entrance exams.

…Although my transmutations did depend on a cheat sheet. I still can't do it from memory.

In any case, the book was so simple you could slap 'An Introductory Guide! Alchemy for Everyone!' on the cover and it wouldn’t be a lie. Better yet, it was laid out like a video game strategy guide, which made it pretty fun to read.

If there wasn't a risk of my unique skill being exposed, I'd publish it and make a fortune. It would be a guaranteed bestseller.

That said, the content it covered was truly just the basics of the basics. On the club's website, I'd occasionally find recipes that weren't in my book. Of course, the difficulty of those transmutations was also much higher.

It might be interesting to try some of those recipes when I get the chance.

Just as I thought that and picked up my pencil again…

The door was knocked upon, then opened without a pause.

"Kyouta, a moment."

"Whoa—hey, what is it?"

I hastily dismissed my 'Arcane Gear' book and turned around.

My mom let out a sigh of relief when she saw me holding a pencil.

"So you are studying properly. I was worried you were so busy with being an adventurer that you were neglecting your schoolwork. You have homework, don't you? Make sure you do it."

"Y-yeah."

"I hear being an adventurer pays well, but you can’t think of making it your only career. If you injure yourself, you won’t be able to continue… Besides, if you don't study hard, you’ll struggle when you enter the workforce."

"…But it’s not like you use math formulas at a company, right?"

"You can only build up your academic credentials while you're a student. It’s incredibly difficult to do it once you’re a working adult."

"Ugh…"

I think I remember hearing on TV that going back to college while working a full-time job was tough.

I mean, the whole reason I was grudgingly attending high school while being an adventurer was for my academic record, just like Mom said.

"…Oh, dear. Here I am lecturing you when you’re already studying hard. I came here to cheer you on, but don’t forget to take breaks. Professor Arisugawa is teaching you etiquette tomorrow, and it would be rude to fall asleep in the middle of it."

"Okaaay…"

The door closed with a soft click. I waited until the sound of her slippers faded down the hall before letting out a sigh of relief.

"…Time to do my homework."

I closed my alchemy notebook and pulled a different one, along with a textbook, from my school bag.

…I’d been so busy with adventuring, alchemy, and playing games with Erina-san and the others that I hadn’t even touched my summer homework.

Sighing at the blank page, I opened my textbook.

Somehow, its contents seemed even harder to understand than my 'Arcane Gear' book.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

The next day.

At the Arisugawa residence.

"Wh-why is Yagawa-kun here?!"

The one who let out a cry of near-panicked surprise was Miyoshi Mia-san, Aira-san’s younger sister.

I had been invited over because their grandmother, Professor Arisugawa, was going to teach us etiquette and English.

Aira-san had uncharacteristically met me at the door, and just as she ushered me into the living room, I saw her.

Dressed in an outrageously lewd nun’s outfit.

The only parts that could be considered proper nun attire were the wimple with a black veil covering her blonde hair and a pair of white gloves.

A black leotard with a white collar clung tightly to her upper body, leaving nothing of her figure to the imagination. The curves of her magnificent, beyond-massive bust were on full display.

As if that wasn't wonderful enough, the garment was cut shockingly high at the hips. Her pure white thighs were visible all the way to the top, and I had no doubt that a view from behind would reveal a pair of powerful, fleshy buttocks making a bold statement.

Black thigh-high stockings covered her plump legs from mid-thigh down, the fabric at the seam pressing into her flesh and emphasizing its softness.

In conclusion: she looked like a cosplay nun straight out of an adult video or manga.

"Hey, um, please don’t look!"

Her face beet red, Miyoshi-san turned her back to me.

What a fantastic view!

Her flawless, perfectly round bottom was in plain sight. My prediction was correct.

───Such was the praise that flashed through my mind for all of 0.3 seconds.

With my thoughts accelerated by [Sage's Nucleus] and my kinetic vision enhanced by [Spirit Eye]…

I seared this magnificent spectacle onto my retinas.

Thank you, Mom. Thank you, Dad. And thank you, my skills. This power must have existed for this very moment.

"I’m so sorry!"

Apologizing, I also did an about-face.

And came face-to-face with Aira-san, who was wearing a truly wicked smile.

There was no doubt. This was premeditated. Anyone could see she was the mastermind.

"My, my, my. What’s wrong, Kyouta-chan-kun? Got a stomachache? You’re all hunched over. And Mia, you’re ‘hiding your chest but not your bottom,’ you know?"

"The saying is ‘hiding your head but…’ Wait, what do you mean, Nee-san?! You never told me Yagawa-kun was coming!"

"That’s because I didn’t."

"You should have!"

"Now, now. Think of this as a little thank-you gift to Kyouta-chan-kun, okay?"

Aira-san came to stand beside me as she spoke.

She, for the record, was in her usual tracksuit.

"Mia, you were saved by him and Erina-kun from Lefkos not too long ago, right? And all you did to thank them was exchange contact info. Plus, your only goal was to get us to make up. That’s just too pitiful, don't you think?"

"Guh…"

"Uh, I really don’t mind…"

"Which is why! Today, I’ve decided to let him feast his eyes on that ridiculously lewd body you know he looooves so much!"

"Wh-who are you calling a lewd body?!"

"A-and I really don’t—"

"Who? That’s obvious."

"Could you please listen to me?"

Ignoring me completely, Aira-san moved out of my line of sight with a smile still on her face.

Even with the wide field of view from [Spirit Eye], I couldn’t see behind me. Still, I could vaguely sense her location from the flow of mana.

Right now, she was taking large strides toward Mia-san.

"It’s my little sister, who for some reason is taller and bustier than meeeeeee!!"

"Kyaaaaaaaah?!"

That presence… Don’t tell me!

"N-Nee-san! Stop grabbing my chest out of nowhere!"

I knew it!!

"Silence. Tell me, when did you grow so much? When did you surpass my height and my bust length! Hmm?!"

"What’s a ‘bust length’?! B-Besides, you’re plenty big yourself, Nee-san!"

"───I don’t mind losing to anyone else. But I will not lose to my little sister!!"

Don’t you dare defile a famous line from a masterpiece.

"Stop messing… mmmph! Ah, no…!"

What was that sweet voice just now?!

"Hyaah! Is my sister’s chest some kind of monster?! Don’t tell me you’ve gone up another size!"

"P-please, stop! It’s still so early in the day…!"

What in the world is happening behind me…! [Spirit Eye], is this all you’re capable of?!

If I turn around now, my social life is over for sure. So see without looking. A paradise on earth is manifesting right behind me! Grow eyes on the back of your head!

Go beyond your limits.

───*Click.*

"What is all this commotion?"

"Ah."

With the sterile sound of a door opening, two women entered the room.

One was Professor Arisugawa, dressed in a white shirt and a navy long skirt.

The other was Erina-san, wearing a kimono the color of autumn leaves, tied with a yellow obi.

I sensed the disappointing college student freeze completely behind me.

"…Aira."

"Oh, whoops! I was just about to go for my daily run! See you later, Baba-sama!"

"Is that so? Then let’s have a little ‘TALK’ later."

"…O-kaaay!"

I don’t even know where to begin with my comebacks anymore.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Miyoshi-san returned, now dressed in a blue shirt and white jeans, and we were all made to sit in chairs in the living room.

Well, all except Aira-san, who was sitting in seiza on a zabuton cushion on the floor. A waterfall of nervous sweat was pouring from her, but was that disappointing college student going to be okay?

I, on the other hand, was not okay. With Miyoshi-san and Erina-san sitting on either side of me, the awkwardness level was at its maximum.

Part of it was being seated between a beautiful woman and a beautiful girl, but there was also the fact that I’d just witnessed Miyoshi-san’s compromising situation. What kind of expression was I supposed to be making…?

"Lately, I feel that my busy schedule has kept me from spending enough time with my granddaughters."

Ignoring my tension, the professor, standing with her arms crossed like a statue of a guardian king, began to speak in a calm, measured tone.

"Because of that, I was worried that you two might be engaging in unladylike conduct in front of others."

"U-um, Obaa-sama."

"Yes, Mia. What is it?"

Professor Arisugawa turned to face Miyoshi-san, who had timidly raised her hand.

Miyoshi-san's cheeks were flushed, and her gaze flickered toward me for just a moment.

"Um, it’s not that I normally dress like I was just now…! In fact, I would never wear something like that ordinarily…!"

To Miyoshi-san's frantic explanation,

"There is nothing wrong with dressing in such a fashion. I simply wished you had considered the time, place, and occasion. Mia, no matter what hobbies you may have, I will always love you as my granddaughter…"

Professor Arisugawa offered a smile filled with profound affection. It was the beautiful love of a grandmother for her grandchild.

But I’m pretty sure that’s not what Miyoshi-san was looking for right now!

"Guuuh…!"

Miyoshi-san, utterly defeated. She fell silent, red to the very tips of her long, pointed ears.

In response, Professor Arisugawa's eyes twinkled.

I see, the professor knows exactly what's going on, doesn't she? And she’s teasing her granddaughter on top of it.

She wasn’t as far gone as Aira-san, but perhaps she, too, had a surprisingly playful personality.

"Let’s return to the subject. While I have been neglecting my family for my work, thanks to Yagawa-kun and the others bringing back various data and drop items as adventurers, I now have the time to reconnect with my granddaughters."

Professor Arisugawa’s gaze moved over each of us in turn.

Her eyes finally landed on Aira-san, and she clapped her hands together lightly.

"So, I thought this would be a good opportunity to hold a brief etiquette course for all of you, for the sake of your futures. Since this is your first time, Yagawa-kun, let’s start with something simple."

"Y-yes, ma’am."

Aira-san had been terrified of the professor’s etiquette lessons, but I wasn’t sensing any intimidating aura.

In fact, the atmosphere was so gentle that even with my shyness, her presence was putting me at ease and calming my nerves.

…Inversely proportional to that, however, the sweat on Aira-san and Miyoshi-san’s foreheads seemed to be increasing.

Erina-san placed a hand on my shoulder.

"Kyou-chan."

"Huh? What is it?"

She beamed.

"I’ll pick up your bones for you!"

"Wait, what???"

───One hour later.

"…"

Slumped over the table, I didn’t have the energy to move.

I was tired. So, so tired.

Physically, I was fine. But my mind and spirit had been pushed to their absolute limits.

"A-are you alive, Kyouta-chan-kun?"

"…Somehow."

"I think you did very well. Yes… truly."

"Nice fight, Kyou-chan!"

"Thank you… very much…"

The professor was now clearing away the silverware she had used for the lesson. Despite demonstrating the proper form countless times, she didn’t look the least bit tired herself.

My brain felt like it was about to boil. Had there ever been a time in my life where I had to be so conscious of every nerve in my body while simultaneously cramming in new knowledge? No, there hadn't.

We were taught table manners, since they were easy to remember and widely applicable… but even as I lay here, completely drained, I could feel the knowledge I had just painstakingly absorbed trickling out of my ears.

Will a day ever come when I can say I’ve truly ‘mastered’ this?

"Kyouta-chan-kun. I should tell you now, Baba-sama is both persistent and a perfectionist. Today’s lecture will be repeated as many times as it takes, until you either run away or reach a level she finds satisfactory. After that comes the next step."

"…*cough*."

"Kyou-chan?!"

I coughed up imaginary blood, and my consciousness faded for a moment.

Studying… is hard.



		
		
		
			Chapter 89: A Grandmother's Worry
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 89

			A Grandmother's Worry

			As I lay there, completely drained from the etiquette lesson, Professor Arisugawa returned, having finished clearing away the dishes.

Instinctively, I straightened my posture and forced my still-unfocused eyes forward.

"You can relax. The lesson is over, and I won’t say anything if you slouch a little."

"That’s right, Kyouta-chan-kun. You need to chill out."

Aira-san, stretching her legs out from her position on the cushion, laughed breezily.

"You are far too relaxed, Aira."

"Yeah, Paisen! You should be more ladylike!"

"Erina. Your own manner of speaking is quite something as well…"

"Nyah nyah. See, you got told off too."

"No way! Obaa-chama! What part of me isn’t okay?! I’m a great ninja!"

"Everything about that last statement, I should think…"

"?!"

"Hmph… you’re still a long way off, Erina-kun. Your ladylike power doesn’t even come close to mine—a lady among ladies. The kind of sheltered maiden whose name appears when you look up ‘invincible beauty’ in the dictionary."

"Hup."

"Gah?! Baba-sama, not the calf! Don’t poke my calf right now—?!"

"Is something the matter, invincible beauty Aira-chan?"

"Nnguoooooh?!"

Professor Arisugawa gave Aira-san’s leg, which must have fallen asleep from sitting in seiza, a light poke with the tip of her shoe.

Watching the three of them, I had a single thought.

This is incredibly awkward.

What was I supposed to do in the middle of this family in-joke? To make matters worse, I was the only guy in a room full of beautiful women and girls. I was in enemy territory. Totally, completely, out of my element…!

Beside me, Miyoshi-san turned to me, her cheeks slightly flushed.

"I’m sorry, Yagawa-kun. It seems Obaa-sama is in unusually high spirits today…"

"Ah, no. Please, don’t mind me…"

It was awkward looking at Miyoshi-san right now. It just reminded me of that lewd nun outfit, an affront to religious figures the world over.

*Calm down, Yagawa Kyouta. Save the detailed recollections for when you get home…!*

"She’s not usually one to ignore a guest, but today is the first time in a while that all of her grandchildren are together, so…"

"I see."

Miyoshi-san smiled apologetically. I’d heard that she was living alone now and that things with her family weren’t going so well.

Because of the issues with her mother, it had been difficult for her to face Aira-san, so she had probably only recently started visiting this house again.

Seeing her granddaughters safe and sound must have made Professor Arisugawa overjoyed.

"Nngggrrrrr…! Ogooh?! C-cramp…! On top of it being asleep, it’s craaaamped…!"

…That aside, is that disappointing college student really okay? She’s writhing on the floor with an expression no lady should ever make.

Ignoring the not-so-safe state of her granddaughter, the professor gave a small cough to clear her throat.

"My apologies. Yagawa-kun, please, relax. You don’t have to be as bad as my disappointing grandchild, of course."

"Ah, yes, ma’am."

"She’s right, Kyou-chan. Want me to give you a shoulder rub? I can soak you in sake, too!"

"Are you trying to tenderize my meat…?"

What is this? Am I going to be eaten? Literally?

My cheek twitched as Erina-san crept closer from behind.

"That’s all for today’s lesson. Erina and Mia, please carry the incapacitated Aira to her room."

"Roger!"

"Understood."

"W-wait, wait…! Erina-kun is fine. But I can’t let Mia see my room…!"

"Why not, Nee-san? Is there something in there you don’t want me to see?"

"N-no. Well, you see. It’s not that there’s anything that violates public order and morals, but…"

"Come to think of it, Paisen. Is ‘Renge’ in your room right now?"

"…"

"…I see. Erina-san, please take that side. I’ll take the right."

"Okaaay."

"Help me… Help me, Kyouta-chan-kun…!"

I quietly averted my eyes from Aira-san as she was carried away like a captured alien.

Some beings… are beyond saving.

"Noooooooh!!"

The door slammed shut, and the professor turned to face me.

"Now then, Yagawa-kun. This is rather sudden, but I have a few questions I’d like to ask you. Is that alright?"

"Y-yes."

With a gentle smile, the professor placed a cup and saucer of tea in front of me.

"Ah, thank you…"

"Not at all. Now, for my sudden and rather impertinent question… Yagawa-kun. Are you currently seeing anyone?"

"…Huh?"

I couldn't help but ask back bluntly. Across from me, the professor just sat there, smiling pleasantly.

"An old woman like me is starved for tales of young love. It’s not exactly payment for the lesson, but would you be willing to tell me?"

"Well… I’m not seeing anyone, ‘right now,’ but…?"

I somehow managed to answer, suppressing the urge to fidget.

I’d phrased it as if I had in the past, but the truth was, my age and my years without a girlfriend were one and the same. Still, I think everyone wants to put on a brave face sometimes.

Like, for instance, when your friend’s grandmother asks about your love life.

"Oh, my. You’re so reliable, Yagawa-kun, I was certain you already had a girlfriend."

"No, not at all… someone like me."

"Don’t say ‘someone like you.’ The women around you simply had poor taste, I suppose."

Professor Arisugawa chuckled. I managed a weak smile and took a sip of tea to hide my awkwardness.

Oh, this tea is good. I don’t usually drink it straight, but I could get used to this.

"Then, is there anyone you’re interested in now?"

I was a little surprised to see her ask with such sparkling eyes. So this was another side of her.

But, someone I’m interested in, huh…

It may sound incredibly insincere, but I'm surrounded by so many attractive girls that the thought of 'who' doesn't even come to mind. If anything, I’d like to date all of them. Not that I could.

"Not really…"

"Is that so? But you are interested in the opposite sex, aren’t you? You are at that age, after all."

"P-please don’t tease me…!"

The professor narrowed her eyes, smiling like a young girl who’d just thought of a prank. She looked a little like Aira-san in that moment, though her expression lacked the same undercurrent of malice.

"My apologies. But, let’s see… Romance is not something to be rushed."

As she said that, her smile turned just a little sad.

…Aira-san’s mother had an affair with her high school sweetheart, didn't she?

Come to think of it, for the Arisugawa family, wasn't talk of romance basically a minefield?

"You have all sorts of people around you. It might be a good idea not to be swayed by fleeting emotions and to cherish the relationships you have now. Rather than wandering in search of new encounters, it can be good to settle down and take your time."

"Y-yes. I’ll take that to heart…"

"However…"

Her expression turned back to that of a mischievous child.

"On a personal note, I would be happy if the person you fall in love with in the future happens to be one of my granddaughters."

"…Huh?!"

As I nearly spilled my tea in surprise, the professor continued with a perfectly straight face.

"There, Yagawa-kun. Your posture is slipping. As I just taught you, your back should be perfectly straight."

"Ah, s-sorry."

"…I’m joking. Were you surprised?"

The professor stuck her tongue out playfully, and my shoulders slumped.

…That was a joke, right? *Both* parts?

Aware that my face was turning red, I downed the rest of my tea. A moment ago it had tasted delicious, but now I was in no state to enjoy it.

With a somewhat satisfied smile, the professor turned her gaze toward the door behind me.

"Well now. It wouldn’t do for an old woman to take up too much of a young man’s time with idle chatter. Let’s call it a day here."

"Ah, yes. Thank you for everything."

"Not at all. Next time, let’s try studying English. Erina has trouble with pronunciation, so she can join us."

"Yes, ma’am…"

"Oh, and please show your face to Aira and the others before you leave. Their room is the corner one on the second floor. Well then, until next time."

"Understood. I look forward to it."

I stood and bowed to the professor, who gave an elegant nod in return.

Then, I headed up the stairs to Aira-san’s room. The house was large, but each door was labeled with stylish lettering, so there was no chance of getting lost.

As I approached the door labeled ‘Isla,’ I started to hear a clamor of voices. Were they playing some kind of game?

I thought it might be rude to interrupt, but the professor did tell me to show my face.

"Excuse me, I was about to head home."

I gave a light knock and called out. The door opened immediately from the inside.

"Kyou-chan, you’re leaving already?!"

It was Erina-san. Her blonde hair swayed as she brought her face close to mine.

"Yeah, pretty much."

I averted my gaze, my heart pounding at the faint, sweet scent that wafted from her.

"Aww. I was hoping you’d have a sleepover with Senpai."

"Erina-san? When did I agree to stay over…?"

Behind her, Miyoshi-san was smiling wryly.

"You can’t?"

"…Well, I don’t think there was anything in the fridge I needed to take care of right away, and I was planning on going shopping on the way home, but…"

"Yay! Then it’s settled! I think we have a guest toothbrush somewhere!"

With that, Erina-san turned back to me.

Her eyes were sparkling like a puppy begging for attention.

"No, I can’t."

"Ehh?"

"I’d probably die."

"Die?!"

It’s not that surprising.

I am a high school boy with somewhat low social skills. This is a girls-only space. And they’re all gorgeous. Therefore, death.

It’s a simple calculation even a child could understand.

"Fine. I’ll let you go this time."

"From what high horse are you speaking…?"

"However! Don’t think you can escape next time! I will most certainly make you mine!!"

"Is that your evil organization monologue?"

"Non! It’s my ninja monologue!"

"Whatever."

Still, the master of the room was being awfully quiet. I’d imagine she’d normally be crawling her way into the conversation by now.

As I tilted my head in confusion, I heard a voice.

"Oh, Yagawa-kun. Could you come here for a moment?"

"Yes?"

For some reason, Miyoshi-san was beckoning me into the room with a huge smile on her face.

Was it okay for me to go in? Hesitantly, I took a slow step forward.

"While we’re at it, let’s have you look at Nee-san too. It’s not fair if I’m the only one you saw."

"Huh?"

"Wha?"

In the back of the room, which looked to be at least twenty tatami mats in size, was Aira-san.

Dressed in bloomers.

A white, short-sleeved gym shirt and navy-blue bloomers. The kind of bloomers you’d only see in an adult shop these days.

Her massive breasts, framed by her slender arms, were partially concealed by her right arm, while her left hand desperately pulled at the hem of her shirt to hide her lower body.

But the shirt was too short, only succeeding in creating a magnificent ‘shirt tent.’ The navy-blue triangle and her exposed white thighs were perfectly visible. For some reason, her butt and thighs seemed even more voluptuous than Mia-san’s, though she didn’t look overweight at all.

She was even wearing thick white socks and school slippers, a combination that, along with her long silver hair tied up in a ponytail, somehow amplified the ‘shady adult shop’ vibe.

Looking at her now, Aira-san had refined, mature features, and the room was plastered with anime posters and other things, so…

"Ky-Kyouta-chan-kun?! What is the meaning of this, barging into a maiden’s room!"

"S-sorry!"

I quickly tried to turn around, but Miyoshi-san grabbed my shoulder and stopped me.

"Fufufu. Nee-san. Do you now understand the cruelty of what you did to me?"

"I get it! I get it, so at least give me back my bra!"

Aira-san said, turning her back to us. Her bloomers were riding up, revealing a tiny sliver of light blue fabric.

…Wait, she’s not wearing a bra right now?!

"Ah… you’re so cute, Nee-san…"

And isn’t the person next to me making a really weird face? Am I being dragged into some strange sisterly roleplay?

For now, I took one step to the side to break free and turned the other way.

And came face-to-face with Erina-san.

"What’s wrong, Kyou-chan? Does your stomach hurt again?"

"…No, not really."

Erina-san started rubbing my hunched back.

*Please stop. If you’re kind to me now, the guilt is going to kill me…!*

"Want me to teleport you home? I marked your house last time."

"…I’m good. I’ll walk. Thank you for today. Really."

"O-okay? Be careful, then."

"Yep. Thanks for having me."

"Now, Nee-san. Next is this cat-ear headband…"

"As the one who prepared it, I must ask, don’t elf ears and cat ears clash attribute-wise?! Ah, Kyouta-chan-kun?! Help me! Kyouta-chan-kuuuun!!"

I left the Arisugawa residence and headed straight home.

Along the way, I thought relentlessly of all the powerful enemies I had fought so far.

The Orc Champion, who belied his barbaric appearance with skillful spear work that had me on the ropes.

Lefkos, who fought with the ferocity of a flame, charging with no regard for his own safety and giving the three of us a tough fight.

The Demon, a nightmare of overwhelming mana, who skillfully manipulated it to crush us.

I had been on the verge of death so many times. The fear and pain I felt then were things I would never forget.

My mind, shifted into combat mode, suppressed all physiological reactions. I returned home quietly, putting off even washing my hands and gargling, and went straight to my room.

I dived onto my bed and buried my face in my pillow.

"UNBELIEVABLLLLLLLE………!!"

It was a cry from the soul.

Memories of battles with powerful enemies? What are those, are they tasty?

In this world, could there be a memory more precious than a ‘lewd, blonde, busty elf in a nun’s outfit’ or a ‘bra-less, silver-ponytail, busty half-elf in bloomers’? No, there could not.

Incidentally, about half of what I learned in the etiquette lesson had completely slipped from my mind. I was terrified of the next class.
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			The day after being subjected to that mysterious heaven-hell-heaven sandwich, we found ourselves at yet another new dungeon.

The store, which took about an hour to reach by train and bus, had few cars in its lot, as expected. It was likely because C-Rank adventurers were still a rarity.

The total number of adventurers was on the rise, but most people seemed to be content once they reached E or D-Rank.

In terms of both income from the dungeon and a means of self-defense, reaching that level was sufficient for ‘most situations.’

More importantly, you were fighting monsters. Just because you became an adventurer didn’t mean you were prepared to bet your life on it.

Even I only went to dungeons where I was confident I wouldn't die 'barring some freak accident.' I could understand how they felt.

With the increase in adventurers came an increase in reported injuries… and recently, there had finally been a death.

It happened in a low-rank dungeon, F-Rank of all places.

A group of high school students went into a Zombie Kobold dungeon, where one died and two were seriously injured.

The news that someone my own age had died sent a chill down my spine. My parents once again suggested that maybe I should quit being an adventurer.

The National Diet was also seeing a rise in voices from both the ruling and opposition parties, arguing that ‘allowing minors into dungeons is wrong.’

But it wasn't enough. I still needed to go into dungeons.

What if I had the bad luck of running into a dragon stampede? Or if monsters like the Demon attacked in droves?

I would probably die. Unable to protect my family or friends, let alone myself. I would end up as just another corpse, like the countless victims I had seen.

After being caught in three stampedes, I couldn't just leave it all to the Self-Defense Force and the police. If I stopped leveling up now, I’d be too anxious to sleep at night.

That’s why I came to the dungeon again today. To gain the power to at least defend myself.

After changing in the locker room and making a quick trip to the restroom, Erina-san and I headed to the gate room.

My license was scrutinized more thoroughly than usual at the reception desk, but with the recent increase in forged adventurer licenses, I couldn't complain.

Some of it was due to idiots messing around, but apparently, sometimes people from 'anti-social organizations' who failed the interview or background check would forge higher-rank licenses.

Of course, they were usually caught. But as long as such cases existed, they had to be vigilant, and the longer checks were inevitable.

I’d heard that once you got past level 20, it became difficult for the police to arrest you with their standard equipment, regardless of your skills. It reached a point where the police themselves would need to deploy high-level Awakened Persons.

And the drop items from D and C-Rank dungeons fetched high prices. It would be a disaster if they became a source of funding for criminal organizations.

───An individual possessing the military might to fight an organization, gaining wealth by slaying monsters.

It was a world that, even now, seemed so much like a myth or a fairytale that I almost had to laugh.

After about three minutes, the license check was finished, and we finally stood before the white gate.

I had Erina-san take Byakuren out of her Item Box, and I channeled mana into it to activate it. I then equipped it with the ‘proper equipment’ I’d received from Ooyama-san.

*'So, that is the equipment you mentioned.'*

"Yeah. The iron ball and chain isn’t very easy to use in this dungeon."

I nodded as I looked over Byakuren’s new armament.

In its right hand was a battle axe with a handle roughly two meters long. It was made entirely of metal from the butt to the tip, far too heavy for an ordinary person to swing with one hand.

The tip had a sharp spike, making it capable of thrusting attacks as well. Though, given its length, that was more of an afterthought.

In its left hand was a rugged kite shield. It was large enough to completely cover a person’s torso and was seven centimeters thick—more like a plate of armor than a shield. It, too, was incredibly heavy.

Finally, on its back. This wasn't a weapon, nor was it made from dungeon materials. It was just a 'box,' a replacement for a backpack, which could be opened and closed with a small metal clasp.

Part of the reason was that a hiking backpack looked silly with a suit of knight’s armor, but more importantly, it was also a container for when I eventually got my hands on a 'Magi Battery.'

Currently, only the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club could make those. It required multiple alchemists working in perfect sync for several hours just to create the main mechanism.

…I could make one by myself using my [Sage's Nucleus], but that was a last resort. Anyone with a keen eye might realize my unique skill at a glance.

In any case, we were ready.

I took the kite shield from Byakuren and had it grip my shoulder instead. Then, I confirmed that Erina-san’s hand was on my other shoulder.

"Alright, we’re going through the gate."

*'Understood. Both of you, this dungeon is a cut above the rest. Be careful.'*

"Roger."

"Osu!"

And with that, we passed through the pure white gate.

The usual sense of disorientation that I never seemed to get used to washed over me. It vanished quickly, replaced by the feeling of a hard surface beneath my feet.

The stone room was illuminated by the lantern at my waist and Byakuren’s penlight. The floor and walls were constructed from yellowish blocks, with small cracks visible everywhere.

I handed the kite shield back to the golem and drew my sword from its sheath.

According to the information from the store, the ceiling was about three meters high. The room itself was about the size of a classroom.

Along one wall was a wooden shelf, its contents already collected by the SDF. I slowly scanned our surroundings and spoke into my earring.

"Aira-san, we’ve entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration."

*'Right. Proceed with caution.'*

"Yes."

With a short reply, I began to walk forward cautiously.

As the *clank-clank* of Byakuren’s footsteps echoed loudly, I gripped the hilt of my sword, as if to test its feel.

This dungeon didn’t feel like walking through corridors. It was a series of interconnected rooms; passing through one door led immediately to another.

The door creaked open with a groan. The next room had SDF paint on the wall.

"Aira-san, we’re at D-11. Requesting navigation."

*'Let’s see… You see an empty shelf on your left, right? From your position, proceed through three rooms to your right. Then, in the fourth room, take a left.'*

"Understood."

I replied and had Byakuren open the right-hand door and go first. This dungeon wasn’t supposed to have traps, but it was better to be safe.

I kept my eyes peeled, determined not to miss any flow of mana with my [Spirit Eye].

A bead of cold sweat trickled down my cheek from the tension, and in that instant—

"—!"

"Kyou-chan."

Erina-san and I sensed the enemy at the same time.

Though she used her hearing and I used mana, our gazes fixed on the same spot: the far right of the room ahead.

"…Two of them. What do you want to do? Take another route?"

"…No. Two is a perfect number to get a feel for ‘this dungeon.’ Let’s do it."

"Okay."

After a brief, whispered exchange, I gestured for Byakuren to open the door and advance. I didn’t forget to have it raise its shield.

With the sound of scraping armor, the knight pushed open the ancient door.

Instantly, a wave of suffocating heat washed over us.

*'GYYYYYYYYH!'*

A roar, followed by a blast of fire. A gust of wind erupted from Byakuren’s shield, deflecting it.

I followed the golem as it stepped through the doorway and into the room.

My gaze fell upon the source of the fiery welcome. It was a lizard the size of a donkey.

To be precise, it was a ‘lizard made of fire.’ A roughly triangular head, thick limbs, and a long, swaying tail. All of it was composed of blazing flames.

*Salamander*.

In alchemy, it is the spirit that governs ‘fire.’ Its breath is hot enough to melt iron, and its body of flame cannot be harmed by conventional weapons.

However, weapons imbued with mana, like my Arcane Gear, were a different story. It was also said to be weak to large amounts of water.

As the fire lizard prepared to breathe another blast, the ‘other one’ launched a blade of wind at me.

A blade of vacuum, faster and sharper than the one from the Kamaitachi I had fought before. I tracked the invisible attack with my [Spirit Eye] and knocked it aside with my sword.

I shifted my gaze and my eyes met with those of a fairy floating beside the Salamander.

A palm-sized pixie with an androgynous face, neither boy nor girl. Its unclothed body had no visible reproductive organs, and a pair of translucent wings sprouted from its back.

*Sylph*.

In alchemy, it is the spirit that governs ‘wind.’ Contrary to its fairytale appearance, it was a monster that would slice people to ribbons with a doll-like, emotionless expression.

Like the Salamander, it was difficult to harm without a weapon infused with mana.

The fire lizard’s throat swelled, and it spat out a torrent of scorching flame, just as the Sylph whipped up a gust of wind.

Fire and wind merged, surging toward us to swallow us whole.

That’s right, this dungeon featured ‘four types of monsters that appear and coordinate their attacks.’

"Hah!"

[Concept Interference]!

I slashed my sword through the approaching inferno, wind and all, and charged the Salamander. The Sylph tried to interfere with another gust of wind, but its movement was halted as it defended against an incoming shuriken.

I dodged the fire lizard’s counter-bite and, as I passed it, severed its right foreleg. With a reverse slash, I tore open its flank.

There was no spray of blood. Instead, flames erupted from the wound and rushed toward me.

*'GAAAH!'*

I backed away from the screaming Salamander to avoid the flames, and in my place, Byakuren charged in.

An overhead swing was difficult due to the ceiling height, so it opted for a horizontal slash from right to left, which sliced off the lizard’s upper jaw.

*'■■…!'*

Letting out a high-pitched shriek impossible for a human to produce, the Sylph zipped around, launching blades of wind.

Just as I parried one with my sword, Erina-san closed the distance without a sound and bisected the wind fairy with her ninja sword.

Again, there was no blood. It dissolved as if the wind itself had come undone, and a pile of salt of equivalent mass fell to the floor with a soft *thud*.

Since the amount of salt was small, the sound was mixed with the clatter of a drop item hitting the floor.

"Kyou-chan, you okay? Not burned?"

"I’m fine. You look okay too, Erina-san… and Byakuren doesn’t seem to have any damage either."

I placed a hand on its armored shoulder and replenished its mana. In the meantime, Erina-san quickly picked up the drop item.

The drops here were marble-sized stones in red, blue, green, or brown.

Surprisingly, research labs would buy these for 30,000 yen each. Quite generous.

Well, I needed some for *personal use*, so I wasn’t planning on selling all of them.

*'Erina-kun, your body seems unharmed, but how is your spirit? The Sylphs have a rather adorable appearance, so some people feel pained by attacking them.'*

"An enemy is only for cutting. That is the way of the ninja, Paisen…!"

"She seems fine."

*'Agreed.'*

I felt a sense of relief seeing Erina-san strike a strange pose, her ninja sword held in a reverse grip.

Would I feel a sense of guilt for cutting down that wind fairy?

…Probably not.

After everything I'd been through, I couldn't bring myself to feel that way about monsters anymore. Discomfort, maybe, but not guilt.

"Resuming exploration. The next room after this one, then left, correct?"

*'Yes. Proceed, but do not let your guard down.'*

"Understood."

"Osu!"

Erina-san sheathed her ninja sword and continued scouting, her posture relaxed and natural.

After checking my own sword, I began to walk once more.
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			Artificial Spirits

			*'GROOOOAR!'*

A stone doll growled, raising a fist to strike me.

I deflected the blow from what should, in principle, be called a golem. With a shower of sparks, its stone right arm shattered.

The unbalanced stone doll’s chest was now exposed, and I drove my left fist into it. I had already pinpointed the ‘core’s’ location with my [Spirit Eye].

With a crunching sound, my arm punched through its chest, sending the human-faced mole inside flying.

*Gnome*.

The spirit that governs the element of earth. The mole, with its bearded, elderly face, had every bone in its body shattered by the impact and turned to salt.

Immediately after, a bullet of water shot toward me from the side.

Four of them, each with enough force to pierce a steel plate. But Byakuren stepped between us, blocking them all with its kite shield.

Peering over its silver back, I saw a fish composed of water floating in mid-air.

*Undine*.

The creature, about sixty centimeters long, emitted a gurgling sound from its mouth. A moment later, a magic circle formed in front of it, and a high-pressure jet of water shot out.

The attack was like something from a fire truck, but Byakuren stood firm. The wind released from its shield lessened the water’s force.

In that opening, I dashed past the golem and closed the distance in an instant. The Undine stopped its attack and tried to escape by rising toward the ceiling, but my blade was faster.

With a flash, my sword tip scraping slightly against the stone above, I cut down the water fish.

*Splash*. The water that hit the floor turned to salt. I raised my sword again, scanning the area, and confirmed there were no more enemies before letting out a breath.

"Nice work, Kyou-chan."

"You too. Good job with the Sylph."

"Yep."

I nodded at Erina-san, who gave me a casual wave, and replenished Byakuren’s mana.

Its fuel efficiency was an issue, but if it could last through one battle, I suppose I should consider that good enough. It would be a problem during a stampede, but during a dungeon crawl, I could just top it off like this between fights.

Once the drop items were collected, I touched my earring.

"Aira-san, where to next?"

*'Right. I have to say, I’m a little surprised at how unfazed you two are after fighting spirits. Anyway, first, go through the door on your right. Then, two rooms ahead, take another right.'*

"Roger."

"Okay."

It had been about thirty minutes since we started exploring, and we’d encountered over twenty enemies in total. We were making good time.

Still, we were uninjured, and Erina-san didn’t seem to be having any stamina issues. Byakuren’s armor and equipment were also free of any noticeable damage.

Ooyama-san had done good work. Which, conversely, only highlighted just how monstrous that Demon was for denting this armor in an instant…

*'Say, Kyouta-chan-kun. May I ask a question?'*

"Huh? What is it?"

I kept my guard up as I listened to the voice from my earring.

*'Well, it’s something I should have asked earlier, but the forms of the four great elements of alchemy… was that it? The forms passed down in lore are quite different from the monsters appearing here. Especially the Undine.'*

"Oh, that."

I gave a small nod at Aira-san’s question.

If I remember correctly, the club’s website had a brief note about this. Answering shouldn't be a big problem.

I might not need to worry about keeping these secrets from Aira-san or Erina-san anymore, but it's important to draw a line somewhere.

Besides, if I got too comfortable talking to them, I might slip up and say something to someone else.

"While it’s true that legends sometimes depict Undines as fish or sea serpents, the monsters here seem to have been designed for ‘greater combat effectiveness.’"

*'Oh? Care to elaborate?'*

"The Undines of legend often appear as beautiful women, but in a combat situation, a form that can swiftly ‘swim’ through the air is more advantageous. Conversely, for everyday tasks or communication, the form of a beautiful woman would have been more convenient."

Or so said my 'Arcane Gear book.' The club’s website had something similar, though it was written in a much more roundabout way.

*'…If they were ‘designed,’ does that mean they were created by people?'*

Aira-san’s voice was colored with undisguised delight.

It seemed to stimulate her curiosity as a budding scholar.

"It’s a possibility… but I can’t say for certain."

There are different types of spirits. Unlike the ones here, which might be artificial, natural ones should exist, 'in theory.' It's possible that those kinds of spirits can change their form at will.

*'You’re right. It’s still just a possibility. However, when you consider the structure of the dungeon and the information we’ve gathered so far, the theory that dungeons and monsters were originally created by some kind of intelligent life grows stronger.'*

"Huh."

*'Goodness. I wonder what kind of beings created them? Dungeons are universally habitable by humans. If so, then their creators must have had a similar biology to our own—'*

"Paisen. We’re in a dungeon right now."

*'…My apologies.'*

At Erina-san’s calm voice, Aira-san apologized, sounding embarrassed.

This self-proclaimed ninja is usually all business in a dungeon.

"…All I can say is that the design of these spirits is similar to the technology behind 'Homunculi,'" I offered. "Though the difficulty is on a whole different level."

According to my book, the 'anchoring' or 'creation' of a spirit is an extremely advanced form of alchemy. The required skills and environment are incredibly demanding.

If someone did create this dungeon and place the Salamanders and other spirits here, their technological prowess would be immense. Their understanding of alchemy would likely surpass even the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, and it would have required a budget and timeframe so vast it’s hard to even imagine.

My book didn’t contain instructions on how to create spirits, though. It was probably too far beyond the scope of the basics.

Well, it did include some ‘interesting transmutation circles’ instead.

Lost in thought, I followed Aira-san’s directions until we came to a thick door.

Unlike the previous ones, this door was made of metal and looked incredibly sturdy. It had no keyhole or doorknob and, apparently, wouldn't budge whether you pushed or pulled. I hadn't tried, but that's what the SDF's investigation had concluded.

In the center of the metal door was a carved transmutation circle, just under a meter in diameter.

*'Alright. There are two ways to open that door. Brute force, or alchemical unlocking.'*

"You’re up, Kyou-chan! Oh, and I don’t hear any sounds from the other side."

"Roger."

I took a file from Byakuren’s backpack and pulled out a single sheet of copied paper.

I also took out a small memo, holding one in each hand. I pressed the paper with the transmutation circle against the door and, glancing at my memo, channeled mana into it.

A few seconds later, with a heavy grinding sound, the metal door began to slide sideways.

"You’re amazing! The modern-day Saint-Germain!"

"I don’t feel like that’s a compliment…"

All I know of him is from manga and anime, but he always seems incredibly shady.

*'Goodness. But you really are like a professional alchemist, Kyouta-chan-kun.'*

"Well… I guess I just have a knack for it, maybe…"

*'Hmm. Well, I have no intention of prying, so you can relax. Please take it as a sincere compliment.'*

"Thank you…"

"Secrets are a part of being a ninja, after all…!"

"I’m not a ninja."

"?!"

How many times have we had this exchange?

Even as we engaged in this pointless banter, neither Erina-san nor I let down our guard. As she’d said, there were no enemies on the other side of the door.

The room was much larger than the previous ones, maybe the size of a gymnasium. The ceiling was nearly five meters high.

Dozens of bookshelves lined the room, all of them empty. The SDF had taken everything, and I’d heard that scholars around the world were still working to decipher the contents. I hoped they were making progress.

The space between the shelves was wide, so there was plenty of room to swing a sword. As I scanned my surroundings,

"Kyou-chan."

Erina-san’s whispered warning reached me.

I, too, felt a distortion in the flow of mana and gripped my sword with both hands.

"Doors to the front and left just opened. Two from each. Can’t see them because of the shelves… but I think there’s a Salamander on the left. I smell fire."

"Got it."

Then we’ll hit the left side first. Fire in this space would be no joke—

In that instant, my [Spirit Eye] triggered a premonition.

"Get back!"

I moved to Erina-san’s front left, and a moment later, a furious tsunami of fire surged toward us.

That amount of mana… a Sylph must have amplified the Salamander’s breath!

I met the roaring flames with the tip of my sword, using [Concept Interference] to entangle and slash them away. But I only managed to deal with the portion coming directly at us.

The bookshelves in the line of fire, and everything near them, were now engulfed in flames. The fire spread as if fueled by oil, and in the blink of an eye, a quarter of the room had turned into a sea of fire.

"You…!"

*'GYYYYYYYYH!'*

The Salamander burst through a burning bookshelf, charging toward us. It was clearly faster than before. Was it using fire and wind to accelerate?

As the fire lizard bore down on us, the silver-armored golem stood in its way.

Instantly, wind converted from mana erupted from both of Byakuren’s feet. It shot forward at incredible speed and collided head-on with the Salamander. For a brief moment, they were locked in a stalemate. Then, the giant lizard made of fire was sent flying.

As the Salamander flew toward the ceiling like it had been hit by a truck, I kicked off a relatively untouched bookshelf and leaped into the air, beheading it mid-flight.

In the corner of my vision, I saw Erina-san moving to an unburnt bookshelf, skillfully running and jumping from one shelf to another.

A volley of water bullets flew toward her. Looking closely, I saw that each one contained a fist-sized, sharp stone, increasing their lethality. So an Undine and a Gnome had come from the front door.

I exchanged a brief glance with her as she gracefully dodged the attacks, then landed on a section of the floor that wasn't yet on fire. Even if the caster dies, the primary magical effect might disappear, but secondary phenomena do not.

The bookshelves continued to burn, collapsing with a clatter. The Sylph on the other side was likely using wind to protect itself while closing in on us.

My eyes darted around as I touched Byakuren’s shoulder. Its mana had been depleted in the head-on collision with the Salamander, and I replenished it in a single breath.

I was already used to this feeling of mana being drained in a huge gulp, and the sensation of it being instantly refilled.

"Byakuren. Go over there and protect Erina-san."

I pointed with my sword in the direction she had gone, and the knight-armored golem charged, smashing through any bookshelves in its way.

Now then… there it is.

I pinpointed the Sylph’s location with my mana sense and took a small, deep breath.

The flames were closing in, and the air was hot. The air I inhaled would have scorched the throat of anyone who wasn't an Awakened Person.

I held my sword at my waist, concentrating mana in my hands and feet. Then, I released it all at once.

With a whoosh, the surrounding flames were pushed back. The wreckage of the collapsed bookshelves was blown away, and my body was propelled forward.

One step, two steps, kicking off the floor every few meters to accelerate. I scattered the obstructing flames with wind and pressed onward.

In exactly three seconds, I had the wind spirit within my sword’s reach.

The vacuum blade it launched, its expression as emotionless as ever, was dodged with a spinning sidestep as I crushed the floor with my left foot.

Carried by that momentum, my sword swung and made contact with the wind barrier the Sylph had deployed.

[Concept Interference]!

My blade, accelerated by its own wind, easily tore through the small body. The doll-like form dissolved into wind, then turned to salt and fell to the floor.

…Yeah. Still no guilt.

More importantly, I was worried about Erina-san. I located her with my [Spirit Eye] and once again forced my way through the wall of fire with wind.

As I ran in a straight line, I saw her ninja sword cutting down the water fish just as an axe crushed the stone doll.

I stomped on the human-faced mole rolling on the floor and looked at Erina-san.

"You okay? Any injuries?"

"No problem! More importantly, what do we do about this?"

Erina-san replied with a V-sign, but her expression quickly turned serious as she looked behind me.

I turned around to see the fire had spread even further. Bookshelves were collapsing one after another, crackling and popping. I might have gone a little overboard.

It was unlikely the fire would spread outside this room… but I felt bad just leaving it.

"I have a fire extinguisher, want me to use it?"

"No, Erina-san, you should head outside the room. Byakuren, turn your back to me."

*'What are you planning, Kyouta-chan-kun?'*

"I’m putting out the fire."

I took the file of transmutation circles from the backpack and quickly pulled out the one I needed.

I was glad I’d put it somewhere easy to find, knowing we were going to a dungeon with fire-using enemies.

On a patch of floor still wet from the Undine’s remains, I held out the paper with the transmutation circle.

"Fuuu…"

I exhaled and checked the memo in my left hand.

Then, I poured mana into the transmutation circle in my right hand.

What I was about to do wasn’t that difficult. This fire was no longer a magical flame, but a simple physical phenomenon.

Therefore, it stood to reason that it could be extinguished by physical means. All I had to do was deprive the fire of oxygen.

I changed the flow of air to enclose the flames. As I gradually narrowed the area, the fire began to shrink, and after about ten seconds, it was down to a smolder.

That should be enough. I ended the transmutation as I looked at the embers.

Now I just had to stamp out the rest… wait, is something burning?

"Gah!"

The paper with the transmutation circle I was holding is on fire?!

I frantically patted it out with my hand, but a part of the transmutation circle had been singed. I’ll have to redraw it when I get home…

It’s such a pain, since even a millimeter of deviation isn't allowed.

Should I go through the trouble of preparing a 'transmutation circle for drawing transmutation circles'? No, that seems a little beyond my skill level.

As I contemplated this, I stamped out the remaining embers on the bookshelves with my feet.

"It’s done… I think."

"That was amazing, Kyou-chan!"

I turned toward the door to see Erina-san running toward me with a huge smile on her face.

"To think you were such a master of wind style! As expected of a ninja!"

"I’m not a ninja."

*'Then should I call you an alchemist? Or are those who can use alchemy as a skill even more amazing?'*

"Uh, I dunno…? But they could probably do it normally. As long as they have enough mana."

The technique I used was pretty crude, really. It was mostly a brute-force approach that relied on sheer output.

If I had to say, I was already used to the sensation of 'turning mana into wind,' so that made it a little easier.

Still, someone with the skill could probably do it more elegantly.

I surveyed the room, now forty percent scorched, and confirmed there were no remaining embers. I breathed a sigh of relief.

In the meantime, Erina-san seemed to have collected the drop items and was now returning.

"Well then, let’s resume our exploration."

"Roger!"

*'Right. Now, according to the map…'*

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

After another hour of exploring the dungeon, we returned.

Our total monster kill count for this trip was forty-two. With the subjugation reward from the store, it was a hefty income.

Even split in half, it was a profit of over ‘500,000 yen’… I think I’ll come back to this dungeon again…

Well, the monster ‘respawn’ rate here was relatively slow. That was why the drop items were so valuable.

I put the drop items I was keeping for myself, rather than selling, into a small bottle. Looking at them like this, they kind of resembled a souvenir from somewhere.

But with these, I could make ‘that.’ I was already looking forward to getting home.

"…"

"What’s wrong, Kyou-chan? Why are you grinning like that?"

*'What is it? Are you having lewd fantasies? Like about Mia’s appearance yesterday!'*

"Shut up."

I retorted at the teasing, disappointing college student as I put the small bottle into my backpack.

The bus arrived, and we boarded and took our seats. As expected, it was practically empty, almost like a private charter.

So why does Erina-san always sit right next to me…? It’s bad for my heart.

"The reason is a secret. It’s just like remembering something funny, that’s all."

"Ooh, I’m curious! What kind of memory?! Was it one where you shot fire style from your eyes, wind style from your mouth, and earth and water style from your right and left hands respectively?!"

"I have no such memory."

I replied with a deadpan expression, inwardly breaking into a cold sweat.

…Why does she always get so unsettlingly close to the truth?

Of course, I had no intention of becoming such a ridiculous person, so conversely, everything else she said was way off the mark.

"Aww. Boring."

*'Alright! Then how about modifying your glasses to shoot beams from your eyes!'*

"You’re trying to turn this into a comedy routine, aren’t you? Stop it."

"I accept your challenge!"

"Don’t accept. Sit down."

"Yes, ma’am."

From there, the disappointing beauties began their ad-lib comedy competition.

…Professor Arisugawa. Are your granddaughters less like ladies and more like comedians?
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Side: None

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. A certain floor of the Central Government Complex.

In a conference room at the Dungeon Agency, the staff wore somber expressions.

*'High School Student Dies in Dungeon.'*

He hadn't been caught in a stampede. He was a boy who had passed the adventurer exam and entered a dungeon through all the proper channels, only to be killed by a monster.

In response, the public was now crying out, 'Putting underage civilians in dungeons was a mistake after all.' Just moments ago, a group of young opposition party politicians had shown up at the Dungeon Agency, smartphone cameras in hand.

After forcefully presenting the 'will of the people' to Director Akasaka and his team, they had left, looking satisfied as they reviewed their recorded videos.

The reason the Dungeon Agency staff were so dejected was not because they were being told they had killed the young adventurer...

No, it was because *they themselves believed it*.

If they were being honest, none of them wanted to send civilians into dungeons in the first place. The Dungeon Agency was full of eccentrics, but their ethics and social conscience were sound.

They proposed the current Dungeon Law because they believed the country would fall otherwise. Because they believed that if that happened, everyone would die.

But time had passed, and the resolve they'd felt back then had softened. Now, this incident had occurred.

Even the staff members who had begun to think of their work as a 'necessary evil' were now pale, fighting back waves of nausea.

In this heavy atmosphere, after observing a minute of silence for the deceased adventurer, Director Akasaka spoke.

"Before we begin this meeting, let me make one thing clear. The death of this boy is not your fault. This is an incident for which I, and those above me, must take responsibility."

"But sir..."

"If you feel any guilt, channel it into your work. Use it to ensure we don't have another victim like him. At least, that's what I intend to do."

He appeared as composed as usual, but inwardly, Director Akasaka was anything but calm. His own daughter was the same age as the boy who had died, and she too was an adventurer.

When would his own child meet the same fate? The thought made him desperately want to call his daughter right now and tell her to quit.

And yet, he prioritized his duty.

"...Yes, sir."

After seeing his subordinates nod, however reluctantly, Director Akasaka clapped his hands lightly.

"Then let's get to the main topic. Thanks to information from the Self-Defense Force, we now have a detailed picture of what happened. Please review the materials."

The staff lowered their eyes to their tablets, laptops, and paper documents.

The incident occurred in an F-Rank dungeon where Zombie Kobolds appear.

Three 16-year-old high school boys went through the Dungeon Store reception and began their exploration.

It was their second time here, and combined with their experience from the practical exam, they had grown complacent around the Zombie Kobolds, according to the surviving boy.

As they explored, their banter naturally increased, and all three let their guard down. That's when three Zombie Kobolds ambushed them.

The surprise attack injured the face of the boy in the vanguard. Although it was later confirmed to be just a scratch, the sudden pain caused him to drop his weapon.

Seeing his own blood, he panicked and tried to flee. He ended up colliding with the rear guard, and both of them fell. The remaining boy, flustered, tried to fight back with magic, but he was overwhelmed and pinned down by two of the Zombie Kobolds.

The sight of this froze the vanguard in terror, while the rear guard, who had been knocked over, scrambled away from the scene at full speed.

Despite being bitten on the calf, the boy who fled was lucky enough to be rescued by other adventurers passing nearby.

The vanguard, who had curled up on the ground with his head in his hands, was attacked with claws and fangs but suffered no life-threatening injuries.

However, the boy who had been held down by two monsters and had his throat torn out was pronounced dead ten minutes after being rescued by another adventurer.

That was the full account of what happened that day.

Placing the paper documents on the table, the director continued.

"Why did this incident occur? I want each of you to list the reasons. Specifically, 'what caused this boy's death.'"

"...I believe their carelessness was the primary factor."

A female employee looking at a laptop spoke, forcing a calm tone.

"The dungeons accessible to adventurers are fundamentally designed with a 'safety margin.' The standard is that one shouldn't suffer serious injury unless they make a series of major mistakes."

If this were a game, the 'Ranks' stipulated by the current Dungeon Law would be misaligned with the appropriate levels.

For example, an 'F-Rank' adventurer should be able to fight an 'E-Rank' monster on equal footing or better. However, the Dungeon Law's standards are set with a one-rank difference between adventurers and dungeons.

The sole reason for this was 'safety.'

A dungeon is, by its very nature, far from safe, but that doesn't mean safety can be ignored. On the contrary, it is of the utmost importance.

"Right. What's the next reason?"

"Well, how about their response, like first aid? Awakened Persons are tough. If he'd received proper treatment on the spot, he might have survived."

A male employee holding a tablet stated this with a nonchalant air.

As he said, Awakened Persons are extremely durable. The two surviving boys in this incident sustained injuries that would have taken a non-Awakened Person at least two months to recover from.

And yet, their wounds healed within a week of being brought to the hospital.

Awakened Persons are not afflicted by existing diseases or poisons, and their natural healing abilities are high. The boy whose throat was torn out likely would have survived if he had received proper on-site treatment.

"Then shouldn't we also consider their armor? Even with Arcane Gear, at F-Rank, a standard bulletproof vest is often tougher."

"They needed a chaperone, too. I think someone should have been there to admonish them for their rookie carelessness."

"We should also think about how they reacted to being hit. Getting used to pain, you could say. It's only natural for any living creature to flinch when injured, even if it's minor. They might have suppressed that reaction if they had been accustomed to it beforehand."

Opinion after opinion was added to the whiteboard. After a while, the director clapped his hands again.

"Alright, now let's think of countermeasures for these causes. We'll discuss the priority of which to address later. First, regarding the carelessness that was brought up."

"...For that, all we can really do is issue warnings during the training courses."

"We should create a video incorporating this incident. It would be best to upload it not only for the courses, but also at every Dungeon Store and on our website."

"But will people actually watch a video like that...?"

"It's just like renewing a driver's license; the Dungeon Law requires adventurers to renew their licenses periodically. The initial plan was 'three years after obtaining the license' and then 'every five years' after that... Should we shorten the intervals?"

"I don't know. If we make it too frequent, we won't have the capacity to handle it on-site."

"For now, the safest bet is to create a new warning video to show during the adventurer training course... We can notify current license holders via email and through bulletin boards at each Store to watch the video."

"We should ask the television industry for cooperation as well. I have a connection from university; I'll reach out to them."

"Good. Once the video is complete, negotiate with them to have it broadcast on TV."

"Yes, sir."

The discussion proceeded at a rapid pace.

"Next, regarding on-site medical treatment."

"That's a difficult one. We teach first aid in the course, but the ability to make split-second decisions and act on them isn't so easily acquired."

"It's not just a matter of courage and composure, either. An injury like this one is beyond the scope of what we teach in the course."

"It'd be nice if even an amateur could heal someone easily. You know, with something like a 'magic potion.'"

The employee with the tablet operated his screen.

A moment later, an email was sent to each staff member's terminal and laptop.

"This is data on the magic potions currently under research. According to this, even the relatively easy-to-produce ones can treat 'fractures and lacerations.' And all you have to do is pour it on the wound."

"...It's like a 'healing potion' from an anime or a game."

One of the staff members muttered, scratching the back of his head.

"'Healing Magic' users are rare. If we could sell or distribute magic potions, the survival rate of adventurers would certainly increase."

"However, magic potions haven't been approved yet."

"I know. Not only is the theory behind them unexplained by modern science, but the clinical trials aren't even finished. We can't publicly authorize their sale yet."

"What about an emergency authorization?"

"That would be extremely difficult. Unlike an infectious disease, this incident doesn't pose an immediate, large-scale threat."

"I've heard rumors that they're already being circulated among regular adventurers, kind of like a barter system."

Currently, manufacturing and selling magic potions is illegal.

However, creating them is not forbidden. As long as no profit is made from it.

Even if some production-class adventurers 'gift' their homemade magic potions to adventurers or companies they're friendly with, it's a very gray area, but not explicitly black.

As long as there's no clear reciprocation for it.

"I hear it's especially common in clans and such."

The female employee with the laptop glanced at Director Akasaka.

The Walkers, too, were receiving items similar to magic potions from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club through the same channels. Of course, Akasaka was aware of this but deliberately turned a blind eye.

"We need to publicly permit the sale and distribution of at least the 'Lesser Healing Salve'... was that it? Even if it's easy to make, mechanization is impossible, so cost and quantity will be an issue... but before that, there's the problem of whether it will be approved at all."

"Reviewing every magic potion would take years, no doubt about it."

"Even if we focus on just one, we first need to scientifically explain the mechanism by which it heals wounds from a pharmaceutical perspective..."

"Alternatively, we could encourage adventurers to join 'clans' that trade in magic potions with production-class members."

The director's words made the staff freeze for a moment.

"Mutual aid among adventurers, starting with clans. Through that, they can share magic potions and equipment. Veterans can offer warnings to newcomers. It could lead to the resolution of many different problems."

"...Won't that just create mafias, sir? The future is already uncertain enough without a public body giving them a push."

The male employee with the tablet broke out in a cold sweat.

The female employee with the laptop nodded in agreement.

"Relying too heavily on the private sector because public institutions can't keep up will destabilize the nation. Military power, personnel, funding—an organization that amasses all that will eventually start imposing its own rules on others. Just like a country."

"Exactly! And we've already got organizations like Turohorse popping up!"

*Turohorse*.

The NPO for Awakened Persons that had also approached Yamashita. The name meant 'wheel' in Greek, and a golden wheel adorned each of their branches as their symbol.

In reality, it was a gathering of Awakened-supremacists, espousing the ideology that Awakened Persons, as the superior species, should guide humanity.

On the surface, they were still a moderate group, but it was rumored they were already engaging in radical activities behind the scenes.

Kidnapping and assaulting non-Awakened individuals. Threatening corporations. Using aggressive recruitment tactics. And so on.

They were an extremely dangerous group, already marked by Public Security.

"I understand. But we need 'mutual aid' among adventurers, even if it's just an emergency measure. I believe we must support and regulate it."

"If it goes well, it could solve a lot of problems... but it's way too risky, don't you think?"

"I'm prepared for that... though I doubt my head would be enough to pay for it if something went wrong. We'll put this on hold for now and return to the original topic. On-site first aid in dungeons."

"...Understood. I'll begin drafting a request for cooperation from medical device manufacturers—"

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

After about two hours, the meeting concluded, and everyone returned to their work.

Director Akasaka was preparing to take the consolidated opinions to his superiors when two of his subordinates approached him from either side.

"...Sir. Regarding the proposal to encourage joining clans that came up during the meeting, were you perhaps thinking of the Walkers?"

"No. In fact, if that plan were to be approved, I was thinking of excluding the Walkers."

At Director Akasaka's words, the female employee with the laptop's eyes widened in surprise.

"Yamashita is a trustworthy man. However, that may not always be the case. People with power inevitably change. Whether for the better or for the worse, we can't know at this stage."

"So you're saying it's dangerous for the Walkers to become too powerful."

"Including that, it's on hold. It would be ideal if we could bring them entirely over to the government's side... but there's their relationship with the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. It's difficult right now."

Given its nature, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club was an organization whose activities the government couldn't track if they truly went underground.

Unlike the Invisible Ninjas, which Director Akasaka had once misunderstood, they were, in a sense, a true secret society. Albeit one with very peculiar goals and motivations.

Currently, the Walkers were the only leash on them. A leash that could easily be removed, but one that would make a loud noise if it were.

While the power dynamic was absolute, the Walkers themselves were now a large-scale clan... no, a 'guild.'

A guild that was still expanding at the cost of Yamashita's scalp and stomach lining. Its influence far surpassed that of an average clan.

"Well, let's put that matter aside for now."

The male employee muttered, tapping his tablet.

"More importantly... what's the situation with that other matter?"

"...My old haunt says they can see a faint connection."

"I heard the same from my contacts."

Director Akasaka gave a small nod.

"Turohorse is receiving support from the United Kingdom."

From the day Director Akasaka realized his misunderstanding about the Invisible Ninjas, and simultaneously began to question why the UK had taken no overt action regarding Yagawa Kyouta and his party, he had been using various contacts to investigate that country's movements.

This was the result.

"So it's true..."

"Yes. But at the same time, my old friends told me they couldn't investigate any further."

"Same here. Public Security has no intention of doing anything more than surveilling Turohorse."

"You're kidding. This time it doesn't seem like it's just a misunderstanding."

The employee sighed, clutching his tablet.

"...And the support is being heavily disguised. It seems the funds are being sent through multiple organizations and accounts."

"So much so that we wouldn't have noticed the connection if we hadn't been looking for it specifically."

Wasn't that country still the strongest when it came to clandestine operations on the world stage?

Just as the rumors whispered, the UK's movements were hard to grasp. This flow of money only became visible because they started with the assumption that 'that country might be involved.'

"But I don't understand their motive. The Awakened are predominantly Japanese. Some foreigners who have lived in Japan for years have also awakened, but even so, there are few British nationals. An Awakened-supremacist ideology should be incompatible with the UK..."

"I can't even begin to imagine. Besides, providing financial aid in a way that leaves almost no evidence also carries the risk of not being able to receive anything in return."

"Yeah. The whole 'we helped you, so give us something' deal, right? If there's no proof of support, they could just play dumb."

"Either they're holding some kind of leverage that forces them to reciprocate, or... is there some benefit to Turohorse's actions themselves?"

"At this stage, we can only speculate."

"Yes. This matter requires further investigation."

"Eh? Is this our case to handle now?"

The male employee's cheek twitched as he held his tablet.

Director Akasaka, looking like he was fighting a headache, gave a small nod.

"It's an organization of Awakened Persons. I've already been told by the higher-ups, 'If anything happens, the Dungeon Agency will take full responsibility.'"

"You've gotta be kidding me..."

"I don't want to get involved either. But it's a job someone has to do."

The frown lines on his forehead deepening, the director finished gathering his documents and started to walk away.

"Investigate in your spare time. I'll try to look into it somehow on my end as well. But don't overdo it."

"We're already overdoing it..."

"Aargh, fine, I get it."

"My apologies."

After offering his subordinates a wry smile, Director Akasaka finally left the room.

As his shoes clicked on the floor, he thought.

Turohorse was, frankly, not a particularly disciplined group. If someone tried to use them, they could easily splinter and go rogue at a critical moment.

What could the United Kingdom possibly want from them...?

"Haaa..."

The connection between the UK and Turohorse, discovered by pure chance. This time, it wasn't Director Akasaka's misunderstanding.

The U.S. military's suspicious activities concerning dungeons. China's aggressive recruitment of Awakened Persons. The UK's secret funding of Turohorse. And interference from other nations.

Deciding to stock up on energy drinks and cup noodles at the convenience store near the government building on his way home, Director Akasaka walked down the sparsely populated corridor.

Once again, the lights at the Dungeon Agency stayed on late into the night.
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Three days after we went to the spirit dungeon.

We were now in late June, and the sweltering humidity was only getting worse. Warnings about heatstroke were becoming more frequent on TV.

With a few exceptions like my high school, most schools hadn't started summer vacation yet. Experts were on TV talking about proper hydration during PE classes and what have you.

As it turns out, even Awakened Persons aren't immune to that stuff. We're ridiculously tough, so it's not like we'll collapse from heatstroke easily, but it's not an absolute guarantee.

Hot is hot, and when you die, you die. At the end of the day, an Awakened Person is still just human.

Get your throat slit with a knife, your brain destroyed by a rifle, or your whole body engulfed in flames, and you'll die just as easily. In that, there's no difference between an Awakened and a non-Awakened person.

"And so! The magical tool I'd like to introduce today is this one right here!"

*'Hold on a moment. This started rather abruptly. Am I supposed to be the straight man today?'*

"Whoa?! Only 1980 yen?!"

*'Too soon, too soon. It's not time for that reaction yet, Erina-kun.'*

We were out exploring a dungeon again today. Under the grand justification of work and level grinding, I'd successfully escaped my summer homework.

Near the Dungeon Store's changing rooms, I took a purple drawstring pouch out of my backpack.

"Here you go."

*'If you're going to commit to a bit, see it through to the end.'*

"Greetings, Kyouta-san."

*'So Erina-kun is continuing the bit... or is this just her normal self?'*

After handing her a pouch, I took out my own.

"Oh, don't take the item inside out with your bare hands. I used mercury in it. My alchemy should prevent it from vaporizing or anything, but just in case."

"Hoh. Roger that."

"I mean, I don't think it'll stick to you if you just touch it, but I'm still worried."

It was my first time working with mercury, after all. Considering how tough Awakened Persons are, I doubt you'd get mercury poisoning unless you chugged it from a teacup, but still.

I untied the string on my own pouch and partially deployed my Arcane Gear gauntlet. I took out the contents to show them.

"...An egg?"

"It's something shaped like one. I used alchemy to compress 'mercury, sulfur, and salt.'"

It was about two sizes larger than a chicken egg from the supermarket. Its pure white surface was adorned with a golden pattern, and four stones pulsing with magical power were embedded in it.

These stones were the very same 'Spirit Stones' we got as drops from the salamanders and undines the other day.

*'Paracelsus's Four Great Spirits.'*

In ancient Greece, it was believed that the world was made of four elements: 'water, wind, fire, and earth.' ...Or so one theory goes.

The famous Swiss alchemist, Paracelsus, proposed that each of these four elements housed a spirit.

In modern times, his theories were dismissed as mere ramblings, but since the Day of Awakening, his work was being seriously re-examined as potentially true.

In fact, legends and myths from all over were being revisited by every country. After all, things they'd thought were occult were now manifesting in reality.

Well, that aside. Many parts of the theories Paracelsus left behind are impossible for modern alchemists to ignore.

One of them is the four elements and the four great spirits.

Furthermore, in alchemy, 'sulfur' and 'mercury' are fundamentally analogized to male and female, respectively. And 'salt' is used to fuse these two opposing attributes.

I'll skip some of the explanation, but by enclosing a space with these four elements, you create a pseudo-'world.' By placing a mixture of mercury and sulfur—representing the 'perfect human' in which male and female are united—at its center, this magical tool is completed.

By the way, there's no particular reason for the egg shape. It has nothing to do with a 'world egg' or the 'sum of all life's information.' I just thought it looked the part.

"The effect of this is to generate a 'barrier.' It deploys a shield if an object larger than five millimeters in diameter approaches within thirty centimeters of the wielder's body at a certain speed or higher. Though, to be honest, it's not much more than a comfort blanket in terms of strength."

It replicates a 'world' and a 'person,' temporarily isolating the wielder from their surroundings.

However, it's just a pseudo-world and person. It can't be deployed for long within the real world, and above all, it's a single-use item.

"It self-destructs after activating once, so when you dispose of the mercury inside, please follow the instructions from your local municipality or the government. Also, it's not just auto-activation; you can also trigger it by gripping it tightly and channeling mana into it."

*'I feel like I've seen something just like this online...'*

"Well, they are for sale. Any alchemist can make one."

There's even a recipe for it floating around the internet. That's why I felt it was okay to make one myself.

Though, as usual, the recipe online was incredibly hard to understand compared to the one in my Arcane Gear book.

"Hoh. I guess you really are a full-fledged alchemist now, Kyouta-chan."

"Not really. I'm serious."

*'...There's a lot I want to say, but what level of attack can it block? The ones sold online have different barrier strengths depending on the price.'*

"I had a makeshift golem hold it for a test. It can barely withstand one of my full-power punches. When I tried slashing it with my sword, the momentum was significantly reduced, but it still pierced through. And it's completely useless against Concept Interference. It doesn't just pass through; it actually gains momentum."

*'I see. So it can even withstand a punch from a gorilla.'*

"I'm going to punch you."

*'But your fist is clearly more powerful than a shotgun.'*

"...Well, yes. Still, it's just a comfort blanket against reasonably strong monsters, and like I said, it's single-use and breaks after one activation, so..."

A fist stronger than a shotgun. When she puts it like that, I really have become something far from human.

And yet, I'm still human. Not just mentally, but physically.

In terms of simple brute strength, I surpass Orc Champions. But the difference in size between a human and a monster is significant.

Being big means having mass. That makes their strikes incredibly heavy.

This barrier probably couldn't withstand a full-power attack from a powerful monster. It would be shattered with ease, and the weapon would undoubtedly reach the wielder.

"So yeah, just keep it as a good luck charm. I have some for Aira-san, Ooyama-san, and Busujima-san, so please pass them along."

"You got it!"

*'Wait.'*

"Yes?"

*'...I just checked online, and a magical tool with the same shape and performance as the one you made is being sold for two million yen each.'*

"Well, I'd expect that from something made by a pro."

I looked it up myself out of curiosity, and when I saw that even the cheap ones were over 500,000 yen, I wondered if I'd miscounted the digits.

But on second thought, the price makes sense.

First of all, Spirit Stones themselves are difficult to obtain. Only C-Rank adventurers, aside from the SDF, can get drops from C-Rank monsters. And adventurers of that rank are still few and far between.

And if you try to create Spirit Stones artificially, you have to spend a full day using a large cauldron to make them one by one.

The materials for that can be gathered from anywhere. After all, they're the 'four great elements that make up the world' for a reason.

Then there are the labor costs. Production-class skill users are rare, you know...

Even if you manage to gather the materials, a typical Awakened Person doesn't have enough mana to create even one of these tools, even if they pour all of it in. It requires either the cooperation of multiple alchemists or a high-level Awakened Person to do it. Either way, mass production is impossible.

On top of that, the strength of the barrier varies depending on the amount of mana poured into it during creation. If you try to avoid making a half-assed product, people will start collapsing from mana exhaustion left and right.

Well, in my case, I can just pump mana into it without worrying about running out.

*The Sage's Nucleus really is on another level... I guess that's what you get from something with the power of a Philosopher's Stone.*

Normally, you can't make several of these in such a short time, so I can't give them to anyone outside my inner circle. If I gave it to someone who wasn't willing to turn a blind eye to my unique skill, they'd get super suspicious about the 'Nucleus.'

"Mine's a homemade item from an amateur. Please don't worry about it."

"Nope. I'm going to pay you properly."

"Huh? No, I made it on my own... It'd be like forcing you to buy it."

"No. We have to be clear about things like this."

It was rare to see Erina-san with such a serious expression outside of a dungeon. Come to think of it, she was the type of person who completely rejected the idea of 'it's free because we're friends.'

I think that's a good way of thinking, but this time, it was something I made without even consulting her. I don't want to feel like I'm forcing it on her.

"...Come to think of it, you're always helping me carry Byakuren, so couldn't we just call it even?"

"In that case, it is settled!"

Is it really?

I'd only said it as a long shot, but if Erina-san was satisfied, I had no intention of saying anything more.

"Alright then, for Aira-san and the others, they're free to take it or leave it, and if they want one, we'll call it an interest-free loan with no deadline..."

*'That's very kind of you, but... Kyouta-kun.'*

"What is it?"

*'You know, you seem like the type who'll ruin himself doting on a hostess someday.'*

"Isn't that a little harsh?"

Though I can't deny it. I have a feeling I'd screw up if I ever went to a place like that.

Actually, I've already given one to my mom and dad for free. For a while, they were both worried about my... preferences after looking at the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club website, but they seem to have stopped recently.

So they don't know the market price and just see it as a good luck charm their son made for them.

For my part, I'm more comfortable with them thinking of it that way. If my parents knew the price, they'd probably refuse to take it. I wish I could equip them with a dozen of these things, though I can't since identical magic tools interfere with each other.

Call me overprotective, but both of my parents have been caught in monster stampedes twice now. What's wrong with being worried?

"If carrying Byakuren is the payment for this... then we'll be working together for about ten years! Kyouta-chan!"

"Oh, is that how it works out?"

"Looking forward to working with you!"

"Right... Well, it's not something to be that grateful for, so just use it normally, okay?"

"Got it. I'll use it about ten times so we can team up for a hundred years. The bonds of a ninja are eternal!"

"I'm not a ninja."

"Aww, really?"

Anyway, how long are we going to stand around chatting near the changing rooms? Even if the Dungeon Store is quiet, we've been talking for too long.

"Let's head into the dungeon. Aira-san, we're heading to the gate room now."

*'Understood. You two haven't forgotten anything, have you?'*

"Nope."

"No problem, *senpai*! Lately, I've been using my space ninjutsu to keep most of my stuff in my Item Box anyway!"

"Is that really a good idea...?"

I smiled wryly at Erina-san, who was puffing out her chest with her hands on her hips.

Knowing her, she probably keeps track of everything she has in there.

With that, we made our way to the gate room.

Alright. Time to dive into the dungeon again.
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Beyond the gate. I landed on the brick-paved ground and scanned my surroundings, relying on the light from the lantern at my hip.

The ground beneath me was an alternating pattern of red and pale brown bricks. A short distance away, an old-fashioned streetlamp cast a dim glow on the area.

It wasn't something the Self-Defense Force had installed. The design was similar to the gas lamps I'd seen on TV before. But the flame burning within it was an eerie blue.

By that light, which seemed to be sustained by mana, I could make out the general state of the city.

The walls of the brick and stone houses were covered in white plaster, but parts had crumbled away, revealing the interior. Many of the wooden doors were old and on the verge of breaking.

Glass was used in the windows of each house, and with the presence of streetlamps, it felt more modern than the dungeons I'd been in before.

But that only made this deserted space all the more unsettling.

"Fuuu..."

Feeling the cool air on my skin, I let out a small breath and checked the width of the passage—or rather, the road.

It was wide enough for two trucks to pass each other, and naturally, there was no ceiling. Looking up, there was only an inky black space.

It was just too far for the light from the streetlamps or my own lantern to reach, but there must be a rock roof far above. This dungeon was built like it was covered by a giant stone dome.

In that sense, it was the same as the Kamaitachi dungeon I'd visited before. It seems most labyrinths that contain an entire city have this kind of structure.

I glanced toward an alley between the houses. Unlike the main road, it was incredibly narrow. It was barely wide enough for two people to pass, and a horizontal sword swing would surely get caught on the walls.

I drew my bastard sword from its sheath and lightly touched my earring.

"Aira-san, we've entered the dungeon."

*'Right. The monsters there have a keen sense of smell. Be careful.'*

"Understood."

"Hmph. I won't lose when it comes to a good nose!"

"Right."

I gave a noncommittal reply to the self-proclaimed ninja who had started some kind of competition and began walking with Byakuren in the lead.

"Huh? Kyouta-chan, aren't you going to put on that egg thingy?"

*'What's wrong, Kyouta-kun? It's no good to just have weapons and armor. You have to actually equip them!'*

"Well... I don't wear it while my Arcane Gear is deployed. Given my fighting style, the magic tool would react to attacks I intend to dodge or block on my own."

*'Ah, I see.'*

My personal one is insurance for if my Arcane Gear gets dispelled because I'm knocked out or something. It's difficult to 'store' a magic tool like normal clothes, but since it's a custom-made piece, the mana it's infused with is the same as mine, so it's more flexible.

...Thinking about it calmly, I wonder what happens to the clothes I was originally wearing when my Arcane Gear is deployed.

Well, scholars are probably looking into that, so I don't need to worry about it. More importantly, I'm in the middle of an exploration.

I pulled my wandering thoughts back to the dungeon and continued to scan my surroundings.

I started walking, looking for the SDF's paint markers. About twenty seconds later...

"Kyouta-chan."

Erina-san gave a warning already.

"Three hostiles approaching. They're fast. From diagonally ahead to the left."

"Got it."

I held my sword in my right hand and slid my left hand to the hilt of my knife.

In the direction she indicated was a dilapidated house with a collapsed roof. The once-beautiful cityscape was now dotted with houses that had been ruined by age or falling rocks.

I didn't think they'd come out of there. Which means...

I shifted my gaze to the rooftop.

*'AWOOOOOOOO—!!'*

A wolf's howl echoed through the air.

Three shadows appeared. Leaping from the darkness, their forms were illuminated by the magical streetlamp.

Their fur was a mottled white, reminiscent of a corpse's skin. Their arms were long enough to reach their ankles and as thick as logs.

Their legs bent backward, a skeletal structure different from a human's, yet their overall silhouette was humanoid.

Shining golden eyes, bared fangs. The claws on their hands and feet were as thick as hatchets, things that could only be described as weapons.

A grotesque monster, like a mix between a wolf and a human.

*Werewolf.*

A famous monster that might be better understood by simply calling it a wolfman.

The moment I saw the three werewolves leap from the roof, I threw my knife. A throwing spike flew alongside it.

The knife gouged the side of the one on the right, and the spike pierced its left eye. It let out a dog-like yelp and fell to the ground.

But the other two were still coming. One of them swung its right arm down at me.

I sidestepped the powerful blow, which carried the force of gravity, and swung my sword at the monster as it landed, shattering the bricks on the ground.

My upward slash, aimed for the neck, was blocked by its left arm. I felt the unusually tough fur and the thick flesh beneath it. My blade reached the bone but went no further.

I followed through with my swing anyway, sending the roughly two-meter-tall beast flying through the air, spraying blood.

Unlike the ones in legends, these wolfmen could be harmed by 'mana-infused weapons,' not just silver ones.

However...

*'GRAAAAAH!'*

As I dodged backward from the remaining one that charged head-on with a roar, the werewolf I'd knocked to the ground earlier attacked from the side.

With its eye and flank completely healed.

A regeneration speed that rivaled a troll's. On top of that, there was no known way to 'inhibit its healing.'

I parried a downward swing of its right arm with my sword and countered with a punch to its stomach. As the giant's body bent into a 'C' shape and was sent crashing into a nearby house, the other one lunged to bite me.

*'Vvvvvv!'*

I drove my left elbow into the side of the jaws approaching my neck, then followed up with a slash to its side.

Against a monster that was tough, healed quickly, and charged recklessly, I had only one countermeasure.

"Ooooh...!"

Kill it so thoroughly that regeneration doesn't matter.

"Oooooooohhh!"

Wind and fire enveloped my blade, accelerating it. The embedded sword tore through the wolfman's torso in a reverse diagonal slash, bisecting it.

The beast's body was cut in two before it could even scream in agony. Unfazed by its comrade's fate, the one I had sent flying with my sword was already coming back.

*'VAAAAAAH!'*

It ran in a zigzag pattern, dropping to a four-legged stance as if to confuse me.

It was fast. By digging its claws into the gaps between the bricks, it could make sharp, acute turns.

But unfortunately for it, I wasn't alone.

A 'bola'—a rope with iron balls at both ends—flew at the creature as it closed the distance at high speed. It caught the monster's left leg as it was changing direction, tripping it.

An armored golem charged the fallen beast. Confident that Byakuren could handle it, I turned my attention to the one I'd knocked into the house, which was now attempting a surprise attack.

*My eyes can see you.*

With a sharp crack, the Western-style house was destroyed. The werewolf charged, lifting not just the door, but the entire stone wall around it.

*'GAAAAH!'*

I met its charge, where it used the wall as a shield, with a single slash of my sword. The resulting gust of wind pulverized the wall, revealing an unharmed wolfman inside, claws raised to strike.

In response, I met it with my own left fist.

Parrying its descending right arm with my gauntlet, I drove my iron fist into the monster's face.

"Shii...!"

Crushing its skull, I swung my left arm downward. I brought my heel down on the neck of the wolfman as it was slammed into the brick ground.

Even with its head and neck shattered, the flow of mana hadn't stopped. The monster began to regenerate. I thrust my sword, now held in a reverse grip, into its eyeball.

Then, ignition. Burning its brain with wind and fire should be enough to kill it.

I removed my foot and sword and held my stance. After confirming that this one and the bisected one had turned to salt, I turned my attention to the remaining wolfman.

But it seemed that fight had just concluded as well.

The werewolf, tangled in a rope dart, was having its head lopped off by a battle axe. The head rolled on the ground before silently turning to salt.

"Good work, Kyouta-chan."

"You too."

While Erina-san deftly collected the drop items, I went to Byakuren.

I replenished its mana while giving the area a quick scan.

"Combat over. No enemies in the vicinity."

*'Right. I was watching through the mirror. Those werewolves really are tough.'*

"Yeah. I'll consider strikes as just a way to keep them off balance. It seems they die if you separate the brain from the torso or destroy the heart."

Werewolves may have a regeneration 'speed' on par with trolls, but their overall regenerative power is inferior.

More importantly, their bodies are smaller than a troll's, making them easier to cut. In exchange, they're much faster.

It looked like Erina-san had finished collecting the drops. She gave me a thumbs-up. I nodded in return and resumed our exploration.

After walking a short distance, we found an SDF paint marking. It was yellow, with letters and numbers.

"Aira-san. We're at 'D-45' right now."

*'Hmm... I have your position. From there, turn right at the T-junction ahead, then left at the third crossroad. You should see a bridge right away.'*

"Understood."

*'This dungeon really is huge, though. I printed out a paper map just in case, not just the one on my computer... It's like a whole metropolis is in here.'*

"It does feel that way..."

Honestly, I feel like I could get lost just walking around.

We haven't moved very far, but this place, with its vaguely European cityscape, is visually unfamiliar.

The buildings all look the same. Of course, if I looked closely, the degree of wall collapse and the location and design of the entrances are different, but I can't afford to pay that much attention while being on guard.

If I had come here solo, I might have gotten lost regardless of the monsters.

"...Thank you for navigating."

*'What's this, all of a sudden? But very well. You may weep with gratitude! For having such a beautiful woman whispering in your ear!'*

"Could you at least actually whisper? You're too loud."

*'Aww.'*

Don't 'aww' me, you hopeless college student.

Following her directions, we did indeed come to a bridge.

Like the roads we'd been on, this bridge was also quite wide. I could see the 'remains' of decorations here and there, so it must have once been a magnificent structure.

But now, the stone pavement was in tatters, and the railings were shattered in many places. The spots where decorations must have been were also heavily eroded.

Looking down from the bridge, I saw clear water flowing, a stark contrast to the decaying cityscape. The water was shallow, and I could see what looked like concrete in the waterway.

I have no idea if it actually is concrete.

*'Alright. Find a relatively intact decoration and point my mirror at it from various angles. After that, take a quick shot of the whole thing.'*

"Got it."

"Okay. I'll keep an eye on our surroundings then."

"Yeah. Thanks."

I took the hand mirror out of Byakuren's backpack and went around looking at the decorations on the railing.

Part of the request from the research lab was to investigate things that might reveal the culture of this place. Unfortunately, it was all Greek to me.

Well, as long as I get paid, I don't really care.

*'Hmm... From the looks of it, there are a lot of lion symbols. Was it the preference of the ruler of this city? Or was the lion as significant as being on a national flag...? Goodness. It seems I can still only make hypotheses.'*

"Huh."

*'But you know, just as I thought from the cityscape, this dungeon resembles Eastern European culture.'*

"Is that so?"

Personally, the distinction between Western and Eastern Europe is a bit hazy for me. I just think of them both as Europe.

Then again, if I said that, people from there would probably say, 'Well, Japan is just Asia. Can't tell it apart from the other countries.'

*'Still, hmm... There are fewer monster-related decorations than I expected. Frankly, there must be countless monsters that look and fight more like the king of beasts than a lion.'*

"Kyouta-chan."

Erina-san, who had been standing on a part of the railing with no decorations and scanning the area, spoke in a chilling voice.

When she calls my name in that tone, it means...

"Aira-san, I'm putting the mirror away for a moment."

*'Eh, wai—'*

I shoved the hand mirror back into Byakuren's backpack, which had been following me, and closed the lid.

Then, I drew my sword in its place.

"Erina-san, how many?"

"I don't know. A lot are coming."

She said, activating her invisibility skill.

"They're approaching from both ends of the bridge. I think there are over fifty."

"...You're kidding."

I couldn't help but feel my cheek twitch.

I'd heard from the Dungeon Store's info that 'werewolves call for their kin,' but could it have been that first howl from the earlier battle?

I sent a bit of mana into Byakuren with my left hand to top it off, while my other hand re-gripped the hilt of my sword.

Should I just run through the sky to escape? No, considering the werewolves' jumping ability, they might leap up from the rooftops.

More importantly, if there's a 'boss monster' in the dungeon, I'd be shot down nine times out of ten. Flying higher than the rooftops is a last resort.

In that case...

"Erina-san, can I count on you and Byakuren to handle that side?"

"You betcha!"

Feeling reassured by my partner's powerful reply, I took my hand off the golem's shoulder.

"Byakuren, protect Erina-san. Make that your top priority within this dungeon."

As the helmet clicked up and down, I readied my sword with both hands.

A moment later, I heard the roars.

*'VOOOOOOOOOOOH!!'*

*'VA! VAAAA!!'*

*'WWOOOOOOOOONNN!!'*

It wasn't just one or two. It was a grand chorus of beasts.

As if materializing from nowhere, they came running from the gaps between houses and leaping from rooftops, a relentless onslaught.

Faced with the sight of nearly thirty monsters surging toward me from the front, I felt a bead of sweat form on my palm beneath my gauntlet.

And then, I too began to run.
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*'VVVAAAAAAAAAAH!!'*

A horde of monsters roared, closing in on me.

In response, I channeled mana into the sword I held at my waist.

*[Mana Conversion: Wind]*

*[Bracelet of the Flame Horse]*

*[Concept Interference]*

The mana I poured in all at once enveloped the blade. For a fleeting moment, a sphere of crimson flame swelled around it.

With a horizontal slash, I launched it forward.

"Burn...!"

A fiery horse formed from mana charged into the center of the approaching werewolf pack, accompanied by a sound like a whinnying inferno.

The raging flames consumed the monsters at the front, turning them to charcoal before they could even scream. Most of them managed to dodge in time, but those who were blocked by their comrades and took a direct hit collapsed onto the bridge, charred black.

I'd only taken down a few, but I had halted their momentum.

Sensing a tornado erupt behind me, I charged forward. Propelling myself with blasts of wind from my feet, I closed the distance in a single leap and bisected the nearest beast's torso with the force of my momentum.

Next, I cut down another werewolf in a diagonal slash as it finally turned its attention from the dissipating flames to me. Then I pushed further, forcing my way into a clump of them. Immediately, I released wind and fire from my blade at maximum output, killing them all with a spinning slash.

*'VAAH!'*

One that had been just outside the range of my attack bared its fangs and lunged at me. I met it with my left fist. I sent its jaw flying with the back of my hand and grabbed its defenseless neck.

Focusing mana in my palm, I released it!

Wind and fire mixed, forming a heat ray that melted through the werewolf's thick neck.

*'GAAAH!'*

*'VO!'*

Next, I deflected claws coming from behind with my breastplate and smashed the pommel of my sword into the side of the wolfman's head, sending it flying. Immediately after, I parried another one's arm with my blade and lopped its head off with the return swing.

*Don't stop, keep moving. You've fought against many before.*

"Shiiii..."

I exhaled in a short, low breath, lowering my body in sync.

A monstrous arm passed over my head, a light impact against my helmet. I ignored it and slammed my sword into the torso before me.

Even without destroying the brain and heart, if I separate their body parts, they'll die regardless of regeneration. In that respect, they're clearly more fragile than trolls.

In exchange, they have speed and coordination. I leaped to evade the wolfmen trying to grapple me in a suicide attack from all sides, and before I reached the height of the rooftops, I flipped my body upside down.

*[Concept Interference]*

Kicking off the wind cloaking my feet, I fell at high speed, spinning my entire body horizontally as I swung my sword. I bisected the necks and torsos of four of them at once.

Shattering the stone pavement as I landed, I straightened my bent legs and drove my iron fist into a nearby creature. The wolfman, bent into a 'C' shape, was knocked off the bridge along with several other monsters.

It probably wouldn't hurt them much, but I just needed to reduce the number of enemies in close quarters.

I 'foresaw' an attack from behind and countered. I slapped away the extended arm with my sword and immediately lopped off its head.

For the few seconds it took to turn to salt, I grabbed the collar of the remaining body and used it as a makeshift shield.

I threw it at another one that had leaped at me, and just as it turned to salt, I swung my sword. The blade, emerging from the white powder that offered no resistance, sliced through the wolfman's torso.

Next...!

I took three steps back to evade an attack from the side, then shifted to avoid claws descending from above. I caught a body slam from diagonally behind with my left hand, grabbed the attacker's head, and used it as a club to smash into the one that had come from above.

With a roar and a cloud of dust, I stomped on their bodies, crushing them, and then beheaded another wolfman.

The one underneath died, but the one I'd used as a club was apparently still alive. I saw it trying to stand up in the corner of my vision and threw a knife into its cracked head to put it to sleep.

Are the only ones left the ones I knocked off the bridge...!?

Just then, a group of wolfmen leaped over the railing. 'Foreseeing' them a moment before, I cloaked my blade in wind and fire.

"Hah!"

Hellfire for those with no escape in mid-air. Even if their fur was wet, it wouldn't matter; I'd burn them to death.

—No.

From behind its burning comrades, one werewolf broke through the wall of flame.

A creature that had jumped slightly later had used the others as a shield to get through, its fur singed.

*'GAAAAAAAA!!'*

Was it devotion among monsters? Or a one-sided strategy?

Either way, the wolfman's claws were closing in on me just after I'd swung my sword.

But it was pointless.

I stopped the arm right before my eyes by grabbing it with my left hand and, without a moment's delay, slammed it onto the bridge. The sound of something shattering came from my feet and my hand at the same time.

*'Gi, a...'*

I plunged my sword into the neck of the monster as it still tried to reach with its left arm, and released my mana.

Flames erupted from within, and a pillar of fire rose. With that, all the enemies I was responsible for were dead.

I walked through the air heated by the flames, my hand still gripping the hilt of my sword tightly.

As for Erina-san and the others, right now...

I turned to look her way, my senses on full alert, but it seemed my worry was needless.

*'Gaaa!?'*

*'Voooh!'*

Two werewolves, caught together in a rope dart, were desperately trying to brace themselves. The end of the rope was out of sight, extending over the railing and down below the bridge.

And then, a blonde girl leaped out from the opposite side with great force.

She swung in like a pendulum for a flying kick... no. She 'stepped' onto the werewolf's stomach and thrust her reverse-gripped ninja sword upward.

The blade passed through its jaw and into its brain. As one died that way, the other had its head lopped off by a swing from the golem's axe.

That seemed to be the last of them. There were no more enemies on or under the bridge.

I scanned the area one more time as I approached Erina-san. Byakuren seemed to have just run out of mana, as it hung its head and stopped moving.

"Erina-san, good work. You okay?"

"Yep! You look fine too. Glad to hear it!"

Erina-san nodded, her hands on her hips and her chest puffed out.

I quickly averted my eyes from her bouncing chest and placed a hand on Byakuren's shoulder to replenish its mana.

"That was a huge number of them, though... I guess this area hasn't been thinned out much."

"Maybe? Maybe they're a pain to just mow down with a machine gun, *dwa-wa-wa~!*"

"What is that sound effect...?"

*'Heh heh heh... I was seriously considering contacting the Store and calling for backup. That horde was terrifying.'*

"Ah... If things get really bad, I'll let you know. Please help us out then."

*'Understood... On the other hand, does that mean a horde of that size isn't considered 'really bad'...?*

Aira-san's voice sounded a bit taken aback, but I was tired too. A horde of monsters is never welcome. I could feel that my level had gone up, so it wasn't a total waste of effort, but still.

After rebooting Byakuren, we moved on to collecting the drop items. Erina-san went to retrieve the Daisharinmaru she must have thrown at the start of the fight.

That thing is useful, so I'd like to make one or two more, but... Ooyama-san's schedule is apparently pretty tight.

It's not like she's our exclusive blacksmith; she's busy with weapon orders she's taken online. And she's apparently leveling up for her own self-defense, too.

With that in mind, I started collecting the 'Old Fangs' from the piles of salt covering the bridge.

This was the werewolf drop item. The lab was scheduled to buy them from us for 2,000 yen each.

The market rate is 500 yen cheaper, so this is a good price. The reason the profit is so low for a C-Rank monster is that there's virtually no demand for this drop item.

About the only use for these fangs is to decoct them as an ingredient for 'magic potions'... which can be used to make two things.

'Cold medicine' and an 'aphrodisiac.'

...Yeah.

The former is slightly less effective than over-the-counter medicine and doesn't work on curses or anything.

As for the latter, while the 'manufacture of magic potions' itself isn't legally restricted, 'poisons' are a different story. If you're caught making one, you'll be arrested.

Even an aphrodisiac can be classified as a poison depending on its ingredients. And the magic potion made from these fangs falls into that category. I've heard rumors online that it fetches a high price in the underworld, but I have no intention of getting involved in that kind of business.

As a result, this drop item barely sells. Only collectors and researchers will buy it.

...Could the reason there were so many werewolves be because this place is so unpopular?

I took a plastic bag out of Byakuren's backpack, filled it with fangs, and added the ones Erina-san had gathered before putting it all in her Item Box.

Well, in exchange, I'm getting 100,000 yen for helping with the 'investigation of the culture remaining in the dungeon,' so I have no complaints about this job.

"But the bridge decorations got pretty destroyed, didn't they?"

I said, touching my earring and looking around.

I didn't have the luxury of worrying about that during the fight, and more importantly, the enemies were moving all over the place. Inevitably, the 'remnants of civilization' got torn to shreds.

If this had been outside a dungeon, it might have been called a historical loss. But since it'll repair itself on its own anyway, the labyrinth is convenient.

*'Don't worry. I got the photos I needed for this investigation. Besides, Grandma will probably raise her rank soon enough. We can have her investigate it herself next time.'*

"Right... Wait, the Professor is D-Rank right now?"

*'That's right. Did I not mention it?'*

"No, you didn't. I heard she was strong, but I didn't realize she was such a fighter..."

The Professor Arisugawa I knew was, despite her mischievous side, fundamentally a strict but kind lady.

I really can't picture her in a fight.

*'I see... You haven't seen Grandma give Grandpa a Thai kick to the butt, have you, Kyouta-kun?'*

"Excuse me?"

"That brings back memories. Grandpa and I used to get scolded together all the time. Sometimes Grandma would give Grandpa a low kick to the shin."

"*Excuse me?*"

That professor, delivering Thai kicks and low kicks?

...Well, she is an Arisugawa. And considering she's Aira-san's and Erina-san's grandmother, I guess I can believe it.

*'Now then. Do you two still have energy left? I don't mind if we end the exploration here.'*

"I'm still good to go, but..."

"I can still go on and on!"

*'Alright. In that case, I'll ask you to investigate a little more. Find a relatively intact house and show me the inside with the hand mirror.'*

"Understood."

We crossed the bridge and resumed our exploration. It seemed we had wiped out most of the werewolves in the area during the previous battle, as there was no sign of them.

After walking a short distance, we found a house that matched her request.

"I'm going in. Erina-san, you and Byakuren keep watch outside."

"Okay!"

I took out the hand mirror and put my hand on the doorknob.

—*Creeeeak...*

A scream-like creak echoed from the door, and I almost choked on the dusty air that wafted out from inside.

My hands were full with my sword and the mirror, so I couldn't even cover my mouth. Regretting not bringing a mask, I stepped inside.

With every step, the floor groaned. It sagged slightly, and I was a little worried I might fall through.

"Can you see, Aira-san?"

*'Yes. The light from the nearby streetlamp is coming in as well.'*

As I moved the hand mirror, I also took a look around inside.

To the right of the entrance was a door, and to the left was a living room... or what seemed to be one.

The remains of a wooden table and chairs. A shelf, also made of wood, had collapsed, and broken plates were scattered about.

There was a fireplace along the wall, with nothing but ashes inside. Looking toward the back, there was no door, but a section of the wall had been carved out to form a passageway, and I could see what looked like a stove. That might be the kitchen.

*'...What a mess.'*

"It is. Is it just from age?"

*'No. That's part of it, but it's not just that.'*

"Huh?"

*'The exterior was similar to 19th-century Eastern Europe. But the floor plan and the objects inside don't fit the period. Well, the floor plan might just be because they're using an old house as is, but the scattered plates too... bring the mirror a little closer.'*

"Oh, okay."

Confused by Aira-san's sudden rapid speech, I carefully approached the collapsed cupboard.

*'...It's strange.'*

"Is it...?"

I've heard that dishes differ by era, but unless I'm comparing them to the Stone Age or something, I have no idea how to tell the age of ceramic plates or wooden tableware.

I probably couldn't tell the difference beyond whether it looks like something sold in a department store or just old.

*'Kyouta-kun. The possibility that dungeon interiors are modeled after countries or cultures that once existed on Earth is low. It's more reasonable to assume they are something completely unknown.'*

"Um... so what are you saying? That dungeons were teleported here from another world...?"

*'I can't say for sure. But teleportation... if it is teleportation...'*

Aira-san was muttering, but her voice was too soft for me to hear clearly.

*'...It's still just a hypothesis. It's frustrating to have to wait for the SDF's investigation. Hey, Kyouta-kun. Could you maybe smash through one of the dungeon's outer walls and see if there's anything outside?'*

"Like I could do that."

*'Yeah, I know. Just kidding, forget I said it. Now, let's head to the kitchen. Oh, and don't forget to check for enemies, okay? Show me some cool room clearing.'*

"Yeah, yeah."

...Still, the idea that dungeons might have been teleported from another world, huh.

It sounds absurd, but since the Day of Awakening, everything has been absurd.

But considering how concerned Aira-san was about the 'teleportation' and the 'outside of the dungeon'...

*Could it be... that we're the ones who have gone to another world? No, that's impossible... right?*
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Side: None

A certain location in Kanagawa Prefecture. A rented building.

"I'm here."

"Ugh..."

The vice-chairman of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club had come to visit the guild master of the Walkers, Yamashita.

"It's been a while, Yamashita-kun. You look well... no, not quite. Your fur looks a bit rough."

"Please don't comment on my fur. I'm just a little tired from being busy with all sorts of things."

"Oh, that won't do, Yamashita-kun. They say you should seek out hardship in your youth, but it's not good to shoulder too much. You should take proper rests. Maintaining your own condition at a high level is also the job of a leader, you know."

"You're right. I've been trying to get enough sleep, though..."

"It's said that in addition to sleeping at night, a moderate nap is also good for the body. Now, look at this."

"Yes?"

The vice-chairman abruptly took out his smartphone and thrust the screen at him.

A kaleidoscopic pattern was writhing on it, and Yamashita frowned.

"Um..."

"Behold, hypnosis!"

"Huh?"

"...Did it work?"

"Excuse me?"

The vice-chairman peered into the bewildered Yamashita's face, smartphone in hand.

"I'm asking if you've been hypnotized."

"...No. I haven't been."

"I see. It worked."

The vice-chairman nodded, for some reason looking satisfied.

"No, no. I'm telling you, it didn't work."

"No, no, no. That's exactly what someone who has been completely hypnotized would say."

"Hypnosis isn't even real. Are you tired or something?"

"Alright. This one is deep under...!"

"Listen to me."

The business-like smile vanished from Yamashita's face as the suspicious individual in black started doing a victory pose.

Ignoring him, the vice-chairman took out a small vial filled with a purple liquid.

"Now, Yamashita-kun. Drink this 'Beastliness-Enhancing Potion' that I created...!"

"I'm not drinking that crap."

"...What?!"

"I'm the one who should be surprised here."

Yamashita stared with cold eyes as the vice-chairman staggered backward, vial in hand.

"You deceived me...! You pretended to be hypnotized to trick me!"

"Are you out of your mind?"

"Impossible...! To think that my plan, which I spent three days and three nights sleeplessly devising, was seen through...!"

"So much for doing a leader's job, old man."

Yamashita debated whether to call for help as the trembling deviant shivered.

However, he decided to put it on hold for now, concluding that this level of perversion wasn't worth making a fuss over.

*Getting used to things is a scary thing.*

"Anyway, what is that potion?"

"Mm. It's something I'm researching in parallel with the production of my homunculus bride. It has the effect of increasing a beastman's beastliness."

"Throw that stuff away."

"I haven't done animal testing yet, but I'm sure it's fine. Let's do a human trial."

"Where did you leave your ethics?"

The vice-chairman fumbled to put the smartphone and vial back in his pocket, then turned to face Yamashita.

"Alright. Let's get to the main topic."

"Excuse me, can you give me ten seconds? My brain can't keep up with your bizarre behavior."

"My, my. You're quite helpless, aren't you?"

"I'll kill you in five seconds."

"My sincerest apologies."

Yamashita's eyes were dead serious. The kind of serious you spell out.

Or so the vice-chairman would later recount. The other club members he told just let it go in one ear and out the other.

"...So, what's the main topic?"

"Oh, nothing much. I just heard you received a recruitment offer from another organization. I came to check on you."

"Oh, that."

Yamashita recalled the events of the previous day.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

The Walkers is a mutual aid organization for adventurers. Therefore, its guild master, Yamashita, is also an adventurer.

In this line of work, fighting ability is crucial. To avoid being looked down on by your subordinates. And to survive in this increasingly dangerous world. He made it a point to go to dungeons regularly.

In particular, he actively took on requests from the local government that offered little reward for a lot of effort.

His party members this time were close to his level. His sister and childhood friend were busy with guild work and university classes, respectively.

This kind of level grinding was going smoothly, and Yamashita had recently been promoted to D-Rank. With the golem on loan from the club, he was able to explore dungeons with stability.

On this day too, he had come to the Dungeon Store to enter a dungeon.

"Guild Master..."

"Hm?"

A party member called out in a low voice and pointed. He looked in that direction and his eyes widened.

There stood a group of men wearing matching equipment.

It wouldn't be unusual if their Arcane Gear were merely similar. For Awakened Persons who are related by blood, the appearance of their Arcane Gear can be almost identical.

But the equipment of these men was exactly the same. They were as uniform as manufactured products.

That's when Yamashita realized. That wasn't Arcane Gear. It was mana-infused armor, but it was man-made.

As if that wasn't rare enough, the men also had golems with them, one for each person.

They weren't made by just any alchemist or Civil Engineering Magic user. They were something Yamashita was familiar with: products of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

The Magi Battery-equipped golems sold by the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. They were so expensive that the Walkers could only afford to rent them.

Rumor had it that the ones for sale were being bought up by rich foreigners.

"Those guys... they didn't just come back from the dungeon, did they...? Are they going in dressed like that?"

"They're going in with such high-end gear...? I wonder how much one of those sets costs."

As his members whispered among themselves, a figure approached Yamashita.

"Hello there. The gentleman over there, could you be the guild master of the Walkers, Yamashita-sama?"

"...I am, but who are you?"

Smiling, Yamashita stepped forward to shield his other members.

In response, the slender-eyed man who had spoken to him smiled and took out a business card.

"My apologies for the late introduction. My name is Li Junyu. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"Ah, how polite of you. I am Yamashita."

"Yes, I am well aware."

As they exchanged business cards with smiles, Yamashita saw the name of a major Chinese corporation on the man's, Li's, card.

Yamashita inwardly raised his guard. This encounter was likely no coincidence.

"The founder of the rapidly growing, large-scale clan... no, guild, the Walkers. To be able to meet you like this is an honor."

"It's nothing so grand, I assure you."

"No, no, you are too modest. Ah, that's right. What did you think of them? Our company's adventurers."

So saying, Li watched the men from before as they entered the gate room.

"They are Awakened Persons employed by our company. They usually work in our security or research departments, but they sometimes come to Japan like this to level up. A low-ranking employee like myself accompanies them as their errand boy."

*As if a department head of a major corporation is a low-ranking employee,* Yamashita thought, his cheek twitching.

"I see. In that case, did your company perhaps provide that equipment?"

"Yes! It is just existing bulletproof vests and military helmets with plates made from drop item coins attached in the manner of scale armor, but their defensive power is guaranteed. We have production-class skill users involved, you see."

Li spoke boastfully in fluent Japanese.

"On top of that, each of them is provided with a guardian golem purchased from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. They also have spears derived from drop items, so they can level up safely. Furthermore, they have enough healing potions for everyone... oh, but of course, regarding the 'magic potions,' we received them as an act of 'goodwill.' Just like you."

Yamashita kept his smile fixed as Li spread his hands theatrically.

"I see. Our fighting styles are quite similar, then."

"Indeed. A vanguard of expendable golems, with stable attacks from the rear using polearms. A wonderfully humane tactic. And we both use it..."

Li took a step closer to Yamashita.

"This must be fate. The Walkers and we could surely join hands and elevate each other. What do you say? Shall we have a drink together someday soon? I know a good place."

"That's a kind offer, but it is not something I can decide on my own. I must be going now."

"Oh, have I been rejected?"

Li shook his head with a sigh, then extended his right hand.

"Well then, let us meet again. I look forward to the day I can share a drink with you."

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"He was Chinese, but he had a lot of exaggerated reactions like an American,"

Yamashita muttered with a grim face, taking Li's business card from his case.

"He was so shady, I couldn't figure out his intentions. Honestly, I didn't like the way he was sizing me up."

"As for his intentions, it was almost certainly to 'show off,'"

the vice-chairman stated flatly, his voice muffled by his hood.

"The Walkers has a large number of Awakened Persons. Foreign countries would love to poach the entire organization, but poaching individual members is a more reliable approach."

"So, you're saying he wanted to show that he could provide a better environment than our guild and essentially say, 'Don't complain when I start picking your pockets'?"

"That's part of it. But he also wanted to show off to the Self-Defense Force members guarding the Dungeon Store."

The vice-chairman slowly sat down on the guest sofa.

"It's well known that you have connections not only with our club but also with the SDF recently. Enough for the weekly tabloids to make a fuss about collusion and whatnot. This Li fellow wanted to provoke the SDF, to suggest that the Walkers don't belong to Japan."

"Provoke...?"

"If the SDF were to panic and try to absorb the Walkers as a national organization, we, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, would be forced to distance ourselves from you. He must have remembered that you said you had no intention of forming official ties with any country when you were approached by China."

"And then, he'd try to recruit our now-unaffiliated club again."

"I wonder. I can't say if 'recruitment' would be such a lukewarm term for it. In any case, the SDF isn't that foolish. This provocation was just a 'we'll profit if it succeeds' kind of move. A jab, my boy, a jab."

"...That's a scary jab."

"You think so? This is child's play."

The vice-chairman shrugged lightly, then turned his gaze toward Yamashita from under his hood.

"Listen here, Yamashita-kun. From now on, the recruitment offers you receive will become more aggressive. I hear the Walkers have been actively taking on requests from the local government and participating in town cleanups lately... but a good reputation can easily be twisted into a bad one."

"........."

"For a country or a large corporation, isolating and devouring you is a piece of cake. In fact, hands are probably already reaching out from other countries. The movements you can see are just a fraction of the whole. Their arms must have spread quite far by now."

With a somewhat testing gaze, the vice-chairman stared at Yamashita.

"What will you do? Will you quit being a guild master and go back to being a regular adventurer? In your position, you should even be wary of assassination. I hear Turohorse has taken an interest in you recently, too."

"...No."

Yamashita met that gaze head-on, even managing a smile.

"This organization started on a whim... but even so, the 'me' of today is a guild master. I will see my duties through to the end. I won't abandon my guild members now. It's not just my guild anymore."

"...Immature. Still wet behind the ears. That resolve of yours is paper-thin."

Getting up from the sofa, the vice-chairman walked toward Yamashita.

Yamashita also stood from his chair and approached him. Though he had to look up due to the height difference, the 'guild master' did not avert his gaze.

"But it's interesting. I thought you still had eggshell on your face, but it seems you've grown enough for your greenness to be visible. It seems the position really does make the man."

"Keep talking about my backside like that and I'll sue you for sexual harassment, old man."

"It's only while I'm wearing this hood. That I can speak so freely, I mean."

The vice-chairman touched his pitch-black hood and let out a wry smile.

"...But, an old man, you say. You're right. Indeed, if I meddle any further, it would just be an old man overreaching himself."

Turning on his heel, the vice-chairman started walking toward the door.

"Farewell, young man. Do your best to swim through this world of those blinded by money and power."

"Don't talk like you're out of the game."

Yamashita said to his back, a defiant smile on his face.

"You're still active, aren't you?"

"...Oh?"

The vice-chairman twisted his neck, turning his head to look back.

"Are you trying to light a fire under an old man? Just when I was thinking of spending the rest of my life on my hobbies... I can't be held responsible for what I might do, you know?"

"This is my way of asking for your help. Besides, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club would be in trouble if the Walkers collapsed, wouldn't it? Don't talk like it's someone else's problem."

Yamashita shrugged lightly, just as the vice-chairman had done earlier.

In response, a muffled laugh echoed through the room.

"Hee hee hee... You have a point, Yamashita-kun. I am still in the game. As a member of an allied organization, I shall support you from the shadows. What I'll do specifically is a secret, of course."

"Of course. I'm counting on you, Vice-Chairman of the club."

Their gazes met, burning with intensity.

And then, the vice-chairman took out his smartphone and the vial.

"With this level of favorability, I might just succeed...!"

"Get out of here already."
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			Miyoshi Mia's Request

			"Hmph... Leave the front line to me. I shall be the one to slay this dragon."

"I’ll back you up, Paisen!"

"Then I’ll just shoot arrows from a distance."

With a triumphant air, Aira-san readied her longsword and leaped before the winged dragon.

In one fluid motion, the blade, nearly as tall as she was, sliced through the monster’s scales.

"I will protect everyone... my precious comrades! Erina-kun, some moving BGM, if you please!"

"Laaa! La-di-da-da-daaa!"

"Silence, you tone-deaf buffoon!!"

"That’s so mean, Paisen?!"

Well, it was just the usual three of us playing a game.

*Matsuo the Hunter’s Chronicle: Apocalypse of a Hundred Demons.*

It was a game where youkai appear one after another in the capital city of Kyo. The protagonist, Matsuo—an unemployed, single, divorced man drowning in debt—is roped in by Abe no Seimei’s smooth talking, or rather, cooperates with him to pay off his debts by defeating monsters for money.

You harvest materials from the defeated youkai to craft new weapons and armor. Accompanied by shikigami loaned to you by Seimei, you fight back the hordes of monsters assaulting Kyoto.

What’s that? "Doesn’t this look exactly like Mon-H*n?" I have no idea what you’re talking about.

Incidentally, while the player character is Matsuo, you can change not just his appearance but even his gender to your liking. The in-game explanation is apparently, "If Matsuo gets serious enough, he can change on a species level."

His profile described him as "an average Kyoto native, aside from his drinking problem and gambling addiction." ...The common folk of the Heian period were terrifying.

At any rate, I chatted with the other two via Telepathy while operating my game console.

"A youkai! It’s a youkai, isn’t it?! You’re a youkai! Drop your materials!!"

"*You’re* the youkai."

"What’s gotten into you, Paisen?! Go back to being the cool beauty we all know!"

"That’s not who Aira-san is."

"It’s because the materials won’t drop! It’s all their fault!"

"On second thought, this is her normal state."

"Oh, by the way, Kyouta-kun."

"Yes?"

Aira-san seemed to have recovered slightly from her frenzy and returned to her human self.

"About the demon’s drop item. It seems the possession permit was approved. Grandma said she’ll give it to you in person later."

"Oh, is that so? Thank you."

I hadn’t confirmed what kind of item it was yet, but it was a drop from a C-Rank boss monster.

The Ring of the Flame Horse dropped by Lefkos had been a great find, so I had high hopes for this one, too.

...Busujima-san was there for the subjugation, though. How should we split it? Is it okay to treat it as party property?

"Still, you know. Thinking about the Lesser Demons and the werewolves from yesterday, I’m reminded of how you’re just like the protagonist of a musou game. You charge into enemy hordes without a second thought. As expected of the ‘SSR’ I scouted."

"Huh? No, that’s not it at all."

"Hmm? You’re denying it rather emphatically."

"This is bad, this is bad! Paisen, a demon hermit crab just barged in!"

"What?! My longsword has the worst matchup against that thing!"

"Oh, I’ll throw some cow dung."

In this game, throwing cow dung makes enemy monsters flee.

What’s that? It’s a D*ng Bomb? Dung is dung. Nothing more, nothing less.

"So. Why do you say that’s not it?"

"Even if you ask me why... It’s not like I charge at enemies without hesitation."

"Oh? That’s how it looked to me."

"I make sure I have an escape plan before I charge in. Otherwise, I’d be too scared to move."

I’m neither a reckless boar who can only charge forward, nor a hero who can overcome fear.

True, I’ve grown more accustomed to fighting than I was before the Day of Awakening. Back then, no matter how much I thought about it, I probably wouldn’t have been able to bring myself to attack a group of enemies.

I hate to admit it, but I suppose I changed during the fight with the Orc Champion. Whether that was growth or just me becoming warped, I don’t know.

That was the first time in my life I came face to face with death. At that moment, I wasn’t consumed by fear, but by anger. Believing my parents and Erina-san had been killed, I’d charged the champion in a suicidal attack.

It’s fair to say that experience turned me into an adventurer. I still remember that battle even now.

Well, my fundamental cowardice hasn’t been cured. I hate pain and suffering.

Even as I think these things, I’m confident I’d lose my nerve if I got injured in a real fight.

"With the Lesser Demons, I only did it because my parents would have died otherwise. When I fought the werewolves yesterday, I was thinking, *The moment I think I might die, I’ll use Byakuren as a decoy and run*."

"How could you treat Byak-chan like that?!"

"No, that’s what she was originally built for."

That’s why I made Byakuren’s core a pseudo-Homunculus. So I wouldn’t feel guilty if it was destroyed.

My priority is myself first, my family second. Third and fourth are my comrades and friends, and Byakuren is fifth or lower.

"Besides, my level has gone up, so a werewolf’s attack wouldn’t kill me so easily anymore. I wouldn’t have charged in otherwise."

"That’s true. Yesterday’s exploration got you to level 27, after all."

"Yeah. And I have a feeling the next level-up is close."

The dream of LV:30 was now in sight. I was about to step into the realm of the strongest of the strong, a select few even among top-tier adventurers.

The thought filled me with a sense of accomplishment, but my goals were to save money for the future and level up for self-defense.

I’m still far from the finish line. I don’t expect to be able to hunt dragons as easily as in this game, but I’d like to at least be able to escape from one.

"Oh, darn it. The sharpness of my sword is starting to dull."

"Hey, that timing is—"

"Paisen! Above you!"

"Ueda? Who’s that? Ahhhhhh?!"

"Ouch."

Aira-san, who had taken out a whetstone just as the enemy leaped into the air, was trampled by the dragon.

She died before she could be healed. Well, she can just respawn at the camp.

What? It *is* M*n-H*n, you say? I-don’t-know-that-game.

"A careless mistake! I thought for sure it was going to move...!"

"Don’t worry about it, Paisen! Uwoooooh! Your opponent is me! But I’m actually out of healing items!"

"I’ll cover you. Oh, another youkai just joined the fight."

"Huh, that sounds scary. Can I just stay in the camp?"

"Get back here, you disappointing college student."

"Yes, ma’am."

As we were messing around like that, my smartphone buzzed with an incoming message.

Somehow, we managed to defeat the monster and finish carving it, so I put down my game console and picked up my phone.

"Fufufu. Did you see my brilliant swordsmanship...? It seems the game recognized it as well, for I have finally obtained the material I was after!"

"Yay, yay! Hooray, hooray!"

"Yeah, yeah, good for you... Huh?"

The name displayed on the screen made me tilt my head in confusion.

"What’s the matter, Kyouta-kun? Need to use the restroom?"

"No."

"That’s right, Paisen! You have to be more ladylike!"

"I see. Let me rephrase. Do you need to evacuate your bowels?"

"Yep, a hundred points!"

"Perhaps we should have the professor grade you on that."

"Hey, hey, hey. We’d be dead."

"Oh, my, what a predicament, Aira-san. Please have a long, thorough discussion with your grandmother."

"You sure pulled the rug out from under me with impressive speed, didn’t you?!"

Ignoring the two disappointing beauties, I checked the contents of the message.

The sender was Miyoshi Mia-san.

*Can we meet, just the two of us, the day after tomorrow?*

...Huh. Could it be? Has spring finally arrived for me?

* * *

Two days after that message, Mia-san and I were alone together in a certain place.

I got out of the car she was driving and shut the door with a thud.

"Well then, I’ll be in your care, Yagawa-kun!"

"Right..."

In the parking lot of the Dungeon Store, Mia-san turned to me with a brilliant smile.

...Yeah. I mean, she did just tell me the reason in a follow-up message.

But still... A guy can dream, can’t he...?! I’m a guy, after all...!!

An outing alone with a beautiful, blonde, busty college student. The reason it turned into such a dangerous affair was due to a certain circumstance.

Apparently, Mia-san has been dealing with persistent party invitations lately.

The group in question is a mixed party of working adults and college students. Having heard somewhere that she was a solo adventurer, they’ve been pestering her with lines like, "It’s dangerous to be alone," and "You should team up with us."

On the surface, what they’re saying is perfectly reasonable, but they’re E-Rank. And Mia-san, who had apparently been promoted at some point, is C-Rank.

Their goal to leech off her couldn’t be more obvious.

She continued to refuse them politely but firmly, yet they showed no signs of giving up, and had finally started showing up at her university.

She said she even consulted the police, but they wouldn’t take action for something like this.

So, she came up with an idea. If they knew she already had someone to party up with, they would surely give up.

And so, I was chosen to be her fake party member, like a fake boyfriend. Today, we had come to a D-Rank dungeon for a "trial run."

...Is this plan really going to work?

I just hope the people trying to recruit her are the reasonable type.

"And so, Yagawa-kun. I know I’m being persistent, but..."

"Yes. I haven’t told Aira-san and the others anything more than the fact that I’m going to a dungeon with you. I came here alone."

Switching my mind to work mode, I straightened my back.

Whether exploring a dungeon or fending off recruiters, things would surely go smoother with Aira-san and the others’ help.

But, Mia-san said.

"Yes. I’ll be sure to pay you properly, so please. I don’t want to... show *them* my weakness."

She clenched her pale hands tightly, her gaze fixed on empty space.

...I thought they had made up, but it seems there’s still a deep rift between them.

Well, even in a normal family, there are times you want to put on a brave face. In fact, it might be easier to keep up appearances with a stranger you can hire with money.

Of course, just telling Erina-san that "I’m going to the dungeon alone with Mia-san" without explaining the details seemed to be enough for her to guess something was up.

As for Aira-san...

"You fiend, Kyouta-kun! Are you abandoning us to bury yourself in Mia’s huge boobs?! You boob demon! No, you wouldn’t have the guts. Then why on earth...? Hah, could you be planning to conquer Mia, my very own sister? You eroge-brained fool!!"

...She didn’t seem to understand anything at all. I’ll have to give that woman a piece of my mind later.

Putting that aside.

"I understand not wanting to worry your family. However, in the event of an emergency, I will contact Aira-san for help. That’s part of our contract."

"...Yes. I understand."

I took an earring out of my pocket and showed it to Mia-san.

I can’t initiate a Telepathy call from my end, but there’s a mana connection between the earring Aira-san has and the one I’m holding.

If I force my mana into it, she should notice. It would probably produce a rather jarring ringing sound, but if it comes to that, Mia-san and I can go apologize later.

Safety first. In the adventurer business, you can never have enough insurance.

After confirming Mia-san’s nod, I joined her in pulling back the tarp covering the bed of her light truck.

I channeled mana into the two golems made with Civil Engineering Magic, and into Byakuren, to activate them.

*Thud.* The golems stepped down from the truck bed.

"Once again, I look forward to working with you today."

"Yes. Likewise, please take care of me."

After bowing to each other, we passed through the store’s automatic doors with the luggage-carrying golems in tow.

...Aren’t we attracting an absurd amount of attention?

Every eye in the store was drawn to the thudding footsteps of the dolls and the beautiful, well-endowed Mia-san. And, as an afterthought, to me as well.

I was already nervous being alone with a member of the opposite sex I barely knew, and now my stomach was starting to hurt.

...Oh, man. I already want to go home.

I strode toward the changing room, and breathed a sigh of relief as the stares were blocked from view.

This is going to be a different kind of exhausting from my usual explorations.
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			As I stepped through the pure white gate, I felt the soft sensation of earth beneath my soles.

Thick, tall trees with lush green leaves towered over us. Light filtering through the gaps in the branches illuminated the dark brown ground, where grass grew in sparse patches.

Every breath filled my lungs with crisp, clean air, and a damp breeze caressed my skin.

This place, which looked like a serene European forest if you just took a snapshot, was in reality a den of monsters.

The light that seemed like sunbeams filtering through the trees was actually the glow of blue ore extending from the ceiling. Just like the city-type dungeons, this place was also a labyrinth enclosed by a dome of rock.

You couldn’t see the walls unless you went all the way to the edge, but the trees, identical down to the very number of leaves, threw off one’s sense of direction. If I had come here alone, I would have certainly gotten lost.

In fact, for this reason and one other, adventurers rarely came here, making it a so-called "unpopular dungeon."

"...No enemies in the vicinity."

"Sounds are clear as well."

I scanned our surroundings, turning my head, while Mia-san twitched her long, pointed elven ears.

Since Erina-san wasn’t with us this time, I had to be even more vigilant for approaching enemies than usual. Drawing the sword at my hip, I took a small, deep breath.

"Let’s proceed in the formation we decided on beforehand."

With that, I took the lead. The order would be me, Byakuren, Mia-san, and then her two golems.

I glanced back to confirm, and Mia-san furrowed her well-shaped brows.

"Are you... really sure about this? It’s the most dangerous position..."

"It’s fine. It’s easier for me to move this way. If it comes down to it, I’ll fall back behind Byakuren."

I shot a glance at Mia-san’s golems.

They contained more mana than when I’d last seen them, but still not as much as Byakuren with her dedicated body. It might be rude to say, but I couldn’t think of any use for them other than as walls and luggage carriers.

Though, for a golem accompanying a mage who can fight, being able to function as a wall is probably a perfect score.

"Your golem will be carrying our luggage. Also, I’ll need you to navigate."

"Of course. Leave it to me."

My eyes widened at the object she held up.

"A tablet...?"

"There’s no signal, so I can’t use GPS or anything, but I’ve already downloaded the internal map from the store. I have a paper copy just in case, but it’s easier to write on this."

"I see..."

Seeing her, with her elven appearance accentuated by her Arcane Gear, holding a modern device in the middle of a forest was quite a strange sight.

But her reasoning was sound. It was a reminder that tablets are quite useful even offline.

"Yagawa-kun, how do you usually handle mapping?"

"...Sorry for answering a question with a question, but how much do you know about Aira-san’s skills?"

"I’ve heard all about her [Telepathy] and [Appraisal]."

Hearing that, I nodded. It’s not good to talk too much about someone’s skills when they’re not around. It would be a breach of etiquette, even if they are sisters.

She saw me talking with Aira-san through the mirror during the last stampede, but this was just a precaution.

"Aira-san connects our mirrors with Telepathy, and I have her navigate using that."

"I see. That’s... somehow very fantasy-like and nice."

She must have imagined us conversing through mirrors. Mia-san let out a small laugh.

Relieved that the atmosphere had softened a bit, I gripped my sword again.

"Well then, let’s go."

"Yes."

We started walking slowly, staying aware of our surroundings. First, as is standard practice, we had to find the SDF’s markings.

The trees were spaced widely enough for a car to pass through. I moved forward, stepping on the soft earth with my one-and-a-half-handed sword resting on my shoulder.

After about thirty seconds, I spotted a large rock. On the surface of the moss-topped rock, a letter and numbers were painted in big yellow strokes.

I stopped the hand that was unconsciously reaching for my ear. Whoops. I almost started talking to Aira-san out of habit.

"‘A-21,’ right? Let’s proceed counter-clockwise from here. We should reach the exit in about an hour."

"Understood."

I nodded to Mia-san and started walking again as she instructed.

I really wanted to leave some kind of marking on the trees, but that would interfere with other adventurers.

Even if it was an unpopular dungeon, that didn’t mean no one else was here. There were several cars in the parking lot.

And so, after about a minute of walking while scanning our surroundings, my Spirit Eye caught something moving.

"...Enemies. Two of them."

"Yes. I’ve spotted them too."

I nodded without turning back at her quiet reply. I had heard that elven hearing was as sharp as a beastman’s, and it seemed to be true.

Two mana signatures were approaching, using the trees as cover. It wasn’t until they were a few meters away that I could finally hear something like the buzzing of an insect.

Immediately after, a massive shadow emerged from behind a tree.

"GAAAAH!"

A shaggy giant roared, as if to intimidate us. It was two and a half meters tall, or maybe a little shorter.

It looked like a goblin that had been covered in bear-like fur and enlarged. Its bared fangs were sharp, and it gripped a brutish great hatchet in its hand.

*Bugbear.*

A forest monster from English folklore. An evil spirit that abducts and devours people.

As the monster glared at us with a roar, I had already closed the distance.

Faster than its murky yellow eyes could track me, my blade flashed. It sliced through the coarse fur and the flesh beneath.

What erupted with a short scream was not a spray of red blood, but a white mist.

Seeing its companion drop to one knee, the other bugbear looked at us with a startled expression. But an ice spear pierced its defenseless flank.

"Ga, gih...!"

The monster, its belly slashed open, tried to move even as it grit its teeth. I stepped on its hunched back and plunged my sword into the center of its chest.

I could pinpoint the location of its true body from the flow of mana.

I swung the blade sideways, pulled my foot back, and turned my gaze to the other one. It had been impaled by several stone spears that erupted from below, and it too was deflating while spouting mist.

What remained was a fist-sized green ore. Translucent wings sprouted from it, and it hung limply, skewered by the spear.

This was the bugbear’s true form. Not much different from a gnome, it was just a magical shell wrapped around a core. The troublesome part, just like with them, was that the shell had a solid form and wasn't a mere illusion. The difference lay in its performance and whether or not it felt pain.

The ore turned to salt, and a coin glinted dully within it.

"Good work."

"Yes. You too. Are you injured?"

"No, I’m fine."

I picked up the coin and headed towards Mia-san’s golem, which was made of stone and wood.

I didn’t forget to scan my surroundings on the way. The monsters here were skilled at ambushes.

This being an unpopular dungeon wasn’t just because it was easy to get lost, but also because it was hard to notice enemies approaching.

When I offered the coin, the golem took it and stored it in its backpack. Its movements were smoother than Byakuren’s, a testament to its master, Mia-san’s, skill.

As I re-gripped my sword, she smiled at me.

"Impressive. Against enemies of this rank, you’re unbeatable."

"You’re one to talk. I feel safe with you watching my back."

We exchanged business-like smiles.

...This is awkward.

I don’t know what to talk about outside of work. If it were Aira-san or Erina-san, they would say something to break the ice...

"If everything’s fine, let’s continue the exploration."

"Yes. It’s this way."

"Roger."

With her tablet in hand, Mia-san pointed, and I moved in that direction.

We walked for another five minutes without encountering any enemies. I thought there would be more monsters in an unpopular dungeon, but perhaps someone was diligently thinning them out?

An uncomfortable silence naturally fell between us, and a cold sweat trickled down my back.

We were exploring a dungeon. It’s better to focus on the sounds and changes in our surroundings. But still, the awkwardness remained.

Besides, I heard in a lecture that prolonged, excessive tension can actually lower performance.

I should probably strike up a witty conversation.

"So..."

"So?"

...I bit my tongue.

Witty conversation. It’s probably harder than fighting a demon single-handedly.

"...My apologies. We’ll do this ‘trial run’ dungeon exploration, and then later we’ll approach the recruiting group as a party. Is that the plan?"

"Yes. The best way is to show them our strength, so we’re scheduled to meet them at a training facility for Awakened Persons."

"Understood."

...Why am I, in the middle of a dungeon exploration, reconfirming something that was already confirmed via email?

I tilted my head at my own words, cold sweat running down my cheek.

This is bad. Trying to talk might just make things worse. I clamped my mouth shut, resisting the urge to offer a useless explanation, and silently scanned our surroundings.

Please, let a monster attack. I don’t care if there are ten or twenty of them.

As if my wish had been granted, I sensed mana approaching.

"Enemies. Six... of them."

"...That’s a bit much."

"Yeah."

...It’s not because I wished for it, right?

I know it can’t be, but I can’t help thinking it.

Well, whatever. As long as we’re fighting, I don’t have to make any unnecessary conversation.

"I’m moving forward. Mia-san, get behind Byakuren."

"Right."

She can’t move as freely as Erina-san. She’ll act as our artillery, guarded by the golems.

In a way, she’s a textbook example of a mage. Having a long-range unit with stable attack power feels both fresh and reliable.

The spirits were wrapping themselves in their shells behind the trees. Seeing no reason to wait for them to finish preparing, I stepped into the gaps between the trees.

As I cut down one, then a second ore that had begun to cloak itself in mist, the remaining four donned their monstrous exteriors and let out a roar.

"VAAAAAH!"

The bugbear let out a bear-like roar and swung its hatchet down. I dodged the slash diagonally forward, swinging my sword in a kesa-giri slash as I passed by.

I shattered its core and moved on to the next enemy. In the corner of my eye, one of them tried to head towards Mia-san, but it was skewered by ice before it could enter Byakuren’s range.

Two left. As I closed the distance to the one nearer to me, it swung its hatchet down in a panic.

I dodged it sideways, and it returned with another swing. But that one missed, striking the trunk of a tree with a loud crack.

Even if the space between the trees is wide, that’s what happens when a creature of that size swings a weapon around.

I leaped into the monster’s personal space as it tried to pull its hatchet free, thrust my sword into its solar plexus to destroy the core, and then ran the blade diagonally, passing through without stopping.

I turned to face the last one, just in time to see it get frozen solid and shatter into pieces.

All six mana signatures vanished, leaving an equal number of salt-like mounds on the ground. I scanned the area one last time just in case, then let out a breath of relief.

"No sign of enemies. I’ll collect the drop items."

"Yes. Let’s see, according to the map..."

Mia-san started comparing her tablet with our footprints, as the battle had changed my orientation.

It was a short fight, but I couldn’t let my guard down. The trees here were as identical as factory products. It looked the same no matter which way you faced.

I left the navigation entirely to Mia-san and collected the coins. I handed them to the golem, and then my gaze fell upon the salt scattered on the ground.

"........."

"Yagawa-kun? What is it?"

"Ah, no. It’s nothing..."

"If you’ve noticed anything, please tell me. This is a dungeon, so I don’t want to overlook even the slightest thing that feels off."

"No, it’s just... I was just wondering if the salt damage is okay, that’s all..."

"Pardon?"

Seeing Mia-san’s blank look, I frantically shook my head.

"Ah, no. It’s really nothing. Besides, you know. They say a small amount is actually good for the soil...!"

...Seriously, what am I saying?

Just a moment ago, I was thinking these trees looked artificial. Why am I worried about salt damage now?

Besides, if we’re talking about that, most dungeons would be in deep trouble. If anything, the salt that overflowed during the stampede is the bigger problem.

"...Pfft."

"...!"

As Mia-san stifled a laugh, I felt my cheeks burn.

I blew it... I want to cry...

I turned around so she couldn’t see my face, and Mia-san spoke to me in a slightly flustered voice.

"Ah, I’m sorry! I wasn’t making fun of you. I just thought it was... unique."

"...It’s fine. Please forget it."

"Yes, right. I will."

I took a deep breath, my back still turned to Mia-san, whose voice still held a hint of laughter.

I filled my lungs with the pointlessly clean air and focused my eyes.

I’m in a dungeon right now. I should be focusing on that. Get a grip, Yagawa Kyouta. Even if you’re overcome with the urge to bury your face in a pillow and scream right now, if you’re going to roar, do it at the enemy.

"Let’s resume the exploration. Navigation, please."

"Yes. It’s to the left."

"Understood."

I turned in the direction Mia-san indicated and started walking.

...Okay. I’m calming down.

It’s one thing in daily life, but there’s no point in dwelling on things inside a dungeon.

Most importantly, I reminded myself again that Erina-san isn’t here today. I can’t just rely on her incredible enemy detection abilities.

Treating it as a job allowed me to exercise some self-control. Perhaps because of that, I was the first to notice the change.

"Is that... fog?"

In the two o’clock direction from us, a pure white fog was spreading.

It was still far away. But the fog was expanding at about the speed of a person running.

"Mia-san, look at that."

"...It seems the boss monster has appeared."

I recalled the information from the store. The boss monster here has a characteristic of generating a large amount of fog around it.

There’s no reason to pick a fight. As per regulations, we should leave this place and head straight for the exit.

That’s what I thought, but.

"...A scream?"

"Eh?"

Mia-san’s murmur made me raise a questioning brow.

I was about to ask what she meant when a faintly familiar voice reached my own ears.

"Someone, anyone, heeeelp!!"

I hurriedly looked over to see a ‘cat-eared youth’ running as if to escape the fog.

He was on the verge of tears, carrying someone on his back, with another person and two moving tanuki statues running behind him.

...What in the world is that?

It was a combination that felt both like déjà vu and incredibly out of place. And tanukis? Why?

Though I didn’t understand what was happening, I gathered strength in my legs.
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			"Mia-san."

My gaze fixed on the fog closing in behind the cat-eared youth and his comrades as they fled, crying for help. I turned to my employer and asked a silent question.

"Yes, let’s help them."

Her decision was instant. I gave a small nod, impressed by her reliability as an adventurer.

"Then I’ll charge in. Mia-san, please protect them and provide support."

"Understood."

"Byakuren. Protect her."

The moment the golem clad in knight’s armor nodded, I released the wind I had been coiling around my legs.

My body shot forward like a loosed arrow. Weaving through the trees that rushed toward me with sharp, precise steps, I slid between the fog and the youths without losing speed.

Kicking up a cloud of dust, I readied my sword.

In that instant, a multitude of weapons flew out from the fog.

These were phantoms with mass. Nothing more than snowballs of compressed mana.

But their tips had been ‘crafted’ with enough care to kill a person. Just as a delicate sculpture made of snow can be used as a weapon if its tip is frozen, these weapons had the bare minimum of what could be called a pseudo-Arcane Gear.

Therefore, I needed to shatter every single one aimed at me and those behind me.

"Hyaaa...!"

With a strained battle cry, I swung my sword with all my might.

The mana welling up from my body traveled through my shoulder, elbow, and hand to the blade, where it was converted into wind.

A small tornado formed in the pristine forest. With a sharp whoosh, the incoming weapons were blown away along with the white fog.

But the wind didn’t reach the very back.

The dense fog remained, as if it had a will of its own, forming a wall that concealed its master within.

The boss monster here seemed to be quite the coward. I can certainly understand the desire to stay in a safe zone.

The sound of frantic footsteps behind me weakened, likely noticing the wind I had stirred up, and someone called out to me.

"Y-You’re...?!"

"H-Has help arrived?!"

two men cried out in surprise. The person being carried seemed to be unconscious.

Without turning back, I swung my sword to cut away the tendrils of fog that bypassed me to reach for them.

"An elven woman with golems is coming this way. Stay behind her."

"G-Got it!"

It was indeed a familiar voice. I couldn’t quite recall who it was, but I think it was someone I’d had a memorable encounter with.

And yet, I still couldn’t quite place it.

"Whoa."

While I was lost in such idle thoughts, the enemy made a move.

"Be careful! It’s not just one enemy!"

The warning came a little too late.

I inwardly muttered that as I narrowed my eyes at the monsters that leaped out from within the fog.

"GAAAAH!"

Over fifty Bugbears. I see. Now I understood why they didn’t use their tanuki-shaped golems as decoys to escape.

Bugbears have enough intelligence to use weapons. Against this number and a boss monster, leaving a shield behind would almost certainly result in a rain of great hatchets and fog weapons. In that case, using them as a wall is a better option.

Their reasoning was probably correct. But what should I do?

I could wipe them out with the Ring of the Flame Horse, but I didn’t have the courage to use it in a forest. Even if I tried to extinguish the fire with alchemy, it would likely spread before I could even take out the transmutation circle.

But if I take them on one by one, the people behind me will be attacked. I have no choice. I should fall back and defend them—

"It’s fine. Please advance."

A clear voice spurred me on from behind. Before I could even think, my feet had stepped forward, and I was holding my sword at the ready on my shoulder.

I belatedly realized that Mia-san had caught up.

The moment I started to run, the temperature around us dropped sharply.

The sound of something hard shattering and the screams of monsters echoed through the woods. From the few scattered ice shards, I guessed what had happened.

—A wide-area magic attack with friend-or-foe identification.

She, too, was a C-Rank (highest rank) adventurer.

My forward step dug into the ground, and by the second step, I was at top speed. I leaped into the fog that was transforming into a spear-like formation.

There was no need for defense or interception. If I didn’t have to worry about what was behind me, I could just forcefully carve a path with wind.

The wall of fog split wide open, as if welcoming me in. My eyes met with the grotesque figure that lay beyond.

It was a green ore, like the true form of a Bugbear. A towering monster made from it, its golden eyes shining.

*Spriggan.*

A fairy from England, said to be the guardian of other fairies.

The giant, standing at least four meters tall, creaked as it swung its fist down. Its movements were surprisingly agile for its size. The massive arm closed in with the speed of a runaway truck.

Without a moment’s hesitation, I slammed my sword into the fist that was as large as a human torso.

Visually, it was a reckless interception. But my blade, cloaked in wind like a hammer, shattered the stone fist with a deafening roar.

The giant staggered from the impact, and I advanced further. I used the momentum to leap and slam my whole body into its solar plexus, twisting the tip of my sword in.

A cracking sound echoed as the stone broke. On top of the giant as it fell backward, I used both hands to forcefully swing my blade diagonally upwards.

I slammed my left fist into the gap I had forcefully created. My gauntlet-clad fist widened the crack and crushed the being that lay within.

My Spirit Eye perceived a small being like an old man made of earth.

Its skin wasn’t just earth-toned; it was literally the color of dirt, covered in countless wrinkles, with a beard like tree roots.

In a way, this was the true form of the Spriggan, looking more like a gnome than the gnomes I’d seen before.

The body of this giant rock that now lay on the ground, shaking the earth, was just a sort of costume it had created.

I leaped down from the giant’s body as it dissipated into fog, leaving behind a small amount of salt and a silver ring at its center.

That wasn’t my priority. I turned my gaze back.

Well, I already knew the result without looking.

"Good work, Yagawa-kun."

"Yes. You too, Mia-san. Good work."

We exchanged pleasantries with business-like smiles.

Ah. This exchange is far more terrifying than the battle we just had.

Further behind her and her golems stood the youth, looking like a cat thrown into outer space. I gave him a perfunctory bow.

...Hmm. I really feel like I’ve seen him somewhere before.

Shivering, the youth pointed at us and yelled.

"W-Why are the Invisible Ninjas here?!"

—It’s the guy who was being chased by the Kobold Lord!!

I remembered. Or rather, I wish I hadn’t.

We had met face-to-face—well, she was invisible then, so it was just me through my helmet, but still...

It was the cat-eared people from that time I was forced to announce that ridiculous name.

I’d forgotten his name. Did I even hear it in the first place?

In contrast to my deadpan expression, Mia-san burst out laughing.

Hey, don’t laugh. Your cousin was the one who came up with that name, you know? You should take some responsibility.

"Ah?! M-My apologies. I shouldn’t have pointed at my saviors."

"No... Don’t worry about it."

I shook my head expressionlessly at the youth, who had quickly lowered his finger.

You don’t have to feel indebted, so please, just forget everything.

"It’s been a while. We saw you were being chased by monsters, so we decided to intervene."

"We’re really grateful. To think we’d be saved by you twice..."

The youth cowered, his tail tucked between his legs, while forcing a polite smile.

Seeing this, Mia-san whispered to me.

"Yagawa-kun. Do you know Yamashita-san?"

"We met briefly in a dungeon before... I only just learned his name now. Are you acquainted with him, Mia-san?"

"No. But he’s famous. He’s a founding member and the guild master of a large clan called the Walkers... no, an organization that calls itself a ‘guild’."

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, I had heard of an adventurer group with that name online.

To think he was their leader. It’s a small world.

"Um..."

I glanced at Mia-san, and she thought for a moment before nodding.

"I’ll speak with him. Yagawa-kun, please collect the drop items and keep an eye on our surroundings."

"Understood."

I nodded and turned away.

Thank goodness. I don’t really know him, so I had no idea what to say.

Mia-san noticed my pleading look and came to the rescue. What a good person.

Relieved, I went about my tasks and waited for their conversation to end.

* * *

While I was picking up drops and keeping watch, Mia-san got the full story.

It seems Yamashita-san was nearly killed. Not by monsters, but by humans.

...Isn’t this a major incident?

I inwardly retorted to myself, a cold sweat running down my back.

Apparently, the Walkers are currently working to improve the image of adventurers with the goal of "coexistence between Awakened and non-Awakened people," and have been actively thinning out unpopular dungeons.

That’s why they were here, outside their usual area of activity.

But a group of mysterious men, who were either waiting for him to leave his territory or had followed him, suddenly attacked.

Using either a skill or a magic tool, they created a sound-dampening barrier to hide their footsteps and the sounds of monsters from Yamashita-san’s ears.

Once they were within visual range, they threw a stun grenade. While Yamashita-san’s group was incapacitated by the sound and light, they allegedly threw bags of "dungeon salt" at them... He said he didn’t see it happen, so this was just a guess based on the situation.

The mysterious group then vanished, leaving behind Yamashita-san’s group, who were unable to move properly due to the stun grenade, and the monsters who were now in a localized stampede.

They immediately threw away the salt and fled, but the monsters had already set their sights on them. They had been stumbling towards the exit as best they could.

Incidentally, the person slumped over on his back was a mage who had run out of mana. I was relieved to see he had no major external injuries.

But still... no matter how I organized it in my head, this was a major incident.

I had always thought someone would pull a stunt like this eventually, but I never imagined I’d witness it firsthand.

Life is full of surprises...

I’ve had my fair share of what could be called extraordinary experiences, but this was a first. I felt an unknown fear and, however inappropriate, a slight sense of excitement as I continued to keep watch, sword in hand.

But first things first.

"Mia-san. This is an emergency, so I’m contacting Aira-san."

"...Yes."

Mia-san nodded, looking as if she had made a difficult decision.

The culprits were probably long gone, but I wanted to be extra cautious. I wanted to report this to the police as soon as possible.

Besides, anyone capable of pulling off such a feat in a D-Rank dungeon clearly has skills equivalent to a C-Rank.

They were probably too scared to kill someone directly and tried to let the monsters do it... but if they found out their assassination attempt failed, they might screw up their courage and attack directly.

And so, I forced mana into the earring in my ear.

Instantly, an unpleasant sound like glass grinding together echoed right next to me.

"Ugh...!"

As I furrowed my brow, another loud noise assaulted my ears.

"Kyouta-kuuuuun?! What in the world do you think my delicate eardrums are maaaaade oooof?!"

If I weren’t an Awakened Person, my eardrums would have burst.

She sounded furious, but once I explained the situation, Aira-san immediately softened. "You did the right thing contacting me. Both of you come back safely...!"

...Though I’m not sure what to think about her cheerfully adding, "You can use that Yamashita whatever-his-name-is and his group as a decoy if you have to, just prioritize yourselves!"

In any case, she reported it to the police and the SDF for us, so we headed for the exit while remaining on high alert.

There were no further attacks from the culprits, and though a few Bugbears came at us, we dispatched them without incident.

We explained the situation to the SDF personnel at the gate and safely returned to the store.

...Though we had to spend about thirty minutes being questioned afterwards.

Given the circumstances, I suppose it couldn’t be helped. But we were just innocent bystanders who got caught up in it, so we didn’t know anything and had no involvement.

Physically, I wasn’t tired at all, but after talking with the police, I was mentally exhausted. I felt like I could lie down right then and there.

It had turned out to be a very trying day, in a completely unexpected way.
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			We were released from the police’s barrage of questions, but Yamashita-san’s party, being the direct victims, weren’t so lucky.

*What a drag,* I thought, watching them from a distance as I touched my earring.

"So... we’re free to go now, right?"

"That should be the case. Though it is both unpleasant and perplexing that not a single officer has offered to give you a ride."

"It can’t be helped. They look incredibly busy. Besides, we have Mia-san’s car, so... I’d be in a bind if they offered."

"Hoh. So you’d rather be driven by a busty beauty than escorted by the police in a patrol car. You pervert!"

"Shut up, you idiot."

"Cease with the simple insults, Kyouta-kun. My heart is more fragile than you think."

"You’re such a pain..."

As we were talking, Mia-san returned from the reception desk.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Yagawa-kun. Despite the trouble, the exploration is officially complete. The money from the drops and subjugation rewards should have been transferred to your account, so please check."

"Okay. Thank you."

"Not at all. Also, about the boss monster’s drop..."

She said, taking out a silver ring.

Golden letters spelling out some kind of incantation were engraved on the inside, making it look like a magic ring from a fantasy movie or game.

But in reality, it was a material for a magic tool.

Apparently, it could be used to create magic tools like the Ring of the Flame Horse I use. As for how exactly it’s made, I wouldn’t know without looking at my Arcane Gear book.

Unfortunately, a ring of this rank can’t be used to make anything particularly impressive. It would probably be best to sell it.

"What should we do? My sister mentioned that you use alchemy, Yagawa-kun."

"No, I don’t particularly want it..."

"Understood. Then let’s sell it. I’ve already spoken with Yamashita-san’s group."

She glanced over at Yamashita-san and his party, who were still surrounded by police and talking about something.

He kept looking over here with an expression that said he wanted to talk, but I had already heard enough thanks and apologies before we left the dungeon.

...Besides, I don’t want to get any closer to them right now.

Two figures in black masks were standing beside him.

The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

I recognized their attire from their online meetings. Since the guild master of their allied guild, the Walkers, was here, they couldn’t be fakes.

I doubt my unique skill would be exposed just by standing near them, but... the risk if my assumption is wrong is too high.

Sorry, Yamashita-san, but I’m going home.

"The golems are loaded, so please drive."

"Understood. Oh, right."

Mia-san continued with a bright smile.

"The payment for the request will be transferred separately to your account—"

"*Request...?*"

Aira-san, who had apparently been listening through the earring, muttered under her breath.

And elven hearing is sharp. It seemed Mia-san heard her too, because her smile froze.

...Ah, this is going to be a pain.

"What is the meaning of this? I thought it was strange that you two suddenly went to a dungeon together, but you were hired for money? Is this a sugar-daddy situation, or a sugar-mommy... no, a sugar-sister situation, Mia?! *I’m* the older sister here!!"

"Don’t say such misleading things! It was a legitimate request from one adventurer to another!"

"Then pray tell, what was the nature of this so-called legitimate request?! If you have nothing to hide, you can surely tell me, can’t youuuu?!"

"T-That and this are two different things. I have no obligation to tell you, sister."

"Kyouta-kun is under contract with my research lab. Don’t I have the right to know what kind of side jobs he’s taking on?"

"Is there a clause in his contract that obligates him to report the details of his side jobs? If so, fine, but if not, then you still have no right to know!"

"There will be issues with tax returns! Do you really think he can handle his tax payments properly on his own?! Either I or Grandma will end up helping him, so you might as well tell me!"

"...I-It’s not a long enough request to be called a side job."

"This isn’t about the duration. It’s about the amount. And to hire an adventurer of his caliber, you’d have to pay a considerable sum. Won’t that exceed the tax-deductible range? He’s a high school student, to begin with. His parents cover his basic living expenses. Meaning, to avoid future complications regarding dependency status, I’d like these things to be made clear!"

"Kuh...!"

Pushed into a corner by Aira-san’s syrupy voice, Mia-san grit her teeth in frustration.

...I’m a party to this, so I should probably say something.

"Um, Aira-san."

"What is it, Kyouta-kun? You’re welcome to reveal Mia’s secrets from your own lips, you know?"

"The content of the request is... I think... unrelated to today’s incident. Probably. It’s unlikely she was the target, so please calm down."

"........."

Aira-san, who had been rattling on like an auctioneer, fell silent.

"Um, this incident was clearly targeted at Yamashita-san... the guild master of the Walkers... I’m pretty sure."

"Yagawa-kun...?"

I subtly averted my eyes from Mia-san’s suspicious gaze.

Aira-san was probably just worried that Mia-san had gotten herself into some kind of trouble.

That was a perfectly valid emotion for a sister to have, and a surprisingly rational judgment for her.

So, I wanted to address that concern first, but...

"...‘Probably,’ ‘pretty sure.’ You sound rather uncertain."

"Sorry... I just... don’t understand the situation at all. I can only speculate..."

I answered Aira-san’s dissatisfied tone with a stammer.

Besides, she probably isn’t thinking clearly right now.

Normally, her grandmother Professor Arisugawa or Mia-san’s parents should be joining this conversation, but only Aira-san is speaking. Usually, she’s good about communication in these situations.

She’s probably been glued to the mirror ever since she reported to the police and SDF, and hasn’t had the mental capacity to contact anyone else.

This was all just a guess, but since the force in her voice had weakened, I must not have been too far off the mark.

A faint sigh came through the earring.

"...Very well. I will postpone my inquiry into what kind of contract exists between you two."

"Yes. Um, thank you. I’ll discuss it with Mia-san and tell you later..."

"Then I shall make a request of you. Kyouta-kun, please see Mia home."

"Understood."

"W-Wait, please wait a moment!"

Mia-san, who had been watching our conversation, interjected in a slightly flustered tone.

"That would be too much trouble for Yagawa-kun. How does he plan to get back?"

"Well. I can use my phone outside the dungeon, so I was thinking of walking home while looking at a map app."

"I won’t allow it. If you give me your address, I’ll call a taxi for you. I’ll have Erina-kun head over as well, so you can transport the golem."

"Ah, thank you very much."

"But—"

"Mia."

A quiet voice echoed from the earring.

"Please. Understand."

"...Yes. Sister."

*Creak.*

Her fist made a sound as she clenched it.

...Well then.

Mia-san seemed to have a lot on her mind, but I had things to consider as well.

...I just agreed to go to her house in the heat of the moment, but it’s just to the door, right?

A cold sweat trickled down my back. It’s not like I’m visiting for fun, and I have no intention of inviting myself in, but she’s still a beautiful, busty college student.

My throat was dry with nervousness, and my cheeks felt like they were about to cramp up, but I managed to maintain my work mode.

Since we were caught up in an attempted murder case, I couldn’t say no to escorting her home. But Mia-san herself seemed extremely nervous for a different reason.

This is incredibly awkward. I wonder if I’ll make it back alive...

* * *

"You see! I have to be a ‘proper girl’!!"

How did it come to this?

I was supposed to take Mia-san home... although she was the one driving. On the way, she suggested I stop by her place.

She said, "After all the trouble I’ve caused you, I can’t just let you go without any hospitality."

I refused at first, of course. But there was no winning against the pressure of Mia-san’s restored business-like smile. In the inescapable confines of a car, I found myself talked into it before I knew it.

To be fair, we also planned to discuss the party invitations and what happened today, not just eat and drink.

So, we bought some light snacks at a supermarket on the way and I was invited to her house, but...

"*Sob*... *hic*... Why, why am I always like this...!"

Her face is bright red. She looks drunk. But she’s completely sober.

On the table is a beer bottle with a "Non-alcoholic" label.

—At first, I was honestly getting my hopes up.

This non-alcoholic beer was something Mia-san bought on the way home, smiling mischievously and saying, "How about something with a more adult taste?"

I was already invited to the home of a beautiful woman of the opposite sex. My heart was about to burst, and then she had to go and create an adult atmosphere on top of that.

I was worried my Sage’s Nucleus would reach its limit and my heart would break.

But as Mia-san drank the non-alcoholic beer while thanking and apologizing for today’s events, her demeanor gradually started to change.

And now, about five minutes after she started drinking.

"I’m trying my best too, you know! With my studies, and chores, and being an adventurer! So why does nothing ever go right for me...?!"

Hey, this is really non-alcoholic, right?

I instinctively picked up the beer bottle to check, and sure enough, there were the words "Non-alcoholic."

"Mm...!"

"Eh? Ah, yes."

Misinterpreting my holding the bottle, Mia-san thrust her empty glass at me.

It was hard to pour from the front, so I stood up from my chair and moved to her side.

"Label up."

"Yes."

I nodded in response to Mia-san’s glassy-eyed instruction.

...Aira-san. Can I force mana into the earring one more time?

"Mm!"

"Yes."

As I refilled the empty glass she thrust at me again, I couldn’t help but stare into the distance.
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			Anyone could see that Mia-san was drunk.

Awakened Persons don't get drunk on ordinary alcohol. Whether it's because their livers are enhanced or for some other reason, the principle is still unknown, but that much is a fact. I've often seen heavy-drinking Awakened Persons complaining about it online and on TV.

Even in the unlikely event that this non-alcoholic label was a mistake and the contents were real alcohol, she shouldn't be getting this drunk.

Supposedly, you can get drunk on "magic liquor made with a skill," but... I don't sense any such mana from this liquid.

In that case, it must be a placebo... a trait she shares with her sister that the world's heavy-drinking Awakened would cry with envy for.

No, maybe it's not a physical trait but a psychological one?

"*Hic*...! My sister is amazing. She never even did her own homework, let alone skipped cram school, but she always got perfect scores on tests. Not only that, she even made a PowerPoint presentation to quit cram school... When I asked her why her test scores were so good, I couldn't really understand her explanation... She's a real genius."

She started talking about something that was hard to tell if it was a boast or a complaint.

For now, I took a tissue from the box on the table and wiped Mia-san’s nose.

Yes, go ahead and blow. Blow.

...I'm touching a member of the opposite sex, but I feel absolutely no joy.

"I see," I said.

"Erina-san is special, too. Her athletic ability is incredible...! If she hadn't become an Awakened Person, she surely would have won countless awards in kendo and karate tournaments... She could have even gone to the Olympics in the future."

"Yes. I think so too."

I was just agreeing to avoid trouble, but it wasn't a lie.

They're both carefree, yet overflowing with talent. Even I, who has only known them for a short time, can see that they are geniuses in some form.

If I hadn't been blessed with talent as an Awakened Person, I probably would have never crossed paths with Aira-san and the others.

"Even Grandma is so proactive... She gives her all in everything she does, and gets results... And you, Yagawa-kun, I don't know what it is, but you're strong...!"

"Um, thank you, I guess...?"

"But your head and your mentality are mediocre... and yet you seem to have had special experiences that make you strangely decisive... a weirdo... a rare beast...!"

Who are you calling a rare beast?

"Why am I not like that?!"

Just as I thought she was going to scream, Mia-san chugged her non-alcoholic beer.

Then she silently held her glass out to me, so I poured her a refill.

"I wanted to be special too...! I wanted to be a genius that ‘Mother’ would acknowledge...!"

Hey, did she just press the detonator on a landmine?

A cold sweat ran down my back at the word "Mother" that came from Mia-san’s mouth.

"The last time I spoke to that woman was when my parents got divorced...!"

Oh no, she’s going to hand-deliver the landmine to me!

I don’t want her to say any more, but I can't bring myself to forcibly shut her up. The most I can do is wipe away her tears and snot with another tissue.

"At that time, I asked her why she was only taking my sister. Why she wouldn’t take me too. I... *sob*...! I wanted to be with my mother too...! It's so stupid, right? My father did nothing wrong, but still, I couldn't believe my mother had an affair..."

"...Considering your age, I think it was unavoidable."

"And then! My mother said this to us...!"

She tilted her glass, as if to wet her lips.

"*Aira is smart like me, but Mia, you're like your father and will only ever be so-so.*"

"...is what she said."

Ugh...

I instinctively pursed my lips, but luckily Mia-san wasn't looking at me. Good. If she saw me making a face about her mother, she might misunderstand right now.

If I remember correctly, her parents divorced when Aira-san was still in middle school, right? Possibly even late elementary school.

In that case, Mia-san, who is three years younger, was definitely in elementary school... It's not something a parent should say to their child at any age, but even so...

No wonder Professor Arisugawa took Aira-san in and seriously considered cutting ties. In fact, she was being quite lenient by betting on the possibility of her daughter's rehabilitation at the time of the divorce.

"What's ‘so-so’ supposed to mean?! Does she mean I'm a jack-of-all-trades, master of none?!"

Mia-san roared, while I was at a loss for words. If this were an apartment, the walls or the front door would have been punched by now.

But this is Mia-san’s house, she lives alone, and there probably aren't any neighbors.

It's in a relatively rural area with a lot of rice paddies and vacant lots, but more importantly, there's a dungeon a short drive away. The government acts as an intermediary, renting out land like this to adventurers at a low price.

The neighboring houses seem to be vacant and undergoing demolition by the police and local government, so there won't be any complaints from the neighbors even if we make a racket during the day.

"It's true that whatever I do, I'm only ever a talented amateur or a mediocre student...! I can't reach the level of a true genius...! But! But, I want to be ‘special’ like my sister and the others! If I were... then maybe... I could get back at... my mother...!"

Mia-san slammed her glass on the table.

Then, she suddenly burst into tears.

"...I'm sorry."

"Huh?"

"You must be disgusted, right... What am I doing? I invited a guest who's younger than me to my house, and I'm the only one drinking and getting drunk... and on top of that, complaining like this... I'm such an idiot."

Wow, her emotional state is a mess.

Also, what you're drinking isn't alcohol. If you believe the label, it's non-alcoholic.

"My mother... wanted someone to rely on, and she wanted to be relied on... But she was also a very proud person. She was weak, in many ways."

Mia-san began to speak in a completely different tone from before.

"I tried hard to become someone my mother could rely on. But the result was being treated as ‘so-so’... Haha! In the first place, why am I still so obsessed with a mother like that? I really hate this annoying part of myself. Trapped in the past, studying all the time, being superficially nice to everyone around me. In reality, I've never had a best friend or a boyfriend, that's my life. Hahaha... hahahaha! ...Maybe I should just die."

Hey, this is really non-alcoholic, right?

I checked the lightened beer bottle again. I was starting to seriously suspect a labeling error.

Maybe it's some kind of magic liquor that even Spirit Eye can't detect.

"I think my looks are the only good thing about me. But that's really all there is. My inside doesn't match... I'm just a superficial being. My essence is showing in my appearance, isn't it..."

"...Well, what can I say."

To be honest, I think she should just forget about her ‘former mother’.

But it's because it's not that easy that it's so painful. Everyone has a past they don't want to remember, ten or twenty things they can't forget.

My own range from the pile of dead bodies I saw during the stampede to embarrassing mistakes I made in class, but the scale of the event doesn't matter to others. An unforgivable event for oneself will never leave the heart, no matter how much time passes.

That's not something a kid who's only lived for fifteen years should be talking about. I've had a few more unusual experiences than most, but that doesn't mean I'm experienced in life.

So, the only thing I could probably say to this person was.

"You are plenty special."

That was all I could come up with.

"I've made you feel like you have to be nice... It's okay. A true special person like you doesn't need to worry about the whining of a loser like me..."

"It would be a lie to say I'm not being considerate. But it's also what I truly believe."

Normally, I wouldn't be able to speak so clearly. At least not to Mia-san (someone I'm not close to).

But maybe I'm also drunk on the atmosphere. My tongue is moving surprisingly well.

"You've been working hard all this time, haven't you, Mia-san? The reason people say ‘perseverance is power’ is because the act of persevering itself is amazing. You've built up all that effort and made it a part of you. There's no way you're not special."

"What do you know about me...? You're younger than me...!"

She glared at me and thrust her glass forward, so I poured her another non-alcoholic beer.

Then I placed the empty bottle on the table.

"I don't know much about your inner self, Mia-san. But just looking at this house tells me that you're a responsible person in your private life as well. ...Except for right now, while you're drunk."

The floorboards were polished to a shine, and the trash can contained only a little trash. There were various notes and flyers on the fridge, but it didn't feel disorganized. They were arranged with a meticulous neatness.

The dishes were put away neatly, and the table and chairs had no noticeable stains or scratches. The house was clean from the entrance to the living room, and there weren't even any noticeable weeds in the garden.

I don't know how hard it is for a student to live alone. But she's juggling being a university student and an adventurer.

There's a world of difference between her and me, who leaves all the housework to my mother.

"I won't say that everyone is special, just for today. I will proudly say that you, who have worked so hard, are special."

"...There's no point in working hard if you're not rewarded."

"That's true. I don't think you'll feel it's meaningful unless you're rewarded in a way that you find satisfying. But still."

I knelt on one knee on the floor, trying to meet her gaze. But Mia-san buried her face in the table, hiding her eyes.

It didn't matter. I could tell from her twitching long ears that she wasn't asleep.

"I will affirm your efforts as many times as it takes. You are a person who has worked hard. No matter what anyone says, you are a special person."

"........."

"I respect you. You have a slightly reckless side, but you're still someone who can look forward. And the fact that you have such an obsessive emotion towards your mother..."

For a moment, I hesitated to put it into words.

If I say what I'm thinking now, I might just strengthen the curse of her dead mother.

But I reconsidered.

This person, even if her steps are small, even if she stops from time to time.

She is a person who can walk on her own two feet.

Otherwise, she wouldn't have been able to come this far. She's such an amazing person that even I, who barely knows her, can see that.

"It's because you are a kind person. Because you are a person with deep love."

"...Are you saying I'm a clingy woman?"

"I wonder. I've never had a girlfriend, so I wouldn't know."

I could only laugh it off. My own romantic experience consists of unrequited crushes in elementary and middle school that I never even confessed, and things I learned from games and manga.

I have nothing I can tell anyone about. The thought of it was so embarrassing that my cheeks naturally grew hot.

"But, you know. To be able to love someone as much as you do, Mia-san, is an amazing thing no matter what. That's another piece of evidence that I can use to say you're special."

As I said that, the heat in my cheeks intensified.

Now that I'm calming down, it sounds like I'm trying to hit on her.

This is it. The things I've picked up from games and manga are coming out more smoothly than I expected. I don't know how to deal with a woman who has become a weepy drunk, so I think I was subconsciously spouting those lines.

This is so embarrassing. I wish I could dig a hole and crawl into it.

"...It's Mia."

"Pardon?"

"You keep calling me Miyoshi, Miyoshi, even though you know I have a delicate relationship with my current parents?"

"Oh, no... I'm sorry. I'm not used to calling people of the opposite sex by their first names..."

"You call my sister and the others by their first names, don't you? Is it because they're special?"

"I don't intend to judge a person's worth by how I address them, but... I understand. I will call you by your first name as well."

"Please do."

With that, Miyos—Mia-san sat up straight in her chair.

She straightened her back with a graceful gesture and placed her hands on her closed knees. Her cheeks were still red, and her eyes were moist. Combined with her good looks and beautiful figure, just looking at her directly was embarrassing.

She was like a completely different person from the disappointing beauty who had just been leaking everything from her face.

Come to think of it, this is a pretty amazing situation. The more I calm down, the more my thoughts seem to get jumbled.

"M-Mi—"

"........."

"Mi—!"

"Are you a cicada?"

"N-No, it's just... ahem!"

I cleared my throat, straightened my posture, and looked up at her face.

"Mia-san. ...Is this okay?"

"...I'll allow it. Then, I will also call you Kyouta-kun from now on. I will also reduce the number of times I call you a rare beast in my head."

So that’s what you were calling me in your head?

While I was reeling from the minor shock, she picked up the other beer bottle that was on the table.

"Well then, Kyouta-kun. I shall pour for you."

"Huh?"

"Come to think of it, you were the guest. Drink up."

"Ehh..."

Her eyes are still glassy.

She opened the second bottle of beer... probably non-alcoholic... and pushed a glass towards me.

She poured the alcohol... or is it alcohol? The liquid that might be alcohol or non-alcoholic... to the brim, and I panicked as it was about to overflow.

"Come on, bottoms up."

"...Thank you for the drink."

I was reluctant, but if I refused, she would probably start sulking in an annoying way again. I had no choice but to put the glass to my lips.

I'm not a big fan of carbonated drinks in the first place—

"So bitter?!"

I managed to suppress the urge to spit it out and looked down at the glass. I stared wide-eyed at the yellow liquid, of which more than two-thirds remained.

What, is beer this bitter? Or is it because it's non-alcoholic?

I've seen my dad drinking beer with enjoyment, and on TV and in dramas, all adults say they like beer.

But it's bitter. Very bitter. It feels weird in my mouth.

Could it be that all adults have something wrong with their taste buds?

"Hmph. It seems you're still a child, Kyouta-kun."

Mia-san had a smug look on her face as she snatched my glass.

That laugh is just like Aira-san's... I thought, and then.

"Mmm..."

"Ngh?!"

She drank it. Mia-san, from my glass.

Th-This is, an indirect k-kiss...!

"...Actually, I don't like the taste of this either. I prefer juice."

"R-Right."

"But I drink it. It makes me feel all light and floaty."

"Are you sure that's non-alcoholic? Shouldn't we take it to a research institution or something?"

I ended up keeping her company for another hour.

She complained about how hard her university classes were, the lecherous looks from her lecturers and other students, how tiring being an adventurer was, how she often got glared at by other women, how annoying the party invitations were, and how she wanted to take a bath with Aira-san.

I managed to get through the flood of complaints, which she must have been bottling up for a long time, using the rumored "SASISUSESO" technique.

The drinking session, or whatever it was, finally ended when the beer bottle, which I wanted to believe was non-alcoholic, was empty.

The sun was still high, but I felt like I could lie down in bed right then and there.

"Well, I'll be going now. Please make sure to lock the door, okay? The chain too."

"Yes..."

"Activate your golem and place it by the entrance or nearby. As a precaution."

"Yes..."

"...Actually, I'll just pour some mana into it, so please replenish it later."

"Yes..."

Mia-san was still in a daze, which made me a little uneasy. Is this person going to be okay?

I activated the stone and wood golems that were on standby in the storage room, ordered them to protect her, and then put on my shoes at the entrance.

"Well then, I'm off."

"...Kyouta-kun."

"Yes."

She rubbed her eyes vigorously.

Then, with her face still slightly red, she looked up at me.

"Will you... drink with me again?"

"...Sure. I don't mind."

I shrugged and nodded.

After seeing this much of her pathetic side, even I, with my slightly lower-than-average social skills, could probably interact with her normally.

Mia-san was no longer an unknown entity, but a species of the "Disappointing Beauty family" that I had recently become all too familiar with.

Honestly, drinking with this person is a hassle, but.

A stunningly beautiful person like her would give me a smile like a flower in full bloom. I'll accept it as a perk of the job.

"Yes! Well then, see you again!"

"Yeah. See you."

And so I left her house, and after hearing the sound of the door locking, I took out my smartphone and called Aira-san. She must have been waiting for my call, because she answered on the first ring.

"Hello, Aira-san. It's Kyouta. Sorry to bother you, but could you please call a taxi?"

"Certainly, I understand. ...You were there for quite a while, is everything alright? I did hear in an email that you were having a light meal before heading back, but..."

"No problem. Mia-san and I just got a little carried away with our conversation."

I replied as I readjusted the bag containing the dismantled Byakuren and the case with its weapons on my back.

It was heavy, but not so much that I couldn't walk.

"...Hmm. You're a poor liar, Kyouta-kun. But if you say there's no problem, I'll believe you. I'll send a taxi, so tell me your current location. I'll let Erina-kun know as well."

"Thank you. ...Also, there's something I'd like you to investigate."

"...Are you serious? I can guess what you want to say, but that's beyond the scope of a civilian. It's a case that should be left to the police."

"Yes, this might be a case. But still, I want to be ‘convinced’."

"...Very well. I shall acknowledge your resolve! Then, let's pursue the truth of this attempted murder using monsters. Fufufu, from now on you may call me an armchair detective."

"No, not that."

"What's that?"

Why on earth would I have to stick my neck into an attempted murder case?

Before the Day of Awakening, I might have mistaken myself for the protagonist of a detective novel and done something stupid. But I've had enough of seeing people's blood.

That kind of thing should be left to the police. What I'm curious about is,

"Does your family have... a breathalyzer, Aira-san?"

In my left hand, I held the empty beer bottle. It said non-alcoholic, but there were still a few drops of liquid left inside.

—Incidentally, after a thorough investigation, it turned out to be just a regular non-alcoholic beer.

...These disappointing beauty sisters really are alike.
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──We rewind the clock just a little.

No POV

Yamashita watched the backs of the *Invisible Ninjas* as they departed.

Still, he couldn't bring himself to push through the surrounding police officers to go and talk to them.

He had been on the verge of being killed by a mysterious group inside the dungeon when the *Invisible Ninjas* saved him.

But a question lingered in Yamashita's mind. Why were they there, at that exact moment?

"..."

Was it really just a coincidence?

The two members of the *Invisible Ninjas* were, without a doubt, C-Rank or higher in terms of skill. Would adventurers like that really come to a D-Rank dungeon for no reason?

Of course, he was grateful they had saved him. But it was all too strange.

"What in the world... is going on..."

"That's my line."

Yamashita snapped his head up at the voice that came from in front of him.

There stood a suspicious figure, clad head to toe in black cloth. A member of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

Two members had already arrived with golems to act as Yamashita's bodyguards, but it seemed another had come as well.

And Yamashita recognized that voice.

"Chairman...!"

"They might recognize my voice, so I'd like to speak quietly. Your ears shouldn't have a problem with that, right?"

Sometime during their exchange, the police officers had vanished from their immediate surroundings. A few were at the Dungeon Store's reception desk, conducting interviews and reviewing security camera footage, but near Yamashita, there was only the club member, his own party members, and the combat golems.

The officers watched them, looking like they wanted to say something, but they had been ordered not to pry into the club's affairs due to ‘pressure from above.’

As it happened, the one who applied that pressure was the head of the club himself—a clear abuse of authority.

"First, congratulations on making it out safely. And second, I'd like to express my anger at your reckless decision. The Vice-Chairman was furious too, muttering, 'I just warned him about this the other day,' while brewing a beastification potion."

"I'm sorry... I never imagined I'd be targeted like this..."

Yamashita ran a hand through his bangs in frustration.

"Thinking about it now, it's not surprising a day like this would eventually come. But I just selfishly assumed I'd be fine..."

It wasn't that he was particularly naive. He was a man born and raised in Japan, a rank-and-file employee at a small company until just recently. While he could be wary of monsters, it was difficult to be on guard against being murdered by other *humans*.

But he was no longer in a position, or an era, where the sensibilities from before the Day of Awakening were permissible. It was as simple as that.

"I agree that the changes in your life have been drastic. But please, be more careful from now on."

"Yes... But what exactly should I be careful of?"

"For starters, always keep skilled and trustworthy people around you. You have a few guild members stronger than you, don't you? Also, don't stray too far from your 'territory.' For the time being, you personally should limit your activities to Kanagawa Prefecture... no, confine yourself to the area around the Walkers' building."

"I'll do that..."

Yamashita's tail drooped as he looked down. The Chairman sat next to him and let out a small sigh.

"That's enough lecturing. I'm busy myself, so I'll tell you what we know so far."

"Wait, is that okay? Isn't that leaking investigative infor—"

"What are you talking about? I'm just an ordinary citizen. Am I not simply sharing a rumor I happened to overhear with an acquaintance?"

"...Right."

It was a ridiculously flimsy excuse, but Yamashita didn't have the energy to argue.

With that, he listened to what the man had to say.

"I'll get straight to the point. Catching the culprits who attacked you will be a little... no, quite difficult."

"Huh?"

Yamashita tilted his head at the Chairman's words.

He glanced for a moment toward the gate room. There were security cameras there, of course, and SDF personnel at the reception desk.

"Is it because they're incredibly skilled, or because they've already fled the country, or something like that?"

"No. We don't even know their faces or names to begin with."

Yamashita's brow furrowed, finding the man's words increasingly incomprehensible.

"You see, there's no shortage of people in this world who will lend their name and bank account to others for a paltry sum. From the receptionist's testimony and the security camera data, we have the suspects' faces and names. However, they were likely just other people using skills or magical tools to disguise their appearance."

"You're certain about that?"

"This is an unpopular dungeon. Aside from the three of you, the only ones who entered today were the duo who apparently rescued you, and the four individuals we believe to be the culprits. A total of nine people."

"So it was a small number to investigate."

"Yes. We immediately sent the suspects' faces and names to police departments nationwide, and Awakened officers were dispatched to the addresses listed on their adventurer licenses. And... we discovered that all four were spotted elsewhere at the time of the crime."

One was at a racetrack. Two were at a high-end club in Osaka. The last one was at a pachinko parlor.

All of them were indulging in fleeting pleasures with the money they'd earned from lending out their identities. Testimonies from neighbors about their sudden good fortune have already started pouring in.

"All four are indeed Awakened Persons, and they have adventurer licenses. But when we looked into it, they don't even have the skills of an E-Rank, let alone a D-Rank. And yet, they definitely passed the promotion exams through the proper procedures."

"Does that mean... the culprits from today have been masquerading as those four and acting as adventurers for some time...?"

"Yes. It seems they were prepared as 'bullets' well in advance. The culprits apparently took the promotion exams while disguised with false names and faces."

It was clear from the moment they used a stun grenade that this wasn't a spontaneous act. But this strengthened the evidence that the crime was premeditated.

A cold sweat trickled down Yamashita's spine. It was proof of just how intense the murderous intent directed at him truly was.

"The tricky part is, these 'bullets' were likely not prepared just to target you. An 'Awakened Person who can fight' that can't be traced by name or face is a highly sought-after asset for terrorists. I imagine politicians and the wealthy are all re-evaluating their security right about now."

"What kind of organization is behind this?"

"That's still unknown. The four we've apprehended won't talk right away. They all had debts of varying sizes, but they borrowed from different lenders. Investigating from that angle will also take time."

"Don't people with those kinds of debts get rejected during the exam?"

"Unless it's proven to be a debt from an anti-social organization, it's overlooked up to D-Rank. Of course, most such individuals mess up during the interview... but the impersonators were apparently all model citizens."

Once again, the Chairman sighed.

"We're currently trying to track the actual perpetrators using fingerprints and hair found at the scene... but it will be difficult. It would be easier if they had prior records, but given how well they planned this, the odds are slim."

"...The attackers clearly had skills equivalent to or greater than a 'C-Rank adventurer.' Can't you track them using information from that angle?"

"We're cooperating with the Dungeon Agency to investigate what C-Rank adventurers were doing at the time you were attacked... but we can't rule out the possibility that they leveled up using a Hidden Dungeon."

*Hidden Dungeon*.

It was a phrase that sounded like it came from a video game strategy guide, but it was now recognized as a *serious criminal act*.

Normally, the Dungeon Law stipulates that upon discovering a dungeon gate, one is obligated to immediately report it to the local government or the police.

However, there were those who didn't report them, instead keeping them for their own or their organization's private gain.

Also known as a Private Dungeon, it's believed they are primarily used by anti-social groups as a source of funding and to strengthen their 'soldiers.'

While there are ways to level up besides killing monsters, nothing is more efficient than clearing dungeons. Consequently, there are cases where adventurers with shady backgrounds who failed their promotion exams end up joining such groups.

The Dungeon Agency and the police are tracking drop items sold through back channels, but they have yet to catch everyone.

"Fools who have a Private Dungeon for personal use are easy to find because their sales routes for drop items are sloppy... but it's honestly difficult with those who know the ropes. I can't say this loudly, but some are even in league with foreign countries or politicians."

As he spoke, he glanced toward the store's automatic doors.

"This whole incident came to light because a 'coincidentally present C-Rank adventurer' saved you. If you all had been wiped out, it might have been written off as a mere accident."

"...A coincidence, you say."

"Yes. A coincidence, indeed."

Though they both said the word, neither Yamashita nor the Chairman believed it was simple good fortune.

In reality, it was a complete coincidence, but preconceptions are a frightening thing.

"...This is nothing more than a rumor, mind you."

"What is it?"

"The organization known as the *Invisible Ninjas* probably doesn't exist. However, a 'certain someone'—a British noble who is now a university professor—may be making moves using that name as a cover. ...Or so I heard from an acquaintance in the SDF."

"A British noble and a university professor? That's quite... is she by any chance a math professor? With an aquiline nose?"

"I forget if it was anthropology or archaeology, but it wasn't mathematics. And she's a woman, a beautiful elf, I'm told. Her appearance is less Napoleon and more the type to be courted by him."

"An elf..."

"One of the people who saved you today is apparently that professor's granddaughter."

Noble birth and a university professor. Normally, that combination would inspire social trust, but Yamashita couldn't help but feel it was all the more suspicious, especially given the timing of her granddaughter's actions. He gave a wry smile.

If the professor in question were present, she would likely be shaking her head furiously at their conversation.

"Well, they may be allies, for this instance at least. If not, we can assume they are hostile to the organization that targeted you. Our resources are limited. We have no choice but to let it slide, as there's no immediate danger. More importantly..."

"I should be on guard against the organization that targeted me, right?"

"Yes. Although, there are so many candidates we don't even know where to begin."

The Chairman held up his palms in a gesture of surrender.

The Walkers had grown too big, too quickly.

Perhaps foreign nations, viewing Yamashita as an obstacle to poaching his members, had come to resent him.

Perhaps one of his own guild members sought to eliminate him and seize the organization's immense influence.

Perhaps another group of adventurers saw him as a threat to their own activities.

And then there were politicians, business leaders, anti-social forces, terrorists. Not to mention the anti-Awakened groups and new religions that have been making headlines overseas recently.

In terms of possibilities, the list of suspects was longer than he had fingers.

"...They won't let this failure stand. They're bound to make some kind of move. The only thing we can do is prepare to counter them effectively when they do. Unfortunately, the police still lack a perfect countermeasure against 'skill-based crime.'"

Roughly two years and two months had passed since the Day of Awakening.

It was still far too little time for society to adapt to this new order.

"Be on your guard, Yamashita-kun."

"...I will."

He nodded, clenching his fists tightly.

"I will absolutely survive. This isn't just about *me* anymore."

"Oh...?"

The Chairman smiled, intrigued by the young man whose eyes now burned with a new light.

There was a time when he, too, had been filled with hope and ambition. Now, he was only interested in satisfying his own desires, with no intention of changing.

And yet... he still had enough sensitivity left to find this youthful, earnest light just a little bit beautiful.

"I see... No wonder the Vice-Chairman took a liking to him."

"Huh...?"

The voice was too quiet and muffled by the hood for Yamashita to catch, and he tilted his head in confusion.

"I'll have some extra healing potions and barrier generators sent to the Walkers' office. Keep them as charms. Give some to your bodyguards, too."

"Are you sure?"

"Consider it a loan. No interest, no deadline, and you can pay me back when you've made it big. So make sure you come back to repay it. Otherwise, I'll chase you to the ends of the earth. Or rather, the Vice-Chairman will."

"That's terrifying."

"Kukuku...! If you don't want to be forced to drink some strange potion, you'd best not try to skip out on your debt."

With a villainous laugh, the Chairman stood up, his black cloak swirling around him.

"I'm going to be quite busy from now on. Although, just busy enough that I can still take my paid leave. I have no intention of working in a sweatshop environment like the Dungeon Agency or the SDF."

"Thank you for your hard work. And for everything else."

Yamashita also stood and bowed to the Chairman's turned back.

"Ah, one more thing."

The Chairman, who had started walking, turned back and pointed an index finger at Yamashita.

"Your sister and friends were quite worried. You'd better be prepared to take your scolding like a man."

"...Yes."

Yamashita himself had said it was no longer just his problem.

In that case, he should consult with his 'reliable comrades' about everything. They, too, might be targets.

His cat ears and tail twitching, Yamashita slapped his own cheeks.

"...Alright!"

Just as the Chairman was leaving, Shougo and the others rushed into the store, their faces etched with panic. They spotted Yamashita and ran toward him, calling his name.

With a wry smile at the sight... the guild master of Japan's largest adventurer group, the Walkers, walked toward his friends.

──He wasn't stopping just yet.
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			"I am so, so... unbelievably sorry about the other day...!"

"No, no, please don't worry about it..."

The next day, I found myself back at Miyoshi-sa—Mia-san's house.

According to her, her mind had cleared up about thirty minutes after I left. However, she couldn't quite bring herself to call, so the message didn't come until this morning.

She had offered to come to my place, but since I didn't have time to disguise the room... I mean, prepare to welcome her, we decided to talk again at her house.

This time, however, I didn't come by car.

"Honestly, you can't be helped, nyaa."

"Good grief. What a handful."

Erina-san had teleported me over.

Seated next to me, Aira-san offered Mia-san a picture-perfect customer-service smile.

"So. I understand why Erina-san is here, since she used her teleport skill, but why are you here too, sis?"

"Hmph. Kyo-chan-kun told me you have a bad habit with alcohol. As your older sister, I've come to teach you the proper way to drink!"

"Guh...!"

"I really don't think you're in any position to be teaching people how to drink."

Besides, it wasn't even alcohol. It was non-alcoholic. At least, I wanted to believe it was.

"Ehh? Didn't you say 'I'm so worried about Mia, I can't stand it,' when we were leaving, Paisen?"

"Ha-ha-ha-ha! Erina-kun."

"What is it, Paisen?"

"Let's keep that a little secret, shall we?"

"Okay!"

"Good girl."

*It's already way too late for that.*

"S-sis...!"

"Alright, alright, that's enough! End of discussion. More importantly! Mia, I want to hear the details of the request you made to Kyo-chan-kun."

Aira-san clapped her hands, forcefully changing the subject.

"We put it off yesterday because it was an emergency, but we have a right to know about Kyo-chan-kun's side job. Especially you, Erina-kun, since you're in a party with him."

"Hmm. I don't really mind either way. Kyo-chan is Kyo-chan."

"Erina-kun."

"Yes!"

"I'll buy you ice cream later, so be quiet for a little bit, okay?"

"Okay!"

Ignoring the now-bribed Erina-san, Aira-san fixed Mia-san with a serious gaze.

"If you're in some kind of trouble, you can talk to us. Grandma was very worried, you know. Or... is it something you can't tell us?"

"Well..."

Mia-san hesitated for a moment, then glanced my way.

Honestly, I didn't think it was something to hide. I could understand wanting to keep up appearances for family, but she was just involved in an attempted murder yesterday. It was no wonder Aira-san was worried. It would be better to explain the situation properly.

Seeing my nod, Mia-san nodded back.

"...The truth is—"

And so, after hearing the whole story from Mia-san, Aira-san gave a single, deep nod.

"Monster training is a tough one to prosecute, isn't it?"

"I'm going to knock your front teeth out, you disappointing college girl."

I materialized my gauntlet and raised my fist.

For that to be your go-to solution for dealing with an annoying recruiter... you've got some serious issues.

"HAHAHA! A joke! Just a joke, Kyo-chan-kun!"

"Now is not the time for jokes, and your eyes were dead serious."

"Hmm? Is there something wrong with my beautiful eyes? Here, here, take a good, long look and judge for yourself."

"Kh...!"

Aira-san leaned over the table, planting her hands down and bringing her face close to mine. I instinctively leaned back.

Unlike usual, she wasn't wearing a tracksuit, but a black sleeveless knit top and a blue long skirt. As a result, her smooth, white shoulders were bare, and leaning forward caused gravity to reshape her ample bosom.

*This college girl... is far too lewd...!*

"Alright, I win...!"

"Sis..."

Mia-san gave a wry smile at the pathetic creature beside me.

I'm glad she seems to have grasped the true nature of this disappointing co-ed. That person may be brilliant, but she's got more than a few screws loose.

"But seriously, though. I don't think they'll back off with your plan, Mia."

"Ugh..."

"You had a feeling, didn't you? Do you really think the kind of people who would follow you all the way to the university would just give up if you said, 'Sorry, I'm already in a party'? They'd just try to recruit both of you, even if you showed them the difference in your strength."

"Then what do you think I should do, sis...!"

"Monster trai—"

"Three, two..."

"OKAY. I'll think seriously, so stop the countdown, Kyo-chan-kun."

At her words, I dematerialized the gauntlet.

It's not like I was actually going to hit her. I'd just grab her by the head, restrain her, and then call Professor Arisugawa.

"Mia, do you have a business card or something from them? A memo with their contact info would work too."

"I have one they forced on me before..."

Mia-san left the living room to go retrieve it.

"...Erina-san. Don't you think you can talk now?"

"Huh? I can?"

Erina-san, who had at some point started meditating cross-legged on her chair, untangled her legs and sat normally.

As I was thinking how she was as laid-back as ever, Mia-san returned with a business card in her hand.

"This is it."

"Hmm, hmm..."

Aira-san took a pair of disposable plastic gloves from her handbag, put them on, and then accepted the card.

I thought it was a bit much, but she looked so serious that I kept my mouth shut.

"...The Arisida clan, huh. If I remember correctly, this is one of Turohorse's subordinates."

"What?"

Mia-san's eyes widened in surprise.

"They never said anything like that, and it didn't come up when I looked up their name..."

"That's information you'll only find in underground circles, not on the polite websites you usually visit. It's no surprise you didn't know. All of their subordinate clans use Greek names, so be careful."

*A clan with a Greek name...*

I feel like there are quite a few clans like that, even unrelated to Turohorse. German names are popular, too.

"Just as Kyo-chan-kun is thinking, there are plenty of clans that just use Greek names because they're stuck in a chuunibyou phase."

"Please stop reading my mind so casually."

"But this Arisida is pretty famous. In a bad way."

"Are they involved in criminal activities or something?"

"Nothing so straightforward. But their members are often complaining on social media. Things like 'the quotas are tough' or 'recruiting is a pain.'"

Aira-san shrugged lightly.

"Most likely, they approached you, Mia, because they were ordered from above to 'recruit a strong Awakened Person' or they wanted you as 'manpower for gathering materials to offer up the chain.' If it was the former, Kyo-chan-kun would have been pestered with persistent recruiting attempts as well."

"I see..."

Mia-san looked at me apologetically.

"In Kyo-chan-kun's case, if they'd used a honey trap and pressed their breasts against him, he probably would have followed them anywhere!"

"?!"

"Kyouta-kun..."

My eyes shot open, and Mia-san gave me a look of exasperation.

*No, that's not it. It's just that the male species, even knowing it's a trap, can't help but feel the gravitational pull of the phrase 'honey trap.'*

All the great men of history would surely agree.

"Well, I mean, even then, I'd obviously run if they tried to drag me off somewhere..."

"Right. Kyo-chan-kun doesn't have the guts to fall for a honey trap on purpose anyway."

"Seriously, do you want me to put you in your place?"

"Hey, hey! Nobody actually says stuff like that anymore."

"To be specific, I'll tell on you to Professor Arisugawa."

"Gah?!"

The disappointing beauty's mocking smile vanished, replaced by a teary-eyed cry.

...Maybe I should use the professor's name whenever I'm in a pinch from now on. No, that might be going too far.

"A-anyway. We want to do something about this persistent recruiting... As for me, I'd just frame the recruiters for some crime and have the police arrest them, but..."

"I can't condone framing someone, not even them."

"I thought my dear little sister would say that. So, what should we do...?"

"Yes!"

"Yes, Erina-kun."

Aira-san pointed at Erina-san, who had shot her hand into the air.

"I think Senpai should just join our party!"

"Eh?"

"Adopted."

"Eh?"

Ignoring the confused Mia-san, the two disappointing beauties continued to advance the conversation.

"W-wait a minute!"

"What's wrong with it, Mia? Grandma was worried when she found out you were living alone, you know. Don't you think she'd be more at ease if you were at least with us during your adventurer activities?"

"Ugh."

"That's right, Senpai! And two is better than one! Three is better than two! Three arrows are easily cut by a chainsaw!"

"What are you even talking about?"

"In terms of earnings, you'll do much better with us, too. Grandma can introduce us to a connoisseur who'll buy drop items at a high price through her old connections, and we get funding from the research lab."

"No, it's not about the money..."

"Knowing you, I'm sure you want to pay back your parents for your living expenses and tuition as soon as possible, right? In that case, I don't think you should be saying 'it's not about the money'!"

"W-well, that's true...!"

"And most importantly, safety! Erina-kun for scouting and teleportation! Mia with wide-range magic attacks and a golem tank! And the crudely powerful Kyo-chan-kun! Don't you think you, and they, could explore more safely?"

"U-uhh...!"

*Who are you calling crudely powerful?*

"You should become a ninja with us, Senpai! As a user of Ice and Earth Style, you'll take the ninja world by storm!"

"What on earth are you talking about?!"

On the verge of being swept away by the overwhelming tide, Mia-san slammed her hands on the table.

"B-besides, is this even the right way to turn them down?! Sis, you just said that if I paired up with Kyouta-kun, they'd just try to recruit us both!"

"Did you hear that, Erina-kun? My dear little sister keeps saying 'Kyouta-kun.'"

"I wonder what happened between them yesterday, Paisen. A passionate discussion about their favorite ninjutsu, maybe?"

"LIS-TEN TO MEEEEE!!"

I've heard that when three women gather, it gets noisy, but I feel like this is beyond that.

After being glared at by Mia-san, Aira-san finally began to speak in a calmer tone.

"They're trying to recruit you because you don't belong to any organization. However, if you team up with Erina-kun and the others, you'll become 'university-affiliated.' Turohorse is an Awakened-supremacist group, so they might look down on existing organizations."

"But you know, Senpai, even if Turohorse thinks that way internally, I bet they'll care about their public image!"

"Exactly. What's more, it's not Turohorse headquarters that's making moves right now, but their subordinate, Arisida. That makes it even harder for them to do anything reckless. If they still try something, the university will report it to the police."

"And I think the police will be more willing to act on a report from the university than from you as an individual, Senpai!"

Aira-san and Erina-san pointed their index fingers at Mia-san with triumphant expressions.

In response, she averted her gaze.

"B-but..."

"Come on! Why are you so against it, Miaaa!"

"Kyaa?!"

Aira-san clung tightly to Mia-san's arm.

*Oh, her breasts are squishing and changing shape...!*

"Are you perhaps not a fan of Erina-kun's ninja talk? Or do you dislike Kyo-chan-kun's lecherous gaze?! We'll make them improve eventually, so could you please put up with it for now?"

*This one naturally excluded the possibility that she's the one who's annoying.*

*Also, if my gaze is called out, the only thing I can do is a full-on dogeza.*

"P-please, sis, you're too close...!"

"I'm worried about you! We've been estranged for years, you know! Let's make up for lost time by talking, playing, and touching each other! I also want to take a bath together."

"W-what are you...!"

Mia-san's cheeks flushed bright red as she flustered.

Aira-san pressed even closer, and their magnificent bosoms made contact with a soft *squish*.

*...! This is it, the mystery of the universe...!!*

"Kyo-chan, your eyes are bloodshot. What's wrong?"

"I am sorry from the bottom of my heart."

I bowed my head deeply. Should I do it? Should I get down on my knees and beg for forgiveness?

But the beautiful sisters seemed to have no notice of me, continuing their conversation while pressing their chests together.

Well, can you even call this a conversation...?

"Please? We could even start living together at Grandma's house today."

"...Y-you're impossible! Sis!"

"You'll do it?! Oh, that's wonderful!"

"Only the party! The... the cohabitation is still on hold!"

"Fuhahaha! I'll conquer you one day, my dear little sister!"

"C-conquer...! I-I'm probably not... into that sort of thing!"

*So this is what a honey trap is like. The fact that Mia-san said 'cohabitation' with the nuance of a couple living together says it all, doesn't it?*

An attack using logic, emotion, and desire. I don't know if she's aware of it herself, but I'm pretty sure even I would have caved to that.

...The thought that *maybe I'd like to experience a honey trap just a little bit* is a secret I'll take to my grave.

"Ahem! Kyouta-kun."

"Ah, yes. My apologies."

"...? Why are you apologizing?"

"IT'SNOTHINGATALL."

"It's okay, Senpai! Kyo-chan always gets flustered when he sees a woman's chest or butt!"

"*Gahk...*"

The instant-death spell, delivered with a smile, momentarily stopped my breathing.

*Damn you, self-proclaimed ninja...! Such a vile assassination technique...!*

"I-I see."

With her cheeks faintly pink, Mia-san looked directly at me.

"I understand that my sister and Erina-san are in favor of me joining your group. But what about you, Kyouta-kun?"

"Of course he's in favor, right Kyo-chan-kun?! You're captivated by Mia's huge boobs and beauty too, aren't you?!"

"Please be quiet, sis."

"Yes."

"Kyo-chan will definitely agree! He loves beautiful women and big boobs!"

"You too, Erina-san, please be quiet."

"Yes."

*Hey, are these two trying to socially assassinate me? I'm gonna cry.*

Looking slightly embarrassed by the two disappointing beauties' comments, Mia-san's gaze wandered for a moment.

"So... what do you think?"

"...You're not a stranger, and above all, I can trust and rely on your strength. I have no reason to refuse. If you'd be willing to explore with us, I couldn't be more reassured."

I somehow managed to answer in business mode.

If I'd just nodded normally, it would have been like affirming the words of those two idiots.

"I see... You can rely on me."

As Mia-san smiled bashfully, Aira-san gave me a thumbs-up from the side.

And from next to me, Erina-san flashed a peace sign with a smug look on her face.

...Yeah.

*You two don't actually think those comments were supporting fire, do you?*

As I vowed to settle the score with them in a racing game later, I genuinely rejoiced that Mia-san had become our comrade.

With this, the matter should be settled.

"Alright! Now the Invisible Ninjas is a four-person group!"

"Excuse me. Can I take back what I just said?"

"Too late for that, Mia. This entire conversation has been recorded."

"Let us fall together... Mia-san..."

"I really don't want to be in a party with that name!"

"Perseverance and endurance...! Perseverance and endurance, Mia-san...!"

"It's the super cool name I came up with! How 'bout that!"

We now have one more person who thinks this party name is ridiculous.

That might be the thing I'm happiest about with her joining...!

The day the name *Invisible Ninjas* vanishes is near!
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			With Mia-san joining our ranks, we were now a party of three. Including Aira-san, the newly formed *Invisible Ninjas* was a group of four.

Name aside, our very first mission together was...

"I've been... deceived... again!!"

...to make this disappointing college girl get some exercise.

At the entrance of the city's Awakened Person Training Facility, Aira-san, now changed into a tracksuit, was on her hands and knees, wailing.

Seriously, I can never tell if she's smart or an idiot.

With tears, snot, and drool streaming down her face, Aira-san glared at Erina-san. My, my, everything that can come out of a face is coming out of hers.

"You twicked me, Ewinna-kuuun!"

"Paisen. Here, blow."

"*Honk!*"

As Erina-san offered a tissue for Aira-san to blow her nose, Mia-san wiped away her tears and drool with a handkerchief.

Having finally returned to her original beautiful face, the disappointing co-ed stood up tall.

Then, she dramatically pointed a finger at the self-proclaimed ninja. The ninja in question struck a mysterious pose with a smug look on her face.

"I was told we were going swimsuit shopping to prepare for summer! That's why I dragged my little butt out of the house!"

"Little?"

"You there! Quiet, my sister! It's smaller than yours, so it's a little butt!"

"M-my butt has nothing to do with this!"

*I think both you sisters have very nice, big butts.*

"I was thinking about what kind of sexy swimsuit to put Mia in!"

"!"

"A micro bikini, a slingshot, or maybe the Wedding Dress of Living Shame...!"

"!!"

"I was so excited, my proud bosom trembling with anticipation, wondering just what kind of naughty swimsuit would adorn that bewitching, lewd body of hers!!"

"!!!"

*Aira-san... I will follow you for the rest of my life!*

For a brief, fleeting moment, my gaze darted to Mia-san's explosive chest and the slender waist that somehow supported it.

...You know, maybe we should go to the swimsuit store after all?

"Too bad! Your reward comes after the exercise!"

"DAMN IT ALLLL! DAAAAAMN IIIIIT ALLLLLL!"

It's a good thing we're in a deserted area, because normally you'd have to shut her up, even if it meant knocking her out.

"I was even going to pick out a swimsuit for Kyo-chan-kun...!"

"!"

"No, thank you."

"I was going to make you wear a Booomeraaang! swimsuit!"

"A Booomeraaang?!"

"No, thank you."

"You're wrong, Paisen! Kyo-chan is going to wear a fundoshi!"

"A fun... doshi...!"

"No, thank you."

*Who would want to see that? Don't drag me into this.*

For some reason, though, Mia-san was blushing and staring at my body... I wonder what's up with her.

"Come on, Paisen! For the sake of that exciting and embarrassing swimsuit shopping, we have to exercise, YO!"

"NO☆WAY☆"

"And with that, we'll be taking you in. Senpai, grab that side. Kyo-chan, get the door, please."

"Understood. Come on, sis, let's go."

"Right."

"LET☆ME☆GO☆"

After that, we made her do a whole lot of cardio.

* * *

"Erina-kun... would you be so kind as to write my last will and testament...?"

"Got it! I'll call a lawyer!"

"Hold on."

"You're being dramatic..."

Inside the car driven by Mia-san, the two idiots in the back seat were spouting nonsense, so I shut them down.

For the record, the car itself belonged to Aira-san. Erina-san hadn't marked the training facility, so we had her provide the vehicle.

Of course, Mia-san had driven on the way there, too. Aira-san? She was sleeping with an eye mask on.

"When I die... delete all the data on my computer and hard drives...!"

"Sounds like a ninja! Leave it to me, I won't let any information leak to other organizations...!"

"Isn't that a bit of a cliché last request?"

"I think that's only a cliché on the internet..."

As we were having this stupid conversation, we got stuck in traffic.

The car in front of us wasn't moving, despite the light being green. Ahead of it, I could see the back of a truck.

"That's unusual. A traffic jam like this around here."

"Really? I don't come this way very often..."

"Yeah. I only pass through on the bus, but there aren't many people living around here, nor are there any tourist spots."

It was a generic, unremarkable provincial city. A little further out, there were rice paddies and fields, and the area in front of the station was full of shuttered shops.

It wasn't that it was hard to get to, since there were national roads, but... it was just a town with nothing special about it.

A traffic jam in a town like this. That meant the cause was...

"They're probably doing some construction somewhere."

"Just our luck..."

Mia-san let out a small sigh.

Even in a rural place like this, it wasn't like traffic jams never happened. When they did, it was always because of road or water pipe construction.

Bad timing, that's all. We just had to accept it.

"...Strange. You two used this road on the way here, didn't you? Weren't there any signs or anything?"

"Nope, Paisen. This must be some kind of conspiracy!"

"Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say."

"Kyo-chan, you're no fun."

"Yeah, yeah. You virgin."

"Alright, I'm beating you both up later. And not in a fighting game."

*What does being a virgin have to do with anything?*

Besides, who would plot a conspiracy in a backwater town like this? That kind of thing happens in the underground tunnels of Tokyo, or at Area 51 in America.

Although, I do agree that fantasizing about it is fun.

"More importantly, excuse me, Mia-san. Are you tired? I don't have a license, so I can't take over driving, but... I can let you know when the car in front moves, so feel free to rest for a bit."

"No, no. When I'm driving, it's my policy not to let go of the wheel, even with the handbrake on. Though I only got my license recently."

Mia-san gave a wry smile, and I returned it with one of my own. I was surprised at how normally I was able to talk with her.

...Well, if I were to look down at the way her seatbelt pressed into her chest, I wouldn't be able to look her in the face at all.

*Greaaat Dynamaaai—!*

"Huh?"

Not knowing where to look, I shifted my gaze to the car in front of us. Just then, something white drifted down from the sky.

"...Snow?"

I couldn't help but tilt my head.

It was the very end of June. It wasn't winter, and even in January, this area only ever got a light dusting of flurries.

But it didn't seem I was mistaken. The amount of snow gradually increased.

This was clearly abnormal weather, no, an abnormal situation. I let my consciousness and mana flow throughout my body, scanning my surroundings.

"Erina-san, do you see anything?"

"Nope. Not a clue. But the temperature is dropping fast."

"What in the world is..."

"So cold..."

We weren't the only ones confused. The passenger window of the car in front of us rolled down, and a slender hand emerged. The owner held their palm up to check, then quickly retracted it in surprise.

Elsewhere, pedestrians on the sidewalk were looking up at the sky with puzzled expressions.

This wasn't some kind of illusion only we could see. Besides, that kind of 'magic' doesn't work on me, so something was happening to the weather itself.

In any case, this was not a good situation. Just in case, I unbuckled my seatbelt.

"...Everyone, unbuckle your seatbelts, just in case."

"Erina-san? But we're driving."

"Mia-san. I'm asking you too."

"What?"

"...It seems we'd better do as she says, Mia."

We were boxed in from the front and back, so we couldn't move the car quickly if something happened. In that case, it was better to be ready to jump out... I thought.

Honestly, I wasn't sure. After three bad experiences, I worried I was just being paranoid.

But just two seconds later──I would know that my judgment had been correct.

"?!"

My [Spirit Eye] foresaw the future, just seconds away.

"Get out!"

"Eh?"

"Sorry, Paisen!"

"*Gugh!*"

I shouted briefly as I partially materialized my knife and sliced through Mia-san's seatbelt. Grabbing her by the arm, I blasted the door open with a gust of wind.

Kicking off the floor of the car hard enough to buckle it, the two of us leaped onto the sidewalk. A moment later, a deafening roar echoed.

──*CRAAAAASSH!!*

There was no need to wonder what that sound was.

The car was being crushed right before my eyes. Utterly and horribly crushed, by a giant *chunk of ice*.

It was a purplish object, the kind that would never exist in nature. My eyes were about to be drawn to it, but then something *red* started to fall, pulling my consciousness upward.

In the falling snow, thick, viscous blood was mixed in. Red pools began to form on the white ground.

I looked up, below the grey clouds. Amidst the biting cold wind, a pair of bat-like wings beat slowly.

Two wings with a light blue membrane, and scales the color of rock. A dragon, clad in these features, with powerful hind legs like tree trunks.

It resembled a Wyvern, but I sensed it was a different creature, one I'd seen on the Dungeon Agency's website.

"A Cuelebre...?!"

Mia-san's trembling voice confirmed what it was.

A Cuelebre. A dragon from Spanish legend.

And───a *B-Rank Monster*.

An opponent that adventurers, as civilians, were forbidden to fight, no matter how much power they possessed. A creature of myth that the SDF could only face with an abundance of modern weaponry.

The monster, a creature that shouldn't be here, let out a roar.

The snow was beginning to turn into a blizzard.
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			"KYAAAAAAH?!"

Screams filled with terror erupted from all around. The howls of the people and the sound of things being crushed echoed, loud enough to overpower even the whistling wind.

In an instant, the peaceful town was stained white and red. Pure white snow was tainted by blood, and a chorus of wails and roars intertwined.

*"GYAGAGAGAGAGAGA──!!"*

A grating sound, the overlapping roars of many inhuman creatures.

I scowled at the noise as I deployed my [Arcane Gear] and called out to Erina-san and the others on the other side of the crushed car.

"Erina-san! Prepare to teleport!"

"Got it!"

Then, I turned my gaze to the car that had been stopped in front of us.

Inside, a family had probably been out for a weekend shopping trip. I sensed four mana signatures: two adults and two children.

*Should I save them?*

For a moment, I thought that, even though we were in no position to help.

That hesitation was shattered by a deafening crash.

The sound of metal being torn apart, of glass shattering. And mixed in with it, the sound of something soft being crushed.

My [Spirit Eye], with its superhuman dynamic vision that surpassed even the limits of an Awakened Person, did not miss that single moment. It would not let me miss it.

The moment the child, who had been pressing their forehead against the window and looking my way, was crushed underfoot.

"────"

*"GYGYGYGY!!"*

The winged lizard roared as if in laughter. Was the liquid leaking from the crushed car oil? Or was it...

As the thought crossed my mind, something inside me snapped.

"Mia-san, deploy your [Arcane Gear]."

"Y-yes!"

I said only that to her behind me and drew my sword.

My eyes had already met its vertical pupils. It was clear the enemy was ready to fight. In that case, it didn't matter if my reason for engaging it here was tainted by a few 'distractions.'

I would swat away the sparks that fell upon me. And in doing so, I would vent my own personal frustration.

*"GAAAAAAAAAAA!!"*

"Hmph...!"

The Cuelebre kicked off the wreckage of the crushed car and leaped towards me. In response, I, too, moved forward, swinging my sword.

With our combined speeds, the distance between us closed in an instant.

Considering its rank, its strength was comparable to, or slightly less than, Lefcourse or the Demon. I had more than a fighting chance.

No, I would overwhelm it.

"RAAAH!"

I met its snapping jaw by bringing down my two-handed sword.

Less a slash and more like a clubbing blow, the blade slammed into the Cuelebre's head. Sparks flew in the snow, and with a roar, the monster's head was smashed into the ground.

"Tch...!"

*It's hard!* The rock-like scales were many times harder than actual rock. Though its head was driven into the asphalt, only a few scales were cracked, and a little blood seeped out. Its skull wasn't even fractured.

*"GY...?!*"

As the Cuelebre tried to lift its head, I pressed down on it with my sword.

An opponent that doesn't die in one hit. The way to finish it was brutally simple.

I slid the blade I was pressing down sideways, peeling away scales along with a thin layer of flesh, exposing the blood-soaked skull.

Onto that exposed bone, I brought down my left iron fist. The impact drove the monster's head further into the ground, and after piercing the hard bone, I felt the sensation of crushing something soft and pulpy.

Disgusted by the feeling, I pulled my arm back. I flicked my fist diagonally downward to shake off the clinging matter that was turning to salt, and once again, I looked at the vehicle in front of us.

It was still crushed. From a crack in the broken chassis, a limp arm was visible.

My [Spirit Eye] could see even what lay beyond it.

"..."

"Kyo-chan! Senpai! I'm ready!"

Erina-san's voice echoed from across the wreckage and ice.

There was no time to wallow in sentiment. We had to prioritize our own safety right now.

"Let's go, Mia-san. Can you move?"

"Yes, no problem...!"

I glanced at her, her face pale as she clutched her staff, and began to move through the snow that had already piled up to my ankles.

The people in the other cars were fleeing in all directions. There were none nearby due to the fight with the Cuelebre, but I could see shadows running desperately in the blizzard beyond, and other shadows being caught by jaws and claws.

I suppressed the urge to head in their direction and tried to weave through the cars to join up with Erina-san and the others.

However, just as I caught sight of the two of them, a warning came.

"Reinforcements are here!"

*"GYGYGYGY!!"*

Four Cuelebres descended, screeching unpleasantly.

Due to their lack of skills and technique, they were far inferior to Lefcourse. However, their raw strength and speed were comparable to a C-Rank boss monster.

*This is bad.* Teleportation requires a 'charge-up' time. We have to weather this assault first...!

"You two retreat ahead of me!"

[Mana Conversion]

[Concept Interference]

I used the wind as a foothold to run up into the air.

As I passed one, I slid my sword into its open maw, slicing off its upper jaw. Next, I severed the wing of a second and slammed my fist into the snout of a third.

But the fourth one passed by me unharmed.

*Damn it, it's going for the easier targets...!*

Erina-san interrupted her teleportation and moved to intercept. Shoving Aira-san behind her, she drew her ninja sword with a blank expression.

A blade chasing from behind, and a blade waiting in front. The dragon, caught between the two──

With a sudden twist, its membrane seemed to glow for an instant, and it performed a turn that defied the laws of physics.

"Eh?"

"Huh?"

The Cuelebre wasn't heading for me or Erina-san, but for someone with no power to fight.

The collar of Aira-san's clothes was caught in the dragon's mouth.

It was the first time I had seen her [Arcane Gear]. How should I describe it? A 'gothic-style Sherlock Holmes outfit.' Including the knee-length shorts, it looked somewhat like a costume.

Clad in this attire, the silver-haired Aira-san was carried away with a stunned expression on her face.

"HAAAAAH?!"

"Damn it!"

"Paisen!"

A beat later, I chased after the screaming Aira-san, changing my direction as well. Kicking off the ground I was approaching, I forced a steep ascent, trying to close the distance.

However, in the blizzard, the monster's back grew farther and farther away.

*My aerial combat skills are too low! I can manage in a straight line, but with any other maneuver, I can't even keep up...!*

"?!"

Seeing a future where I was attacked from behind, I dodged to the right. A moment later, the one whose face I had crushed passed through the space I had just occupied.

Blood streaming from its nose, the Cuelebre turned towards me, spreading its wings as if to block my path.

From its open mouth, it fired spears of purple ice. About twelve of them.

Each one was just shy of the speed of sound, but I could parry them with a single sword strike enhanced with wind. The problem was that doing so would slow me down.

"Get out of my way!"

I charged forward again at the Cuelebre that was coming to ram me. Just before impact, I dodged with a barrel roll, slicing its long neck from below.

One strike wasn't enough to cut through the flesh and blood vessels. So, I spun again.

Without even waiting to confirm the feeling of flesh tearing and bone cracking, I kicked off the wind, attempting to re-accelerate.

But flying through the sky in this blizzard made me a conspicuous target, and more enemies were arriving one after another.

"Move it, you lizards!"

"──, ───!"

Ignoring the voices from the ground, I charged.

I attempted to break through the three that were approaching from the front.

*"GYYYYY...!"*

They let out a grating sound and fired a shotgun-like blast of ice spears. Knowing that intercepting them would cost me distance, I crossed my arms and dived in.

I deflected them with my gauntlets, helmet, and breastplate, forcefully closing the distance. The impact almost threw me off balance, but I managed to recover by stomping down hard.

As I passed the lead creature, I flashed my sword, sliding the blade into its open mouth and slicing off its upper jaw.

Next, as another Cuelebre tried to bite me from the side in an arc, I slashed its right eye with my sword, and used that opening to land a backhand strike on the dragon approaching from behind.

I couldn't just ignore them and move on. The monsters rolled their eyes and twisted their massive bodies in the air as if chasing their own tails.

Just after they blocked my path with their rock-like bodies, two mouths unleashed purple breaths at point-blank range.

Mixed with ice particles, it was probably poison. But that was nothing more than a smokescreen.

"I told you to get out of my way!"

I read their general positions with my mana and slammed my sword into one's neck. With a return stroke, I slashed at the other, hitting an oddly soft scale and slicing its head clean off.

But immediately after, I sensed another mana signature diving towards me from above and to my left. I instinctively raised my left arm.

"Guh...!"

My left arm caught the upper jaw of the mouth that tried to bite me, while my left knee held the lower jaw.

But I couldn't stop its momentum. The weight and acceleration of the light-truck-sized body sent me plummeting to the ground.

The moment I landed on my right foot, a tremendous impact and excruciating pain shot through me. The snow billowed up like smoke as I skidded backwards, blowing through a fence and finally stopping when my back hit something hard.

"Gh, ugh...!"

My consciousness flickered for a moment. As my grip on its jaw loosened, the Cuelebre immediately tried to sink its fangs into my head.

But a spear of stone struck its temple, diverting its trajectory and causing it to bite into the wall behind me instead.

Concrete fragments flew into the air. Without a moment's delay, I leaped back, drew my sword, and thrust it into the scales that had been cracked by the spear.

Piercing its skull and reaching its brain with the tip, I churned the contents with wind. The body twitched once, and as I pulled out my sword, white salt scattered and mixed with the snow.

"Hah, haaah...!"

The impact still lingered, and my legs felt unsteady. I placed a hand on a nearby wall to steady myself. A quick glance around revealed that I had crashed into the back of a convenience store.

As my swimming vision cleared, I gripped my sword again and looked up.

"Kyouta-kun!"

"Mia-san...!"

Mia-san came running through the gap in the broken fence. That stone spear must have been her magic.

"Thank you for the support..."

"Never mind that! My sister! My sister was taken...!"

"I know. We're going to rescue her. We have to chase after them, but...?"

I looked up at the sky, trying to confirm the direction Aira-san had been taken. And then I noticed something strange.

Screams were coming from all directions, but some of them were from the sky.

At first, they were dropping the humans they caught immediately, but according to my mana senses, some of the Cuelebres were continuing to fly somewhere. And they were all heading in the same direction.

*They're taking people to one location? What's the selection criteria? What's their purpose?* I didn't know.

I didn't know... but I saw a glimmer of hope.

"There's a high chance Aira-san is still alive...! Did they fly in that direction...?"

"I-I don't know. Erina-san said she was going to get help..."

"Help?"

I raised a questioning eyebrow at the words of the clearly confused Mia-san. Come to think of it, Erina-san was gone.

The SDF, or the police? Either way, reports must have already been pouring in from all over. I couldn't imagine there was any need for her to go and report it personally at this point.

But before I could figure out her intentions, the next monster arrived.

"Mia-san, get back. We need to drive off the enemy and chase after Aira-san."

"Right!"

Another Cuelebre was flying towards us.

It flew low, parallel to the ground, and its jaw opened. The moment I braced myself for an ice spear...

Someone appeared from the side and sent it flying with a jump kick to its scaly flank.

"What—"

For a moment, I was stunned by the rapid succession of unexpected events.

Amidst the swirling snow, I saw golden chains darting through the air.

They instantly bound the Cuelebre's wings and tail, immobilizing it. The monster struggled, of course, but the bound parts didn't budge.

*Are those chains woven from high-purity mana, giving them unbelievable strength?*

No, that wasn't it.

*Those chains are binding time itself.*

*"GY, GAAAAA!"*

A slender foot stomped on the face of the roaring Cuelebre. Then came the creaking sound of a bow being drawn.

A moment later, a thunderous roar echoed. Blood-tinged snow was thrown into the air, and the asphalt beneath it was shattered, sending gray fragments and even soil flying.

Even in this emergency, Mia-san and I could only stare at the scene in a daze.

Because the person who had accomplished this was just too unexpected.

"I heard the situation from Erina."

A calm voice. Skin so white and beautiful it rivaled the snow.

She wore light armor in shades of green and blue, with an outfit that boldly exposed her arms and legs. In her hands, she held a bow taller than herself, its limbs wrapped in something resembling crimson bandages.

Her blue waistcloth fluttered as she walked, an attire that seemed far too cold for the snowy landscape. Yet, there was no unsteadiness in her steps.

"We are going to rescue Aira. I require your cooperation."

Her eyes, usually as calm as a tranquil lake, now burned with fury. Standing there was Professor Arisugawa.
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			"Pr-Professor...?!"

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Kyo-chan!"

"Erina-san?!"

As I stood there with my mouth hanging open like an idiot, Erina-san peeked out from behind the professor and threw something at me.

I caught it instinctively. It was the Bracelet of the Flame Horse and the telepathy earring.

Thinking it might be, I quickly put on the earring, and a familiar voice came through.

*"Help me... heeeelp meee..."*

"Aira-san, you're alive?!"

"Sis!"

A huge wave of relief washed over me as I heard her voice, which sounded like she was on the verge of tears. The tension drained from my shoulders.

"So you're okay."

*"I am not okaaaay...! It's freezing in this cage...!"*

"A cage?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected word.

*"I passed out on the way, so I don't know my current location, but I'm inside an ice building. I've been put in a birdcage-like cage made of ice. There are other captured humans, but I can't tell if it's one person per cage or what the situation is with the others. There are a lot of birdcages hanging on the opposite wall. The cages are spacious, but it's so cold it's far from comfortable. Seriously, it's freezing!"*

As Aira-san rattled on, the professor called out to her.

"Aira."

*"Eh, is that you, Grandma?!"*

"Let me say this first. We are coming to save you, without fail. So you must not give up until then. Do you understand?"

*"...If you say so, Grandma, I can't really say no."*

"Good. Then, keep the telepathy line open as much as possible from now on."

*"Roger that. Ugh, so cooold..."*

The professor took her finger off the earring and looked at me.

"I said what I did just now, but I have no right to ask you... especially you, Kyouta-kun, to join this fight. Everyone here besides myself is a minor. Even so—"

"I have absolutely no intention of leaving Aira-san behind."

I knew it was rude, but there was no time. I cut off the professor's words to state my own intentions clearly.

As a citizen, the right thing to do would be to leave this to the police and the SDF. But from my experience, I couldn't expect a swift rescue from them.

It wasn't about their capabilities. The decision to engage in 'urban combat' was probably a much more difficult one than I could imagine.

That's why we would go.

"Me too! I have to save my sister!"

"A ninja never abandons their comrades. The Kojiki says that ninjas who abandon their friends are scum!"

"...Very well."

The professor gave a wry smile at our words, then her expression hardened.

"Then, we will now proceed to rescue Aira. Erina, give them the luggage you brought."

"Roger."

With a light nod, Erina-san took out a large Boston bag and a case from her [Item Box].

I recognized them both. When she handed them to me, I felt their familiar weight.

"Kyo-chan, sorry for not telling you beforehand, but..."

"No, thank you. I'm going to activate it, so please continue to keep a lookout."

"Got it."

I unzipped the bag and, as expected, found Byakuren inside, disassembled.

Apparently, Erina-san had brought it from my house. I was a little concerned about her entering my room, but given the circumstances, I decided to let it go.

While I was assembling Byakuren, Mia-san received a paper map.

"I printed it at home, so it might be a little hard to read."

"No, this is more than enough. Sis, can you tell us in more detail what kind of place it is? First, are you inside a dungeon or outside?"

*"...Probably outside. I checked my phone, and I'm getting a weak signal. The internet is too slow to connect, though."*

"Then what about the material of the building? Is it all ice?"

*"I have to preface this with 'probably' again, but I don't think I'm in an existing building. It looks like a palace."*

"A palace..."

Of course, there was no such building around here.

If it wasn't inside a dungeon, that meant the Cuelebre had created the ice palace.

It was hard to believe, but I couldn't rule it out either. After all, we were already in a blizzard at the end of June.

"In that case, there must have been a fairly large open space..."

"There's also the possibility that they destroyed a building and built on top of it."

"Not much time has passed since my sister was taken. Assuming the Cuelebre's speed is around 150 kilometers per hour..."

The professor and Mia-san were discussing something, but I couldn't really follow. I mean, I understood they were trying to pinpoint the location, but still.

I'll leave the brain work to them. I quickly assembled Byakuren and poured my mana into it to activate it. Next, I unlocked the weapon case and checked the contents...

"So it's this one."

I couldn't help but let out a wry smile. Inside was a flail—a chained iron ball.

But the enemy was airborne. The battle axe and shield combination was versatile, but considering the reach, this might be better.

At first, I had complained about the design, but now I felt I should thank Ooyama-san.

"...Come to think of it, have the Cuelebre attacks lessened?"

"Yeah. There are fewer of them flying around than before."

Erina-san, who had been keeping a sharp eye on the sky, answered my question.

*"On the contrary, it's incredibly noisy over here. All the captured humans, including myself, are quiet, but the Cuelebres' chorus is seriously annoying."*

"Does that mean they're all gathered at their 'nest'?"

"We've confirmed the route. We're leaving now. Is everyone ready?"

I nodded in response to Mia-san's question.

"Aira-san. We're on our way now."

*"Right. I'm counting on you all."*

Her voice sounded composed. But was the slight tremble from the cold, or from fear?

Probably both. I didn't know the exact temperature, but it was definitely below zero. The blizzard was still raging.

Even we felt the cold, so for Aira-san, the temperature could be life-threatening.

...Thinking about it calmly, Erina-san and the professor were dressed even more scantily than Aira-san.

Erina-san was, well, Erina-san. The professor was wearing something like a competitive swimsuit as an inner layer, with a leather chest plate, a short sleeveless jacket, hot pants, and a waistcloth. It was not an outfit for being out in the snow. And for some reason, the navel area of her inner wear was cut out in a diamond shape, exposing her bare skin.

In any case, Aira-san's stamina was a little lower than that of a normal non-Awakened person. We had to hurry.

"It's hard to see in the blizzard, but I'll do my best to navigate."

"Roger. If you tell me a landmark, I'll confirm it."

"First, please proceed straight in that direction. According to the map, there should be a large pachinko parlor..."

"I have visual confirmation. Let's go."

I said to Mia-san and was about to start running with Byakuren in the lead.

However, the professor lightly grabbed my shoulder.

"If we're running, I have a convenient tool. Let's use it."

"Yes?"

While I was tilting my head in confusion, she thrust her arm into the empty air. Golden particles spread out softly.

*Is that spatial magic? But the flow of mana is different from what Erina-san uses.*

Ignoring my puzzled expression, the professor took out ten glowing horseshoes. Then, she tossed them onto the snowy ground.

They split into pairs with strange precision, lining up in a horizontal row like shoes neatly arranged at an entrance.

As I stared, dumbfounded, Professor Arisugawa stood on one of the horseshoes. Then, as mana flowed through it, the horseshoe transformed, integrating with the sandal she was wearing.

"They're disposable and time-limited, but they'll make you faster. Let's go this way."

"Is it a magical tool?"

"I prepared them for just such an occasion. Now, hurry."

"Y-yes, ma'am."

I did as I was told, stepping on a horseshoe and channeling my mana into it. It stuck to my [Arcane Gear]. When I lifted my foot to check, the horseshoe-shaped magical tool had transformed and fused with the sole of my boot, conforming to its shape.

"Everyone has them on. Then, let's go."

"Roger."

Several questions came to mind, but there was no time. I swallowed my questions and started running.

My body was propelled forward with tremendous speed. It seemed to amplify the force of my kicks against the ground.

Despite being on snow and using a magical tool for the first time, it felt strangely natural. It fit my feet so well it was almost eerie.

It seemed to be the same for the other members, and even for Byakuren. We all kicked up snow and took off at a speed faster than a car on the highway.

"Continue straight, then turn right at the large intersection!"

"Right!"

As we sprinted through the swirling snow, Erina-san called out to Aira-san through her earring.

"Paisen! Say something!"

*"Don't you think that's a bit of an unreasonable demand, Erina-kun?!"*

"Aira. In your situation, it's better to keep talking. From the sounds of it, there are no guards, are there?"

*"Oh, that's what you mean. Well then, I have some good news and bad news I just noticed."*

"Tell us both at once."

*"OK. I used [Appraisal] on the area, and it seems this birdcage slowly drains the mana of whoever's inside. It doesn't look like we're going to be eaten right away, but the drained mana is being funneled to a single point. It seems there's something incredibly nasty here with terrible fuel efficiency. Be careful."*

"Understood."

Draining mana, huh.

From my experience so far, only a boss monster came to mind. It was either an enemy that draws mana from elsewhere to operate, like the Demon, or as Aira-san said, one with simply poor fuel efficiency.

Either way, if it required a lot of mana, it would be a troublesome opponent. I mentally raised my guard.

Even with the poor visibility in the blizzard, I could tell from the arrangement of the buildings and traffic lights that this was the intersection Mia-san had mentioned.

"We're turning right!"

"Got it!"

We shouted to each other over the strengthening wind and kept running.

As we moved forward, consciously ignoring the red stains scattered on the snow, Erina-san issued a warning.

"Something is heading this way from our direction of travel! A lot of them! More than fifty!"

"Judging by the direction, it must be the 'nest's' interception force. Kyouta-kun, sis, do you have a plan?"

"...I don't think we can coordinate properly with this group."

*"I agree. I think so too."*

"So."

I took a deep breath, and the cold wind chilled my lungs.

I roared, as if to expel all the air tainted with the smell of blood.

"Byakuren will support Mia-san! Everyone else, crush the enemy on your own judgment and advance! We'll slaughter every last one of them!!"

I consciously reignited the fire in my brain, which had started to calm down.

Who in their right mind would dive into a dragon's nest? I was just an adventurer.

Therefore, I needed to go mad. As luck would have it, I had more than enough reason to be enraged.

I kicked off the snowy ground and launched into the air. Kicking off the wind to accelerate further, the power of the horseshoe-shaped magical tool activated here as well.

*Thank goodness.* The difference in turning performance could be overcome with speed.

*"GGGGAAAAAAA───!!"*

"GEEEET OOOOUUUUT OF MY WAAAAAY!!"

Sword in hand, I charged into the approaching swarm of Cuelebres.
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			I let flames wreathe my blade.

A swarm of dragons bore down on me. It was a scene straight out of a video game, yet it was undeniably real.

Which meant I had to break through. I had to trample these lizards blocking my path, secure our survival, and rescue the captives.

"Get out of my way!"

I kicked off the air with explosive force, supplying my blade with maximum mana output as I glided forward. The wind and flames that swelled around me, I unleashed them all at once.

The crimson light illuminated a sky shrouded in dark snow clouds.

About ten dragons, their maws wide open as they prepared to fire lances of ice, were swallowed by the inferno. In an instant, their scales were charred black and their eyeballs evaporated. In the wake of the firestorm, the Cuelebre fell from the sky, trailing black smoke.

As I raced down the path carved by the vaporized snow, the other dragons, buffeted by the pressure wave, surged toward me, determined not to let me escape.

I shifted the flow of mana to the soles of my feet. With [Concept Interference], my feet gripped the wind, and the horseshoe-shaped magic items allowed me to dig in deeper, stronger, launching my body in my desired direction.

I forced back the cold air streaming past my exposed mouth with a hot breath, then accelerated forward into a sharp ascent. As I gained altitude on a perpendicular trajectory, the dragons lost sight of me for a moment.

I flipped my body upside down and charged toward the targets, their necks now carelessly exposed. With all the force of my legs and gravity behind it, I slammed my blade into a long neck, channeling mana into the sword at the moment of impact.

Wind and fire enveloped the blade, melting through scales and flesh alike. As the ground rushed up to meet me, I adjusted my orientation with a burst of wind and channeled mana back to my feet.

I ran through the air as if descending a steep hill while five dragons gave chase from above. Dozens of ice lances stabbed into the earth, kicking up plumes of white snow like explosions where they landed.

They were on my tail, but I tried to shake them with sheer speed. A moment later, a massive shuriken flew in from behind the dragons, whose role had just switched from interception to pursuit, and reaped their lives.

A Cuelebre must have tried to defend itself with some kind of magic, but it only backfired. At an unbelievable speed, the shuriken flew over my head.

Just as the shuriken was about to vanish into the blizzard, Professor Arisugawa suddenly appeared in mid-air and wrapped a golden chain around the ring-shaped handle at its center—the one part not imbued with the [Concept Interference] skill.

The shuriken stopped spinning in an instant. Like a hammer thrower, she swung it once by the chain and hurled it back the way it came.

The re-accelerated blade bisected another dragon, and I sensed the enemy formation fall into disarray.

Just as I thought it had stopped with a solid thud, I heard the sound of the professor, who had just passed me, drawing her bow.

With a deafening roar, the mana signatures began to vanish.

No slowing down. The three of them were coordinating well, and it seemed Byakuren was helping them, too.

In that case, I should just keep running as I please.

"Hyaaaaah...!"

This must be the right way. After all, another swarm of dragons was appearing, so thick I could see them even through the blizzard. They really didn't want me going any further.

I gripped the hilt with both hands, took two, three hopping steps as if skipping, and then leaped with all my might.

"GAAAAAAAAAAH!!"

A gaping maw, easily capable of crushing a human skull. I slid my blade into it without slowing down as I passed, cleaving it in two and sending the upper jaw flying.

Next, I dodged three charging dragons with small, precise steps to the left and right, then kicked the fourth one in the face and did a backflip.

Instantly switching the flow of mana, I spun my body horizontally. The wind and flames wreathing my blade forcibly tore through scales and neck alike.

In response, the Cuelebre immediately changed direction and tried to surround me in a sphere. As I thought, their turning performance was overwhelmingly superior.

It didn't matter. Thanks to the professor, I had the advantage in speed.

Channeling mana into my footing, I sidestepped to evade a surprise attack from behind. Then, as I jumped diagonally upward to avoid a bite from the side, I met a charge from the opposite direction with my sword.

Twisting my body, I tore through a wing, kicked off the air, and dove. Ice lances rained down on the spot where I had just been, the dragons not caring if they hit their own allies.

*"Kyouta-kun, can you hear me!? The Cuelebre's weak point is its throat. Just as eastern dragons have a reverse scale, their weak point is there!"*

"Roger that."

*I see. So that's why that spot felt so soft.*

As I fell with my back to the ground, the dragons swooped down from above to devour me. Just before my body touched the snowy earth, I released a blast of wind, sliding horizontally across the ground. They, too, avoided crashing into the snow-covered road and pulled up their noses—no, their dragon heads.

But I wouldn't let them catch me. As I pushed myself up and kicked off the ground to leap, another group was waiting in the air, mouths open, ready to pincer me.

I dodged the welcoming curtain of ice lances with a triangle jump. The moment the Cuelebre tried to switch to close-quarters combat in the now-closed distance, I thrust my sword into the throat of the nearest one.

Just as she said, the throat was soft. With my sword buried deep, I used the wind to reverse our positions and leaped again with the strength of my legs.

From above, I looked down on dozens of Cuelebre.

I knew their weak point, but I didn't have the luxury of aiming for it. So—I would simply trample them all, regardless.

"Burn..."

I channeled mana into the ring, making my blade glow red.

"Burn...!"

I cloaked it in wind, fanning the flames to greater intensity.

"BUUUUUUUURN!!"

I diverted every last bit of mana from my footing to my attack and unleashed it straight down.

The Cuelebre, clustered together like arrowheads fired from the ground in pursuit of me. But it seemed they weren't fools.

With the lead dragon at the center, they deployed a purplish barrier. Using the magical shield, not a physical one, they tried to pierce through the storm of fire.

The chaotic dance of flames, hot enough to melt iron, only slightly warped the dragons' ice-like barrier. The difference in output was just too great.

The swarm of dragons broke through the red wall. And they were in close range—within reach of my sword.

The *feint* was enough. Time to land the *real blow*.

[Concept Interference].

The blade I'd held in place slid through the barrier, slicing it open. The impact threw my body upward, and the breath caught in my throat. Swallowing back whatever was rising up, I poured the same amount of mana as before into the ring and my sword.

A storm of fire raged within the barrier. It shone like a lighthouse in the blizzard, and a few seconds later, it shattered the purple barrier like glass.

Enough salt to bury a large truck, along with the remnants of the barrier, rained down to the ground.

I spared it a single glance to make sure there were no survivors, then kicked off the air and started running again.

A feeling of something rising within me. I'd felt the same sensation twice since the battle started. I had probably leveled up.

*How game-like*, I thought, a bit late in the game. But I knew the mountain of corpses and river of blood I'd seen on the way here were no illusion. That family crushed to death in their car—that was real, too.

There were no saves or loads. In that respect, I almost wished this world really was more like a game.

...But this wasn't the time for such sentimentality.

I shook my head, forcing my mind, which was beginning to calm, back into a frenzy. I drew the painfully cold air into my body and glanced behind me to see how the others were faring.

It seemed enemies were gathering from all sides, not just from the front. Several Cuelebre were bearing down on them.

But they were being shot down as if brushed aside with an armored sleeve.

Unlike the ice the Cuelebre fired, these were chunks of blue ice. Several of them, many times larger than a person, floated around Mia-san and the others.

As the dragons scattered to break through the ice blocks obstructing their attacks and approach, Erina-san, who had been hiding behind one, leaped out and gouged a dragon's brain through its eye with her ninja sword.

She rotated around the sword as if doing a pull-up on a bar, then used the dragon's head as a springboard to jump. Using a grappling hook, she leaped from one ice block to another, picking off the Cuelebre whose flight paths were now restricted.

And at the spot she wasn't covering, Byakuren was hurling an iron ball at the face of any Cuelebre that tried to break through.

It struck the barrier the dragon deployed just before impact, and the iron ball, its destructive power enhanced by [Concept Interference], shattered the scales like spun sugar, crushing flesh and bone.

While not quite an assembly line, the two of them and the golem were dispatching enemies without any trouble. However, there was one person slaughtering dragons at an even faster pace.

The only D-Rank adventurer among us, and a university professor who, despite being an elf, was over seventy years old.

She flickered in and out of existence as if blinking. From the flow of mana, I could tell she was using short-range teleports repeatedly, but the interval between her spell activations was incredibly short.

The Cuelebre couldn't even keep up with Professor Arisugawa, and before they knew it, she was close enough to touch.

Before gravity could pull her slender body down, the arrow that was already drawn was loosed.

With a destructive sound like cannon fire, the professor pierced the throat of a Cuelebre with a single, lethal arrow.

*She's strong. Partial time-stop and continuous short-range teleports. Her skills are pretty damn broken, too.*

As I was thinking that, a voice echoed from my earring.

*"It's happening so fast and the mirror is so small I can't really tell, but is Grandma actually getting close to shoot them? With a bow and arrow? Ah, the Cuelebre have some kind of barrier..."*

*"It is difficult to hit a moving target. In the first place, I had never even handled a bow before the Day of Awakening."*

*"Seriously?!"*

If you can't hit them, just get close enough that you can't miss...

I wanted to question the point of using a bow, but one look at the power of the professor's arrows silenced me. The red cloth wrapped around the limbs of her bow was probably what amplified its destructive power.

In any case, we'd broken through the first and second waves. The remaining enemy strength was unknown, but their stronghold was coming into view.

"Is that..."

It was hard to see through the blizzard, but that was definitely a palace.

A cluster of buildings made of purple ice. Except for the central dome, each one was about the size of a multi-story house.

But the majestic aura they emanated, combined with the incredibly dense mana, made them seem like far more massive structures.

Under any other circumstances, I might have been captivated by its beauty. An ice palace that seemed neither man-made nor a creation of nature.

But right now, it was just an annoying, illegal structure. I was going to tear it down.

"I'm going in."

*"Understood, go on ahead!"*

*"Hey, hey, isn't it a bad idea to get too far ahead?!"*

"I'll just trample over that kind of logic."

I dashed through the debris and 'red stains' scattered in the snow, heading straight for the main gate without slowing down.

I slammed into the ice door with all my momentum. The hinges shattered, and the thick gate fell with a tremendous crash.

The sound was deafening. The smooth floor cracked, and the blizzard began to pour in through the newly opened entrance.

It was a dome-shaped building. Inside, there was nothing except for 'one thing and one being'.

In a space the size of several gymnasiums, there was a single throne.

It was adorned with intricate decorations, and combined with its immense size—far too large for a human—it exuded an unfathomable pressure.

But even that was nothing but dust compared to the palace's master seated upon it.

With a rustle, its wings spread like the masts of a sailing ship. Purple patterns were etched into the black membranes, glowing faintly with the mana flowing through them.

A dragon, its entire body covered in rugged, jet-black scales, glared down at me with crimson eyes.

Its two powerful legs supported a frame several sizes larger than a normal Cuelebre.

Like the cracking bark of an ancient tree, the monster's jaw opened.

"■■■■■■■───!!!"

An unearthly roar shook the palace, and a fierce blizzard erupted from nowhere, instantly transforming the interior into a world of silver.

Rey Cuelebre.

The lord of dragons was looking at me with eyes colder than anything else in this place.
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			Rey Cuelebre

			"■■■■■■ooooo───!"

A high-pitched roar echoed deep in my gut. As the aftershock still trembled through the palace, I raised my sword and charged.

Almost simultaneously, several of Rey Cuelebre's scales suddenly detached... no, they separated from its body.

They floated on their own, coated in a purple frost—and then aimed their 'spearheads' at me.

"Tch!"

Following the premonition from my [Spirit Eye], I veered hard to the right. A moment later, a beam of concentrated mana shot past me.

As the air sizzled with frictional heat and the snow at the impact point melted, I saw that the main body was already in motion.

"■■■■aaah!!"

The king, Rey, closed the distance with a speed unbelievable for its size and swung its long tail.

Pivoting on its left foot, it brought its tail down in a twisting strike. A blade of ice formed at its tip, slashing down diagonally.

I hastily retreated, and Rey spun once more. With the light-footed grace of a waltz, it unleashed another slash.

In response, I dove forward and to the left. For an instant, our eyes met as we crossed paths, and I saw purple mana begin to gather in the dragon's mouth.

The charge time was less than two seconds.

"──────iiiiiih!!"

A torrent of light outpaced sound itself. Relying on my foresight to dodge, I heard something shatter behind me.

The beam of light, which had tracked me for a moment, had *sliced* the palace in two. Without a moment to check the damage to the building, several more scales had already detached and were hovering in the air.

As soon as they were coated in purple frost, they fired their light beams without pause. Against them, I dared to press forward.

Dodging sideways or backward would only get me cornered. I had to get in close!

The lances of light, angled to target me from multiple directions, had a space in their midst. As I leaped into it, Rey tore through the air and ascended.

It flew up to the ceiling, a good dozen meters high, and launched additional scales. Then it dove diagonally, gripping the floor with its backward-jointed legs, each as thick as a man's torso.

In that instant, beams of light rained down from above while a 'flying slash' condensed from mana shot toward me from the side.

"Chi!"

Foresight alone allowed me to evade the attack from above. I ran in a zigzag pattern, meeting the flying slash with my sword.

[Concept Interference].

I absorbed its power, then swung. I closed the distance without a moment's pause and attacked, but Rey leaped diagonally upward, evading by a hair's breadth. The mana-infused slash only grazed the scales on its flank.

And they were hard. That single exchange confirmed that its scales were several orders of magnitude tougher than a normal Cuelebre's.

Rey Cuelebre turned to face me, gained altitude, spread its wings, and deployed its scales. Even more than before, a dozen or so of them all turned to face me. The main body moved sideways as the lances of light were fired.

He's creating distance again!

"You're not getting away!"

I dodged the light coming from the front, upper-left, and left by combining triangle jumps with a spiraling trajectory. What I lacked in turning ability, I made up for with straight-line acceleration.

I closed the gap, switched my mana flow to wreath my sword in wind and fire, and unleashed a single slash. Rey twisted its massive body to avoid a direct hit, but several scales on its flank shattered, and the flesh beneath was scorched.

*It's working... I can fight this thing...!*

My opponent was on a whole other level, but our compatibility was good. My mobility and attack power had to be difficult for it to deal with.

If I kept chipping away at it, I could win.

Just as I felt that sense of certainty...

*Crack.* The wounded skin regenerated, and new scales covered the spot.

"What?!"

My eyes widened, but I leaped backward with all my might, dodging a volley of light from the scales that had surrounded me. I kicked off the snow-covered floor and raised my sword again.

*Regeneration?! And it's fast. At that speed, even if I inflict what should be a fatal wound...!*

"■■■■■■───iiiih!!"

Rey Cuelebre unleashed another breath attack at the same time its scales deployed. There was no opening to close the distance.

My vision was obscured by the billowing snow, but I continued to dodge, relying on the flow of mana and my foresight.

This might turn into a battle of attrition, but if so, I would be at a disadvantage.

As I ran across the floor, I broke into a cold sweat at the small, strange sound coming from the soles of my feet.

The horseshoe-shaped magic items I got from the professor were about to reach their limit. They were meant to be disposable items for travel in the first place. This was inevitable, but having them break now would be a problem.

My speed would drop. If that happened, I wouldn't be able to dodge everything.

Furthermore...

"──────iiih!"

I leaped upward to avoid the beam of light sweeping horizontally, and the palace wall was sliced open in a straight line. Cracks spread across the entire building, and chunks of ice began to fall from above.

*Can it supply all this mana on its own?*

I could, so it was possible my opponent could too. But if the information I'd gathered on the way here was correct...!

"Aira-san, are you okay?!"

*"Okay in every sense of the word, I am not! My mana is being drained like crazy, and the building is shaking! Can't you fight a little more quietly?!"*

"No can do!"

*"Right!"*

I retreated backward in a 'Z' pattern, dodging the lances of light raining down from above.

Immediately after, Rey closed the distance and unleashed a tail slash. I timed it to dive into its guard and slash at its pivot leg.

Too shallow. I'd definitely cut through scale and flesh, but I didn't feel like I'd severed the tendon. More importantly, it had a regeneration ability that made anything short of complete severance meaningless.

I had to be on constant alert for attacks from all directions. And to top it off, every single one of those attacks was a killing blow. It was so absurd I almost wanted to laugh.

However, from Aira-san's condition, it seemed Rey wasn't draining enough mana to dry out the prisoners.

Was it just incredibly fuel-efficient despite its appearance... or did it already have another 'battery'?

I hadn't seen any human mana signatures in the ice structures surrounding the palace. So, where...?

My thoughts were cut short by the continuing onslaught. I had to be careful with my positioning, or a breath attack might fly toward Aira-san and the others.

As I desperately moved my arms and legs on the defensive, I heard Mia-san's voice from my earring.

*"We heard your telepathy! We'll be at the palace soon!"*

*"From the shaking and the sounds of battle, I can tell that I and the other victims are in the room behind where Kyouta-kun is fighting. Mia, can you get in by circling around from the outside?!"*

"Erina-san and the others, focus on freeing the captives! The enemy is regenerating by absorbing mana! If we don't cut off its power source, we can't kill it!"

I dodged another breath attack by dashing diagonally forward, only for a beam of light from a scale to be fired from my flank.

I accelerated to evade it, but I heard another strange noise from the horseshoes. They were at their limit.

*"Tch... I can't get in from the outside. The walls are too hard!"*

*"If we try to break it recklessly, we might kill the people being held captive. Aira, give us the detailed layout of the cages from your side."*

*"I can't, Grandma. From my cage, I can't see what the birdcages below look like!"*

*"Kyouta-chan. Think you can lure it outside?"*

At Erina-san's words, I took a split second to think while parrying a flying slash.

Then, I nodded.

"I can! I'll do it!"

*"I'm counting on you, Kyouta-chan! I'll back you up with one shot!"*

"Huh? How are you going to..."

*"Grandma, help me!"*

*"Very well. Kyouta-kun, on my signal, Erina will throw that shuriken. Coordinate with her."*

"Tch, right!"

I weaved through the rain of light and, to counter the breath attack, I closed in with a forward-leaning posture, almost falling to the floor.

I leaped at Rey Cuelebre as it gained altitude, lightly slashing the base of its neck.

My target was its throat, but it dodged. If it has the same weak point as the other Cuelebre, then if I can just hit it...!

*"Three, two..."*

As if to overlap with the countdown, Rey scattered a large number of its scales.

Beams of light assailed me from all directions. My body blurred as I dodged, keeping my eyes fixed on the main body.

*"One..."*

Mana gathered in its mouth again as it took a stance to fire its breath.

With the onslaught from the scales, my chances of dodging were fifty-fifty. If it came down to it, I'd have to use [Concept Interference] to mitigate the damage, but...

*"Zero."*

I believed my partner would do something.

In an instant, the self-proclaimed ninja with blonde hair and green eyes teleported to the top of the palace amidst a shower of golden particles.

She was already in a full wind-up, her aim set.

Just before the breath was unleashed, the Daisharinmaru flew in a curve. It cut into the path of the torrent of light and, with [Concept Interference], absorbed the river of mana.

Matching her timing, I charged. I leaped into the light, slashing at the breath alongside the shuriken.

Dual [Concept Interference]. Alone, I might have been sent flying like when I fought the demon, but...!

"Oooooooh!!"

With a roar that shook my own throat, I swung my blade. The beam of light was torn in two, and both halves were reflected back at Rey Cuelebre.

With incredible reaction speed, the monster curled its wings into a defensive posture, but its massive body was slammed into the half-destroyed palace wall.

The wall buckled for an instant. With a deafening roar, Rey was blasted out of its own palace.

Though thrown into the air, it instantly spread its wings and controlled its posture. Spreading its injured wings, it glared at me and fired a volley of light from its scales.

I dodged, hiding in the blind spot created by the large hole in the wall, and glanced up.

At the same time, a silver object came flying toward me. I caught it reflexively. It was a mana-infused bracelet... the drop item from the Orc Champion.

I immediately put it on my right wrist and held it up briefly. Erina-san, hanging from the ceiling by a grappling hook, gave me a thumbs-up in return.

I couldn't keep my opponent waiting. I immediately leaped out from the gap in the wall. The horseshoes on my feet had already shattered; from here on, it was up to my own strength. The soles of my shoes, now back to normal, kicked off the snow-covered road.

Now then. After all that, how much of a threat did Rey Cuelebre judge me to be?

An enemy to be eliminated at all costs, or would it prioritize protecting its mana supply?

To rescue Aira-san and the other captives, I needed to pin it down.

And the result was...

"■■■■■■■■■■!!!"

...It seemed I had been acknowledged as an enemy by the lord of dragons.

With a roar that shook heaven and earth, Rey gave chase as I tried to put distance between myself and the palace. I dodged the rain of light by jumping left and right, using the other ice buildings as shields to weather some of the blasts.

The ice buildings shattered in an instant. In their shadow, I desperately pumped my legs to gain distance and break out onto the snowy plains.

This must have once been a major road, with heavy traffic. But now, it was just an empty white space.

A sideways blizzard assailed me as the lord of dragons flew several dozen meters away. Position-wise, I was facing the palace with it between us.

And so I could see them. A grandmother and granddaughter, their blonde hair whipping in the wind, running through the open main gate and into the palace.

I let out a long breath. Honestly, I just wanted to go home and sleep. My overtaxed body, though regenerated, was screaming with phantom pains, and the intense cycle of mana consumption and recovery was making me dizzy.

When I get back, I'm making that good-for-nothing college girl treat me to something. Some really expensive meat, or sushi. I'm gonna make her pay for all of this.

Rey Cuelebre circled slowly, looking down on me. As I glared back, I heard the voices of other Cuelebre from afar.

And then, another voice reached my ears.

*"Well hello, Kyouta-kun."*

Even though we'd only known each other for about two months, her voice was already so familiar.

*"It's impromptu and inefficient, but I've come up with a plan. Care to join?"*

"Of course. I'll bet everything on it."

*"A fine answer."*

Through the earring, I heard the sound of ice cracking. Erina-san and the others had begun the rescue.

*"Hold out for three minutes. We'll bring it down."*

"Roger."

After that short exchange.

A dragon's roar signaled the start of round two.
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			Decisive Battle on the Snow

			Rey Cuelebre's scales peeled away, spreading out like extensions of its wings.

Immediately, a dozen lances of light shot forth. At the same time, the main body charged in at full speed.

I dodged to the right with everything I had. Beams of light landed in a circle around where I'd just been, and at its center, the great ice sword on its tail tip sliced through the earth.

Amidst the swirling snow, a purple light flashed without pause. Relying on my foresight, I evaded the breath attack and advanced to close the distance.

But I wasn't fast enough. The dragon escaped into the sky, circling as it fired a barrage of light from its scales.

I kicked off the snowy ground to escape upward, running on the air as a foothold. I outpaced a few scales that had slipped beneath me with a burst of acceleration, then barrel-rolled through a volley of light fired from my left.

As I closed the distance in a single breath, my opponent met me with a spinning front kick.

It was a new move, but foresight allowed me to dodge it as well. As we passed each other, I slashed at its right leg.

But it was still too shallow. Without the horseshoe-shaped magic items, my acceleration had decreased, leading to a drop in destructive power.

No, it wasn't a drop. It had just returned to normal.

"Hyaah...!"

I dodged the beams coming from all directions by moving diagonally upward, continuing to gain altitude.

Rey Cuelebre also ascended at a diagonal angle. Our double helix trajectories collided only a few seconds later.

Using the breath attack fired from straight ahead as my axis, I drew another spiral to close the gap and slashed at its head.

The dragon twisted its neck, and my strike, aimed for its eye, was blocked by its scales. As I tried to pass over its head, the tip of its flicked-up tail was waiting for me.

"Ugh...!"

I dodged sideways at the last second, but the wind pressure threw me off balance. As I stumbled slightly, newly detached scales rushed toward me. They coated themselves in frost at point-blank range and fired their lances of light.

Instinctively, I swatted away a few with my left gauntlet, imbued with [Concept Interference], and dodged the rest by leaning my upper body far back.

Cutting the mana flowing to my temporary foothold, I supplied it to both my arms. Then, as I fell, I unleashed a maximum-output blast of wind and fire at Rey Cuelebre.

"■■■■■■!!"

But, of course, it dodged. Rey moved sideways at high speed, gathering a massive amount of frost-like mana in the blizzard.

When the mana cleared, the dragon's massive body had multiplied into three.

*An illusion? No. Those are ice duplicates coated with its jettisoned scales. Which means they have mass.*

With speed rivaling the original, two ice dragons charged toward me. They approached on slightly different, wavering trajectories, and though my eyes could track them, my body couldn't react in time.

I dodged the first and the second, but couldn't avoid the third—the real one. I took the brunt of its charge on my left gauntlet.

"Gah, aaah...!?"

The impact was greater than when I'd been hit by Lefkos's spear. A sharp pain and a strange sensation shot through my left shoulder. With tears welling in the corners of my eyes, I fled from the ensuing storm of light.

*Not yet? Are the preparations for her plan still not done?*

My brain seared with impatience, and my anxiety grew as the roars of the normal Cuelebre grew louder. Their reinforcements would arrive soon.

I suppressed my body's urge to flee with sheer willpower, parrying the light beams with my regenerated arm and evading the subsequent breath attack.

Just then, I saw Erina-san and Byakuren leap from the shattered ceiling of the palace out of the corner of my eye.

She ran off somewhere with her golem. As I swung my sword to deal with Rey's flying slashes, I sensed a mana reaction at a considerable distance and height.

*Is that... the barrier magic item I gave her before?*

A moment later, I realized her intention. That self-proclaimed ninja, is she going to act as a decoy and draw the grunts away!?

With just one person and one golem, that was far too reckless. I questioned Erina-san's sanity, but Rey was diving down from above, forcing me to refocus my attention.

"■■■■■■───!"

"You...!"

I retreated backward to dodge its kick, only to be met by the blade of its tail, swung in a roundhouse kick.

I blocked it with my sword, and a shower of sparks erupted as my body was sent flying.

As I fell toward the snow-covered ground at incredible speed, I twisted my body around, turned my soles downward, and somehow managed to kick off the wind.

On the verge of crying out from the pain in my limbs, I weaved through the rain of light pouring down from above.

Immediately after, I sensed wind pressure and mana from my side. I leaped in the opposite direction, holding my sword up as a shield.

Rey had closed the distance in an instant. From a posture with its wings spread wide, it suddenly folded them in and swung.

Not just its tail. Its wings were also firing slashes hardened with mana!

I blocked the first strike, but the second one, which came without pause, broke my guard. I twisted my body, and a slash from its tail struck my breastplate directly.

"Gah, ah...!!"

The armor caved in, crushing my lungs.

My breath was forcibly knocked out of me and my vision swam. My [Spirit Eye] showed me a vision of my own death approaching.

Acting on pure instinct, I retreated with all my might. From a height beyond my awareness, higher than the snow clouds, a lance of light descended.

A beam I couldn't fully dodge shattered my helmet, and my vision filled with red. The cloth lining beneath was also torn. I snatched it out of the air and desperately wiped the blood from my eyes.

At the same time, I partially released my breastplate. My compressed lungs returned to normal, and my broken ribs regenerated.

"Hyuh...!"

My eyes widened as the cold air rushed into my lungs, and I confirmed that all my wounds had already healed.

*Those scales... were they the ones it coated its ice clones with...?!*

I cursed at how many tricks it had up its sleeve, but I wasn't given a moment's pause. The next attack was already coming.

Rey scattered its scales again, charging while firing indiscriminately like suppression fire. The beams came in at an angle from above, forcing me to retreat downward.

The dragon, now having the high ground, spread its wings wide and gathered mana in its mouth.

Immediately after, a torrent of light was unleashed. I fired wind from both my feet at maximum output and, with [Concept Interference], instead of kicking, I launched myself straight forward.

At the last moment, I escaped its trajectory, and the purple breath passed by my side. It hit the ground, and seeing the snow explode with a deafening roar, I dove right into it.

The lord of dragons lost sight of me for just an instant. In that moment, I abandoned my chipped and battered sword and reformed a new one-and-a-half-handed sword. I didn't have time to summon my armor.

My head and torso, vital parts of the human body, were covered only by thick cloth. If I took another hit there, I would undoubtedly die.

The realization sent a cold sweat down my spine. At that moment, the great ice sword sliced through the snow and appeared before my eyes. I parried it upward with my two-handed sword, pushing my sinking body back with the strength of my legs.

As I escaped the range of the follow-up spinning slash, I frowned at the strange sensation in my hands.

I tried to figure out what it was while dodging the pursuit of light beams.

Scales fired their beams from above and from the sides. I ran across the ground, kicked off the wind to ascend, and as I swatted them away with my sword, I realized the source of the strange feeling.

—*Is the amount of mana it contains decreasing?*

In the first place, the onslaught until now had left no room for thought. The very fact that I could think was strange.

I focused my [Spirit Eye] on the enemy's attacks and confirmed that the mana being supplied to them was indeed lessening. At the same time, the 'line' that had connected Rey Cuelebre to the palace had been severed.

"■■■■■■───!!"

With a roar that didn't hide its displeasure, the dragon lord turned its gaze toward its own palace.

Understanding the meaning and the opening, I charged. As I ran at full speed toward its throat, it tried to gain distance by ascending.

This time, I was the one giving chase. I kicked off the air to gain altitude and re-gripped my sword.

Rey Cuelebre had been 'storing a vast amount of mana through some means'. The people trapped in the birdcages, from which it had been replenishing its spent mana, must have escaped.

Now, it had to make do with its remaining mana. And that reserve was likely insufficient to maintain such a high output.

Rey Cuelebre was skilled at mana management. But even so, the power it wielded was too great.

"Hyaaaaah...!"

I exhaled a breath that tasted of iron, maintaining the closing distance.

This dragon was by no means stupid. It had to know that I wasn't the only enemy it had to fight.

I didn't know if it was the professor's group or the Self-Defense Force that would eventually arrive. But it probably couldn't afford to fire suppressive beams anymore.

I was acting on the assumption of my opponent's 'rationality'. I was pushing myself just as hard. To prevent it from gaining distance and returning to the palace, I relentlessly aimed for its throat.

My accelerating legs had been screaming in abnormal pain for a while now.

A cold sweat broke out on my forehead. Even if I could regenerate, the cycle of destruction and healing was repeating so rapidly that my brain was feeling phantom pains.

My concentration was almost gone. I was just putting on a brave face, running to make the enemy mistakenly believe that 'if an opening appears, I can reach its throat in one step'.

My body had recovered to a state that could be called perfect, but my spirit was on the verge of breaking.

The dragon lord flew erratically, trying to shake me, then dove to skim just above the ground.

As I dove in pursuit, the sharp pain in my legs intensified. My face contorted against my will, and my fingers holding the sword threatened to loosen.

*Endure it. Push through. Just a little longer, just a little longer and...!*

*"Sorry to keep you waiting!"*

The telepathic message from the person I was betting everything on arrived.

*"Get back inside the palace at full speed!!"*

"You're late!!"

*"Right on the three-minute mark!"*

I stabbed my sword into the snowy ground, kicking up a cloud of snow with my heel as I forcibly changed direction. I turned at almost a right angle and ran toward the palace.

I heard the sound of the dragon also changing direction behind me. With my back defenselessly exposed, it went on the offensive.

A multitude of light beams were fired. Relying solely on my foresight, I dodged them with side steps, running for all I was worth.

My shoulder was grazed, my side was shallowly gouged, and the lower half of my right ear was torn off.

Enduring the searing pain that came a split second later, I slid into the palace.

My hands and left arm, which I'd planted on the ground to brake, kicked up a huge cloud of snow. I came to a stop with my back against the tattered throne in the center.

As I tried to steady my ragged breath, I watched the dragon flying toward me through the large hole in the wall.

An open maw. A row of spear-like fangs, from which a purple beam of light leaked, was aimed at me.

Whether to ensure a hit, or to avoid losing its 'mana collection facility', Rey flew into the palace without slowing down.

But it seemed it couldn't see them.

*'Stop.'*

The traces of mana carved into the cross-section of the wall.

Dozens of glowing lines extended toward Rey Cuelebre's massive body. Golden chains wrapped around its tough flesh, their mana seeping into it like veins in a leaf.

The bindings were far too flimsy to restrain a dragon's body. But if time itself was stopped, even the king of the Cuelebre couldn't easily break free.

If even a part of its body was stopped, its internal mana circulation would be disrupted. If multiple parts were stopped, the effect would be immeasurable.

At the very least, its mana was thrown into such turmoil that it couldn't even fire a breath attack.

"■■, ■■■■...───!!"

The light in its mouth vanished, replaced by a low, agonized groan.

But the reception for the master of this palace wasn't over yet. It would be far too rude if it ended with just this.

That British lady would never do something so half-hearted.

*'An arrow that repeatedly fell, its space connected together.'*

Professor Arisugawa's voice echoed from my left earring, and a golden magic circle appeared in the air at the edge of my vision.

It was, of course, aimed at the bound dragon.

*'I cannot hit a moving target... but if it is a stationary one, I can.'*

A single arrow, bound by chains, was fired from the golden magic circle.

It was released from its restraints in mid-air as if blossoming, and though it disintegrated in the process, it struck Rey Cuelebre's right eye directly.

Almost simultaneously,

*"Finish it, Kyouta-kun!"*

I responded to the voice I heard with action.

The sonic wave that was generated almost blew me away, but I pushed myself forward with a blast of wind from my back.

The golden arrow had literally destroyed half the dragon's head. Its right side was blown away, and the base of its wing was also pulverized.

A fatal wound for any normal creature. But it was precisely because such common sense didn't apply that it was a 'monster'.

The scales that had been bound by the chains burst off all at once.

They weren't jettisoned as weapons. They were peeled away along with the skin, exposing muscle fibers and spurting blood.

The blood-soaked dragon, its remaining left eye glowing, once again gathered mana in its mouth.

That dragon could no longer continue the fight. Therefore, that was its final attack.

A torrent of mana that didn't even shy away from self-destruction was gathered at a single point. Its target was the direction from which that arrow was fired.

There were surely many people there. But only the faces of my acquaintances came to mind. That was fine. That was good.

Otherwise, how could I possibly make a step so powerful it could shatter my own legs?

I was putting everything I had into this, too. Faster than the breath could be fired, I leaped into its guard.

"Ooooooh...!"

With all my momentum, I thrust the sword in my hands upward.

My target was one point and one point only: its throat. The remaining mottled scales protected its weak point, but I slammed the tip of my blade into that comparatively soft spot.

But I couldn't pierce it. Even if it was a weak point, these were still dragon scales.

With my own strength alone, I couldn't break through. The difference in our fundamental power was just too great.

Therefore.

"Lend me your strength—"

Three seconds before the beam was fired.

"Champion!!"

The bracelet on my right arm glowed with the light of a sunrise.

My arms, enveloped in an orange light, pierced the scales and drove the blade deeper.

I unleashed flames from the blade hot enough to vaporize the gushing blood, and released wind from my entire body as I swung the sword in a diagonal slash.

[Concept Interference].

I tore through not only the biologically vital nerves and blood vessels, but also the mana that was concentrated there.

The mana that had been channeled into the breath attack overflowed from the wound. Not just from the throat I had just slit. Light leaked from the places where its skin was gone, from its head gouged by the arrow, and from the base of its wing.

From my follow-through stance, I leaped to the right with all my might. But,

"Tch!?"

The dragon's wing suddenly moved, blocking my path.

*This thing, it's still...!*

My eyes met its glaring left eye.

I instantly spun my body and burned through the black membrane. In those few seconds, the mana had already reached its critical point.

I'm going to be swallowed...!

"Like I'd let you!!"

A roar, unsuited for such a delicate voice, reached my ears.

In that instant, several chunks of ice wedged themselves between me and the dragon.

Faster than I could comprehend what they were, Rey Cuelebre's mana exploded.

The impact shattered the ice, activating the egg-shaped magic items hidden inside. They deployed a barrier, blocking the light heading toward me.

It lasted only for a moment. They were shattered, unable to withstand the force, and the shockwave slammed into me.

"Kah, ah..."

I might have blacked out for a few seconds. I felt a strong impact on my back, and my vision flickered.

Coughing violently, I somehow managed to turn my head.

The palace, one corner of which had completely collapsed. My own limbs sprawled out, and my one-and-a-half-handed sword lying a short distance away. From the sensation on my back and shoulders, it seemed I was leaning against a snowdrift in a sitting position.

Did it act as a cushion... or was this all part of that good-for-nothing college girl's calculations?

With a wry smile, I turned my face forward.

My eyes met the being that had been in my vision for a while now.

"........."

It was a dragon with only its head, and only half of that, remaining.

For a brief moment, our gazes locked, its eyes that had glowed reddish-purple.

Then, the light faded, and it turned into a lump of white salt, difficult to distinguish from the snow.

"Kyouta-kun!"

Mia-san ran toward me, her feet getting caught in the snow. Before her panicked form could reach me, a slender white arm extended from my side.

"...You were pretty close, weren't you?"

"Of course. I was aware that I was making an unreasonable request of you, too."

Aira-san, dressed in her black and white detective outfit, smiled fearlessly.

Was this pathetic, frail beauty tough, or just an idiot?

I smiled wryly and took her hand. And then, as I tried to stand up.

"Don't!"

"Huh?"

"Nuoah!?"

Mia-san's shout and Aira-san losing her balance as I leaned on her happened at almost the same time.

Her forehead slammed into the top of my head.

"Fungyaaaaaaah!!??"

"I knew this would happen..."

"Indeed..."

*Great, way to ruin the moment...*

The pathetic beauty rolled around on the snow, screaming, while her sister pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose.

I was so exasperated I could only stand there with my mouth half-open, but I quickly remembered the situation.

"Right, I have to go help Erina-san...!"

"Did you call for me!!"

"Ugh, there she is."

The self-proclaimed ninja and Professor Arisugawa appeared in a flash of golden light. It seemed the professor had gone to rescue her while Aira-san was being an idiot.

But it didn't look like she was unharmed.

"Erina-san, your arm..."

"Hm? Oh, it got dislocated again!"

Erina-san replied with a smile for some reason, her left arm dangling loosely. The professor, standing next to her, furrowed her brow deeply.

"You shouldn't move the injured area. I'll get some bandages, so we'll put your arm in a sling."

"Okay. Oh, before that, Kyouta-chan."

With a rare, awkward expression, Erina-san looked at me.

Then, with her right arm, she took something out of her Item Box.

"I'm sorry... Byak-chan protected me and..."

"Ah."

What emerged was Byakuren, its head half-destroyed, its left arm and right leg gone. Through a crack in its helmet, I could see the flask inside.

Its brand-new armor was in tatters, too. For some reason, only the iron ball remained intact, but it would be faster to replace everything else.

"It's fine. Byakuren did its job. What's more important is that you're safe."

"I'm really sorry. And thank you."

"I'll send the bill to Aira-san."

"My beloved car was just totaled, you know!?"

"Shut it, you pathetic college student."

As Aira-san returned, pressing her forehead, I also stood up, my mouth set in a thin line.

In the first place, I'd had to push myself pretty hard to save her. The monsters were to blame, but I figured I was entitled to at least this much.

"Kuh...! Grandma. About an advance on my allowance..."

"It's not an allowance, it's a cooperation fee for my research... Honestly."

The professor sighed after she finished wrapping Erina-san's bandages.

I smiled wryly at the scene, and a peaceful atmosphere settled over us.

I placed my hands on my hips and looked up at the sky.

The snow clouds had vanished, replaced by a clear sky. A few white clouds floated by, and the brilliant sun shone down on the earth.

Looking at what was once the ice palace, bathed in sunlight, I couldn't help but smile wryly.

I couldn't hear the roars of the dragons anymore.
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			We defeated the dragons, and it was a happy ending... but in reality, things don't just 'end when you defeat the enemy'.

There were all sorts of things that needed to be done. Things that were better off done.

"Heave-ho."

I cleared away the snow, exposing the asphalt beneath. On a vinyl sheet borrowed from a nearby store in this emergency, I began laying out the people who had been held captive as Rey Cuelebre's mana source.

The ice palace was on the verge of collapse from the aftershocks of the battle. We couldn't just leave them there.

So, we moved them to a location where they wouldn't be crushed...

"Everyone looks to be in pretty bad shape."

The captive people all had deathly pale faces and purplish-blue lips.

I'd briefly touched them while carrying them, and they were as cold as ice. The old man I'd just moved had a pained expression on his face, as if he were having a nightmare.

Seeing their condition, Professor Arisugawa placed a finger on her chin and furrowed her brow.

"It's not just hypothermia... They are likely suffering from Mana Deficiency Syndrome."

"Ah, now that you mention it, I think I've heard of something like that..."

If I remember correctly, it was a condition that occurred when you used too much mana, just as the name implies. I learned about it in the adventurer training course, but because of my unique skill, I wasn't very familiar with it.

I think this condition lowered your immune system and made illnesses worse. Mana depletion alone rarely killed you, but combined with hypothermia... it was supposed to be pretty bad.

"It seems they were brought here regardless of age, gender, or whether they were Awakened Persons or not. If there's one commonality, it would be their hair color. When the ambulances arrive, we may need to prioritize the non-Awakened. I'll have Aira take a look later."

"Understood."

Speaking of which, all the captive people had either blonde or silver hair.

Did Cuelebre just like shiny heads? ...Like a crow?

"Grandma. I finally got through to the police and fire department, but they say it'll still be a while before they can get here."

As we were talking, Aira-san approached, holding her smartphone.

"Is it because of the snow?"

"Well, that's part of it... but it seems dungeon stampedes have also occurred in Tokyo, Aomori, and Kagawa."

"...Huh?"

An idiotic sound escaped my lips.

*Seriously?* I mean, something similar had happened before, but that was because all the dungeons created on the Day of Awakening had reached their limit at the same time.

But now, local governments were conducting mandatory investigations of vacant houses. They were still struggling to find gates in the forests and mountains... but for it to happen in four prefectures at once? Besides, there were no mountains or forests around here.

"Your question is valid, but there are things even I don't know. What is clear is that the Self-Defense Force won't be coming for a while, and the police and fire departments can't get through because of the snow. A medical helicopter is scheduled to arrive, but that also requires preparation. The people in need of rescue aren't limited to just those here."

"...It can't be helped. If they remain in this state of hypothermia combined with mana deficiency, their lives will be in danger."

With that, the professor thrust her arm into the golden particles she had created in the air.

From it, she pulled out a silver thermos. The outside looked like an ordinary commercial product, but I could feel a faint mana from within.

"Oh, Grandma. Are you sure?"

"Normally, I wouldn't give a medicine whose scientific principles haven't been elucidated to anyone but myself... but it's better than letting them die here."

"No, I just meant that since it's a 'homemade magic potion', you'll be paying for it out of your own pocket."

"Then there's even less reason to worry about it. Human lives take top priority."

Professor Arisugawa stated firmly to Aira-san, who had spoken in a joking tone.

*Homemade? She can make magic potions, too...?*

"It should be effective even if not taken orally..."

With that, Professor Arisugawa tilted the thermos toward the woman lying closest to her.

A single drop of faintly glowing, light-blue liquid fell onto her forehead. It was just that, but the effect was dramatic.

In the blink of an eye, life returned to her face, and her lips turned a rosy pink. She was still unconscious, but at a glance, she looked healthy.

"The effect is incredible...!"

"Yes. But in return, using too much of it can cause severe 'mana sickness' later. Imagine motion sickness, but ten times worse. A single drop has a negligible effect, but the recoil should also be minimal."

"Ah..."

That was a pretty harsh side effect. Not something you should use recklessly inside a dungeon.

As my cheeks twitched, Aira-san spoke to me in a low voice.

"...She says it like it's someone else's problem, but I heard she was using her magic quite extravagantly. She was probably chugging her homemade potions while fighting. There's bound to be a strong backlash later. It'll be fine if Erina-kun and the others are here, but if they're not, help me carry her."

"Got it."

"I can hear you, you two."

The professor was dropping a single potion on each of the captives.

She looked at us, or more accurately, at Aira-san.

"There's no need to worry. I drink this regularly during my fieldwork, so this much is nothing to me."

"...I'm sorry, Grandma."

"There's no need to apologize. I simply did what I wanted to do. However, you should properly thank Erina, Mia, and Kyouta-kun."

"Yes..."

Aira-san looked at Professor Arisugawa with an uncharacteristically meek expression.

In response, the professor just shrugged her shoulders slightly and returned to her treatment.

I wished I could say something clever to Aira-san here, but unfortunately, I didn't have those kinds of communication skills.

For my part, I took out an alchemy circle from my pocket.

I held it up to the empty air and poured mana into it. What I was doing was an application of what I did before to stop the fire caused by the salamander.

Even though the sun was out, it was currently the end of June. With the air chilled by the surrounding snow, everyone was lightly dressed.

It might only be a small comfort, but I tried to see if I could provide some warmth with alchemy.

I slowly circulated mana through the atmosphere. Thanks to the levels I'd gained fighting the Cuelebre and Rey, I was able to smoothly envelop the entire area.

About forty people had been held captive. I pushed the cold air away from them.

...It really was just a small comfort, less effective than a thin blanket.

"Well now. As expected, Kyouta-kun, you've really become an alchemist."

"Don't praise me. This is just a 'better than nothing' kind of thing."

"No, no. That little bit can change a person's fate. In fact, I was so cold I was about to start shivering, but now I feel a little better."

"Ah..."

She was acting like her usual self, but Aira-san had also been held captive in the ice palace until a little while ago. And with a body that was unbelievably frail for an Awakened Person.

On the contrary, it was a wonder she'd remained conscious until we rescued her.

"But it's amazing you were unharmed, Aira-san. Compared to the others, you seem unusually energetic."

"Well, you see, I have a lot of mana for my level. Although, it's partly thanks to you, Kyouta-kun."

"Me?"

As I tilted my head, Aira-san took an egg-shaped magic item out of her pocket.

It was a personal barrier generator... but it was cracked, and its internal mana was significantly depleted.

"I held this up to the part of the birdcage that was siphoning mana, to suppress the amount being taken from me. I tell you, if I hadn't been able to find the location of the spell formula with [Appraisal], I'd be passed out just like them by now."

Aira-san chuckled and put it back in her pocket.

"So, let me thank you again. Thank you, Kyouta-kun."

"No problem. I'm glad it was useful."

I made it because I didn't want my acquaintances to die. If it protected Aira-san, there was nothing more to say.

As we were talking in that peaceful atmosphere.

"Hm... Aira, come here for a moment. You too, Kyouta-kun."

Professor Arisugawa called us over in a sharp voice, so we hurried over.

"What's wrong, Grandma?"

"This person... as soon as I put the magic potion on his face, his 'face changed'. I don't think it's some kind of curse, but please check with your skills."

At the end of Professor Arisugawa's gaze, a man who appeared to be Caucasian was lying there with a pained expression.

Come to think of it, isn't this the person I carried over earlier?

"Hmm... I've looked with [Appraisal], but I don't see anything particularly strange."

"Same here. I don't see any strange mana flow."

"Hmm... This potion has a healing effect in addition to restoring mana. Could that be what caused it?"

"Ah, so the face he got from plastic surgery reverted back. Well, it's better than being dead."

Aira-san said nonchalantly, and while I didn't say it out loud, I agreed with her.

Life is the most important thing. Besides, this man was quite handsome with his natural face. He must have been very popular when he was younger. Tch!

"........."

"What's wrong, Grandma? Staring at him like that."

"No, it's just... I feel like I've seen this face somewhere before, but I can't place who it is... From his features, I think he's from America."

Professor Arisugawa tilted her head at the man, who still had a pained expression.

"Is he an acquaintance of yours?"

"I don't think we're close enough to be called acquaintances... but since I can't remember who he is, I can't say for sure."

"Does it matter? The fact that you can't remember his face probably means he's not important."

"Aira..."

Professor Arisugawa pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose, as if enduring a headache.

"It's because of that attitude that you can't make a single friend at the university, you know?"

"Oh, shut up!"

"Well, it's fine for now. More importantly, you go and check who is Awakened with your [Appraisal]. Mark the Awakened Persons with red tape."

"Honestly... I'm not a loner. How many times do I have to tell you I'm aloof..."

Muttering to herself, Aira-san took the red tape from the professor and started appraising the fallen people. The professor also shrugged at her granddaughter's behavior and returned to her treatment.

For some reason, I looked at the fallen man again.

"...wy...th..."

It was a bit better than before, but the English he muttered was muffled and hard to understand.

But well, he must have had some reason to get plastic surgery on such a handsome face.

I didn't want to get involved in that kind of thing. The drama in the Arisugawa family was enough for me.

I switched gears and turned my gaze to the ice palace. It was still standing, but it could collapse at any moment.

Erina-san and Mia-san were currently in there, so I thought about heading over myself, but...

"Hey!"

From the destroyed main gate, Erina-san was walking toward us, holding up her right arm. It seemed she hadn't found any other people in need of rescue.

But she was holding something strange in that right hand.

"What is that...?"

As Erina-san approached, I tilted my head and asked.

Just in case, I placed my hand on the sword at my waist and slightly lowered my center of gravity, ready to fight at any moment.

"I was looking for any stragglers with my senpai, but there was no one left. So, while I was at it, I checked the spot where the boss monster's salt was!"

"And that's when we found this birdcage."

At their words, I frowned and fixed my gaze on the birdcage Erina-san was holding.

More precisely, on its contents.

"You found *this*?"

"Yeah... Kyouta-chan, what's wrong? You look scary."

Erina-san held up the birdcage slightly, looking at me with a worried expression.

But that only made me more wary.

"Erina-san, Mia-san. What do you see inside this?"

When I asked, they looked at each other quizzically, and then...

"I don't see anything?"

"If I had to say, there's a swing for a bird hanging in there, but that's about it..."

At their words, I glared at the being 'sitting' on the bird swing.

"You can't see this 'fairy'...?"

A small, winged person resembling a young girl with blonde hair and blue eyes was looking up at me.

At first glance, she looked just like a sylph, a wind spirit, but the mana flowing from her was clearly different.

What in the world—is this?

"Eh, Kyouta-kun is 'seeing fairies'!? Are you okay, as a person!"

Aira-san came running over, her voice airy and making it unclear whether she was worried or making fun of me.

I don't think I was in the wrong for flicking her on the forehead.

"Funnuaaaaaaah!?"

I paid no mind to the good-for-nothing college student shrieking next to me.

The mysterious fairy was just quietly looking into my eyes.
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"It's great to be alive..."

"It really is..."

"Hey, how many times have we had this exchange?"

"I've lost count."

Three days after the dungeon stampedes across the country.

In a private room of an izakaya in Kanagawa Prefecture, four men and women sat with exhausted expressions.

They were the founding members of the guild, not clan, known to all in the area: the guild master and executives of the Walkers.

"I can't believe we went to Tokyo and got caught up in a stampede of B-Rank monsters..."

"I still can't believe it... If those three girls who helped us before hadn't happened to be there, we'd all be dead for sure."

Yes, these four had once again been caught up in a dungeon stampede.

Their major injuries had been healed by a healing magic user in their guild and the potions they carried.

But immediately after being caught up in it, they were all covered in wounds and on the verge of death.

However, they hadn't just been running around. They had relentlessly supported the evacuation of civilians who were slow to escape, and after taking them to the nearest shelter, they had fought a desperate defensive battle with other Awakened Persons. That's how they had gotten injured.

*To become a bridge between the Awakened and non-Awakened.*

They were approaching that goal, albeit through a path they hadn't expected.

"We're getting a letter of appreciation for defending the shelter tomorrow, right?"

"Yeah. So everyone, make sure you don't drink too much."

"Well, they only serve normal booze here, so we don't have to worry about a hangover."

After laughing, Yamashita's childhood friend, Shougo, lowered his voice.

"More importantly... are we safe? From assassins and stuff."

"Yeah, we're fine. This place has been vouched for by Director Akasaka and the chairman of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. Isn't that right, Vice-Chairman?"

Just as Yamashita said that and looked up at the ceiling,

"Oh, so you noticed."

A muffled voice echoed from the ceiling.

Yamashita's companions' eyes widened, and they instantly summoned their Arcane Gear. But their leader raised his hand to stop them from drawing their weapons.

With a clatter, a part of the ceiling came loose. From it, a face covered by a black hood peeked out.

"I'm relieved to see you haven't let your guard down."

"I've survived this long with these ears and this nose. I recognized your breathing right away."

"Heh... that statement is a little creepy."

"You're one to talk."

The vice-chairman slithered down from the ceiling and sat down next to Yamashita.

"Now then. Could you explain to your companions who are looking at me like I'm a suspicious person?"

"You are a suspicious person. Everyone, it's okay. This person is a harmless pervert as long as you watch what you eat and drink."

"So he's still a pervert."

"He's not harmless if there are precautions, is he...?"

Yamashita's companions dispelled their Arcane Gear with a deadpan expression and a reluctant look.

"Don't be so tense. I'll leave as soon as I've given him... no, you all, a warning."

"I'm relieved to hear that."

"You've gotten quite talkative, Yamashita-kun."

"I've just realized that I can't deal with you people without being this direct."

Yamashita was smiling, but his eyes were cold.

Averting his gaze from that look, the vice-chairman continued.

"Now then. I've confirmed that there are no spies or listening devices in the attic, so let's talk. First, congratulations on your safe return. I told you not to leave your territory, but I understand that as an organization, you had to go to Tokyo on that day. Getting caught up in that was just bad luck."

"Tell me about it. But we were saved thanks to the potions you gave us. Thank you."

"I'm glad to hear it. Tools are meaningless unless they're used. Next, a report on the group of Awakened who attacked you before."

At his words, the air in the room grew tense.

The incident where Yamashita was almost killed by a monster train. The hope that the investigation into the 'real culprits' had progressed was reflected in their eyes.

"I'll tell you what we know so far as a 'rumor' on behalf of the busy chairman. In conclusion, it's highly likely that they are members of Turohorse."

"What..."

As Yamashita and his friends reeled in shock, the vice-chairman continued dispassionately.

There was no emotion in his voice.

"Don't forget that this isn't confirmed. It's merely circumstantial evidence. Among 'those who are capable', they are simply the most suspicious based on 'motive' and 'the flow of money'."

"...Vice-Chairman-san. If you know about the flow of money, isn't that enough? It's not like it's clean money, right?"

Shougo asked, his voice low.

"Unfortunately, the money has been laundered quite thoroughly. We can see a likely route, but it's difficult to confirm with overseas banks. In particular, multiple banks in countries that aren't on friendly terms with Japan were used. Honestly, it would be difficult to obtain legally admissible evidence by following this route."

"...I understand. Then, we'll keep in mind that Turohorse is the prime suspect."

"Please do. You may have contact with them in the future, but be extremely careful."

Yamashita and his friends nodded at the vice-chairman's warning.

Shougo, in particular, was full of motivation. He had known the Yamashita siblings since they were little and was practically family.

Kiriko's excitement rose slightly at that display of friendship, but she managed to shake off her worldly desires this time.

"And now, information about the stampede you were caught up in. It seems that 'a gate appeared in a place where there shouldn't have been one'."

"...What do you mean?"

Yamashita tilted his head at the vice-chairman's hesitant tone, which was different from before.

"The places where the stampedes occurred this time were all vacant houses that had been investigated by their respective local governments. They were all scheduled for demolition. However, a gate had appeared there at some point. That's still fine. Things like that can happen. But..."

"A stampede occurred right after the gate appeared...?"

Yamashita was stunned by what the vice-chairman was implying.

If that were true, it would be a huge deal. Until now, it was believed that there was a grace period of at least six months, and sometimes several years, from the appearance of a dungeon to a stampede.

But if what he said was true, there would be no time to cull the monsters. It would be an unavoidable disaster.

"This isn't confirmed information either. The police don't know why this is happening. Please, do not leak this information to the public. We don't want to cause unnecessary panic among the citizens."

"Unnecessary panic... but if people don't know, they can't prepare, can they?!"

The vice-chairman shook his head at the words of Yamashita's sister, Akemi.

"We can only trust in their routine evacuation drills. More importantly... the moment this 'possibility' becomes known, this country will be hit by an unimaginable disaster. We can't have it collapse just yet."

Japan was currently facing its greatest crisis since the war.

There was the damage to people and property caused by monsters, but the economic impact was also immeasurable.

The value of the yen had recovered slightly recently, but it was still lower than before the Day of Awakening. They were struggling with reconstruction budgets in various regions, and several major domestic roads were unusable due to dungeons.

The number of people in primary industries had decreased more than ever due to the appearance of gates, and compensation for the residents of lands that had become evacuation zones due to dungeon outbreaks was not keeping up.

If 'gates that stampede immediately upon appearing' were to appear now—Japan would be finished.

The number of deaths that would occur in that case was unimaginable.

"...But I bet all the rich people will just flee the country."

"That's already happening. The rich, including politicians, have mostly converted their yen to dollars and secured evacuation sites abroad. I myself have made preparations for the worst-case scenario."

Akemi was at a loss for words at the vice-chairman's blunt admission.

Seeing Kiriko put an arm around her shoulder, Yamashita turned his gaze back to the suspicious man in black.

"The conditions for a gate's appearance are still unknown, then?"

"That's right. But there are two things that concern me. The other newly appeared gates are behaving as they always have. And the other is..."

"The other is?"

After a brief pause, the vice-chairman spoke.

"The US military. The club's resident astrologer has confirmed the presence of the US military at all the stampede sites this time."

* * *

Tokyo, somewhere.

Although it had suffered significant damage from the dungeon stampede, the city's functions as a metropolis were being maintained.

The transport of relief supplies to the affected areas, the transfer of injured people from overflowing hospitals, and various other tasks were being carried out by both the public and private sectors.

The Dungeon Agency was no exception, and for the past few days, they had been pulling all-nighters.

Among the busy staff of the Dungeon Agency, three people had managed to squeeze in a nap and change into clean suits. They were walking down the hallway of a certain tower apartment.

It was Director Akasaka and his two aides.

"...Is it really true that the person in question is here?"

"Yes. Public Security had secured and was transporting him when we orchestrated his escape."

The male staff member, clutching a tablet anxiously, received a reply from the female staff member walking ahead of him without her turning around.

"Was that a good idea? Public Security is your old haunt. More importantly, if this gets out, you'll be..."

"I wasn't going to do anything if they were just going to interrogate him or send him back to 'that country'. But when I found out they were taking him to our go-to execution site, I couldn't just stand by."

The female staff member said in a rushed tone, cutting off the concerned Director Akasaka.

In response, the director sighed softly as he continued walking forward.

"Public Security's execution site, huh... It sounds like a conspiracy theory, but does it actually exist?"

"It does. I've used it several times myself, so I'm sure of it."

"Eek..."

The staff member holding the tablet turned pale, but the other two ignored him and headed for their destination.

"...He's in here."

"Yes. His physical condition has recovered considerably, but he's mentally exhausted. More importantly, I doubt we can hide him here for much longer. Please make it quick."

"That depends on him, but I'll do my best."

As Director Akasaka answered while tightening his tie, the female staff member gave a small nod and unlocked the door.

She quickly entered and immediately locked it behind them.

"...Is there something special about this apartment?"

"It's run by an acquaintance of mine. They've been helping me out since my Public Security days."

"...If this place becomes unusable, I can introduce you to some properties."

"I'd appreciate that."

With his subordinates' exchange behind him, Director Akasaka proceeded into the room with quiet steps.

He walked down a spotless corridor and knocked on the door in front of him.

"Come in."

The reply was in fluent Japanese.

When Director Akasaka opened the door, he was greeted by an elderly man with beautiful blonde hair.

He had pillows and cushions stacked up as a backrest and had his long legs thrown up on the bed.

He was dressed in a T-shirt and sweatpants, with bare feet. At first glance, he seemed quite relaxed, but his right ankle was handcuffed to the bed.

He folded the newspaper he was reading and placed it on a nearby desk, then turned his gaze to Akasaka and his team.

"Not here to pick me up this time, I see. Honestly, not knowing when I'm going to be killed is bad for the heart."

"...It's been a while, Ambassador Chris Mackenzie."

As Director Akasaka greeted him in a stiff tone, the elderly man, Chris, spread his hands in an exaggerated gesture.

"Long time no see, Mr. Akasaka. Was it since the dinner party at the embassy?"

"Yes. I was unable to attend 'your funeral' in America."

"Rest assured. The person in that coffin is a complete stranger. I was not there."

Chris spoke in fluent Japanese.

After all, he was a man sent from America as an embassy official. He could speak five languages besides Japanese.

He was also skilled in 'various other things' and was a man of many talents and connections.

"Given that you are here, that must be the case."

Akasaka wet his own lips, which had become dry without him realizing.

"Since you are the American ambassador himself, who was supposed to have died in the stampede."

At his words, Chris let out a wry smile mixed with a sigh.

He was said to have died near Narita Airport during the dungeon stampede that occurred in May.

The US had announced it was due to a 'worsening of a chronic illness', but neither the Ministry of Foreign Affairs nor the Dungeon Agency believed it.

However, they hadn't thought he was actually alive either. Chris's deception had been that perfect.

Except to *his* old agency.

"If I'm not a ghost, that is."

"You have feet, so you must be alive."

"Oh right, that's how it is in Japan. Honestly... to think I went as far as getting plastic surgery to escape my own country."

He touched his own cheek. There was a handsome face that must have elicited yellow screams in his youth.

It wasn't the pained expression of a man tormented by nightmares, like when he was in the Cuelebre's cage. Instead, a self-deprecating smile played on his lips.

"The group that secured... no, that rescued me. The Invisible Ninjas, was it? There's a rumor they're a faction of the British Secret Intelligence Service. Is that true? I had considered the possibility of being discovered by my former colleagues, but as expected of MI6, I suppose."

"Now, we are the ones asking the questions here. I can neither say YES nor NO to such matters."

Akasaka brought over a chair and sat down right next to the bed.

"Ambassador Chris. I want you to tell me everything you know. In return, you will have your own safety."

"...Hmph. As blunt as when you were on active duty. You must not have many friends, Mr. Akasaka."

"I only use this tone with people who prefer it, Ambassador."

"Former. I'm a former ambassador."

With a weary tone, Chris looked up at the ceiling.

After a few seconds of silence, he opened his mouth heavily.

"...You said you were the one asking the questions, but tell me just one thing."

"That depends on the question."

"That day... how many people died in the stampede that occurred in this country that day?"

"...The confirmed deaths in the area where you were protected are 256. Including the damage from the stampedes that occurred in other areas, it's about 2,000."

"...I see."

After letting out a long, long sigh, Ambassador Chris muttered something in English.

Akasaka recognized it as a passage from the Bible but didn't point it out.

"...I don't know much, you know."

"Even so, it's enough information for America to want you dead. I would very much like to hear it."

"You really are straightforward, aren't you? I do prefer it, though."

After pressing his forehead, Chris slowly moved his lips.

"Could I have some coffee... and a cigarette? I'd like to talk while having a smoke."

"The coffee is from a vending machine, but I have your favorite brand of cigarettes prepared."

As Director Akasaka said that and took out a pack of cigarettes, Ambassador Chris smiled wryly.
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*‘The multiple simultaneous dungeon overflows that occurred again at the end of June. The number of dead and missing has surpassed 2,000, and the government is treating this situation with the utmost gravity—’*

*‘What in the world is going on here! Weren't the municipalities supposed to be conducting mandatory inspections of vacant houses?! And despite that, we have this simultaneous overflow! Honestly, what has the government been doing!’*

*‘It's clearly a lack of resources at the local government level. The central government irresponsibly dumps work on the regions without providing any support. They think they can solve everything just by giving orders.’*

*‘The current administration lacks the ability to respond. This is true of their policies, but the Self-Defense Force's rapid response capability is far too low. How long does it take for them to get to the site after an overflow occurs? I would very much like the Prime Minister to explain the reason for this.’*

*‘Please take a look. A week has passed since the overflow, yet the firefighting efforts are still not complete. Helicopters from the Fire Department and the Self-Defense Force continue to drop seawater, but here in Marugame City, Kagawa Prefecture—’*

*‘This is Shibuya, Tokyo! The scene that was once the cutting edge of youth culture is no more. The scramble crossing is still stained with graphic bloodstains, and most of the buildings have collapsed—’*

*‘President Fudge Valentine of the United States has announced large-scale aid to Japan, drawing praise from the international community, while raising questions from the American public.’*

*‘A strong bond of friendship exists between America and Japan! To abandon a friend—what kind of pioneers would we be? We travel with our friends, forging ahead into the wilderness... It is by pioneering unseen lands that our country became the world's greatest power. We must not forget that spirit!’*

*‘The U.S. Forces in Japan will be actively involved in dungeon countermeasures going forward, but what kind of impact will this have on Japan? Today, we have invited experts to the studio to discuss—’*

*‘We are broadcasting live from in front of the "Awakening Support Center"! Please look. Out of fear of the unending threat of overflows, many citizens are training to become Awakened Persons—’*

*‘Awakened Persons are dangerous! They should be managed by the state, no, by the United Nations! It's wrong for civilians to possess such power!’*

*‘Awakened Persons are the guardians of the world. Who is it that fights, who is it that protects everyone? The overflows in various regions prove it! Those three mysterious girls, that unidentified group of dragon slayers!’*

*‘It is reported that two of the four large-scale overflows were suppressed by civilian Awakened Persons. While voices of gratitude are rising for the actions of the Awakened, the calls for their powers to be officially managed under the state are growing louder by the day—’*

*‘This is the evacuation shelter in Shibuya Ward. It is said that this area was protected by the adventurer clan "Walkers" and three mysterious girls—’*

*‘Another great success! The mysterious girls have repelled the horde of giant beasts that attacked Tokyo! In pursuit of their identities, we are seeking eyewitness information—’*

It was the beginning of July. A week had passed since the day we fought the *Cuelebre*, but the events of that day were still the talk of the town, both online and on TV.

The damage that resulted was just that immense. The damage in Tokyo was especially severe, and it seems to have had a huge impact not only on human lives but also on the economy.

Regarding the *Cuelebre* incident, our house was fortunately outside the blizzard's range, so my parents weren't attacked by the monsters.

Still, I had worried them sick, and it was painful to see the Professor bowing her head to my parents.

I was the one who made the decision to fight then, and above all, the *Cuelebre* were the ones at fault. I don't think the Professor had any reason to apologize, but she was adamant about going to apologize herself and wouldn't be swayed.

What was honestly surprising was that even Aira-san came to my house with the Professor to apologize. In her own way, it seems she felt responsible. I don't think the person who was kidnapped needs to feel responsible, though.

Well, that aside, I'll be billing her for a portion of *Byakuren*'s repair costs. In her case, she'd probably be bothered by that kind of thing otherwise.

In any case, despite the awkwardness, it was a peaceful week.

...Though I couldn't exactly relax, since I was investigating a certain being.

Aira-san's home. The Professor seemed to be busy with various things, so the four of us who gathered this time were myself, Erina-san, Aira-san, and Mia-san.

We surrounded the living room table and looked down at the birdcage on top of it, and the "fairy" inside.

"So. There really is a fairy that only you can see, Kyouta-kun? A small person with blonde hair and blue eyes, with insect-like wings growing from her back. And she's wearing a green one-piece dress, was it?"

"Yes. Even now, she's sitting on the swing inside the birdcage, watching me."

The mysterious fairy was just staring at me.

For some reason, this thing was only interested in me. Even when Erina-san brought her finger close or Aira-san shone a light on it, it only stared at me.

To be honest, it's scary. Very scary.

Frankly, her face is truly beautiful. Her figure is like a model's, and the short one-piece dress shows off her lovely, bare legs, which are dazzling. Even though she's pint-sized, she possesses a beauty that, I must admit, made my heart skip a beat.

But more than that, there's something terrifying about her. I don't sense any hostility, but I feel an unease from her emotionless eyes staring fixedly at me.

As for the identity of this mysterious creature... being?

"Ahem. The answer derived from my *Appraisal*, the alchemy knowledge that Kyouta-kun somehow possesses, and the, again, mysterious magical knowledge in the heads of our magic users is..."

*Drrrrrrrrrrum.*

"Erina-san, you don't need to play a drumroll on your phone."

"Then I'll do it with my mouth!"

"Be quiet."

"Okaaay!"

"Drrrrrrrrrrum!"

"Big Sis."

"Yes."

The number of people to play the straight man has increased. There is no greater joy...!

As I felt a sense of sympathy for Mia-san, Aira-san pointed at the fairy with an unnecessarily dramatic gesture.

"The identity of this fairy! It is! A ‘Natural Spirit’!"

"W-what did you sayyy?!"

Come on, we all shared the results beforehand.

I ignored Erina-san, who was putting on a serious act, and returned my gaze to the fairy, a.k.a. the natural spirit.

As always, it was looking at me with an expressionless face. *Eek.*

"Well, it's a mystery why a natural spirit was dropped in the first place, though."

"To begin with, we only know about natural spirits from that ‘mysterious knowledge’..."

Mia-san pressed a hand to her head as if to endure a headache.

Apparently, people who can use magic as Awakened Persons suddenly have information about magic flow into their heads when they awaken.

Various theories have been proposed—that they've connected to the Akashic records, that it's memories from a past life, or radio waves from aliens—but the source of this knowledge is still unknown.

Including my *Arcane Gear* book, I don't know how much I can trust it... but still, if you use the spells as described, you get the results described in the knowledge. If you can use it, you might as well.

I hear there are some Awakened Persons who are so terrified of the magic itself that they desperately try to force the knowledge out of their minds, though.

But I digress. For now, the topic is this natural spirit.

"A natural spirit... a life form of mana that appears when the mana flowing in the natural world accumulates or exceeds a certain density. It has no physical body, and what could be called a sense of self is extremely faint. At most, it has a self-preservation instinct."

"However, if the flow of mana at its location of appearance is disturbed, its existence becomes precarious, so there's a possibility it will attack those who tamper with the land, right? According to the posts on the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club* forum, anyway."

I nodded in response to Aira-san's words.

That club is apparently now dabbling in *Artificial Spirits* as well, and they've even posted their research process online. They say they want to gather a wider range of knowledge.

And they wrote, "I want to be able to chat and get lovey-dovey with my ideal *Homunculus* waifu!"

...That's not what spirits are for, but those guys are crazy enough to seem like they'd create a spirit for that purpose.

"Good grief. I'm glad that only a limited number of people can see spirits. When I was getting a possession permit for this from the *Dungeon Agency*, it was only recognized as ‘a magic tool that simply absorbs mana from living creatures inside.’ Well, they still almost took it away, though."

"The person in charge said that if they could disassemble it, understand its structure... and then reproduce it, the SDF and the police might be able to form golem units."

Honestly, when I heard that, I thought about just handing it over.

I mean, if the police and the SDF could do their best, the chances of me or my family dying in an overflow would decrease. It would be a bit of a problem if I couldn't enter dungeons anymore and earn money as an adventurer, though.

"If you hand it over to the current government, it'll just be taken overseas anyway. One of the conditions for receiving aid from America this time was that ‘the Japanese government will proactively hand over magic tools recovered from dungeons to the United States’!"

Aira-san smiled with only her lips.

"I will never, ever let go of something this interesting. This spirit holds an important meaning. It's still unclear whether I should call it a ‘she,’ but since it has the appearance of a young girl, I'll call her she for now. Her ability to remain unaffected by the surrounding mana might be thanks to this birdcage. I hear that normally, spirits cannot be born from the ‘current mana on the surface,’ right? There might be some kind of negative effect. She's a different species from artificial spirits like Salamanders, after all. To lose such a research subject would be a loss to the world... no, a loss to me!"

I was a little taken aback by Aira-san's rapid-fire speech.

The subjugation of the *Rey Cuelebre* was not something I accomplished alone. It was only possible with everyone's strength. And in my personal opinion, that includes Aira-san's contribution.

I can't decide what to do with this spirit on my own authority. As a result of a majority vote, it was decided that it would be kept in Professor Arisugawa's laboratory.

...Also, to put it crudely, if I cooperate with the research on this spirit, I'll receive a considerable reward from the Professor.

I'm not going to say that in the end, money is all that matters in this world. But it's also true that it's hard to live in modern society without money.

"Where was this spirit born? Where did it come from? Inside a dungeon? Or somewhere else? The secret of the ‘dungeon’ is packed into its history. This might just be a major discovery, Kyouta-kun!!"

"Uh-huh."

"I'm so glad you're a user of *Spirit Eye*! That skill is super rare, even without your unique one. You, you're a full-body ‘SSR’! A top-tier character destined for overwork!"

"I think I'm being praised, but it doesn't feel like it..."

Why does this person always have to use gacha games as an analogy?

"That's because, Kyouta-chan, the knowledge and common sense Senpai has outside of her research is all from games and manga!"

"Could you please not casually read my mind?"

"I was reading your expression, not your mind, so it's fine!"

"There's a dead big sister over here, you know!?"

" "

Pitiful, pathetic university student. Struck down by a sudden death spell from her blind spot. Damn you, self-proclaimed ninja.

Well, she'll reboot soon enough.

"An-y-waaay! Kyouta-chan!!"

"Yes."

As Aira-san shot up, I forced my gaze away from her bouncing chest and looked into her blue eyes.

Her eyes were sparkling. She was like an elementary school student before summer vacation.

"You have to somehow communicate with this spirit, YO!"

"Impossible."

"Heh!?"

"Impossible."

I said it twice because it's important.

Aira-san is mistaken, or rather, she has overlooked something. And that is...

"It doesn't speak. Its expression never changes. Do you really think my negotiation skills are high enough to communicate with such an inhuman being?"

"You socially inept loser!"

I mean, even someone with great social skills would have trouble with this, don't you think? And you're one to talk.
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"So, you want me to communicate with this spirit, but... for starters, should I just try talking to it?"

"Well, that’s the basics. But can you do it? It may be inhuman, but it has taken the form of a young girl, has it not?"

"I’m going to deck you, you pathetic excuse for a college student."

If I'm in work mode, I can talk to strangers. *If* I'm in work mode.

After a small cough, I met the spirit's gaze.

"Guess I’ll record this on video. Erina-kun, if you would."

"Aye, aye, sir!"

Erina-san, holding up her phone, gave me a thumbs-up. She had apparently started recording.

"H-hello there..."

"..."

"My name is Yagawa. There are a few things I’d like to ask you, if that’s alright?"

For a moment, I worried if telling her my real name might lead to me being cursed, but it was too late for that now.

More importantly, I had already researched that this kind of being doesn't possess such powers. Even if I was wrong, I should be able to resist it.

That is, unless it uses some completely unknown power.

"..."

"Do you understand what I'm saying? If you do, please answer."

I asked, a thin layer of cold sweat on my brow.

This spirit had been under investigation at a government office for several days, birdcage and all, so I had only been face-to-face with it yesterday and today.

During that time, the spirit hadn't responded to any of Aira-san or Erina-san’s questions, but...

—*Nod.*

There was a small nod.

"Whoa!?"

"What is it, Kyouta-kun!?"

"Well, it nodded... It seems to understand my words."

"I see...! Excellent. That makes a Q
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Early July. The temperature had risen considerably, and the humid days where it would reach nearly 30 degrees Celsius during the daytime had begun.

While students from other high schools were sweating on their way to school, we, whose school building had been destroyed by a demon, were in the middle of a summer vacation that had started a month early.

And in the midst of that, the thing to do was.

"The reborn *Invisible Ninjas*! Fiiiight!"

"""Yeah!"""

Dungeon exploration, of course.

Today, too, Erina-san, dressed in her Taisho Roman-style outfit, was thrusting her fist into the air energetically at the *Dungeon Store*. Please stop, it's embarrassing.

"...So that name wasn't a joke, was it?"

"No. Unfortunately."

Mia-san, who is a relatively sensible person as long as alcohol isn't involved, and I broke out in a cold sweat.

The stares from the people in the store were painful. The naming sense was just too terrible.

"Erina-san. You're bothering the other people, so please stop shouting."

"Okaaay."

*‘It's fine, isn't it, Kyouta-kun? There are hardly any other adventurers in that dungeon anyway, right?’*

"Big sis. You're the oldest one here, so please act like it. There are people working in the store, you know."

*‘Okaaay.’*

As Aira-san said, this *Dungeon Store* was practically deserted.

It's a C-Rank dungeon. On top of that, the monsters that appear and the dungeon's terrain are of the troublesome sort, so not many adventurers come here.

We had agreed to meet here, so Erina-san and I came by bus, while Mia-san came in her own car. As expected, both the bus and the parking lot were empty.

On the other hand, there's a possibility that the number of monsters will be high, whereas our fighting strength, with the exception of Mia-san, is lower than usual.

*Byakuren* was destroyed in the previous battle. I was able to rebuild it with spare parts, but the armor was a total loss.

And Erina-san's *Daisharinmaru* seems to have suffered a serious warp, and apparently, if she throws it now, there's no telling where it will fly.

However, we wanted the drop items available here for ‘gathering materials for the future,’ so we came anyway.

And simply because I thought we could manage even with our current strength. The three of us leveled up quite a bit in the fight with the *Cuelebre*.

And so, after finishing our preparations in the changing room and using the restroom, we headed to the gate room.

The heavy footsteps of Mia-san's golems... I think they were called *Ukon and Sakon*, echoed as we stood before the white door.

"Preparations complete. We are now entering the dungeon."

*‘Yes. Byakuren-kun and the giant shuriken are absent this time, but Mia is here instead. You should be able to explore just fine, but be careful.’*

"Roger."

With me in the lead, I confirmed that everyone had a hand on the shoulder of the person in front of them, and then we passed through the gate.

No matter how many times I do it, I can't get used to the strange sensation of my footing disappearing without any feeling of floating. It lasted only a moment, and then I felt a hard sensation through my boots.

Before my eyes was a green forest, illuminated by a fake sun.

Not figuratively; every single tree was a low-saturation green. All of this was made of bronze.

From the roots buried in the mud-like ground to the branches and leaves extending several meters ahead, everything was the same color. Moreover, the strength of these mana-infused trees far surpassed that of ordinary bronze.

When I took a step, a slight ripple formed.

"Mia-san's magic seems to be working fine. My feet aren't getting stuck in the mud."

"I'm relieved it worked out."

Mia-san patted her magnificent chest in relief.

This dungeon has poor footing. The harder you step, the more your feet sink. It was written on the store's website that even adventurers of this rank can't run properly. Apparently, the ground is strange, with the ‘depth of the mud changing according to the force applied.’

That's where her *Water and Ice Magic* comes in. I had her cast the water-walking spell on us before we went through the gate, and it seems to have worked on the mud as well.

Especially Ukon and Sakon would definitely sink without it. There's even a rumor that the SDF brought in a mortar and it sank into the mud.

*‘Hmph, as expected of my little sister. The most capable one after me.’*

"Our capabilities lie in different directions. We're beginning the exploration."

*‘Yes. Proceed with caution.’*

"Understood."

Since *Byakuren* isn't here this time, I've attached a mirror to Ukon's chest. The golems, holding a sasumata and a large shield reinforced with ice, brought up the rear, while I took the lead.

Despite being on mud, it felt like walking on paved asphalt. Combined with the smell of mud reaching my nostrils, the mismatch created a strong sense of unease.

It's a convenient magic, but it might be one I'd rather not use outside of a dungeon.

As we walked between the bronze trees, we found a tree with SDF paint on it after about 30 seconds.

"Aira-san. Currently at ‘T-45.’ The position of the pseudo-sun is in the two o'clock direction from our perspective."

*‘Hmm, hmm... Then, proceed in the ten o'clock direction for a while. You should find another painted mark.’*

"Understood."

This dungeon is easy to get lost in.

Humans, apparently, tend to veer off course quite a bit when viewed from above, even when they think they're walking in a straight line.

Moreover, we are in a forest, albeit a very special one. The only landmark to speak of is the pseudo-sun in the upper part of the dungeon.

We started walking again on the muddy path, illuminated by the light peeking through the bronze leaves.

However, a warning soon came from Erina-san.

"I can hear voices from the nine o'clock direction. There are... five of them. They're heading this way."

"Roger."

"Understood. Ukon, Sakon. Raise your shields and get in front of me and Erina-san."

I replied to Erina-san, tightened my grip on my sword, and took a few steps in the indicated direction, positioning myself in front of the golems.

Then, we too could hear the sound of flapping wings and cries.

*‘Gaw! Gaw!’*

*‘Gak-gak-gak-gak-gak!!’*

It resembled the cawing of a crow. But the voice sounded somewhat nasally.

The store's information said it ‘resembles the cry of a crested ibis,’ but I've never actually heard a crested ibis properly, so I don't know. I've seen one on screen before, though.

Such stray thoughts surfaced, but I pushed them to the back of my mind.

Weaving through the bronze trees, five birds... no. I faced five monstrous birds.

*‘Gaw! Gaw!!’*

Their skeletons resembled that of an ibis, but their bodies were more than twice the size. Their entire bodies were covered in crimson feathers, which stood out in this bronze forest, and on their heads grew a crown-like crest.

But what was most eye-catching was not their size or their distinctive crest.

It was their beaks, claws, and the tips of both wings, all made of bronze.

*‘Stymphalides.’*

A monster that appears in one of the ‘Twelve Labors of Heracles’ from Greek mythology.

Their feathers, claws, and beaks are made of bronze, yet their strength surpasses that of ordinary steel, and they are said to have easily torn through a one-centimeter iron plate brought in by the SDF.

The monstrous birds flew through the difficult-to-navigate trees at a speed of about 100 kilometers per hour. They turned their hostility towards us, lowered their altitude, and spread their wings wide as they approached.

In that instant, feathers were fired like a machine gun. The tip of each one was bronze, and on top of that, coated in a potent poison. If struck by that poison, even a high-level Awakened Person wouldn't last half a day.

However, their speed fell just short of the speed of sound. They were only fast enough for my two eyes to track everything.

Facing the rain of death approaching with overwhelming density and speed, I readied my two-handed sword and wrapped it in wind.

"Hrahh!"

A single horizontal slash. With a hammer of wind, I blew away all the incoming feathers.

Not only that, but the strong wind slammed into the Stymphalides head-on. It probably didn't do any damage, but it threw the monstrous birds off balance.

Then, without mercy, throwing knives and ice spears assailed them.

The three in the front row took direct hits and crashed into the mud. Another had its wing pierced and collided with a nearby tree, while the last unharmed one tried to fly over us.

But I drew and threw a knife with my left hand. Since it was quite close, even with my skill, it hit its neck.

*‘Gah...!?’*

With a short cry, its body bent backwards in mid-air, and it fell on its back. I confirmed that all of them, including the one that had crashed into the tree, had turned to salt, and let out a small breath.

A bronze forest that easily confuses people, growing on muddy ground with poor footing. And monstrous birds that fly freely within it, attacking like a machine gun's spray.

I was once again convinced that this was a dungeon other adventurers would understandably avoid.

But, in proportion to its difficulty, it was also a lucrative place.

"No other enemies nearby."

"Then Ukon, Sakon. Collect the drop items."

The golems lumbered forward at Mia-san's command. Their sasumata apparently have straps so they can be carried over their shoulders.

While cautiously scanning the surroundings, I reconstructed my knife in its sheath and turned my eyes to the drop items the golems had collected.

It was a bronze plate. It was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand, and about five millimeters thick.

This wasn't just ordinary bronze. Its strength was equivalent to their feathers and beaks. In other words, harder than ordinary steel. And yet, its melting point was the same as regular bronze.

I plan to use this for the shield that *Byakuren* will hold. I heard from Ooyama-san that using this would make it sturdier than an alloy of coins and existing iron.

Well, she herself has never actually worked with it, and this knowledge apparently comes from her skill. Still, I trust her, and I'm sure she'll do a good job.

My savings have taken a big hit from the last armor repair, so I want to collect enough not just for my needs, but also to sell. I'd like to have some spares, too, if possible.

"Collection complete."

"Right. Aira-san, we're resuming the exploration."

*‘Yes. Mia, move Ukon-kun a little more to the right. Yes, just like that. ...Yes. Judging from the position of the pseudo-sun, proceed in the eleven o'clock direction from where Ukon-kun is facing.’*

"Understood."

Safety first, I'll earn what I can.

I tightened my grip on my sword and started walking on the mud once more.



		
		
		
			Chapter 116: The Remnants of Civilization
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 116

			The Remnants of Civilization

			Episode 85: The Remnants of Civilization

After several battles, we pressed on through the bronze forest. We had already finished marking the way to the exit guarded by the Self-Defense Force.

Through the gaps in the trees, a 'structure' came into view. Within this forest—a place that couldn't exist in the known natural world—stood an artificial object that was strikingly different from the gate the SDF had constructed. It radiated an alien presence.

No. Calling it a structure wasn't quite right. It was more accurate to call it a 'ruin.'

A clearing opened up in the bronze forest. In this wide, open space, scattered stone walls remained. Only the foundations were partially intact, with a few brick walls barely standing on top of them.

Shattered as if from a fierce battle, it was now impossible to tell what kind of facility this remnant of intelligent life had once been.

As for the rest of it, whether it had sunk or met some other fate was unclear.

All that was certain was the vague fact that *someone* had been doing *something* here.

This wasn't damage from the SDF's fight with the monstrous birds. I’d heard it was like this from the moment they first set foot here.

"Aira-san. We've arrived at the location you mentioned."

"Good. Well done. Mia, could you take Ukon-kun and make a lap around the perimeter? Erina-kun, please get your hand mirror ready and walk along the inside."

"Understood, Nee-san."

"Okay!"

"Then I'll keep watch on our surroundings."

The other reason we chose this dungeon was to assist with her research.

Miyoshi Mia, with her Golems in tow, began to walk the outer perimeter of the ruins, while Rinzaki Erina stepped inside.

Watching them out of the corner of my eye, I hoisted my sword onto my shoulder and slowly scanned the area.

Still, these ruins were a strange sight.

The SDF had built a structure near this dungeon's exit that looked exactly like a police box, and it sat on a kind of 'float' that resembled several rubber boats tied together.

According to the Dungeon Store's info, they'd used magic to reduce its weight and placed it on top of a boat... or so I heard.

But the remnants of the building here were all standing perfectly upright. Had they driven foundations into this unstable ground, or had the ground turned muddy *after* the fact?

Looking at the barely visible foundations, I could feel a faint trace of mana. Some kind of magical formula was likely carved into them, but the mud made it impossible to see, and I doubted I could understand it anyway.

It was something I'd thought for a while now, but if there was a civilization that created dungeons, or lived in them... they must have been masters of magical technology.

They had managed to construct a building the size of a mansion or castle, judging by the ruins, on ground that I couldn't even tell was mud or a bottomless swamp. Despite the medieval fantasy interior of the dungeon, their level of civilization seemed incredibly advanced.

It was no wonder Aira-san was so interested. There were no predecessors. This was an *unexplored field of research* that even the most renowned professors from every country were still scratching their heads over, unable to grasp even a fraction of the mystery.

Well, honestly, it had nothing to do with me.

Research and theorizing weren't my strong suits. I'm the kind of person who's content just hearing the answer and thinking, *'Oh, is that so?'*

I was able to entertain such thoughts for about three minutes after they began their investigation.

My [Spirit Eye] caught a glimpse of a shadow approaching through the trees.

"Enemy attack! Opposite direction of the pseudo-sun!"

I shouted as I raised my sword, lowering my center of gravity and gripping the hilt with both hands.

The two of them were a bit far off, and I was the closest to the enemy. They were heading my way, but I would be within the Stymphalides' range first.

Just as I plunged the tip of my sword into the mud, a volley of feathers shot toward me. As the four monstrous birds charged, firing like machine guns, I swung my sword in a reverse diagonal slash.

The wind-infused strike violently blasted the mud forward.

Like a landmine had detonated, a brown wall soared into the air, momentarily blocking my entire view. Its momentum swallowed the incoming feathers whole.

And if I couldn't see them, it meant they couldn't see me either. I had vanished from the Stymphalides' sight.

But I could still *see mana*.

With my sword still held ready on my shoulder, I charged. I burst through the wall of mud just as it began to fall back to earth and closed the distance in an instant on the monsters, who had lowered their altitude to make for an easier target.

Given our combined speeds, I was already within striking distance.

"*Gaaaah!?*"

I cut down the lead creature with a diagonal slash, then smashed the head of the second one coming up behind it with a 'Windmill Strike.'

Twisting at my waist, I leaped, severing the wing of the third bird as it frantically tried to ascend, sending it crashing down.

I reached for a knife with my left hand to throw at the fourth one that passed outside my sword's range, but a grappling hook shot up from below and wrapped around the bird's neck before an ice spear pierced through it.

Keeping that in my vision, I threw a knife to finish off the one with the severed wings. Once all the Stymphalides were in view, all four began to turn to salt.

Just as I breathed a sigh of relief, a voice came from my earring.

"Are you alright, Kyo-chan-kun? I can see you're unharmed through Ukon-kun's mirror, but try not to get too covered in mud. I hear they give you an earful if you try to leave the dungeon with dirt or plants on you."

"I'm fine. I blew it away with the wind."

Dungeon components are, in some places, repaired with 'salt.'

It's unclear what state it uses as a 'baseline,' but the dungeon repairs broken walls and such with salt. It does so with such accuracy that you can't tell the difference in appearance or even composition if you analyze it on the spot.

Because of this, moving things around inside the dungeon doesn't seem to count as 'carrying monster salt.' In fact, when I used it for [Byakuren]'s makeshift body back when I was just starting as an adventurer, I wasn't swarmed by monsters.

However, it's a different story if you take a salt-repaired part outside. What was a different substance inside slowly begins to revert to salt once it's outside, and the moment it completely reverts, a stampede may or may not occur.

To prevent that, the SDF has apparently made a depression in the floor at the exit and filled it with disinfectant. When you leave, you have to slosh your feet around in it.

...Of course, there's a rumor that's just a pretext to catch idiots trying to sneak out while invisible. There's even a boom gate like at a railroad crossing to make it hard to jump over.

In any case, I didn't want to get covered in mud either, so blowing it away with wind solved the problem.

"I think this every time, but to be able to use that skill like that... your mana capacity—or rather, your mana recovery rate—is just abnormal."

"It's just how my unique skill works."

As we were having this casual exchange, I scanned my surroundings just in case, and—

"Hk!"

"More enemies coming! Four o'clock from your position, Kyo-chan!"

I noticed the approaching flock of monstrous birds at almost the same instant Erina-san shouted her warning.

I immediately turned to face them, lowering my sword into a ready stance.

"Sixteen of them! That's a lot!"

"So they were all gathered together!"

"I'm gonna smash your head in, you unfortunate female college student."

I replied to Aira-san's pointless comment as I plunged the tip of my sword into the mud.

For a brief moment, my eyes met with Mia-san's, who was diagonally behind me.

Almost simultaneously, a chaotic volley of feathers was unleashed from between the bronze trees. They were still too far to pierce my armor, so was this just a feint?

No. They must have judged that this was enough to kill the other two. Their instincts were surprisingly sharp.

Naturally, I defended in the same way as before. The mud that flew up like an explosion swallowed the incoming feathers whole.

"Devour them."

As if in response, Mia-san murmured.

It was just a simple phrase, not even an incantation. Yet the mud, like a pack of obedient hounds, lunged at the flock of approaching Stymphalides.

The mud changed shape, forming the heads of ferocious dogs. They flew through the air, baring their fangs at the birds' throats, wings, and bodies.

But it was no use. Though their fangs were sharp enough to pierce a car hood, they couldn't penetrate the feathers of a Stymphalis. According to the SDF, those feathers could deflect a 9mm bullet.

But their movements had slowed.

*—KAKAKAKAKAKAKAKAKAKA!!*

A series of strangely hard sounds echoed from behind me. The ambient temperature had plummeted, and my breath turned white.

"Fire."

At the curt command, ice spears shot past me, flying over my head and to my sides.

Against the sixteen monstrous birds, more than fifty spears of cold malice were unleashed.

The Stymphalides, whose speed had been blunted by the biting mud dogs the moment they cleared the trees, had no way to dodge. All they could do was pray that an ally in front of them would be lucky enough to serve as a shield.

Only three were fortunate. But their luck had run out.

A bo-shuriken took one down, and I charged in to cut down the remaining two.

It was, without a doubt, an overwhelming victory. I remained vigilant just in case, but all sixteen birds had turned to salt.

However, there was a problem.

"...They sank."

The drop items from the first four I'd killed—bronze plates—had completely disappeared. In this dungeon, if you left them alone, they would sink several meters into the mud.

This terrain allowed humans, even non-Awakened, to move their feet and escape before sinking, but a simple mana-infused plate obviously didn't have limbs.

This meant I needed to collect these sixteen plates quickly, too. I started to move toward them, but...

"Rise."

The moment Mia-san said that and placed her staff into the mud, the drop items that should have sunk floated to the surface.

The salt was neatly pushed aside, leaving only the bronze plates bobbing gently on the mud.

I found myself staring at the scene with my mouth agape. Mia-san puffed out her chest. *Tayun*, her breasts—no, her magnificent breasts—bounced. And her face was beautiful. Wait, did her magnificent breasts get even bigger?

Could she be... a goddess?

"It's a simple application of 'Water and Ice Magic.' Since there are so many, I can only make them float, though."

"May I worship you?"

"Kyo-chan. Let's not let go of our swords, okay?"

"Yes, ma'am."

I'll take my guard duty seriously.

From the bottom of my heart, I was truly glad Mia-san had joined our party.
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"Are you guys cursed or something?"

Ooyama-san's heartless words wounded us deeply...!

We were in a corner of the small factory run by her father, in the space Ooyama-san used as her personal workshop.

On her workbench lay the armor and flail of [Byakuren], now little more than scrap metal, along with Erina-san's [Daisharinmaru].

...Come to think of it, has her space gotten bigger?

I don't remember her having a workbench large enough to hold a suit of plate armor, even one that had mostly lost its shape.

I had a feeling her tools had multiplied as well. It seemed she was doing well as a smith. The factory itself felt more lively, too.

"So... will you be able to take on the job...?"

"Huh? Of course I'll take it. I'm charging you, though."

"We'll definitely pay, of course... but it looks like you're pretty busy."

Even through the thick curtain, I could hear the sounds of machinery and work. That much was normal, but the *volume* of it was greater. More importantly, there were more footsteps.

And just before we entered her workspace, I saw factory workers carefully packing shields and armor. They must have been getting an order ready for a client.

I'd heard from Erina-san that Ooyama-san's workshop was doing well, but I hadn't expected it to be this obvious.

"Hah?"

"Shī-chan, Kyo-chan is asking, 'You seem busy, but is it okay without an appointment?'"

"Oh, that's what he meant. If you're asking me to make spare equipment, I'll have to put it on the back burner. But if it's stuff you guys use for everyday exploring, it's top priority. Besides, I have something I want to ask of you two as well."

"Thank you. But what did you want to ask?"

"Help with leveling up."

Ooyama-san, still seated, propped an elbow on her knee and rested her cheek in her hand.

"Right now, Aika and I are LV: 13. The Golem you gave us makes fights with monsters stable, but we can't go exploring that often. So I want to raise the quality of our runs to make up for it."

"The quality? We can't take you to a dungeon above your current rank, you know."

"I'm not thinking about faking our ranks. The same way you did it before is fine."

"Oh, you mean that."

It seemed she wanted us to power-level her again, like we did back in June.

By raising her level, she could make her usual grinding more efficient... basically, it was like 'building muscle to build more muscle.'

"Shī-chan, you're E-Rank right now, right?"

"Yeah. Aika and I are thinking about promoting to D-Rank soon."

"...This might sound rude, but isn't that enough? You said before that you wanted to level up for self-defense."

At my question, Ooyama-san's already stern face twisted even further.

"Because it's still not safe. Things have gotten worse since then."

"The number of criminal groups of Awakened Persons, like Turohorse and others, has really gone up."

"That's true..."

While [Turohorse] had some very shady rumors circulating about it behind the scenes, on the surface, it was a legitimate non-profit organization.

But beyond them, the number of Awakened who openly committed crimes and caused public disturbances had increased.

The economy had worsened due to the frequent stampedes, and anxiety was growing throughout society.

Perhaps because of that, reports of robberies and burglaries were on the rise. Many were suspected to be the work of Awakened, and I'd seen on a news site that the police were often unable to make arrests.

In proportion to this, groups you could call 'Anti-Awakened Organizations' were holding demonstrations overseas, and apparently they had sympathizers in Japan as well.

Though, in Japan, their activities were mostly online. I think some expert on TV said they probably didn't want to get targeted by groups like [Turohorse] and become victims of a skill-based perfect crime.

But I digress. The point is, public safety in Japan was not great right now. The robbery cases involving 'dark part-time jobs' were a big deal a while ago, and things had only gotten worse.

"I've been making good money selling weapons and armor online lately, too. I've got plenty of reasons to be a target. I signed a contract with a security company, but I still need a way to protect myself."

"You have a point. That was short-sighted of me."

"...Hey. Haven't you gotten more distant than before?"

Ooyama-san glared at me with her sharp, narrow eyes.

I met her gaze squarely, maintaining my business-like demeanor as I replied.

"We're the ones who came here to impose on your busy schedule with a request. I believe this attitude is appropriate."

"What a pain. Just act normal. I want to ask something of you guys, too."

"Well, um... I'll do my best."

*I can't say it.*

*I can't just blurt out, 'School's out for summer and we haven't talked much, so I've forgotten how to talk to you!'*

I'm not good at talking to girls to begin with. With Aira-san and Erina-san, we play games together all the time, and more importantly, I know their... *quirks*, so I can talk to them without being scared.

But with Ooyama-san... well, I still remember the feeling of her chest being pressed firmly against me when she cut my nails, you see?

Right now, I'm concentrating on looking her in the eyes so my gaze doesn't drift down to her chest.

Communication is... difficult...!

"Okay, okay! Shī-chan, listen? I think Kyo-chan is just nervous talking to you."

"Huh? He was talking pretty normally before summer break, wasn't he?"

*Heh heh heh... Are you sure about that? I was freaking out back then, too! ★*

Oh no, my internal monologue is getting weird. If I actually said that out loud, they'd definitely think I was a creep.

"Kyo-chan, I think maybe when he doesn't see someone for a little while, he gets nervous like he was at the beginning."

"...Is that right?"

"...Yes. I'm sorry..."

My voice must have been as faint as a mosquito's buzz.

Erina-san's analysis was so spot-on that I had no choice but to admit it. I'd tried my best to hide it, thinking there was no way I could say it, but it seems she saw right through me.

"How did you know, Erina?"

"E-hem! I've seen Pai-sen act like that before!"

*Aira-san...*

Also, please don't puff out your chest like that, Erina-san. It jiggles. It draws the eye.

Even though your pink kimono and white hakama don't emphasize your figure, my eyes are still drawn to your melons, so please stop.

"So, let's go hang out sometime! All of us!"

"Eh?"

"Oh, sounds good."

"Eh?"

Wait, don't leave me behind. My social skills can't keep up with this speed.

"I'll ask Grandma to take out the boat, and we'll invite Pai-sen and Senpai, and Ā-chan too, of course, and go to the beach!"

*BEACH!?*

"Taking out a boat to go to the beach, that's something else."

"Grandpa bought an island a long time ago, and Dad still manages it. We can go play there in our swimsuits!"

*SWIMSUITS!?*

I instinctively glanced at Ooyama-san's chest. Since she was leaning forward, I could just barely see the deep valley between her breasts through the gap in her shirt.

Then, to my side, Erina-san. Using the wide field of view of my [Spirit Eye], I snuck a peek at her bust, which was voluminous even through her kimono. Yep, definitely huge. If Mia-san was a watermelon, this girl was a melon.

"Sounds fun, doesn't it, Kyo-chan!"

"YES!!!"

"What a great answer!"

—Honestly, I'm not that big a fan of the beach.

I'm the type of person who'd much rather stay home and watch TV or play video games.

But! I have to ride this big wave! This massive wave of—with two exceptions—big-breasted girls!!

...Ah, I'm already starting to regret it. Won't they think I'm a creep for getting so excited about swimsuits? Will they hate me, or bully me?

And can I even handle being in a space with just girls for that long? What do I do? Should I just say 'never mind' right now...?

"It's okay, Kyo-chan."

"Erina-san...?"

As if she'd read my mind, she smiled gently and placed a hand on my shoulder.

I could feel a faint warmth from her palm. It felt like it was easing my anxiety.

"I'll make sure to bring enough 'Water Spider' ninja tools for everyone...!"

"Can I opt out after all?"

My heart skipped a beat for a second, but I was an idiot.

"Nope! I won't forget that you just said 'yes'!"

"I heard you loud and clear, too. You're coming along as bodyguard and luggage carrier."

"I can carry the luggage, you know?"

"It's fine. Just let him carry it as a 'viewing fee.'"

"Yes. I will serve you with all my heart and soul...!"

"Hoeh?"

It seems Ooyama-san had noticed my earlier glances. No, I doubt her kinetic vision could have kept up with my eyes. When it comes to sneaking peeks, my [Spirit Eye] is unbeatable.

In that case, she must have read my mind from the flow of conversation and my overly enthusiastic reply...!

Ooyama-san grinned mischievously, while Erina-san tilted her head with a question mark floating over it. Crap, I can't defy them!

"Well, if you're taking out a boat, it's not like it can happen this week. Let's take care of each other's requests first."

"You're right! Oh, these are the materials I mentioned on the phone yesterday."

Erina-san took a large cardboard box out of her [Item Box] and placed it on the desk.

The lid was open, and I could see the bronze plates we'd gotten from the Stymphalides neatly arranged inside.

Ooyama-san picked one up, her eyes sparkling as she gave a wry smile.

"You guys really brought it. And so much of it, too."

"Yep. I want you to use it for Byak-chan's equipment and my 'new ninja tool'!"

"We've also brought a request from Mia-san... our new party member."

After we left that dungeon, it turned out all three of us planned to turn the drops into equipment rather than sell them.

Myself and Mia-san for our Golems' gear. And Erina-san said she was going to have Ooyama-san make her a 'new ninja tool.'

Mia-san couldn't come today because of a university lecture, so Erina-san brought the request form on her behalf.

"Got it. This is the first time I'm working with this stuff, so it might take a little while."

"We don't mind that, but are you sure? What about your other work...?"

"I made sure to leave an opening in my schedule. I got a call from Erina right after that stampede... Cuelebre, was it? Figured you'd be coming in for repairs, so I prepared."

"Thank you so much."

"How 'bout that!"

I bowed my head to Erina-san, who was puffing out her chest proudly again. She may act silly most of the time, but she's really on the ball with things like this.

So we did have a reservation after all, even if I didn't know about it. It was pretty last minute, though.

"Now then... speaking of which."

Ooyama-san turned her sharp eyes toward me.

In her hand, a nail clipper had appeared.

"Yagawa... your nails are getting long again. Yagaaawaaaa..."

"Hiee..."

I tried to flee!

But Erina-san was holding me back!

Hey, you self-proclaimed ninja!? When did you get behind me!?

"Keeping your nails trimmed is important if you're going to wield a sword, Kyo-chan!"

"That's right, Yagawa... This is for your own good, Yagawa..."

"I-I get it! I'll cut them myself this time!"

"Idiot, I can't leave this to an amateur."

"You're an amateur at cutting nails, too!"

"Surrender and accept your fate, Kyo-chan!"

"I get it, so could you please let go!? This is dangerously dangerous!"

"What does that mean?"

The self-proclaimed ninja tilted her head. It means what it means! Your chest, Erina-san, is pressed against my back! *Munyuu...*

My ears and cheeks were burning. All my nerves were focused on my back, and my legs felt weak.

I couldn't shake her off, so I tried counting prime numbers to prevent any... biological reactions.

"You're not getting away, Yagawa...!"

—*Muniii.*

"..."

What's a prime number again?

Ooyama-san grabbed my right arm and tucked it under her own, pressing the side of her breast against my forearm. I could no longer remain standing.

Leaning forward, I had no choice but to let them guide me into a chair.

Erina-san's chest was no longer on my back, but her hands were on my shoulders, and her presence was still looming just behind my head. At this rate, my sanity was in peril.

I had to think about something else. Not about the breasts of these two different types of beautiful, big-breasted girls, but something serious. That should naturally banish my worldly desires!

I tried to summon the images of the powerful enemies I'd faced in the stampedes, to borrow their strength.

—It was no use. They were completely useless. What a pathetic bunch of boss monsters.

As my reason was put through a grinder, I could only wait for the nail-cutting to end.

Let me just state the conclusion. My reason was made of orichalcum.
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"Oh, right, Yagawa."

"Yes...?"

Just as the nail-cutting was finished and we were about to leave, Ooyama-san spoke to my slumped back.

Her cheeks were slightly flushed, so it seems even she was embarrassed about holding a guy's arm like that. Well, then don't do it, I wanted to say.

"Your materials... can I use them for anything other than [Byakuren]'s equipment and the [Daisharinmaru]?"

"...That depends on who's getting them."

"[Mokuren]. The Golem you gave us. And if there's any material left over, I might make something for Aika, too."

"In that case, there's no problem. Please, use them as you see fit."

I understood from Ooyama-san's reaction and my past battles that my materials were highly valuable.

However, I didn't want to distribute them too widely. I knew it would be a financial boon, but...

What if that weapon fell into the hands of the [Alchemy Enthusiasts Club]?

What if they had a way to identify the source of the materials, even after they'd been processed?

What if, from there, they discovered my [Sage's Nucleus]?

It was all 'what ifs,' but I had no intention of being captured and treated like a lab animal or a human Philosopher's Stone. Even if it led to the happiness of many, I would refuse.

In short, I wanted to avoid a situation where equipment made from my materials ended up with someone I didn't know.

"Right. Can I pay you in installments?"

"Yes, that's fine."

"Then the price will be this much. In ten payments, please."

"........."

Looking at the calculator she held out, I quietly rubbed the bridge of my nose.

Maybe I'd been pushing my [Spirit Eye] too hard. I was seeing things.

"...Are you sure you didn't misplace a decimal?"

"That's a classic line. Well, I'll give you a classic reply: was it not enough?"

"If you know it's a classic line, then you should also know I'm trying to say there are too many digits...!"

So it wasn't a mistake. Seriously? My nails and hair are worth *this much*?

You've got to be kidding me. I used to just cut and throw them away back when I first Awakened.

"Well, yeah. This kind of thing depends on when it was collected... or rather, it's 'your price right now.'"

"...Does that mean because my level as an Awakened Person has gone up?"

"Yep. Your [Concept Interference] aside, it has a huge effect on the output of your [Mana Conversion]. Compared to when you were LV: 1, it's only natural for the price to increase by a digit or two."

...So even at LV: 1, it would've only been two digits less.

I felt a little down, but for now, I decided to just be happy about this unexpected windfall.

"On top of that, Erina's going to use your materials for *that tool*, so her bill is going to be higher, too."

"Of course! It's no exaggeration to say that I work as an adventurer to create my ideal ninja tools!"

"I'm pretty sure that's an exaggeration."

"It's only natural for a ninja to be particular about their tools, Kyo-chan!"

*Is she for real?*

"Well, it's none of my business why you guys go into dungeons. I'll take care of the equipment, so make sure you take care of my request, too. Work out the schedule with Aika."

"Got it, Shī-chan! Look forward to it!"

"We'll be counting on you."

"Right."

And with that, we finally left Ooyama-san's place.

It had been a moment that was happy but embarrassing, and above all, a crisis for my sanity. It was, in many ways, a dreamlike time.

However, the path of life has its mountains and its valleys.

"Hey, hey, Kyo-chan!"

"Yes?"

If you've just climbed a mountain, it's not surprising for a valley to be waiting for you next.

"I might be doing this adventuring thing eighty percent for my ninja tools, but I still think professionalism is important!"

"Well, yeah. I guess so..."

"So... I'm going to steel my heart!"

*Hmph!* Erina-san puffed out her chest on the bus ride home. At that moment, I should have been thinking about the meaning of her words instead of her jiggling chest.

—If I had, I might have been able to avoid that 'hell.'

At that time, I couldn't have imagined it...! That something like that would happen...!

"So with that, let's go to an insect-type dungeon!"

"Okay. ...Wait, what?"

Well, the entrance to hell was revealed to me right after 'that time.'

I only realized it a moment after I'd nodded along with the bounce of her breasts.

...Wait. You don't mean something like a Myrmecoleon, do you? You mean... actual bugs?

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Two days after receiving the request from Ooyama-san's group.

"Thank you for having us today."

"...Yeah."

"Alright! Let's do our best!"

"Right."

I had already done a 'preliminary survey' yesterday and had a decent grasp of this dungeon.

Since lives were on the line, prior confirmation was a given. That said, I just have to say it.

I really didn't want to come to a dungeon like this a second time...!

"Yagawa-san seems to have a thousand-yard stare for some reason."

"Huh? What's wrong, Kyo-chan?"

"...I've got a bad feeling about this."

"It's... nothing... at all...!'"

"That's the reaction you have when something's wrong!?"

My mouth formed a grim line as I averted my gaze.

I envied Mia-san, who wasn't here today. Only three to four people can enter a dungeon at the same gate. According to the store's website, this one's limit was four.

So, she had the day off. Damn it.

Suppressing the urge to turn around and go home right now, I turned my gaze back to Busujima-san and the others.

"Before we go to the gate room, I have a question. Do you two know what the monsters here look like?"

"Yes, to some extent."

"I heard they're like giant bugs."

"...I see."

I couldn't tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but Erina-san's 'theory' she told me yesterday was starting to make sense.

We might as well just go into the dungeon. With us here, there's not a chance in ten thousand they'll die. At least, not physically.

*Physically, that is.*

"Alright. Let's go."

"Hey, Kyo-chan-kun. Erina-kun. Am I really needed this time? I mean, you did a preliminary survey, right? Then you should be fine without my navigation, shouldn't you?"

"What are you saying, Pai-sen! Carelessness and overconfidence are forbidden! A ninja must always be at their best!"

"Ugh..."

Poor thing. I could tell Aira-san was slumping over on the other end of the earring, defeated by Erina-san's enthusiasm.

I forced myself to straighten my back and stop myself from trudging along, and strode confidently toward the gate room.

We finished at the reception and stood before the white gate. [Byakuren]'s equipment was just something I'd made from some steel plates from a hardware store, but it should be fine if it's just playing the role of a tank at this rank.

Everyone except Busujima-san deployed their [Arcane Gear] and checked their equipment.

Just then, I couldn't help but do a double-take at the sight of [Mokuren] standing next to Busujima-san.

"...Ribbons?"

Somehow, red ribbons had been attached all over it. The most noticeable were the large ones on either side of its bascinet, a helmet with a visor that jutted out like a beak.

From a distance, it might look like a girl with twintails had her hair sticking out of her helmet.

"Should I take them off after all? I attached them where they wouldn't affect its range of motion, but..."

"No, I think it's fine, but..."

"I think it's cute!"

"No comment."

I gave a wry smile in response to Busujima-san, who was looking at me a little anxiously.

[Mokuren] was their Golem now. They seemed to have thought about the ribbon placement, so it probably wouldn't be a major hindrance in battle.

It just made things feel a little less serious, though.

Come to think of it, I remember on the [Alchemy Enthusiasts Club]'s website, when someone asked why they were making tanuki-shaped Golems, the vice-chairman replied:

*'A dungeon is a place that inflicts various kinds of stress. We gave them the form of an adorable tanuki so that they might bring even a little comfort to the hearts of the adventurers who spend hours inside.'*

...or something like that.

If [Mokuren] could serve as a source of emotional support for them during their explorations, then I had nothing to say.

...Especially in *this* dungeon, something like that was probably necessary.

"Alright, we're going through the gate. Everyone, grab a shoulder."

With me at the front, everyone, including the Golems, formed an arrowhead formation, each placing a hand on the shoulder of the person in front. After a quick glance back to confirm, I touched my earring.

"Preparations complete. We are entering the dungeon."

"Understood. Well... do your best."

"Yes, ma'am."

Nodding at Aira-san's unusually hesitant words, I stepped into the gate.

After experiencing that familiar, strange sensation, we found ourselves in a desolate stone corridor. LED lights attached to the wall by the SDF illuminated the cracked floor.

The passage was about four meters wide and three meters high. The atmosphere was that of an abandoned, ancient castle. It was a common type of dungeon interior.

I drew my sword from its sheath, held the blade, and offered the hilt to Busujima-san.

"Please use this. The plan is the same as last time."

"Yes. Understood."

"You really become a different person inside a dungeon."

"This is work."

Yes, this is work. And since it's work, I have to be professional about it.

But still...! I really don't want to do this...!

My mouth formed a grim line again as I touched my earring.

"We've entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration."

"I've attached Pai-sen's mirror to Byak-chan!"

"Ah, yeah. I really didn't want to see the exploration this time..."

"You're coming with us, Aira-san...!"

"Ugh, that's cruel, Kyo-chan-kun...! Is this you turning to the dark side...?!"

"The dark side!? You mean... a rogue ninja!?"

"Shut up."

"Kyo-chan!?"

After spitting out that single word at the self-proclaimed ninja, I took a deep breath. Musty, somewhat damp air filled my lungs.

There's no point in complaining. In that case, let's just get this over with efficiently.

"Well then—"

"Wait. I hear footsteps up ahead."

"Eh, already?"

"Already. Three of them. They're coming this way."

"Understood. Erina-san, you take one."

"OK."

What a welcome. At Erina-san's words, I lowered my center of gravity and prepared for the approaching monsters.

I could hear Busujima-san's group tense up behind me. But an even louder set of footsteps was approaching from the front.

Normally, a creature like that would be nearly silent... but maybe because it was a monster, or because of its size, an unpleasant sound echoed through the corridor.

—*SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER!*

They appeared from around the corner.

Four pairs of black eyes. A massive body, reaching up to my knees, encased in a gray exoskeleton.

Eight legs moving at high speed, and a large mouth that opened in a way no mammal could.

[Giant Spider]

Just as the name implied, it was a giant spider.

This is physiologically repulsive!

"Kih—"

A strangled sound came from behind me.

"KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!?"

Ooyama-san let out a bloodcurdling scream.

...It's a secret that I thought Busujima-san would be the one to scream.

I didn't have the luxury of looking back, so I focused on the spiders coming at me. Two were running on the floor, and one was on the wall.

Erina-san threw a bo-shuriken from diagonally behind me at the one on the wall, piercing its head.

That one flipped over from the impact, its legs flailing wildly. The remaining two charged forward without a second thought. I stepped in and released the wind I'd gathered in my right hand in an upward arc.

The [Giant Spiders] were lifted into the air, exposing the joints of their legs. I slipped through the gap in an instant and grabbed the part where their head and thorax seemed to connect from behind.

I dug my fingertips into the exoskeleton to hold them steady. I grimaced at the *skitter skitter* vibration of their eight thrashing legs.

I've never liked bugs, but this was seriously rough.

But it seemed someone was having an even worse time than me.

"You, you, you guys! You never said anything about spiders!"

"But that information is on the store's website, isn't it?"

"Leaving the intel gathering to your teammates is a no-go, Shī-chan!"

"Fine! I'm sorry! I'm sorry, but this is too much! I'm going home! Let me go home!"

Ooyama-san clutched her warhammer like a security blanket and hid behind [Mokuren].

But Erina-san grabbed her by the shoulder and forcibly pulled her forward.

"I'm sorry, Shī-chan. But I'm steeling my heart and making you face forward!"

"Why!? There's no need for this!"

"You never know when a stampede will happen in this world. If you get scared just because the enemy looks like a spider, your life will be in danger!"

"In that case, I'll just run away with my tail between my legs!"

"Running away is also a part of battle!"

"Shut up, you idiot!"

—*SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER!*

"HIIIIYAAAAAAAH!?"

Um. I'm the one feeling the vibrations of these spider legs.

I could feel my face becoming expressionless from the unpleasant sensation. I wanted to go home just as badly.

"A-anyway, why are you guys so calm...?!"

"Eh? Spiders are pretty cool if you look at them closely."

"Maybe because of my skill, I've become okay with poisonous bugs and the like..."

*Well, I'm not okay with them.*

"Come on, we can't keep Kyo-chan waiting forever! Golem-chans! Forward, march!"

"[Mokuren], I'm counting on you."

"[Byakuren], shields up and advance."

The Golems approached the spiders, blocking their flailing legs with their shields and armor.

The plan was for Busujima-san's group to attack through the gaps.

"Not many other adventurers come here, so we can kill a lot! Come on, let's level up!"

"Nooo...! I can't...! Nooooo...!"

"Shizuku-san. Crying won't make it end, you know?"

*Heh heh heh... Seriously, that scuttling sound is stuck in my ears. What am I going to do?*

"*Aaaaargh...! This is so gross, so gross, so gross! If Byakuren-kun gets close, I'll inevitably have to see it in close-up! I'm getting goosebumps...!*"

"I honestly feel like I'm going to throw up."

"*...I swear, Kyo-chan-kun. I will be the one to choose Erina-kun's swimsuit. And it will be a risqué one, just on the edge of what Grandma will get angry about...!*"

"Please do. I'm serious."

The self-proclaimed ninja grabbed the sobbing Ooyama-san's shoulder and started lecturing her about the ninja code or something, her eyes sparkling.

I get what she's trying to say. In an emergency, you can't choose what your enemy looks like. As someone who's been caught in stampedes many times, I know that mindset is important.

And it's also true that this dungeon is perfect for leveling up at 'E-Rank.' There are few people, and lots of monsters.

On top of that, these spiders, like huntsman spiders, don't build nests, so they come to you. It should be more efficient than [Lesser Treant]s.

It was killing two birds with one stone. I understood the logic. I really did.

But.

—*SKITTER SKITTER! SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER SKITTER!!*

*I'll make you pay for this.*

"Come on, Shī-chan! A ninja doesn't choose their target!"

"*Ugh... sob... sniffle...!*"

"Shizuku-san! I'll buy you sweets later! Erina-san and I! Okay? So please stop crying...!"

*I wanna go home already...!!*
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Saitama Prefecture, a certain location.

In a mountainous area, far from easily accessible, stood a building that was completely out of place with the surrounding lush, natural scenery.

Its form could be described as a Western-style castle. A thick wall surrounded it, a castle complete with four spires.

If one were to see only this, they might think it a remnant of a theme park built during the bubble economy.

However, anyone who actually came to this place would not hold such an impression. Especially not an Awakened Person.

Every single stone that formed the castle walls was imbued with mana, and multiple layers of invisible barriers were deployed. Their strength was such that they could likely withstand a direct missile strike.

The castle protected within was also fortified with numerous barriers, boasting an incredibly strong defense against both physical and magical attacks.

This was the headquarters of [Turohorse]. A utopia for the Awakened who had gathered from all over the country.

The interior had been expanded with spatial magic, boasting a space equivalent to twenty-eight Tokyo Domes.

At its center, several men and women had gathered.

Humans, beastmen, elves, dark elves, dwarves. Awakened of various races were seated around a circular table.

They were the core members of [Turohorse], the NPO established to protect the rights of the Awakened.

As for what they were doing...

"Let us move on to the next item on the agenda. Regarding the budget for each party..."

They were having a perfectly normal meeting.

"...Sasayama-san's party, are these numbers correct?"

"They are. I've calculated them multiple times, and had my secretary check as well."

"Wow, that's incredible. Your efficiency has improved considerably."

"However, has safety not been compromised as a result? By reducing the number of tanks, the attackers are put at greater risk."

"We've fortified their defenses with magical tools, but... they're disposable. If they were to face a wave attack, they might die before they can pull out a new tool, no?"

"I can't deny that. In my case, my unique skill can handle it, but it might be dangerous for others."

"But we can think of it as a specialized combat method. I was worried at first, thinking you were spending a lot on the budget, but if this is the case, it seems fine."

"Now, regarding Katayama-san's party... it's very stable."

"Yes. A party with a warrior, a mage, a hunter, and a healer is a classic for a reason."

The meeting proceeded in a friendly atmosphere, with occasional laughter mixed in.

Sometimes, words grew sharp over budget allocation, but they compromised with each other and never let it carry over.

"And now... I have some sad news to report."

With those words, the man seated at the head of the circular table stood up.

"The other day, the clan 'Arisida' requested to withdraw from [Turohorse]."

"What..."

"That's..."

"It is extremely regrettable, but we cannot stop them. We do not pursue those who leave, nor do we refuse those who come. That is the principle we have upheld to protect the rights of all Awakened. We cannot betray it."

"Where are they now?"

"If all went according to plan, they should be arriving at a port in China around now. Let us hope for the best in their new lives."

"Yes, indeed."

"They were just a bunch of puppets anyway. They'll probably be more effective over there."

"Sasayama-san, you shouldn't speak like that..."

"That's right. We are all fellow Awakened!"

"...My apologies. They were my former subordinates. I became a little too emotional."

The man at the head of the table smiled at the dwarven man who apologized with a scowl.

"Everyone gets frustrated sometimes. It can't be helped."

"I appreciate you saying that."

"Well, the meeting is over. Thank you for your hard work, everyone."

"Thank you."

"Well, I'm heading home from here."

"Ah, Shimoyama-san, you have your child's class observation day today, don't you?"

"I do. I'm a little worried about how she's doing at school."

The last man to leave the meeting room. The one who had been at the head of the table also headed to his own room with a gentle smile.

With a light step, he approached a room protected by multiple layers of defensive magic and electronic locks, making it nearly impossible to enter.

And for good reason. This was the room of the representative of [Turohorse].

It was the private room of 'Yaguruma Shun.'

His handsome features relaxed as he hummed a tune and unlocked the door.

"Hey, I'm home! Have you all been good?"

Beautiful women greeted him as he spoke cheerfully.

"Ugh, aahh... uuu..."

"Ah... ah..."

All of them had vacant eyes.

Their movements were unsteady, and no proper words came from their mouths.

At first glance, they looked like they were suffering from drug addiction or something similar. But their skin and hair were well-kept, and their appearance was far too clean for severe junkies.

He smiled at them and embraced the nearest woman.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Couldn't you wait, Tetra?"

"Ah... ah..."

"And Nona, too. Hehe, you're all so helpless. Alright, then. The sun is still high, but it wouldn't be manly of me not to respond to this!"

With those words, Yaguruma violently ripped off his tie, followed by his suit and dress shirt, which he tossed to the floor.

His slender body was revealed, covered in countless bite marks. All of them were small, the marks of women's teeth.

He wrapped his arms around the shoulders of the women he called 'Tetra' and 'Nona' and headed for the bedroom.

The 'furniture' that picked up his discarded clothes had faces as pale as a corpse. Their fingertips trembled slightly, but they worked so as not to make a single mistake. So as not to make a single sound.

Because they were 'furniture.' They knew that if they showed otherwise, he would pull them close and whisper words of love to them.

Yaguruma Shun—a Level 38 Necromancer.

[Turohorse]

An NPO for the Awakened. A utopia for the Awakened.

Non-Awakened have no human rights.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Washington D.C., United States.

In a room in the White House, several men in suits were gathered.

There was a single desk and a leather chair behind it. A man sat there with a dignified air.

He was the 48th President, Fudge Valentine.

With blond hair, blue eyes, and clear white skin, he was a man whose firm skin and vibrant eyes belied his sixty years of age.

"...So. Have you still been unable to locate him?"

His words were heavy, but the man he addressed replied calmly, without flinching.

"No, sir. Public Security did secure him once and was planning to dispose of him quietly, but he escaped. Based on the tools left at the scene, there's a possibility of Chinese involvement, but we cannot rule out the possibility of a setup."

"Any sign that the information has been released?"

"None. With the cooperation of the Japanese government, we are monitoring everything, including social media, but there have been no leaks regarding that plan."

"...But whoever helped him escape may already know. Find him, no matter what it takes. The means do not matter. But do it secretly. Do not report the details to the Japanese government."

"Yes, sir."

Next to the man who nodded, another man wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief.

"But Mr. President, agents from other countries are actively operating in that country. With their eyes on us, I believe it would be better to seek more active cooperation from the Japanese government."

"No. With that country's counterintelligence capabilities, it's safer to assume that any information given to Japan will be leaked to another country."

"I agree. That country is a paradise for spies. But that also means a spy's enemy is another spy."

"I see..."

The man wiping his sweat sighed before turning his gaze back to the President.

"However, we are running out of time. Even aside from that plan, the protests against the White House are increasing. The anti-Awakened movement, in particular, is gaining momentum by the day, and a firefight could break out at any moment."

Currently, in the United States, the movement to exclude the Awakened was gaining strength.

One group condemned the Awakened as an existence against the will of God.

Another shouted that the Awakened were dangerous and should be placed under the control of the United Nations.

And another demanded that the government stop spending vast sums on hiring Awakened and instead tackle domestic problems.

It had been almost two years and three months since the 'Day of Awakening.'

During that time, the United States and various other nations had been recruiting powerful Awakened. The methods ranged from forceful ones that couldn't be made public to common tactics like money and honey traps.

That was how valuable strong Awakened were. The U.S., China, and many other countries were in a bidding war.

Furthermore, there was also extensive support for Japan, which was in a tight spot economically due to the dungeons. Of course, it wasn't just goodwill; there was something expected in return, but it was still straining the national budget.

Although research into more efficient power generation methods using magical tools sent from Japan was underway, the world was running out of leeway.

"I know. How is that coming along, Doctor?"

"*It is proceeding smoothly, Mr. President.*"

Where the President's gaze fell, on a monitor fixed to the desk, was an old man with an aquiline nose and white hair slicked back.

"*The experiments conducted in various locations have yielded results largely as expected. It will not be long before I can return to your side.*"

"Understood. Send me a detailed report later."

After a small sigh, the President stood up.

He walked to the window and gazed outside, bathed in the sunlight filtering through the bulletproof glass.

"...Are you gentlemen aware? For everyone in the world to live the same lifestyle as an average man in New York, it is said that all of Earth's resources would not be enough. In fact, we would need another four or five Earths."

President Valentine continued as he toyed with his prized blond hair.

"We need a new frontier. Space development is too slow. Foolish humanity has grown too numerous. We must become pioneers once again and create a new home for ourselves."

He turned to face his subordinates.

His eyes shone with hope, and the sun illuminated him as if it were a halo.

"America will be that pioneer. We must be. It is for the sake of humanity. Please, I ask for your cooperation for the future of mankind."

"Yes, sir!"

"Of course, Mr. President."

The President nodded in satisfaction at his subordinates' replies and turned his gaze back to the old man on the monitor.

"I have high expectations for you as well, Doctor Tesla."

"*I promise you results worthy of that name, Mr. President.*"

The old man bowed respectfully. He had another name, but he was being called that in connection with the current plan.

"Pioneering is the soul of America. Now is the time to show it to the world... No. To all worlds."

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"...Hmm."

Saitama Prefecture. Deep in a certain mountain.

"We're lost!"

"It's not a 'we're lost!' situation!"

A girl with gray hair in a ponytail shouted at a girl with long hair in a two-side-up style.

"We went into the mountains because you said you 'heard a voice calling for help from this way'! What are we going to do now!? For some reason, our phones don't work, and we're completely lost!"

"That's right!"

"........."

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry, so put the weapon away!"

The two-side-up girl held up her hands to placate her friend, who had deployed her [Arcane Gear] and was holding a large scythe.

"Let us calm down. Once night falls, we should be able to determine our general direction from the position of the stars."

"Oh, the weather forecast said it's going to rain from this afternoon until tomorrow morning."

"It's hopeless! We're all going to die here!!"

"You're the one who needs to calm down."

The gray-haired girl held her head in exasperation as the elven girl began to cry like a child.

"Seriously... I don't want to use it outside a dungeon, but I guess I have no choice but to use my 'kin' to search the area."

"Guess that's the only way. Good luck!"

"Just so you know, I'm your senior. I'm older than you."

"Yessir! Do your best, Pai-sen!"

"Somehow that's annoying..."

Just as the gray-haired girl put the butt of her scythe on the ground with a grim look on her face...

—*Rustle.*

In an instant, they all deployed their [Arcane Gear]. They warily aimed their greatsword, scythe, and staff in the direction of the sound.

There was no hint of carelessness in their eyes. Like warriors who had engaged in life-or-death battles countless times, they exuded a tense aura.

And then, rustling through the leaves, a figure appeared.

"...What are you all doing?"

It was a single girl with a short bob haircut.

"President! Akasaka President!!"

The two-side-up girl immediately dispelled her greatsword and hugged the girl.

Seemingly oblivious to the fact that the other two were now glaring at her even more sharply, the two-side-up girl looked up at the girl she called 'President' with sparkling eyes.

"Why are you here, President? Hah, could it be our friendship power...!"

"No, you idiot. I'm just... doing some personal investigation."

Blushing slightly, the President looked away.

Then, as if to change the subject, she turned her gaze to the elf and the other girl.

"And what are you two doing here? There are no campsites or anything around here."

"We're lost."

"We got lost!"

"That's right!"

".........Haaah."

At their overly direct replies, the President pried the two-side-up girl off her and held her head as if fighting a headache.

"Why is your timing always so good and so bad... Anyway, I'll take you to the foot of the mountain. There should still be one more bus, so you can take that home."

"Nope. Since we're here, we'll help you, President! You're looking for something, right? Did you drop a contact lens?"

"...It's none of your business as civilians. Leave me alone."

The hand that had been holding her head now ran through her hair.

In response, the three of them answered with serious expressions.

"You say 'civilians,' but you're just a high school student and adventurer like us, aren't you, President?"

"Are you a chunibyo? That's a little cringey for a high schooler."

"I'm your senior. Show some respect."

"Shut up! And you've been held back a year, so technically you're not my senior! Go home and study!"

"You shouldn't have said that!"

"Whoa! Whoa! Calm down!"

The two-side-up girl grappled with the gray-haired girl, who had thrown down her scythe and raised her fists.

*Munyu*, her surprisingly large breasts were pressed against the other girl.

"■■■■■■■———!!"

"She's making a sound like a monster we fought the other day!?"

"This is bad! It's having the opposite effect on her, flat as a horizon! Get away quickly! Come to me instead! Let's be friends, fellow big-breasted girls!!"

"Hey, won't that just make it worse?"

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛———!!!"

"See?"

The President let out a loud sigh at the gray-haired girl who had now forgotten human language.

"Fine. Fine, I get it..."

"President, if you keep sighing, your happiness will fly away."

"Quiet. Whose fault do you think this is... Well, whatever. I'm here without my fa... Dad's permission too, so I guess we're both meddling."

"I think it's okay to call him 'Papa.'"

"Sh-u-t, up!"

The President stomped her foot and barked, then cleared her throat with a small cough.

"I'm just going to do a little investigating, then I'm going home right away. That's my plan, so you all do the same. Got it?"

"Okay!"

"As long as we don't get lost, I'm fine with it!"

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛.........!!"

"...You should probably let her go now."

"Oh, okay."

The group of three girls and the President with the last name Akasaka.

They turned their feet in the same direction.

"Our destination is the headquarters of [Turohorse]. I'm going to solve at least one of my Dad's worries!"

As the President declared her determination, the other three smiled warmly at her.

"You're quite the daddy's girl, aren't you, President?"

"It's heartwarming."

"Let me give you some advice as your senior. You should tone down the father complex."

"That's it, I'm sending you three idiots back, even if I have to beat you!"

The three girls ran off, chased by the President, who had deployed her [Arcane Gear] and started to rampage.



		
		
		
			Chapter 120: The Water Steed
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 120

			The Water Steed

			Episode 88: The Water Steed

The day after I swore to take revenge on that wicked, tyrannical, self-proclaimed ninja.

Ooyama-san, who had become a machine for killing giant spiders with a blank mind in the latter half, and Busujima-san, who was surprisingly adept at killing insect-type creatures, perhaps due to her knowledge of [Cursed Poison Magic], finished their level grinding in a single day.

In the end, they both leveled up to '15.' They were even in good enough shape to promote to 'D-Rank' if they wanted.

Well, their level grinding was purely for self-defense. They probably weren't actively seeking to go any higher.

...It might also have had something to do with not wanting to leave the dungeon selection to Erina-san anymore.

In any case, if they needed to level up for 'self-defense,' then the same applied to me.

So today, once again, I had come to a dungeon.

...It feels like the only things I'm doing during summer break are playing games at home and exploring dungeons.

Then again, the one time I tried to do something else, I got caught up in the Cuelebre's stampede.

Did I do something terrible in a past life?

"Alright, let's get to it today! [Invisible Ninjas], move out!"

"Right. I'm counting on you all."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Please take care of me."

Our party gathered in front of the changing room, including Mia-san.

As I watched Erina-san pump her fist in the air, Mia-san spoke to me in a low voice.

"Um... thank you for your hard work yesterday. I heard from my sister that you went through quite an ordeal..."

"Please... don't remind me..."

"Ah, right."

At night, I kept thinking I could hear that scuttling sound, and I had trouble falling asleep. Thanks to my ridiculously sturdy body, I didn't feel sleep-deprived, but I wanted to forget that bone-chilling sensation as soon as possible.

Would the feeling of cutting down today's monsters be enough to make me forget?

"...This time, I'm going to savor the feeling of each and every cut."

"Nee-san. Kyouta-kun is saying something incredibly disturbing."

"Don't worry about it, Mia. I got through last night with an ASMR recording of your voice, but he didn't have that. That's the only difference."

"N-Nee-san...! Uh, does that mean I should let Kyouta-kun listen to my voice, too...?!"

"What are you talking about?"

"About doing our best in today's exploration."

"Then it's all good!"

Erina-san placed her hands on her hips, puffed out her chest, and nodded grandly.

"Well then, let's head to the gate room."

"Right. I've got the camera equipment set up in front of the mirror on this end. I'm ready whenever you are."

We passed through reception and went to the gate room.

After deploying our [Arcane Gear] and doing a final check, they grabbed my shoulders and we stepped through the white door.

We emerged into a cave with exposed rock faces. However, a thin layer of water covered the ground, and we were once again standing on its surface thanks to Mia-san's magic. Cold, damp air flowed into my lungs.

The passage was quite wide, and the walls were rough and uneven, as if they'd been carved out. Looking down at my feet, the water was so clear I could see the bottom. It was only about ankle-deep, with what looked like algae growing here and there.

Even with my waist-mounted lantern-style LED light and the headlights of [Ukon and Sakon], the algae-like substance growing on the bottom was glowing, illuminating our path.

Looking up at the ceiling, I could faintly see stalactites. Unlike the ones in the troll's dungeon, these were of a normal size. If the store's information was correct, their hardness should be normal as well.

Checking the width of the passage again, it was wide and high enough for a large truck to pass through. There would be no problem swinging my sword.

I drew my arming sword from its sheath, gripping the hilt to test its feel.

"We have entered the dungeon. Commencing movement."

"Understood. That dungeon is, relatively speaking, more popular than the other 'C-Rank Dungeons' you've been to. The chances are low, but still, be careful of trouble with other parties and stray attacks."

"Understood."

I replied through the earring and started walking, taking the lead.

I stepped on the water's surface, creating ripples with the soles of my boots. The splashing sounds came from my boots, but it was a strange sensation to not feel any moisture inside them.

Unlike outside, a wind like the beginning of the rainy season flowed through the cave. I quickly spotted an alphabet and a number painted in yellow on the wall.

"Aira-san. It's 'D-4.'"

"Hmm. Then proceed straight ahead. When you see a crossroads, turn right."

"Roger."

Just as I gave that short reply, a sharp warning came from Erina-san.

"One set of footsteps is approaching. From the front... This isn't human."

"Got it."

"Ukon, Sakon. Assume combat positions."

Behind me, as I re-gripped my sword, I heard the sound of the Golems readying their shields and mancatchers.

Immediately after, I too could hear the sound of footsteps kicking up water. *Splash, splash,* something was racing towards us.

Its form was illuminated in the dark cave by the strange algae growing on the bottom.

It was a beautiful blue horse, as if it were sculpted from water itself. Its powerful form was a magnificent sight as it charged towards us, and its physique was clearly strong.

Its algae-like mane flowed, and even I, with no real knowledge of horses, was convinced that it was a magnificent steed.

But it was nothing more than a man-eating monster. If one were to carelessly leap onto its back, they would be dragged to the bottom of a deep river and devoured.

[Kelpie]

Its eyes shining with high intelligence, the blue monster horse charged at us.

In response to the head-on charge, several ice spears flew through the air, scattering a freezing wind. In sync with them, a bo-shuriken shot towards the Kelpie.

The blue steed, however, dodged the ice spears with skillful steps. It showed almost no signs of slowing down; in fact, it seemed to be accelerating.

But there are always trajectories that are impossible to avoid. The bo-shuriken, aimed for such a path, struck the Kelpie squarely on the forehead and—

"*Hee-heeeeeeeigh!!*"

With no attempt to dodge or defend, the horse simply neighed and deflected the incoming bo-shuriken.

I caught the Kelpie's headbutt with my sword. The moment of impact, the water at our feet exploded, and the wind cloaking my blade clashed with the 'water current cloaking our opponent.'

A high-speed current of water was flowing over this monster horse's body. It deflected most attacks. A perfect offensive and defensive armor.

However.

[Concept Interference]

Without that, it was weaker than other monsters of the same rank!

One flash. The blade, cloaked in wind and water, split the Kelpie's massive body vertically. The pressure of the wind sent the two halves flying diagonally forward, followed by a rain of blood-mixed water.

After a few seconds, the water that had burst from its body like a sprinkler vanished, and the remaining body slowly began to turn to salt.

I confirmed it with my own eyes and let out a small breath.

"Good work, Kyo-chan. Are you hurt?"

"I'm fine. Any enemies nearby?"

"Don't sense any."

"Good."

Ukon retrieved the drop item and headed towards Erina-san.

Clutched in its stone hand was a fin shaped like a seashell. It changed color depending on the angle of the light and was apparently a material for a magic potion that allowed one to breathe underwater.

Then again, drop items that become potion ingredients don't sell for a high price. In this case, though, it could supposedly be sold to collectors as a piece of art for a good price.

But the main goal of this exploration was the remnants of civilization in this dungeon. We'd just consider this fin a bit of pocket money.

"I used the one I'm more used to throwing at first, but I guess for this opponent, this one's better."

With those words, Erina-san took out a mana-infused kunai.

"Ah, that's, if I remember correctly—"

"That's right! It's Kyo-chan equipment!"

"That way of putting it makes it sound like I was defeated and had my materials stripped from me."

"I wonder if you'd get some kind of set bonus for being decked out in full Kyo-chan-kun gear..."

"Nee-san! Please don't say such indecent things during an exploration!"

"Eh?"

Ignoring the unfortunate sisters, that kunai should have been made by Ooyama-san. I had been contacted by her about using my materials to grant it [Concept Interference].

It seemed she'd finished it at some point. As I was thinking that, Erina-san struck a mysterious pose.

"Rest assured, Kyo-chan. The new special ninja tool I ordered the other day isn't this. It's something much more amazing...!"

"Oh, okay."

I replied to Erina-san's winking *bachikoon* and turned my feet forward.

"Well then, let's resume the exploration."

"Hoi."

"Yes. However, I may not be able to participate as an attacker this time..."

"It can't be helped, given the matchup. The Kelpie has a skill similar to the Leucrocotta you fought before, called 'Water Absorb.' Water-based attacks will only give it more power, and you should assume that even ice will have its effectiveness halved."

"I'm just grateful that we're not bogged down by the water as it is. I'm very thankful to you, Mia-san."

"R-Really? Well, I'm a woman who gets things done when she needs to! Please feel free to rely on me more!"

Mia-san puffed out her magnificent chest, looking flustered. Under her blue cloak, her breasts, wrapped in a deep green one-piece, bounced with a *tayun*.

Crap, that one-piece... it shows a surprising amount of cleavage!

"What's wrong, Kyo-chan? Your face is kind of red."

Erina-san peered up at me, looking concerned.

Conversely, I was now looking down at her, and my gaze was drawn to her own large bust, wrapped in a tight inner shirt.

I suppressed it with reason and turned my face away with all my might.

"...I'm just drunk on battle and blood."

"Wow, that sounds so cool!!"

"That's definitely not it. As if Kyo-chan-kun would ever have such a battle-crazed thought. His head is pink all year round."

*Tch, so Aira-san saw right through me!*

But to argue here would be to admit defeat, so I quickly started walking.

"Let's get serious about exploring. Straight ahead and then right at the first crossroads, correct?"

"Right. I'll let you off the hook this time. You should be grateful for my saint-like kindness."

"...Yessir."

And so, I somehow managed to bluff my way through and resumed the exploration. I walked on, feeling the strangeness of walking on water.

"Hey, hey. Senpai. Kyo-chan said he's drunk on battle and blood!"

"Let's... not press him on that. He must be having a relapse of his second-year middle school disease."

"Eh, Kyo-chan's sick!?"

"N-No! That's not what I mean. There's a time in everyone's life when they can't distinguish between delusion and reality..."

...I feel like I've just been dealt a new wound, but since I managed to bluff my way through, it's fine!

Seriously, I need to get really, truly serious about this exploration. I swore it strongly in my heart.
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About an hour had passed since we began our exploration. After marking a wall near the entrance, we continued down a cavern illuminated by a strange, moss-like growth.

"We should be getting close..."

Just as Aira-san’s voice murmured through my earring, a single chain came into view, stretched taut between the two walls of the passage.

It was an ordinary iron chain, nothing more. It was only about halfway up my shin, so stepping over it would be easy.

But crossing it meant, for all intents and purposes, death.

"Aira-san. We've reached the 'landmark' you mentioned."

"Very well. Whatever you do, don't go past that chain, understood? I'm sure you'd all make it back alive, but *I'm* the one who'll get an earful from baba-sama."

"You couldn't pay me to cross it."

I replied, a hint of exasperation in my voice, as I stared warily at the path beyond the chain.

According to the Dungeon Store's website, there was a theory that 'the passages of this dungeon may not have been submerged in the past.'

For some unknown reason, the lake that lay beyond this chain had burst its banks. The prevailing theory was that the water, which had once been confined to channels along the passage walls, had at some point overflowed.

It was only a hypothesis, but a widely accepted one. While the water level wasn't currently rising, the day might come when this dungeon is completely submerged.

But I digress. The reason we couldn't go past the chain was, as I said, because of the lake.

Kelpies can move through water without any issue... in fact, underwater combat is their element, their stage.

If you were ambushed from below and dragged into the water, even a C-Rank adventurer would be in serious trouble unless they specialized in aquatic combat.

We hadn't come here for what was past the chain, but rather—

"Paisen! I found the mystery text!"

"Excellent!"

Erina-san aimed her hand mirror and a penlight at the text carved into the wall.

She called it mystery text for a reason; it was a string of characters I couldn't read at all. There was apparently a pattern to it, but it was all Greek to me.

Normally, I'd stay focused on guarding our surroundings, but this time I walked over.

"Okay, I'll keep watch, so I'll leave this to you, Kyou-chan, and Senpai!"

"Right."

"Got it."

Accepting the penlight and tablet from Erina-san, Mia-san pointed them at the engraved text.

I took out my own hand mirror and peered into the other side, connected through Telepathy.

"Alright, we'll have Mia continue recording the text. Now then, Kyou-chan-kun. Can you see Sana-kun clearly?"

"Yes. I can see her perfectly fine, even through the Telepathy link."

On the other side of the mirror was Aira-san, with that familiar birdcage sitting on her desk. And inside, of course, was Sana.

With the same blank expression as always, the spirit was looking back at me.

"Then let the experiment begin. An experiment to see whether or not Sana-kun can read 'text imbued with mana.'"

Aira-san said with a grin. It was a shockingly villainous expression. Given her beauty, perhaps I should call her a high-ranking evil executive.

Spirits understand a speaker's intent by reading the 'kotodama'—the unconscious mana imbued in their voice.

And since written words don't typically carry such mana, they can't read them... however.

What if the words *were* imbued with mana?

In this case, it wasn't so much the characters themselves, but the fact they were carved into a dungeon wall—an object that possessed a faint amount of mana—that was important.

Simply enchanting a random wooden plank and carving words into it wouldn't mean anything right away. It would take years, possibly even a century, for the mana to naturally transfer to the words.

In that respect, the Dungeon Agency believed that, based on the degradation of the text in this dungeon, it was highly likely to have been written several *hundred* years ago.

Therefore, there was a very high probability that the characters themselves held mana. Even my [Spirit Eye] could see a faint glimmer... I think.

Well, if this worked, there was another method to get Sana to read words written on a regular plank, but we'll set that aside for now.

"Alright, first, can Sana-kun hear your voice, Kyou-chan-kun?"

"I'll check. Sana-san. If you can hear my voice, please nod."

—*Nod.*

"She nodded. It seems the power of my words is reaching her even from inside the dungeon."

"Excellent. Then, ask her if she can read that text."

"Roger."

Aira-san moved the birdcage closer to her mirror, and I aimed my hand mirror at the engraved text on the wall.

Peeking into the mirror from the side, I called out to Sana.

"Sana-san. Can you read this text? Can you understand its meaning?"

I heard the sound of a hard swallow from my earring.

Her tension was contagious, and as I found myself growing nervous, Sana...

—*Nod.*

"...She nodded. It seems she understands."

"Yeeeeeeesss! Oww?!"

A *thwack* echoed through the earring, followed by Aira-san's pained groan.

"I-I just slammed my elbow...!"

"Are you okay...?"

"D-Don't worry about it. More importantly, let's celebrate this incredible opportunity!"

"Uh, sure."

"When you get back from the dungeon, Kyou-chan-kun, you are to come to my house immediately! And then you will write out characters on a plank, just like you would draw an alchemy circle!"

"Just so you know, the ink has to be a special type, right? Even if I imbue it with my own mana, if we want the characters themselves to hold mana..."

"Rest easy. I anticipated that, so I had baba-sama prepare an ink made from ground-up drop item minerals! You'll write out the Japanese syllabary with it, and then we'll have Sana-kun show us what the previously recorded texts mean by pointing with her gaze! This is a ma-jor dis-cov-er-y! Kyou-chan-kuuuun!!"

"Right..."

So, in other words, I'd have to painstakingly write out each and every character of the syllabary while imbuing it with mana. Then, we'd have Sana compare the recorded texts with the syllabary chart and indicate with her gaze what each word meant in Japanese.

...Yeah.

"Next you'll say, 'What a pain-ppi!'"

"I'm not gonna say that. And what's with that verbal tic?"

*Though I did think it was a pain.*

It wasn't that I didn't feel a sense of romance in deciphering an unknown civilization, and I wasn't against playing a part in it.

But still, it was a pain. At the very least, it wasn't something I wanted to do the second I got back from a dungeon.

"Pleeease? I'll give you cold, hard cash, and as a bonus, Mia in a bunny girl outfit will jump rope for you!"

"Sister?!"

Mia, who had been filming the text with the tablet, cried out as she was suddenly dragged into the conversation.

"I didn't hear anything about this, Sister?!"

"Well, I'm telling you now! Please, Mia... I can only ask this of you...!"

"O-Oh, fine. If you insist...!"

*Is this girl okay? Is she going to get roped into some terrible scam in the future?*

"If you'll do it with me, Sister... then I don't mind, I guess?"

"Eh? No thanks. It's embarrassing."

"Sister...?"

I felt the temperature drop. The water at my feet seemed to have frozen over slightly, but I was sure it was just my imagination.

I wanted to believe it was my imagination... along with the fact that the light had just vanished from Mia-san's eyes...!

"Calm down, Mia. It is true that I don't want to expose myself to such a mortifying experience, but that is only one of the reasons."

"So you do think it's mortifying."

"If I were to jump rope in such a stimulating and shameful outfit... I would die, you know?"

"You'd go that far?"

And it's not something you say with such a determined tone, either.

"There is a three percent chance that my feet will get caught in the rope, I'll tumble over, and I'll hit the back of my head on the wall or floor and die."

"Isn't that a little *too* frail?"

"Yeah, and first of all, what's with 'tumble over'?"

"I am a beauty of my stature, am I not? It's only natural that a cute sound effect would accompany my fall."

"Are you sure you want that to be the sound effect for the moment you die?"

Mia-san sighed, looking exhausted.

"F-Fine. Then, Sister, you can stand next to me in a cheerleader outfit and wave pompoms. You don't have to do any flashy moves. A miniskirt is preferred, please."

"What kind of request is that?"

"...May I wear safety shorts?"

"I'd actually encourage it. Some lives will be saved that way."

"Then it is settled!"

"It is?!"

Was my inability to keep up with these sisters due to my poor social skills? Or was it because these two were just incredibly weird people?

Somehow, I felt it was both.

"So, how about it, Kyou-chan-kun! Two peerless beauties will be putting themselves in such a compromising position! Surely you'll accept my offer!"

"No... uh. As long as I'm getting paid, I'll help with the research even if it's a bit of a hassle, you know? You don't have to do all that. It's not like I'm not interested in the dungeon texts either."

"Oh? So you're saying you have no interest in Mia's bunny girl jump-roping or my cheerleader outfit? Are you truly saying you don't need it?"

"Wh-?! Th-That's right, isn't it? I-It's not like I'm interested or anything...!"

*That's a lie. I totally want to see it.*

*Even if they're a pair of weirdo sisters! I really want to see these beautiful sisters in lewd outfits!!*

*If possible, I'd even like a wardrobe malfunction! I want to see real breasts, Anno-sensei...!*

"I feel like Kyou-chan-kun's soul is screaming about something, so let's just decide whether to do it or not based on how we feel at the time."

"Sister, I can hear the smile in your voice..."

"It's fun to tease my juniors from a safe distance, you know. Hah-hah-hah!"

"If we're going to your house after this, you won't be in a safe zone, will you...?"

"Ah."

*Sometimes Aira-san can be a real idiot.*

As we were talking, a warning came from Erina-san, the only one who had remained in serious mode.

"Everyone, five coming from behind. I think they're all Kelpies."

"Roger. Aira-san, I'm putting the mirror away for a bit."

"Right. Be careful."

I tossed the hand mirror to Erina-san, who caught it without looking and stowed it in her [Item Box].

Catching the motion out of the corner of my eye, I drew the sword from my waist.

I could now hear them too—the sound of the Kelpies' hooves. They were charging towards us in a V-formation, filling the wide passage.

"Hee-heeeeeeigh!!"

"Laying down suppressive fire!"

Mia-san's voice rang out as if to challenge the monstrous horses' neighs, and dozens of ice lances materialized in the air before shooting forward.

It was a wall of cold death that took up most of the passage. In response, the Kelpies neighed once more.

In the next instant, lances of water formed around them. They fired without a moment's delay, colliding with the lances of ice.

As shards of ice and splashes of water filled the air, the five monster horses galloped through. Just as they were about to enter close combat range, Erina and I threw a knife and a kunai, respectively.

My knife, which reached first, was deflected by their watery armor, but the moment her kunai touched the armor, it generated a gale of wind.

Like a normal horse being shot with a rifle, one of the Kelpies' heads exploded.

The remaining four charged on undeterred. But their path was blocked by a thicket of stone spears that jutted up from the watery floor.

Three of them abruptly halted, but the one in the lead vaulted over the spears with its momentum unchecked. It locked onto me and opened its mouth.

Its mouth was filled with rows of sharp fangs, impossible for an herbivore. The man-eating monster bared its long canines and reared up on its hind legs.

A fatal hoof strike, backed by the force of gravity. I clearly saw the water-hardened hoof descending toward my skull.

And so, I caught it.

A heavy *thud* ran through my left arm as I caught its right forehoof. As the water at my feet exploded outwards, I braced my arm, causing its left hoof to swing through empty air.

"Brr...?!"

I pushed the bewildered Kelpie back with one hand, then took two steps forward and unleashed a single slash, swinging my sword at its defenseless abdomen.

"[Concept Interference]."

The watery armor it touched splashed violently as the wind propelled my blade forward.

I bisected the horse's body as easily as slicing through wet paper, then immediately gripped the hilt with both hands.

The remaining three had shattered the stone spears and were now charging. I focused on them and wreathed my blade in wind and flame.

"Burn."

For a brief moment, the raging flames formed a sphere, which I then rode on the wind and swung forward. The cavalry of fire, released in time with my slash, annihilated the riderless horses of water.

White steam filled the area, but I used the wind to push it away from us. My vision cleared quickly, and all that remained were what 'used to be Kelpies' dissolving into salt in the water.

"Whew..."

The tricky part about this dungeon was that getting too much of that salinated water on you could trigger a stampede.

Of course, a small splash was no problem, but a large amount would make you a target for all the monsters.

Even so, people apparently still came here, saying it was easier to deal with than other C-Rank dungeons.

"Nice work, Kyou-chan. I'm gonna go get my kunai!"

"Right."

"Ukon. Collect the drop items."

As Erina-san and the golem passed by me on either side, I shouldered my sword.

I could feel that my level had gone up by one again. I wondered when I would finally reach the level where I could defend myself against an A-Rank monster like the dragons I once saw on TV.

I let out a small sigh and looked up at the ceiling of the limestone cave.

Of course, there was no blue sky to be seen.
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The incident had apparently occurred just after we entered the dungeon.

The Turohorse headquarters, located in the mountains of Saitama Prefecture, was a building with the appearance of a Western castle, completely surrounded by a high wall.

Suddenly, a large amount of smoke erupted from the rear gate.

It was later discovered that the smoke came from smoke bombs, the kind you could buy at a Dungeon Store. I'd seen Erina-san use one before.

By using a large number of them at once, the area around the rear gate was completely enveloped in smoke. What's more, it seemed they had been modified somehow, as the smoke was a shocking pink color.

Then, a voice was heard shouting.

*'It's poison gas! Magically created poison gas!'*

Naturally, the Turohorse staff in charge of security panicked. Even though Awakened Persons had a strong resistance to poison, magic was a different story.

Awakened who could use wind or healing magic quickly gathered, but they were then attacked by a horde of 'shadowy, wolf-shaped familiars.'

Although the organization had many adventurers, not all of them were accustomed to brawls outside of a dungeon.

As a result, the double whammy of 'poison gas' and 'an assault' threw the site into utter chaos. Just as they lost all semblance of control, a fire broke out in the nearby 'settlement of non-Awakened individuals undergoing Awakening training.'

Apparently, the mysterious assailants had set fire to the houses. On top of that, they set off multiple firecrackers near the headquarters to create the illusion of gunfire. With their vision obscured by smoke and the word 'assault' on their minds, the staff panicked and barricaded themselves inside the headquarters, assuming a defensive posture.

Determined not to let a single mouse in, the members of Turohorse solidified their defenses. However, no further attacks were made on the building.

The assailants' true targets were the *non-Awakened* people in the settlement.

Three of Turohorse's large cargo trucks were stolen, and 68 residents were loaded onto them and abducted.

There were reports that some of the residents had been forced to drive by the assailants, and their whereabouts remain unknown.

Furthermore, it was reported that over 50 Turohorse staff members were injured by the wolf-shaped familiars—likely a result of the attackers' skills. The few Awakened Persons in the settlement also suffered serious injuries, such as broken limbs.

...That was the 'unofficial' version of events.

Officially—or rather, Turohorse itself—was refusing all interviews.

The reason such detailed information was circulating was that an 'anonymous' source had sent it to multiple media outlets and both pro- and anti-Awakened online streamers. As proof, they had included photos of the smoking Turohorse headquarters and the burning settlement.

What's more, as soon as the attackers left, multiple media outlets descended upon the Turohorse headquarters for an interview. Turohorse made no attempt to pursue the attackers; instead, they focused all their efforts on preventing the media from getting close to the settlement or the headquarters.

...There was no doubt about it. These attackers were the anonymous source.

On their official website, Turohorse merely stated that it was 'just a fire.' Numerous speculations were flying around online.

"Looks like something pretty big happened."

"Yeah... Still, for Turohorse to keep the media out of not just the headquarters but the settlement too..."

"Nine times out of ten, they've got something in there they don't want anyone to see," Aira-san muttered through the earring.

"Even if they were just trying to protect the personal information of the remaining residents, their response is far too extreme. Above all, it doesn't explain why they're keeping even the police and firefighters out of the settlement. A fire did happen, after all. They likely have evidence of some kind of illegal business."

"Isn't it a bit much to say that based on speculation alone...?"

"Ah, you're right. It's not good, is it? And the mysterious attackers likely leaked the information for this very reason. To plant seeds of doubt in those who read the articles and to delay any pursuit from Turohorse. Judging by the large number of people they abducted, this wasn't the work of a single individual."

"That's for sure."

Multiple assailants. They were undoubtedly acting as an organized group.

They must have executed a meticulously crafted plan. They might have even had collaborators within the settlement.

Surely it wasn't a case of *'We just did it on a whim with some smoke bombs we happened to have☆'*... right?

If that were the case, what kind of barbarian horde were they?

"But if their illegal business or the dark rumors online are true, do you think the reporters there will be okay?"

"Who knows. But if I were a leader or executive at Turohorse, I would make it clear that they should avoid getting physical as much as possible. Though I wouldn't grant any interviews."

"And why is that?"

"Because I'd want to avoid the risk of getting the police any more involved. If a reporter went missing at this point, it would finally trigger a formal investigation. The names of the 68 abducted individuals have been leaked online, but there's no proof they were taken. However, if a reporter doesn't return, their family could file a missing person report."

"I see. They don't want to escalate it from a simple fire into a full-blown 'incident'."

"Exactly. Of course, if a reporter tried to force their way to the heart of the matter, they'd have to use forceful measures, but... with Turohorse's strength, they could probably drive them off with magic without causing injury."

"That's true. There are things like warding barriers to keep people away, or magic that creates illusions."

There might be Awakened reporters or streamers who could break through even those, but there was no end to thinking about such possibilities.

Besides, I'd heard that Turohorse had many powerful Awakened members. They should have high-level non-lethal measures at their disposal.

"But this... it's probably multiple culprits. A lot of them, right? If it's an organization, couldn't this escalate into an armed conflict with Turohorse, like a civil war...?"

"It's possible. Goodness, what a dangerous world we live in. And the safety of the 68 abducted people is still unknown."

"Yeah..."

I didn't know the exact number of people in Turohorse, but I was sure it was in the triple digits.

And now there was another organization that might be able to go toe-to-toe with them. If all of them were 'combat-capable Awakened,' it would be a war.

It might be conceited of me, but I think I could take on an armored vehicle head-on and win.

I believe I'm one of the stronger Awakened, but there's always someone stronger. If people like that fought to the death with all their might, the collateral damage would be unimaginable.

Furthermore, while Turohorse was plagued by nasty rumors, it was also an organization that would cause problems if its members were all arrested at once.

They served as a check against anti-Awakened groups, but they also focused on dungeon-clearing. If they suddenly disappeared, it could hinder the culling operations in various places...

"Hmm. I don't really get it, but I think the people who were taken are probably fine."

"Huh?"

Erina-san's words made me turn to look at her.

"Do you have some basis for that...?"

"Because the people who did this didn't kill anyone."

"...?"

"If their goal was to abduct people, it would've been smoother to kill a few guards rather than just use smoke bombs. And if they wanted a war, they would've killed a lot of people right from the start. So, I don't think they really wanted any bloodshed."

I blinked at Erina-san, who stated her opinion so matter-of-factly.

It didn't seem like the typical posturing of a chuunibyou... she was speaking in a way that was almost unnaturally natural.

*...So this is what a master-level chuunibyou looks like.*

"So, yeah. The attackers are a virtuous ninja clan! I bet they're protecting the people they took in a secret ninja village!"

"Putting Erina-san's comment aside, do you think these attackers will hit Turohorse again?"

"Probably. These assailants are no fools. Knowing that their opponent will eventually retaliate, they wouldn't be foolish enough to go on the defensive. If you're going to strike, you strike decisively. They seem to be the type to choose their methods carefully, but not the type to hold back."

"...Erina-san. Don't you dare get involved in this out of curiosity. I'm not kidding, I'm serious."

"Okay~!"

"And Aira-san. That group that was trying to recruit Mia-san... what was its name again?"

"Are you referring to Arisida? You mean to warn me about them, I presume, but they vanished as soon as they found out Mia was under our family's protection. It's unsettling, but there's likely no immediate threat."

"I see..."

"But that doesn't mean I'm not fully prepared to use that as an excuse to live with her... or rather, cohabitate!"

"It'd definitely be fun if you lived with us too, Senpai!"

"Ah, yes."

The sheer liveliness... or in their case, sheer loudness... made me slightly concerned for Professor Arisugawa's stomach.

Then again, was she the type to get an ulcer over something like this...? I had a feeling she'd be more likely to take charge like a teacher on a school trip.

"I know! Why don't you come live with us too, Kyou-chan? We still have a spare room!"

Erina-san turned to me with incredibly earnest eyes. I replied with a smile.

"Are you trying to kill me?"

"Why?!"

Throwing a single high school boy who isn't even a boyfriend into a space full of beautiful women... are you a sadist?

Reality isn't like an eromanga or a light novel. It's just endlessly awkward.

And if, by some one-in-a-million chance... which there isn't... but if I were to make a move, I'd be beaten to a pulp in an instant. Both physically and socially. What is this, a test of my self-control? Is this hell?

"Wait a minute. Confining Kyou-chan-kun and having him research with Sana-kun 24/7 might be a good idea...!"

"It's not."

"Let's stay up all night playing games and eating snacks! And have a pillow fight!"

"Professor Arisugawa will definitely come scold us in the middle of that. Seriously."

"Living under one roof with a beauty like myself does carry the risk of Kyou-chan-kun turning into a beast... but wait, this virgin, socially awkward, cowardly boy should be fine, right?"

"I might not attack you sexually, but I might attack you to crack your skull open."

"That's a physical threat to my safety!"

"Paisen! I'll teach you how to catch a sword with your bare hands later!"

"Help me before that happens."

"Practice makes perfect, you know!"

"Someone! Help me!"

"You have two choices, Aira-san. Me, or Erina-san."

"Alright, then. I'm not leaving baba-sama's side today."

*Tch.* Even I would hesitate to slam my fist on Aira-san's head right in front of Professor Arisugawa.

"Besides, I just got an email from baba-sama..."

"Yeah?"

"She said inviting you over tonight for decryption work is a no-go because you'd get home late and it would bother your family... *pien*. Honestly, is baba-sama saying there are things more important than research! And she calls herself a researcher!"

"Looks like you dodged a bullet."

"Baba-sama. Right now, I'm keenly aware of something more important than research. My own life."

I could almost feel an imaginary Professor Arisugawa nodding in agreement.

As we continued our silly conversation, the bus rumbled on.

But still, who were these attackers, really? I hoped, as Erina-san said, that they weren't people who would do terrible things to those they'd kidnapped.

Above all, I had to make sure I didn't get caught up in the conflict between them and Turohorse.

Life is precious. I may be an adventurer, but I don't enjoy danger.

But, well.

Public safety might get worse from here on out. I need to put more effort into 'self-defense.'

For now, I guess I'll have to go back to the 'Artificial Spirit's Dungeon' and restock on those stones...
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I slowly wrote out the hiragana characters on the wooden board. I wondered when the last time I'd written out the entire syllabary was.

I wrote each character carefully, infusing mana into it through the brush.

The ink was apparently a type of 'magic potion,' and thanks to that, the mana blended into it nicely. With this, the meaning should appear to a spirit's eyes, just like with spoken words.

After finishing the board, I took a breath and looked toward Aira-san.

"It's done. Should I show it to Sana-san right away?"

"Yes. Please do."

Aira-san nodded and placed a vanity mirror on the desk.

It didn't reflect us, but rather the figures of Erina-san and the others.

They were in an E-Rank dungeon. Right now, they were dungeoneering without me.

The reason for this was that Sana couldn't read the dungeon text when it was recorded in regular photos.

Even the ones I had copied by hand were no good. If the writer didn't understand the meaning, the words wouldn't carry the same power as spoken ones.

And so, we'd decided to have her look at it through the Telepathy link.

"Erina-kun, Mia. Is everything alright over there?"

"No problem, Paisen. No enemies in sight!"

"We also have the golems guarding us. At this rank, we can retreat even if a stampede occurs."

"Excellent. Then, let us begin."

I nodded at Aira-san's signal and held up the syllabary board next to the mirror. Then, I placed Sana's birdcage in front of it.

Professor Arisugawa, filming from the side, and Aira-san, maintaining the Telepathy link, watched me with serious expressions.

Sana was the main subject, but since they couldn't see her, their gazes naturally focused on me. I could feel their tension, and I was aware of a thin sheen of sweat forming on my brow.

"Sana-san. Please compare the characters here with the text reflected in the mirror."

At my voice, the spirit inside the birdcage nodded.

"I would like you to translate that text into Japanese using these characters. Is that possible?"

She nodded again in response to my question.

I glanced briefly at Aira-san and the professor, giving them a nod, before focusing back on Sana.

"Then, please begin."

I concentrated all my senses on the movements of her pupils, which were relatively large for her small frame.

Following her gaze, I slowly traced my finger along the syllabary chart.

* * *

After about thirty minutes, the translation was complete. I let out a sigh, feeling strangely tense.

Just then, a cloth coaster was placed in front of me, with a glass of iced tea on top.

"Good work, Kyou-chan-kun. We only had iced tea, but I hope that's alright."

"Actually, we have hot black tea and green tea as well."

The professor tilted her head at Aira-san's statement. An ice cube clinked against the rim of the glass.

"Baba-sama. That was a joke that the hip, young kids would understand."

"No, I don't think that's for young people, is it? I don't know the original reference, but it sounds pretty old... Oh, thank you."

After a small nod, I sipped the iced tea through the straw. The coldness and faint sweetness seemed to soothe my mind, which was overheated from concentration and tension.

It was almost mid-July. It wasn't hot inside with the air conditioning on, but the iced tea still felt more delicious.

Well, eating or drinking hot things on a hot day can be good in its own way, I suppose.

"Paisen! We're back at the store from the dungeon!"

"Right. Glad you're safe. How was the exploration without Kyou-chan-kun?"

"It's fun with just Senpai and me, but we definitely need Kyou-chan, our crudely powerful, comic relief ninja!"

"What?"

Who's the comic relief? If I had that kind of talent, I wouldn't be a loner in my classroom, would I?

"Now, now. Kyou-chan-kun is hardly the comic relief. If he had that kind of talent, he wouldn't be a loner in his classroom! Hah-hah-hah!"

"I have friends in my grade. Do you?"

"Hmph... age has nothing to do with friendship. As long as I have you all, that's enough for me...!"

"Your voice is trembling."

"Sister..."

"What's wrong, Paisen? Are you cold?"

"Yes. My heart is cold...!"

Aira-san trembled, her lips forming a pout. Why does this person always start fights when she's so easily hurt?

That aside, I took a bit of damage myself. It's one thing to say it about yourself, but it stings when someone else says it...

"..."

Ignoring us, the professor was comparing the translation with the original text.

As an elf, her eyesight should be excellent, but it was probably an old habit. She wore a pair of non-prescription glasses as she stared intently at the paper and tablet in her hands.

"...Wonderful."

"Is the translation accurate, baba-sama?"

"Most likely. I can't be one hundred percent certain without comparing it to other texts, but considering the dungeon's environment and the monsters that appear there, the content seems correct. It appears they were using skeletons to mine for minerals in that dungeon."

If I remember correctly, the translation was something like a work memo.

Other dungeon texts that linguists around the world had partially deciphered seemed to be similar, so maybe dungeons really were someone's 'workplace'?

"Kyouta-kun."

"Ah, yes."

"Are you interested in marrying into the family?"

"Huh?"

"Baba-sama. Calm down."

*What is she talking about?* I froze, my mouth hanging half-open.

Marrying into the family? Who? Where?

...Wait, what?!

"P-Professor, no! Th-The age difference between you and me is...! Ah, but it's not that I dislike you, it's just, well...!"

"Kyou-chan-kun."

"Y-Yes!"

"You calm down too."

"Yes, ma'am."

I calmed down immediately.

"My apologies. I was trying to make a joke myself, but it seems it didn't land well. This would be what you call 'bombing,' I believe."

"It's rare for you to make a joke, baba-sama. You must be quite excited."

"You're one to talk. There's a smile playing on your lips as well."

To an outsider, they looked like beautiful sisters. In reality, they were grandmother and granddaughter, but the smiles they wore now were so similar you'd think they were twins.

Being able to read the dungeon's text was certainly a historic discovery, but I couldn't share their level of joy.

If it had been a more dramatic record, like 'Emperor So-and-so rests here,' or 'The So-and-so War began in year XX,' then I think my excitement would have been on par with theirs.

I just don't get how scholars think.

"If we continue to gather data like this, it seems we might be able to decipher it on our own."

"This has all but confirmed that those texts have proper meaning. As long as there's a pattern, the rest will fall into place...!"

"In that case, having 'that thing' would certainly make things more efficient."

With those words, Professor Arisugawa turned her gaze to me.

It must be a habit. She gave the non-prescription glasses a slight push with her finger and smiled.

"Kyouta-kun. Could I ask you for it?"

"Yes. Here you go."

I placed my glass on the coaster and took a single string from a zip-lock bag in my backpack.

This was made from my own hair.

...Thinking about it calmly, it was a pretty creepy item, but there was a good reason for it.

A proper reason that would allow people other than Sana and me to communicate.

Having me read Sana's gaze every time was inefficient. Or rather, it would hinder the research. It's not like I could really stay at the Arisugawa residence 24/7.

So, we tried to have Sana hold an object to communicate with Aira-san and the others... but everything just passed right through her.

Apparently, she couldn't grasp an object unless it was imbued with mana.

There were two solutions that came to mind to solve this problem.

The first was to give her a golem body. The second was to use an object imbued with mana.

However, the first option presented an unexpected problem. Sana didn't know how to move a 'humanoid' form.

Just to test it, I created a headless golem body and connected the birdcage to it, but it couldn't even stand on its own. When we tried to make it hold something, its fingers bent backward and the joints broke.

This was completely unexpected. Our knowledge of spirits didn't cover anything like this. We had only considered the risk of two wills causing conflicting actions if we put her in a human body or an 'occupied' golem.

It was proof that my understanding of the knowledge from the 'Book of Arcane Gear' and my skills was still too shallow. Honestly, this felt like it was more in the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club's territory.

But asking for their cooperation was a last resort. Besides them being a group of perverts, we didn't know who else they were connected to besides the Walkers.

The professor and Aira-san were reluctant, concerned that some country might forcibly take Sana away.

Hence, the second method. This time, as a quick fix, I used my own hair.

Using it as a material for a magic tool would require a complicated process. But simply maintaining a mana-imbued state was easy.

With a few treatments, it could maintain its mana for years, if not forever. It was too weak to be used as a weapon, but it should be sufficient as a communication tool.

I stood in front of the birdcage and offered the string through the bars.

"Sana-san. Could you hold one end of this?"

As I said that, the spirit obediently grasped the string. As expected, it didn't pass through her; she held it firmly.

The eyes of Aira-san and the others, who were watching from the side, widened. To them, it probably looked like one end of the string was floating in mid-air.

"Alright, Aira-san can take the other end."

"Right!"

"...Um, do you want to wear gloves or something?"

"Hmm? Is there some danger?"

"No, not particularly..."

"Then I won't need them. I want to communicate with a spirit directly!"

Aira-san said enthusiastically, pinching the string made of my hair. For some reason, I felt a little awkward.

In any case, the string wasn't very long, but it seemed to be fine for them to hold while sitting in their chairs.

"Okay, Sana-san. Please give the string a light tug."

—*Nod.*

After a small nod, Sana pulled the string. At that moment, a huge grin spread across Aira-san's face.

"Wonderful! So the spirit really did exist! It wasn't just your delusion, Kyou-chan-kun!"

"I'm going to knock you out, you disappointment of a college student."

*Seriously, maybe I should just give her a chop to the head for once.*

"Just kidding, just kidding. But wow, so this is a spirit..."

Aira-san's eyes sparkled, as did the professor's, who had moved closer without me noticing.

"With this, we can ask questions on a regular basis."

"Yes. I was holding back because I didn't want to tie you up too much, Kyou-chan-kun, but with this, I can interrogate her for 24 hours straight!"

*...You say you don't want to tie me up, but do you remember your usual behavior?*

*You drunkenly rambled at me through Telepathy just last night. For about an hour.*

"Wouldn't you consider being able to talk to a beauty like me before bed a reward? You're welcome to have naughty dreams about me, you know?"

"Could you please stop reading my mind so casually? Also, if I could choose the content of my dreams, I'd prefer someone I don't know."

If you have *that* kind of dream about someone you know, it gets super awkward the next day. I know this for a fact, because it's actually happened with Erina-san and Mia-san.

*...I am truly, from the bottom of my heart, sorry!*

"More importantly, Kyouta-kun. Could you tell Sana-san to 'pull the string once for YES, and twice for NO' in response to our questions?"

"Ah, yes."

I nodded to Professor Arisugawa and turned my gaze back to Sana.

"Sana-san. In response to these two's questions, please give the string a light pull once for YES, and twice for NO."

—*Nod.*

Seeing the spirit nod, I gave Aira-san a look. She cleared her throat and turned her gaze to Sana at the other end of the string.

As expected, she couldn't see her, so their eyes didn't meet.

"Alright, Sana-kun. Do you understand my words?"

—*Tug.*

At that response, Aira-san made a fist pump with her free hand. Next to her, Professor Arisugawa also clenched her hands in front of her chest and smiled.

She seemed to notice my gaze right away, because she hid her hands behind her back, her cheeks flushing faintly.

*...Is she a maiden? This seventy-something elf who looks like she's in her twenties.*

"Then, in the future, if I use the syllabary chart from before, will you translate for me?"

—*Tug.*

"We will keep this string, but when we need it, we will offer one end to you. At that time, will you hold it like this?"

—*Tug.*

Apparently, there was no problem.

As I watched Aira-san ask questions with the expression of a child who had just received a Christmas present, Professor Arisugawa tapped me on the shoulder.

When I turned around, she was smiling brightly, but I felt a strange 'pressure.'

"Kyouta-kun. Won't you reconsider marrying into the family?"

"Haha. I appreciate the thought."

Thinking it was the same joke as before, I laughed it off this time.

I may have made a fool of myself the first time, but not the second. I can grow too.

"Oh, that's a shame. My granddaughters are all beautiful, brilliant, and their personalities are... their personalities are... well, they're not bad people, you know?"

"You could at least lie and say 'they have good personalities' for their sake..."

"...They have good personalities."

I gave a wry smile to the professor, who averted her gaze as she spoke.

Now then. That aside, the grip on my shoulder feels unusually strong. Is it just my imagination?

"But you don't dislike them, do you?"

"Well, no, of course not. I don't dislike them; if anything, I quite like them."

After replying, I hastily shook my head.

"Ah, I mean, as people! I'm not looking at your granddaughters in a weird way, or anything like that...!"

Oh no, I got carried away. I might have sounded like I was looking down on my sponsor's granddaughters, who are also my work colleagues.

I tried to turn to the professor and bow my head, but the hand on my shoulder prevented me.

Wait, is she angry...?!

"There's no need to apologize. Please continue to look after them from now on."

However, my worries seemed to be unfounded. The professor removed her hand from my shoulder and offered it for a handshake.

As expected of an elf, her hand was smooth, and I felt my heart beat a little faster. She really didn't look like a grandmother of three. She seemed more like a beautiful older sister.

That aside, even with my [Spirit Eye], I couldn't see any negative emotions. It seemed she really wasn't angry. Convinced of this, I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Y-Yeah. Likewise, I look forward to working with you...?"

"We're planning a family trip to the beach soon, so please come with us then."

"Uh, um, well, that's..."

"Do you have other plans?"

"...I'm freeee."

"Then, Aira will give you the detailed schedule later."

*I can't refuse...! I can't refuse my sponsor...!*

*More importantly, my worldly desires are screaming 'Go! Goooooo!'...!*

*I want to frolic with beautiful women in swimsuits...!*

"Oh, my. Have a good time, Kyou-chan-kun. I'll stay home and keep Sana-kun company. Try not to get too carried away and create any more embarrassing memories for yourself~"

Aira-san grinned as she continued to communicate with Sana. But then, the professor's face turned toward her.

"What are you talking about, Aira?"

"Hyo?"

"You're going too, of course. And we'll bring Sana-san as well, just in case."

"Bweh?!"

Aira-san let out a sound a beautiful woman shouldn't make and froze. The string slipped from her hand.

"W-Wait, baba-sama? Weren't Erina-kun's friends supposed to come along too?"

"Yes. And what's the problem with that?"

"B-But, you see. If a cool and beautiful adult woman like myself is there, they'll surely get so nervous they'll throw up and tremble in a corner of the room."

"Aira."

"Ai."

"Get ready."

"'kay..."

The self-proclaimed cool beauty nodded, her voice as faint as a mosquito's buzzing.

*So the professor really is the strongest in the Arisugawa family...!*

Misery loves company. I think those are wonderful words. You're coming with me...!

*Let's experience the awkwardness at the beach together!*
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Side: None

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. A certain floor in a central government building.

As always, the Dungeon Agency was holding a meeting, squeezing it in between their regular duties to share information.

A dozen or so people were gathered around a long desk in the corner of a spacious room, staring at the documents and tablets in their hands with grim expressions.

"The impact of the new dungeon in Shibuya is still immense..."

"Indeed. The other dungeons are troublesome, but this one is causing the most significant economic damage."

"We're getting inquiries about compensation every day from businesses within the evacuation zone. Not to mention from the mayor of Shibuya Ward."

"We'll have to discuss that with the governor, but it looks like the Tokyo Metropolitan Government will have to bear the burden for now..."

"However, the entire Tokyo economy is being affected. Most of the train lines and roads that pass through that area are currently unusable, causing traffic throughout the city to be virtually paralyzed. And land prices in the city are plummeting."

"On top of that, Shibuya not only has a huge number of businesses, but it also has residents. The number of complaints and consultations from them is staggering. 'Why did you overlook the dungeon?' 'Will we receive proper compensation?' and so on."

"...Even if the country wanted to support them, our hands are tied with aid to the regional areas. We need to find a way to manage this temporarily with Tokyo's resources, but... all of this is beyond our authority. We'll have to coordinate closely with the other ministries."

"Every ministry is on a death march right now. I don't even know if we can get them to spare the time to read our documents."

"We have to do it anyway. If Tokyo's economy dies, the entire Japanese economy will die with it."

"I'm from a rural area, so I used to hate how Tokyo always got priority... but looking at these numbers, I have to admit that we need to deal with this first."

One of the staff members looked at the documents in his hands with a wry smile. Or rather, the numbers lined up before him were so staggering that laughing was the only option.

To develop the national economy by concentrating it in one place. Based on this idea, power had been centralized in Japan's capital, Tokyo.

Before the Day of Awakening, Tokyo's city GDP was among the highest in the world, accounting for about 20% of Japan's total.

Yes, past tense. Currently, Tokyo, and indeed Japan itself, was in a dire economic situation.

"Repairs are currently underway on infrastructure, including water pipes and cables damaged by the monster stampede, but there is still no timeline for restoration."

"We need to call for support from other prefectures that haven't been affected. Gather people, both public and private sectors. Matsuda, Umejima, can you handle it?"

"Understood."

"I only have my university connections, but I'll see what I can do."

"I'm counting on you. Now, let's move on to the next topic."

Director Akasaka said, turning a page in his documents.

"This is the data shared from the Self-Defense Force the other day. The content is mainly about 'Base Construction within Dungeons'."

"Are they *seriously* gonna build one?"

"I had heard they were considering how to use attack helicopters inside dungeons, but..."

"Is something like that even possible?"

His subordinates commented freely, their eyes still fixed on the documents or their tablet screens.

"The bottom line is, it will still take a considerable amount of time. The main problem is likely the inability to bring large heavy machinery or trucks inside. Since they can't bring the actual vehicles in, they have to disassemble them and somehow reassemble the parts inside."

"Dungeons with powerful monsters tend to have wider passages, so if we could just get them inside, the width itself wouldn't be an issue..."

"But what's with this weight limit?"

"It's probably the line where the Awakened Person on board can 'treat it as their own belonging'."

The document stated the following:

As an experiment, a truck loaded with a large amount of construction materials approached the gate of a low-rank dungeon teeming with large monsters. However, only the 'Awakened Person driving' was able to enter.

The truck itself, now driverless, continued straight and passed through the gate, stopping only when operated by a remote control from the outside.

Awakened SDF members also rode in the cargo bed, holding some of the materials. When the truck approached the gate in the same way, the truck once again passed through. The Awakened driver and the Awakened in the cargo bed entered the dungeon. At that time, the two were in different locations, and the member from the cargo bed was still holding the materials.

After this, an Awakened on a motorcycle successfully entered with the motorcycle. When three people rode in a large vehicle, touching each other, and approached the gate, only the car passed through. The three of them appeared in the same location inside the dungeon.

From these and other various tests...

- If the vehicle one is riding touches the gate, the Awakened person on board will be thrown into the dungeon, even if they are not touching the gate themselves.

- At that time, the law of inertia does not apply; they simply appear in the dungeon.

- They can only bring in items of a size and weight that the Awakened person recognizes as 'their own belongings' and can carry on their own. This rule is highly likely to apply to the person holding the steering wheel.

"It's looking more and more like we'll have to use Awakened Persons as heavy machinery inside dungeons."

"Apparently, that's how it's always been in the SDF. With a level of just '10', they have the power of a horse or a bear. They said that's how they built the structures at the entrances."

"But they're still human. They can't transport large quantities of materials as efficiently as heavy machinery, and it will affect construction."

"Plus, securing materials for base construction is tough. There's reconstruction happening everywhere, and there's a global shortage of goods right now. It would be better to use resources from within the dungeon..."

"Should we request cooperation from Civil Engineering Magic users after all...? We'll discuss it with the SDF and put out requests at each Dungeon Store. If we use the know-how from building the facilities around the entrance gates, we should be able to build them in a short time, as long as we can fend off monster attacks."

"A request? Do we have the budget for that? Civil Engineering Magic users are in high demand everywhere."

"Considering the current market rates, it should be cheaper than using materials from outside the dungeon. If that's still not enough... we'll have to recruit volunteers."

"You can't get blood from a stone, after all."

A male staff member holding a tablet shrugged his shoulders slightly.

"But if the plan to build bases inside dungeons moves forward, couldn't that be a ray of light in this recession?"

Another staff member next to him spoke up.

"I heard that just having a police-box-type building would be a significant advantage during stampedes and culls. If a proper base is built, we might be able to further reduce the risk of stampedes."

"'Safety' is the most important investment. If we see a clear decrease in stampedes, investors who left might come back."

"Couldn't we even apply this technology to 'cultivation' inside dungeons?"

"It's too early to think about that. More importantly, we should consider 'turning dungeons into prisons.' The Awakened criminals we've captured are putting a considerable strain on the regular prison system."

"That would be a human rights violation. Putting people in dungeons without their consent is illegal, as stipulated in the Dungeon Law."

"...What if we just sold the 'land' inside dungeons to Awakened Persons?"

As the staff continued their rapid-fire discussion, that single muttered sentence brought a few seconds of silence to the room.

The relatively young staff member who had spoken looked around at the others in a panic.

"Ah, no. I wasn't being serious or anything."

"...We may have to consider that option as well."

"Director."

Another staff member next to Director Akasaka, who had nodded with a frown, objected.

"That's far too dangerous. If something were to happen inside, who would be held responsible...? Above all, it would lead to the 'privatization of dungeons.' There's a strong possibility that it would empower criminal organizations even more."

"Yes. It would be a last resort, but we should still consider it. Even if it's an idea that should be discarded... no, precisely because it's an idea that should be discarded, we must think about it. I'm sorry, but could you prepare a few proposals in case we have to implement it?"

"Y-Yes, sir!"

The staff member who had spoken earlier straightened his back and nodded.

"The best-case scenario is for the government to handle everything on its own. But the very reason for the 'Dungeon Law' is that we can't. Everyone, always assume the worst-case scenario."

"Yes, sir."

"Uh, can I say something too?"

A male staff member raised his hand while looking at his tablet.

"It's about Awakened Persons and dungeons. We've received some data on 'level reduction in Awakened Persons'."

"Let's hear it."

"I've just sent the data to everyone's terminals, so I'll explain as you look at it."

As the staff members looked at their tablets and smartphones, he continued.

"It's about an Awakened Person who raised their level to '14'. Apparently, they hadn't been in a dungeon for a year. As a result, their level dropped to '13'."

"...According to this document, this kind of natural level decrease only seems to happen to those with a level of '10 or higher'."

"That's right. Regarding this, a report from a cooperating research institute suggests the 'possibility of atrophy similar to muscles if not used.' Similar data has been obtained from other 'adventurers who have stopped going to dungeons'."

"Atrophy, huh. Should we take this as good news or bad news?"

"If that hypothesis is correct, could it be that continuously defeating monsters weaker than oneself might also hinder level-ups?"

"Maintaining muscle requires a certain amount of load, after all."

"It's dangerous to get too caught up in hypotheses. It's still in the research stage."

"You're right. But if this is correct, it means you can't just 'kill Matangos to reach level 100,' huh..."

"We haven't received any such reports from active adventurers yet, so it's unclear to what extent levels will naturally decrease. But at the very least, the burden on prisons may lighten, even if only slightly, in the future."

"The next question is whether or not we should inform the public about this. I'll take it upstairs for now. Can I use this document as is?"

"I prepared it with speed as the priority, so it might need some revisions."

"Understood. We'll handle that on our end."

"Roger that."

After that, the discussion continued at a rapid pace.

The topic shifted to the attack on Turohorse.

"Now, regarding the attack on Turohorse... how much information have we gathered?"

"We've been tracking it online, but we've come up with nothing. The police can't openly investigate either, since Turohorse itself denies any wrongdoing."

"From the footage of surveillance cameras on the roads, it's certain that three trucks were on the move. The trucks, believed to have been abandoned, have already been found on the border between Saitama and Yamanashi prefectures. However, we haven't been able to track them since."

"Apparently they were abandoned right on the prefectural border. I wonder if there will be a turf war over this."

"In this case, it's more likely they're trying to push it onto each other. No one wants to deal with anything related to Turohorse."

A female staff member, with her laptop open, continued her report.

"It seems one of the attackers has a skill that can conceal people and objects. The camera captured something like a black haze, but we can't identify whose skill it is from that alone."

"What about the whereabouts of the 68 missing people?"

"That's still unknown. It's a large number of people, so it shouldn't be easy to hide them..."

"Did they use magic or something? Well, in this day and age, I guess they really could have used magic."

"...In any case, the police will be the main ones pursuing this matter. We'll be in a support role. Since we don't have a grasp of the situation, we can't rule out the possibility that the attackers are dangerous terrorists."

Ignoring the pain in his stomach that he unconsciously felt, Director Akasaka stated firmly.

"Also, we will continue to question Turohorse. Something definitely happened. We need them to tell us what's going on."

"We understand, but please, refrain from going to see them in person, Director."

"That's right. There are few skills that can be activated over the phone for now, but some Awakened can even brainwash you if you meet them face to face."

"Yes. I'll be very careful."

"Excuse me. I have something to report regarding Turohorse as well."

One of the staff members, holding a smartphone, raised his hand, and the director nodded.

"Go ahead. Any little thing will do."

"We just received a report from a Dungeon Store. Apparently, 'monster poaching' is rampant, and the number of victims is increasing. And it's been happening since the day of the Turohorse attack."

"I've received similar reports. They say they were blindsided during a battle and had their drop items stolen."

"Ah! I have a report from a store in my jurisdiction too! It's not just poaching, it seems 'monster trains' are also happening...!"

As the staff members looked at their smartphones and reported one after another...

—*Riiing!!*

A shrill electronic sound echoed.

It was the landline phone on the desk.

—*Riiing!!*

—*Riiing!!*

One after another, the phones began to ring. And then, the work smartphones they carried also began to chime with incoming calls.

Their faces twitched at the abnormal situation, as the phones suddenly began to sing in a grand chorus.

"Everyone, don't stop. First, gather information. Move!"

"Yes, sir!"

The director's voice snapped the staff out of their stupor, and they all rushed to their desks. He himself answered his own ringing work phone.

"Director Akasaka! It's an emergency, there are troubles in dungeons all over the country...!"

"Calm down. Take your time. Tell me the details."

Speaking gently to the person on the other end of the line, he rubbed his own stomach through his slightly wrinkled suit.

The night at the Dungeon Agency would be a long one.
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			Episode 92: Like Family

"I'm sorry."

I had come to Ooyama-san's workshop after hearing that the full set of equipment for Byakuren and the repairs for the Daisharinmaru were ready.

The moment I stepped into her workspace...

"One of the weapons made from your materials has gone missing."

The red-haired girl and the black-haired beauty bowed their heads deeply to me.

"Uh, um...?"

As I stood there confused, Busujima-san raised her head and began to explain.

"The other day, Shizuku-san and I went to a dungeon, and we ran into a 'train'."

"What, were you okay?!"

Erina-san's eyes widened, and she frantically scanned their bodies for any injuries.

This was no time to be standing around in a daze. I steeled myself. A 'train' was a very dangerous word to hear.

"Yes. Mokuren acted as our shield, so we weren't injured. We also had the egg-shaped magic tool you gave us before."

"To counter the charging horde, I had Mokuren throw the spear made from Yagawa's materials. That thinned their numbers enough for us to fight them off. But when we went back to where it happened, the spear was gone."

"...I don't quite understand the full situation yet, but what matters most is that you're both safe."

"She's right! Your lives are the most important thing! ...Hey. You're really, *really* sure you're not hurt anywhere?"

"Hey, don't cling to me. And stop trying to lift up my clothes!"

I averted my gaze from Erina-san, who was pawing all over Ooyama-san, and met Busujima-san's eyes.

"Could you tell me the situation from the beginning?"

"Yes."

"Hmph!"

"Ow-mph!"

As the self-proclaimed ninja received a fist to the head, Busujima-san began her story.

...To put it simply, it wasn't an accident, but a deliberate 'train' incident.

The previous day, the two of them had been in a Kobold dungeon, leveling up and collecting drop items, when three adventurers suddenly came running toward them.

Instead of Arcane Gear, they were wearing coveralls and ski masks, and they ran with a speed unbecoming of 'E-Rank adventurers.'

Confused but wary, the girls drew their weapons. The trio then suddenly threw a small bag, one that could fit in the palm of their hand, at them.

The contents were monster salt.

Mokuren blocked it with its shield in the nick of time, but the monsters that had been chasing the trio were now drawn to them.

They managed to fight defensively while dropping the salt and retreating. It was during this time that they had thrown the spear made from my materials to thin out the front lines.

They fought while fleeing and managed to annihilate the Kobolds, surviving without any harm.

However, Mokuren was moderately damaged. What's more, when they passed by the spot where they'd been caught in the train on their way to the exit, both the spear and the drop items from the monsters it had killed were gone. The small bag that had been thrown at them was gone too.

After that, they reached the exit, reported what happened to the SDF members, and returned to the store.

"That dungeon has a lot of adventurers coming and going, and since they couldn't identify their Arcane Gear, they said it would take time to identify the culprits..."

"I know you don't like the idea of equipment made from your materials being used by just anyone. I made sure to process it so that no curses or the like could be sent to you through it, but... somewhere out there, some stranger might be using that spear."

"No. This isn't your fault. The ones to blame are the people who started that train. You don't need to worry about the spear. It couldn't be helped."

"She's right! We need to find the culprits, beat them to a pulp, and then hand them over to the police!"

"No, finding and catching them is the police's job. Don't go sticking your nose in it, seriously."

"Aww."

It's not 'aww'. Why on earth would I want to get close to a bunch of attempted murderers? They're scary and dangerous. Also, I haven't heard someone say 'beat them to a pulp' in a long time.

Still, the Kobold dungeon... is that place cursed? Yamashita-san... was that his name? He and his group were being chased by monsters there before, too.

"I understand the situation. But did the group of culprits target you two specifically, or would anyone have done...? The level of danger from here on out changes depending on the answer."

"We don't know. But since similar incidents are happening in other dungeons, I think it's the latter..."

"They were probably after drop items, rather than targeting us specifically," Ooyama-san added with a sullen look.

"Like Erina said, if I find them, I won't let them get away with it. I'll smash their front teeth in...!"

"Haha..."

I was worried she might be feeling anxious after being exposed to someone's malice, but in her case, that seemed to be an unnecessary concern.

With that, I turned to look at Busujima-san.

"Um, are you okay, Busujima-san?"

"Yes, I'm fine. I'm healthy in both mind and body. ...No, I might be putting on a brave face."

She said, looking down at her own right hand.

It was trembling. She was trying to stop it by clenching her fist, but the shaking wouldn't stop. She wrapped her left arm around herself as if to hold her body still.

"It's embarrassing... but it seems the fear is hitting me now. Ahaha... I'm not looking very cool, am I?"

Busujima-san gave a bitter smile, her eyebrows knitted in a frown. I shook my head.

"It's only natural to be scared. It would be strange not to feel fear after someone tried to kill you. There's nothing to be embarrassed about."

"...Thank you."

"That's right, Ā-chan!"

"Kyaa?!"

Erina-san suddenly hugged Busujima-san, causing a small yelp to escape her lips.

Erina-san, seemingly unconcerned, smiled and patted Busujima-san's head.

"There, there. You did so well."

"...Honestly. I'm not a child anymore."

As Busujima-san said this with a wry smile, I felt a sense of relief to see that her hands were no longer trembling.

Ooyama-san, watching from the side, still had her usual grumpy expression, but I felt that her gaze was somehow softer.

And then, Erina-san's eyes turned to Ooyama-san.

"I'll give Shī-chan a big hug too!"

"Huh? No thanks."

"No arguments allowed! Ā-chan, Kyou-chan! It's the Triple Ninja Attack!"

"Not happening."

"Um, well then..."

"Hey, get away from me, you idiots!"

Watching the three of them horse around, I felt a smile naturally wanting to form on my lips.

—*Squish.*

—*Fwump...*

...But seeing the two well-endowed girls' soft chests change shape started to give me weird ideas, so I decided not to stare too hard.

Even I know that getting a 'biological reaction' here would be reading the room extremely poorly.

To distract myself, I turned my thoughts to a more serious matter. The word 'train' immediately reminded me of the incident where Yamashita-san almost died.

What was the status of that case now? I hadn't heard any follow-up reports on TV, but had they found the culprit?

I'd like to contact him and ask, but unfortunately, I don't have his phone number.

Would they connect me to Yamashita-san if I called the Walkers' office? ...I did save his life twice, so there might be a chance, right?

It was worth a try. I'd call later.

"Right! If you have any legal trouble, let me know! I'll ask my grandma or my dad to introduce you to a good lawyer! My dad's coming home soon, anyway!"

"Yeah. I'll take you up on that if it comes to it. Now get off me...!"

"Yes. Shizuku-san and I aren't very familiar with the law, so... perhaps you could let go now?"

Erina-san, finally peeled off by the two of them, returned with a pout.

"Hmph. You two are no fun."

"There, there..."

"Oh, and Kyou-chan!"

"Yes?"

Erina-san, who changed expressions and topics as easily as breathing, turned to me with a brilliant smile.

"My mom and dad are coming back to Japan in three days!"

"Ah, yeah. That's great, isn't it?"

"I want to introduce you to them, so I want you to come meet them with me!"

"...Excuse me?"

Meet them? Who? With whom?

Me? With Erina-san's parents? Why? Is there a need for an introduction? I don't think so.

"No, no, no. An outsider shouldn't intrude on a family reunion."

"You're not an outsider, Kyou-chan. You're an important friend! Besides, my grandma told me, 'Things have been getting dangerous lately, so you should introduce Kyouta-kun as a bodyguard. He's like family now, anyway.'"

*What is Professor Arisugawa talking about?* We've certainly been through life-and-death situations together many times, but 'like family' is an exaggeration. 'Comrade-in-arms' would be more appropriate.

Do foreigners have a different sense of these things than I do? Like, 'The party is brotherhood! The party is family!' or something.

"Uh, no... if you need someone who is both a companion and a suitable guard, wouldn't Mia-san fit the bill? If she's there, you don't really need me. We're not in a dungeon, after all."

She's also a companion who has braved dire situations with us. And above all, she's Erina-san's blood relative.

As a relative, she should be more suitable than me.

"Hmm... well, you see. My dad and Paisen's family are on slightly awkward terms. It's not like they hate each other, though."

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, I remember Aira-san saying something about them disliking her.

Thinking back now, could it be because of their mother's situation? That was certainly more than enough to cause domestic discord.

And if I remember correctly, Erina-san's father is the son of Professor Arisugawa's younger sister.

That would make him the brother-in-law of Aira and Mia's mother... it's a situation with nothing but ingredients for complication.

"Th-Then! Ooyama-san and Busujima-san are right here...!"

"No. Don't ask us to be bodyguards for her and her family. That's unreasonable."

"That's a bit too much responsibility for us, so... we'll have to decline this time."

"N-No. Not just as bodyguards, but as friends."

"Kyou-chan. Don't you think it's a little insensitive to ask Shī-chan and the others to do that right after they were attacked yesterday? They probably don't want to go out much right now."

"Ugh...! I'm sorry...!"

What a sound argument. There was no way to refute it.

As I stood there, unable to say a word, Erina-san looked up at me with an anxious expression.

"Did you not want to? Or do you already have plans that day?"

"No, it's not that..."

"Then you'll come?"

Her sparkling eyes were filled with anticipation.

As Erina-san inched closer, I averted my face and tried to think of a reason to refuse.

Because it would definitely be awkward. A friend, with their friend's family, at a long-awaited family reunion. And me, mixed in.

It was a situation where I would feel completely out of place. Someone with high social skills might be able to fit in, but I can confidently say that's impossible for me. The best I could do is blend into the background. I might even end up making Erina-san's family feel awkward too.

To be honest, I really don't want to go, but...

"Alright. I'll go with you."

"Yay! Thank you, Kyou-chan!"

Erina-san grabbed my hand and swung it back and forth. With a pout, I thought about the day itself.

I'll somehow manage a bland greeting as a 'party member and friend,' and then I'll do my utmost to erase my presence. I'll tell myself I am nitrogen.

*...Just for now, I want to be a ninja too...! Not the kind Erina-san talks about, but a real one...!!*

"This is going to be so much fun, Kyou-chan! The four of us will do lots of shopping and hang out!"

"Yeah..."

I'm so anxious...!!
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			Once I got home, I immediately looked up the phone number for the `Walkers` on my smartphone.

I’d heard they were a big organization, but they were apparently even bigger than I had imagined. I took a quick look at their official website while searching for the number and saw that, including their administrative staff, they were a clan—no, a *guild*—with several thousand members.

On top of that, they had over twenty adventurer clans under their umbrella in so-called partnerships. They were even working with the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`. As an organization of `Awakened Persons`, they were even larger than `Turohorse`.

*That cat-eared guy was a pretty big deal, huh…*

My ego got a little boost from the fact that I’d saved someone so important not once, but twice. Well, it’s not like I rescued him all by myself either time.

Still, the idea of dealing with someone that important was making me nervous. Was it really okay to call someone like that without an appointment?

But I was worried about Busujima-san and the others. It was a long shot, but if there was a connection between the people who attacked Yamashita-san and the ones they encountered, we might learn something.

Train-pulling is synonymous with murder. As their friend, if I had a connection I could use, I wanted to use it. That’s why I’d gotten permission from Erina-san and Mia-san beforehand to use *that name*. I just hoped he remembered his debt to us…

Steeling my resolve, I dialed the number and called the `Walkers`.

───Five minutes later.

To make a long story short, I was able to speak with Yamashita-san with surprising ease.

At first, I was naturally treated as some rude kid calling out of the blue without an appointment, but as soon as I said I was a member of the `Invisible Ninjas`, they put me right through to him.

I didn’t remember ever properly introducing myself to Yamashita-san. I did, however, remember him shouting "`Invisible Ninjas`" in the fairy forest.

Honestly, I was reluctant to use the name, but given the circumstances, I decided to just bear with it.

It was still a low-key shock that our party name was well-known enough for even the receptionist to recognize it. *They definitely think I’m some cringey weirdo…*

But I digress. I managed to speak with Yamashita-san, but… to be honest, I didn’t really understand what was going on.

In response to my questions, he told me:

‘`Turohorse` was involved in that incident.’

‘The recent string of dungeon troubles is because their subordinate organizations were suddenly ordered by headquarters to provide unreasonable tribute.’

‘This whole affair will be settled soon.’

‘They will face the punishment they deserve in the near future. So please, do not do anything rash.’

He answered everything so smoothly. It was almost unnaturally casual.

However, the truth is, I didn’t know how much of it I could trust.

I may have saved his life twice, but I was still just a high school student. For him to share such important information with someone like me felt strange, to say the least.

When I asked him about it, he just asked back, ‘It would be pointless to hide it, wouldn’t it?’ What on earth did he mean? I asked again, but he just dodged the question.

Well, he did repeat several times that `Turohorse` would soon be punished, so I figured their organization was about to be investigated.

After all, when I remembered him talking to some police officers at the store and asked, ‘You heard that from the police, didn’t you?’ he just replied with, ‘…You can read between the lines.’

Divulging information about an ongoing investigation to a civilian is a huge no-no, after all. Satisfied with that, I was about to end the call when he asked something.

‘Are you—are you all—thinking of retaliating against them? Are you planning to fight them?’

He was probably worried that a bunch of kids might do something reckless. To reassure him, I nodded emphatically, even though he couldn’t see me over the phone.

‘We have no intention of getting involved. We’ll leave everything to this country’s justice system and continue our activities as usual.’

After that reply, I thanked him and ended the call.

We—or rather, all `Awakened Persons`—are what you would call ‘superhuman.’ To varying degrees, every last one of us possesses supernatural powers.

Because of that, some start thinking they’re heroes from mythology and do reckless things or become arrogant. I can’t say for sure that I don’t have a bit of that in me either.

But this time is different.

The fact that it happened in a dungeon and the method involved monsters makes it seem like a special case, but… if I were to use pre-`Day of Awakening` values to describe it, the situation is basically:

‘My friends had their smartphones stolen by a group of people swinging around hatchets. And my personal information might be on those phones.’

Faced with that, very few people would say, ‘Screw the police! I’ll investigate this myself!’ Normally, you’d leave it to the authorities.

I have no intention of losing that bit of common sense, and I don’t want to.

Of course, I’m worried that we might be harmed as well. But what can I really do about it?

Unfortunately, I’m just a high school student with nothing but fighting power. The only connection I can claim is Professor Arisugawa, a university professor and former duchess, and Erina-san has probably already spoken to her. The professor might consult a lawyer or something, but that’s about the extent of what a civilian can do.

Like I told her, it’s not our place to interfere. It’s best to leave the case to the professionals.

Anyway, talking to Yamashita-san was nerve-wracking.

According to what I found online, it hasn’t even been three months since the `Walkers` was founded.

In such a short time, he grew an organization that started with only four people into one of Japan’s foremost groups of `Awakened Persons`. Yamashita-san must be a pretty shrewd businessman.

I want to become a respectable member of society like him someday… actually, no I don’t. Yeah.

I mean, the responsibility sounds immense. I want a job that’s as easy as possible, both physically and mentally. As long as I can make enough money to live on and enjoy my hobbies, that’s plenty for me.

Heck, maybe I could just work as an adventurer for a while and then live a life of leisure…

I shook my head, snapping my thoughts back to reality.

In any case, it’s highly likely that `Turohorse`’s time is up. I’ll pray it doesn’t escalate into a large-scale conflict and just do what I can. Arresting criminals is the police’s job, but self-defense is my own responsibility.

First, I need to repair `Mokuren`. Since they agreed to go easy on me regarding `Byakuren`’s armament in return, I need to get it back into fighting shape.

───*Brrrring*.

"Hm?"

Just as I was thinking that, my phone rang. The screen displayed Busujima-san's name.

"Hello, Yagawa speaking."

‘Hello. This is Busujima. I’m sorry to bother you, but do you have a moment?’

"Yeah, I’m free. Is something wrong?"

‘No, it’s just that there’s something I wanted to ask you.’

"Okay."

Apparently, Busujima-san had something she wanted to ask, too.

Since I had just been the one asking Yamashita-san questions, it felt a little strange. Now it was my turn to be on the receiving end.

‘I remembered after I got home… when `Mokuren` threw the spear, I was also wildly firing off magic at the monsters.’

"Well, that’s bound to happen when you get trained."

‘One of my spells might have hit the spear’s shaft… and Shizuku-san told me the `Concept Interference` power of that spear is only in the tip… The curse that landed on the shaft might still be there, but is there a chance the `Concept Interference` spread to the shaft later and dispelled it?’

"I’m sorry, I’m not an expert on magic either, so… but if there was no immediate reaction, I don’t think it was affected by `Concept Interference`."

‘I knew it…’

"Is something wrong?"

When I asked, Busujima-san answered, sounding a little awkward.

‘I think… that curse was the type that brings misfortune to whoever touches it. I was hoping that if the enemy in the lead tripped, the Kobolds behind it would stumble too.’

"I see. How bad is the luck from that curse?"

‘It should only activate once, on the first person who touches the shaft, but I think they’ll be struck by considerable misfortune… And it’s the type of curse that affects the surroundings.’

"Ah…"

‘If… if the criminals recovered that spear, there’s a chance I might have cursed them…’

"Honestly, it’s their own fault. I don’t think you need to worry about it."

‘But, if they end up dying because of it…’

*You cast a curse that powerful…?*

I was a little taken aback, but then I reminded myself that it was originally intended for monsters. In that case, it couldn’t be helped.

"It’s fine, really. Magic cast on a magic item usually gets repelled and weakened anyway. At worst, it’ll be something like, ‘the door to their house gets stuck,’ or something on that level."

‘I hope that’s the case…’

It wasn’t a lie. I was pretty sure I’d read something like that in the club’s documents.

Enchanting a magic item with another spell is far more difficult than enchanting a normal object. Simply changing its shape is one thing, but giving it a different effect requires proper preparation.

"You can’t track them through the curse either, right? That’s proof the spell has weakened. In fact, if something does happen to the criminals, it’s probably best to just think, ‘serves them right.’ Probably."

‘…You’re right! I’ll do that. Thank you very much.’

"No problem. So, that’s that. Oh, I’ll deliver `Mokuren` to Ooyama-san as soon as the repairs are done."

‘Yes, please. Well then, goodbye.’

"Yeah. See you."

I ended the call and took a breath. Maybe because I had just spoken with Yamashita-san, I was able to talk more naturally than usual as a sort of rebound. Being in work mode probably helped too. I hope I can maintain this level of social skill after summer break ends.

I debated for a moment whether to tell them what Yamashita-san told me, but it wasn’t the kind of information I should be casually sharing. If the police really are about to raid `Turohorse` headquarters, I can just tell them then.

With that decided, I pulled out `Byakuren`’s spare parts from the back of my closet to start repairing `Mokuren`.

I was starting to run low on these. I needed to gather more materials soon. I also had to go get materials for the egg-shaped barrier generator.

There was a mountain of things to do. First, I had to tackle the most immediate problems one by one.

Repairing `Mokuren`, creating the barrier device, my summer homework, preparing for the beach trip, and most importantly…

"Haaaah…"

*Meeting Erina-san’s family is going to be so nerve-wracking.*

I stared at the ceiling and sighed.

*Please, let everything go smoothly.*
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			Sympathy

			I spent my time repairing `Mokuren`, slaughtering `Treants` in their dungeon, and gathering materials from the artificial spirit dungeon, but time, as it does, marched relentlessly on.

The promised day always arrives.

"…Haaah."

"What’s with the dreary face?"

I let out an involuntary sigh in the Arisugawa residence’s living room.

In response, Aira-san, who was sitting next to me, flashed a cynical smile and shook her head.

"You should be grateful for the chance to meet a beauty such as myself so early in the morning. What cause have you to be so morose? If you wish, you may shout ‘All hail Aira-sama!’ or ‘Aira-chan is super pretty!’ right this instant."

To be fair, Aira-san had the looks to back up her words.

She wasn’t wearing her usual tracksuit, but a white short-sleeved dress shirt with a short blue tie, and a pair of denim pants. Combined with her great figure, she looked just like a model.

Seeing her strike a pose with a hand on her hip was certainly a sight to behold, but instead of gratitude, I shot her a look of resentment.

"You know exactly why, and you still say that?"

"Because it has nothing to do with me!"

"It has everything to do with you, you’re her family."

Aira-san and Erina-san are cousins. That means the parents I’m about to meet are her aunt and uncle.

She should be far more comfortable with them than I am.

"Hmph… there is something you should consider before you even get to the possibility of them disliking me, my dear Kyou-chan-kun."

"I’ll humor you. What is it?"

Aira-san’s needlessly handsome face twisted into a smug grin as she shot me a sidelong glance.

"First of all, there’s no way I’d be good with relatives, now is there?"

"That’s true."

"I either stay in the corner of the room or retreat to my own chambers after offering the bare minimum of greetings. That is who I am."

"I can picture that perfectly."

I was actually impressed she’d even manage the bare minimum of greetings. Professor Arisugawa probably forced her to.

That aside, it’s not something to be proud of.

But since my own mental state wasn’t much better, I decided to let it go for now.

"I’m just nervous… Meeting a friend’s family is always kind of awkward."

"Hah? I’ve never had any friends, so I wouldn’t know what that feels like."

"Uh, sorry to hear that."

Don’t just lose the light in your eyes like that. Just what kind of lonely life has this woman lived?

"I had my grandmother, I had Mia, and I had Erina-kun. And now I have you. I am not a loner. Absolutely! Not a loner!"

"Everyone but me is a blood relative…"

"Silence, you. I won’t let you see Mia’s bunny-suit jump rope routine, you know?"

"Huh? W-wait. Are you serious about that!?"

"Of course. My grandmother would probably strike me with lightning if she found out, so I’m choosing my moment, but I make it a policy to keep my promises. I shall show you my dear sister’s lewd jump roping. You may weep with joy."

"I-It’s not like I’m interested or anything. That sort of thing does nothing for me."

"You’re not very convincing, Kyou-chan-kun. …Here."

"Hey—!"

Aira-san ostentatiously lifted her own chest with both hands.

Her massive breasts, soft and overflowing from her palms, changed shape. I couldn’t help but stare at their clearly defined form, and she gave me a wicked smile.

"Closet pervert."

"Wh-what are you, an idiot!?"

My ears burned. As I hastily looked away, Aira-san shook her head with a sigh of exasperation.

For good measure, she let go of her chest and shrugged, palms turned upwards.

"Too bad for you, Kyou-chan-kun. For I am a ge-ni-us. Even if your reason evaporated at the sight of my beauty and you lunged at me screaming ‘Hail the Boobs!’, I was confident that Erina-kun and my grandmother would rush to my aid."

"I have a lot to say about that, but what kind of pervert am I in your head?"

"A boob fiend."

"Kuh…!"

Now that she’d pegged my denomination, I couldn’t strongly deny it. What a dirty trick. I’m starting a riot.

God exists. Why are there two breasts? Because one is filled with dreams, and the other with hope.

These dreams and hopes are none other than proof of God's existence.

Only a god could create something so erotic in this world! God is boobs!!

…*Whoa. I think I’m losing it a little.*

"Even I can tell that you are thinking something that would make a devout clergyman take a running leap to punch you."

"What? If anything, I was on the verge of grasping the truth of the universe."

"Sorry to keep you waiting!"

With that, the door connecting to the next room opened.

Erina-san appeared, and I couldn’t help but stare at what she was wearing.

She was actually wearing something other than Japanese-style clothing.

A wide-brimmed white hat was wrapped with a dark green ribbon. Her black dress was trimmed with a white collar and frills, giving her an air of both innocence and loveliness.

A thin belt was cinched at her waist, and the color of the dress gave her a somewhat sharp look. With her long, slender limbs and high waist, it suited her perfectly.

But her chest…! The presence of her chest, packed so *densely* beneath the black fabric…!

Her hair, usually tied in twin tails, was down, flowing smoothly as she smiled like a prankster.

"Ta-da! Grandma picked it out for me! It’s an outfit that goes with the hat Mama gave me for my birthday last year!"

"Ah, so that’s why it has a slightly dated feel."

"Says the one who wears nothing but tracksuits, Aira."

Professor Arisugawa, who had followed Erina-san in, shot Aira-san a light glare.

Then, her gaze turned to me.

"Thank you for coming all this way with her. Things have been rather dangerous lately, but I can rest easy with you here, Kyouta-kun."

"N-no, not at all…"

"I’m just dropping you off at the station, so I’ll leave the rest of the escorting to you, Kyou-chan-kun."

"I’ll… do my best."

I have no idea what to do as an escort, so I plan on becoming part of the scenery, but still.

As I averted my gaze from the Professor and Aira-san, Erina-san walked up beside me, took off her hat, and looked up at me.

She flashed a bright, sunny smile.

"Thanks for today! Kyou-chan!"

"…Yeah."

I managed to reply with just that and a small nod.

*This part of her… It’s just not fair.*

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Aira-san dropped us off at the parking lot in front of the station and we got out of the car.

The passenger side window rolled down, and she gave us a salute from the driver’s seat.

"Farewell, my friends! I wish you luck!"

"Yessir! Roger that, Senpai! You take care too!"

"Indeed. Once this operation is over, I shall have tea with my sister at a fannncy café…"

"I don’t even know where to start with that, so I’ll just say one thing. That’s a death flag."

"Senpai! You can totally take them down, you know!"

"Take what down?"

"If I had to say… I suppose it would be ‘*†Destiny†*’?"

"Don’t say ‘I suppose’ and don’t wink at me."

She’s so ridiculously good-looking that a dramatic wink actually suits her. It’s such a waste.

This is important, so I’ll say it again. She’s ridiculously good-looking.

"What is it, Kyou-chan-kun? You have such a look on your face. You’re lusting after me, aren’t you!? You closet pervert!"

"You know what, I’ll just say it. Aira-san, you’re ridiculously good-looking, but your brain is a complete letdown."

"What’d you say? How dare you speak to the beautiful genius university student, Aira-chan, in such a manner."

"Kyou-chan."

Erina-san gently tapped my shoulder.

"You can’t keep the car parked in front of the station for too long. I think it’s bad to hold Senpai up."

"Wait, this is my fault?"

"That’s right, Kyou-chan-kun! No matter how sad you are to be apart from me!!"

"I oughta make sure that death flag comes true for you later."

"Farewell, you two! See you in Valhalla!"

"Senpai! May fortune favor you…!"

"What is this?"

Aira-san’s car drove away at the end of our third-rate drama.

That aside, for a holiday, the area in front of the station was awfully empty. With a Cuelebre rampaging in the next town and a demon attacking the school, the population around here had certainly thinned.

…*Thinking about it calmly, there are way too many outbreaks in this area. Is it cursed or something?*

"Alright, let’s go, Kyou-chan! A new adventure awaits us!"

"What’s waiting for you is something you already know."

I shot back at the self-proclaimed ninja spouting nonsense, breaking into a cold sweat as I felt the stares from our surroundings.

The number of people had decreased, but they hadn’t disappeared. It was still the front of a station, so there were a few people around, and her beauty stood out even among them.

If she just kept her mouth shut, she’d look like a sheltered young lady, her golden hair shimmering in the clear sky. Many would surely be captivated by the cheerful smile gracing her lips beneath her white hat.

And her figure is just amazing. No, seriously, it’s amazing.

Sacrificing my vocabulary to rein in my rationality, I managed to tear my eyes away from her beauty and her chest.

"Let’s just get inside the station for now."

"Okey-dokey."

And so, we headed for the station platform. On the escalator, I made sure to stand behind her.

*Hmph. I looked up how to be an escort online.* The only knowledge I retained was ‘walk on the street side,’ ‘carry her bags,’ and ‘move first to open and close doors.’

…*Can I really do this!?*

"Oh, looks like Mom and Dad are already here!"

"Huh? Did we take a train one earlier than planned…?"

"Looks like it! Heeeey!"

Stepping off the up-escalator, Erina-san started running, waving her arms wildly.

Ahead of her stood a graceful, black-haired beauty and an older gentleman with beautiful blond hair.

The woman’s features resembled Erina-san’s, and the man’s eyes were the same emerald color as hers. There was no doubt they were her parents.

Realizing this, I jogged after Erina-san, and then—

"Erina! It’s been ten thousand and two thousand years!"

"What year were you born!?"

"The Big Bang, Mom!!"

"The birth of the universe has nothing to do with this, does it!?"

They embraced tightly, a mother and daughter spouting nonsense. *Yep, they’re definitely related!?*

At that moment, my eyes met with the blond man—the one who had just retorted to the black-haired woman’s comment. His blond hair was neatly styled, with a matching golden kaiser mustache.

He had a sturdy build and looked good in a suit—clearly someone from a different world than me. And yet, I felt a strange sense of sympathy for him.

"This… looks like a lot to handle."

"You as well…"

Before I knew it, we were both wearing strained smiles. Why? I felt like he was a kindred spirit.

"Kyou-chan, let me introduce you! This is my mom and dad!"

"I’m the mom, Rinzaki Rina! Pleased to meet you!"

"I’m her father, Eric Rinzaki."

"It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Yagawa Kyouta. I’m an adventurer with Rinzaki-san."

I hurriedly straightened my back and introduced myself with my best business smile.

Things had gotten bizarre right from the start, but I had to be polite.

"So, you’re Kyouta-kun. I’ve heard a lot about you."

"I see, I see. So this is Erina’s ‘boyfriend.’"

"Eh?"

I cocked my head at the word from Erina-san’s mother… Rina-san.

"Oh! That can be misunderstood in Japan, can’t it! Boy, and friend! You’re just friends, right!"

"Ah, yes. That’s right."

"Right, right! Kyouta-kun, ‘Erina’s boyfriend’!"

"YES! Kyou-chan is my comrade on the path of the ninja!"

"No, I’m not."

"Let’s build a ninja village together!"

"We are not doing that."

"Kyouta-kun."

Her father, Eric-san, patted my shoulder with a gentle smile.

"I’m counting on you today. As the straight man."

"Could I possibly decline!?"

"I’m getting on in years, you see…"

"Don’t abandon me!?"

Don’t look away with that mournful expression, Dad! You’re the husband and father to *that* one and *this* one! Take responsibility!!

As if a part of my wish was granted, Rina-san smoothly linked her arm with Eric-san’s.

"Oh, my. I’m devoted to you and you alone. Yes, even as a comedy duo…!"

"You don’t read the kanji for ‘married couple’ as ‘manzai combo,’ Rina."

"A husband-and-wife comedy act, I see!"

"That’s not what I meant."

"Let’s aim for the top!"

"I think my current job is a bit more important."

"What! What’s more important to you, me or your job!?"

"That’s right, Dad! Give her a straight answer!"

"Help me, Kyouta-kun!"

"I can’t!!"

Rina-san held onto Eric-san’s arm, making it clear he wasn’t going anywhere, while Erina-san had somehow ended up behind me, blocking my escape route with her hand.

What is *with* these people…!

"Honestly. You two are getting too carried away. I wish you wouldn’t be so loud at the station."

"That’s what I was thinking!!"

*What is WITH these people…!!*

As I was being led away by these strange beauties, Eric-san and I had a conversation with our eyes alone.

*‘You’re the hosts today, so I can leave the retorts to you, right…?’*

*‘No way. Take responsibility, Dad…!’*

For now, the one thing I understood was that all my knowledge about being an escort was completely useless.
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			The Rinzaki Family's Circumstances

			"I see. So, Eric-san, you’re in the import/export business, traveling to all sorts of countries."

"That’s right. I can’t very well drag my daughter all over the world with me, so I often have to rely on her grandmother. She seems to be doing… well."

"…Yes."

Sitting in the passenger seat of the rental car Eric-san was driving, I forced a dry laugh.

*Should I tell him about the time she got her arm blown off by an `Orc Champion`, or when she dislocated her shoulder fighting the Lefkos and the `Rey Cuelebre`?*

As I pondered this, I glanced at the women in the back seat.

"And then, Mom! Shī-chan said this: ‘An eggplant that cannot fly is just an eggplant’!"

"Oh, how very poetic!"

"Is your sense of aesthetics broken?"

"And in response, Ā-chan said, ‘I like my eggplant fried’!"

"That girl was definitely escaping from reality."

"It’s a common saying, isn’t it? ‘Never teach your bride about fried eggplant and Karl Marx.’"

"First I’ve ever heard of it. Fried eggplant and economics have absolutely nothing to do with each other. And at least make it autumn eggplant."

"Kyou-chan… you must be a member of the ‘Imperial System Must Die’ cult!"

"Sorry, but can I first express my surprise that you could even hear me?"

"Kyouta-kun, you’ll have a hard time in the future if you’re like that."

"Oh, right. Is the imperial system still the mainstream overseas?"

"The future is the Shaku-kan system!"

"This isn’t the Edo period."

Why did she say that with enough passion to have focus lines in a manga?

Don’t. Use. Focus lines.

"Kyou-chan, how are you going to survive as a ninja like that!?"

*I’m not.*

"To think Erina’s boyfriend is in such a state… I’m worried."

"Excuse me, Eric-san. Could you change our destination to a hospital?"

"Kyou-chan! The hospital won’t teach you about the Shaku-kan system!"

"I’m going to ask them how to fix your heads."

"How naive, Kyouta-kun. The doctors have already given up on us!"

"Please don’t say it like ‘the die is cast.’ Caesar himself would be furious."

───*Clatter-clatter*.

"Don’t actually roll dice! You’ll lose them in the car!"

"It’s a six, so we’ll travel 600 kilometers!"

"Where are we even going!?"

"Erina… not bad!"

"Could you please not make it a competition? And you’re using the metric system anyway!"

"Are you talking down to me?"

"Ah, sorry. It just slipped out…"

For a few seconds, an awkward silence filled the car.

*Crap. This is all so absurd that I retorted in my usual tone…*

"And you are to call me Mama!"

"Is your sense of personal space broken!?"

"I don’t like it when kids like you use polite language with me."

"Then what I was doing before should have been fine!"

"Kyouta-kun."

"Ah, sorry, Eric-san. For being so loud."

"Please, continue."

"When you’re done driving, you need to face them. Your wife and your daughter."

This is supposed to be your role, you know? At least handle your wife. Seriously.

What is with that woman? She’s like Erina-san, but with black hair and black eyes, and just a little older. They aren’t sisters, are they?

Suddenly, Rina-san’s elegant face became stern.

"A husband facing his wife and child… I sense a drama in the making…!"

"This is a broadcast accident. We’d get complaints asking how many minutes we’re wasting on this pointless conversation."

"Kyou-chan! Don’t talk about accidents while we’re driving, it’s bad luck!"

"Sorry, let me rephrase. Are you two trying to compete for the worst ratings ever!?"

"I think it’s important to aim for number one, no matter what it is."

"Don’t aim for number one from the bottom!"

"Kyou-chan. If you give up, the game, and your life, are over!"

"What I want to give up on is your brain!"

Facing the machine-gun fire from the back seat, I quietly held my head in my hands. I can’t believe how much harder this is with two of them.

Can you believe it? It hasn’t even been ten minutes since we got in the car…

I needed to change the subject, so I turned my gaze to Eric-san beside me.

"By the way, where are we heading now?"

"Let’s see. First, we’re going to buy some souvenirs for my subordinates and business partners."

"…? Wouldn’t someone in the import/export business be able to buy better things from all over?"

"No, Kyouta-kun. It’s precisely because of my job that things I’ve ‘gone and bought myself’ have value. Besides, there are some things you can only buy around here."

"Huh…?"

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　　＊

The place we arrived at looked, at first glance, like a large jewelry store.

However, it didn’t deal in jewels or watches, nor designer bags or clothing.

‘Specialty Store for Monster-Derived Crafts’

Apparently, these kinds of shops had started popping up recently. When I looked it up on my phone just now, I saw that the `Dungeon Agency` was also involved.

Basically, it was a store that processed drop items into craftwork and sold them.

A quick glance showed chopstick rests made from some kind of fang, coins sorted by rank and monster type, a silver mask that held a strange amount of mana, an overly ornate scabbard, and various other things.

There was even a vase made from a drop item of a ‘B-Rank Monster,’ which had supposedly been procured from the Self-Defense Force.

Of course, being craftwork, none of them looked like they could be used in combat. Maybe if Ooyama-san worked on them, there’d be a chance… no, probably not. The quality of that mana, while high in output, seemed lacking in durability.

"Look, look, Mom! Isn’t this necklace nice?"

"It is. If I remember correctly, the color of the dress that’s in style right now is…"

"Yes! This piece uses a custom-made cord woven from the silk of a spider-type monster."

A tough-looking guard, clearly an `Awakened Person` from the feel of his mana, stood watch at the entrance, and there were multiple security cameras inside.

Given the merchandise, the security was tight. I leaned against the wall, watching Erina-san and Rina-san pick out souvenirs while talking to a clerk.

I don’t really get these kinds of shops, or rather, items that require a sense of taste.

Rina-san’s frivolous demeanor from the car was gone, and now she was saying something complicated.

What’s all this about trendy dresses and suits? Isn’t a dress a dress, and a suit a suit?

"My wife is good at switching between on and off, you see. And she’s a great help, building relationships with the wives of my business partners."

"I see…"

For some reason, Eric-san was standing next to me instead of joining them.

I wanted to just blend into the background, but I couldn’t very well ignore him. I just nodded with a vague smile.

"…Say, Kyouta-kun."

"Ah, yes. What is it?"

"In the car, I said my daughter was doing well, but… ‘how many times has she nearly died?’"

"—!"

I instinctively held my breath at Eric-san’s hesitant question.

His expression and tone were anxious, but I could sense a conviction behind his words.

"Her grandmother would call me occasionally to tell me how she was doing, but considering her condition, well…"

"Her condition…?"

When I tilted my head in confusion, Eric-san looked back at me, surprised.

After a moment of thought, he opened his mouth, though still with some hesitation.

"That girl… Erina, she has no sense of pain."

His words brought me not surprise, but… a sense of *understanding*.

Erina-san had been seriously injured many times before. Her arm had been torn off, her shoulder dislocated.

And yet, I remembered she had always continued fighting with a smile, just like usual.

I’d thought she was just pushing through it on adrenaline, like I do, but something had always felt off.

"…I see."

"To be precise, she *had* no sense of pain. After she became an `Awakened Person`, her pain receptors recovered. But she’s spent more of her life without it. She’s quite skilled, so she can apparently turn her sense of pain on and off at will."

I glanced over at Erina-san.

She was laughing innocently, chatting with her mother. It was the same as always, a truly carefree expression on her face.

"It was difficult when she was little. Since she couldn’t feel pain, she wouldn’t notice when she got hurt like other children. She’d jump from high places and playfully ram into walls with all her strength. It was common for us to find out she’d broken a bone without even knowing."

"That sounds… exhausting."

"And… I was worried that she might grow up unable to understand the ‘pain of others.’"

"……"

*Unable to empathize with pain.*

It sounds like something out of an edgy teenager’s fantasy, but if it were real, it would be no laughing matter.

People grow up learning what they dislike having done to them, and what actions are dangerous.

There are some who can’t understand such things even with a normal sense of pain, but most people learn and become adults.

Empathy is an ability that is absolutely necessary for living in a society.

Humans cannot survive without being in groups. And people feel fear and revulsion towards ‘a person who cannot understand the pain of others and casually resorts to violence.’

In fact, her classmates are utterly terrified of Erina-san. They see her as a monster they cannot comprehend.

"So, I had her learn various martial arts. Kendo, Judo, Karate. I wanted to teach her logically how people can be broken, and I also wanted her to learn about group activities."

"So that’s where her movements come from."

"…Well, I did have her read a lot of manga to get her interested in martial arts, and she ended up being a little influenced by it."

"A little???"

I couldn’t help but give Eric-san a skeptical look, and he immediately averted his gaze.

Could this man be the reason for her obsession with being a ‘ninja’?

"I-I couldn’t help it…! She would only do things she was interested in…! So I tried to get her interested with manga and anime…!"

"Ah, no. I think that was the right call. Yes."

"I just never expected her to be influenced to that extent…!"

"I suppose that would be hard to predict…"

What Eric-san was saying made sense.

But that aside, as someone who had been roped into a group with the ridiculous name `Invisible Ninjas`, I couldn’t help but want to say something.

"Ahem! Well, you see. What I mean is, she probably still turns off her sense of pain when she fights, so I figured she gets injured a lot."

"…Yes. And for that, I’m sorry."

"It’s not your place to apologize. It’s all her choice. Erina chose to fight of her own accord. No one else has a say in it."

Watching his daughter, he continued in a calm tone.

"…She’s grown into a strong girl. Unlike me."

"…?"

As he murmured that, I felt like his eyes were looking at something other than his daughter.

But his gaze quickly fell.

"…No, it’s nothing. Just a silly story. Forget I said anything."

As he said that and shook his head slightly, for some reason, I kept my eyes on him.

Normally, when someone says that, I back off immediately. But this time, I pressed on.

*Seriously, the Arisugawa clan has way too many landmines. I wish they’d just get it all out in the open before it gets congested.*

"It looks like those two will be a while longer with their souvenir shopping. Would you mind if I asked?"

"Eh? A-are you sure you want to?"

"Yes. I’m sure. Please."

At my words, Eric-san fidgeted with his fingers in a troubled manner, before he began to speak in bits and pieces.

"…Well, you see. Do you know that I’m adopted?"

"Yes. I heard from Erina-san."

"I see. My biological parents died in an accident, and when I was seven, I was taken in by my current parents… my aunt and uncle."

As if recalling something, Eric-san looked up at the ceiling.

I was sure he wasn’t seeing the sterile concrete, but…

"They were kind people. They raised me like I was their own family. They accepted me. …Everyone except my older sister."

"…Aira-san’s mother?"

"Yes."

I didn’t have a very good impression of her, but Eric-san’s tone was calm.

"The company I run now was originally supposed to be inherited by my sister. She loved the sea, you see. She used to tell me, back when we were still just cousins, that she wanted to travel to different countries by ship."

"I see."

"But I stole that dream from her. In those days, it was a given that the eldest son would inherit. So, even though I was adopted, as a close blood relative, I took over the company, and my sister was married off somewhere. That was what was expected. Well, in the end, my last name changed too."

As a modern kid, the story felt strange.

But in Eric-san’s time… the Showa era, it was probably perfectly normal. On top of that, Professor Arisugawa’s family was a ducal house in England.

It may not have been a strict tradition, but that kind of value system wasn’t surprising.

"My sister became apathetic towards everything, just drifting along with what others wanted, after I came to that house…. So, you see. What I mean is."

As if making a confession of guilt, Eric-san continued.

"I’ve always wondered… if it’s my fault that my sister became like that, and that her daughters have had such a hard time. I can’t help but wonder. That’s the kind of weak man I am."

"No, that’s not right."

I answered his words bluntly.

I wondered what he was going to say, and it turned out to be something like that. It was just too self-deprecating.

"Isn’t that what you just said? ‘It was her choice.’ It’s the same thing. The one who walked that path was Aira-san’s mother, and the position you’re in now is because of your own will. There’s no reason for you to feel guilty, Eric-san."

"…Haha. My wife told me the same thing."

"Then it’s two against one. By majority vote, our opinion is correct."

"Huh… You really do say similar things. Though, she said it a bit differently back then…"

"Also."

I moved to stand in front of Eric-san, who had been looking down slightly, and met his eyes.

"I don’t think you need to feel guilty, but that aside, I think it’s natural to worry like that. It’s just part of being human, so it’s not about being weak or strong. Probably."

After saying that, I calmed down a bit.

*There I go again.* The boisterous mood from the car was still lingering, and it was affecting my tone.

It’s always been like this. The atmosphere of a place changes, but I get carried away by my emotions. I misread the room.

That’s why I had trouble fitting in in middle school, and ended up quietly spending my time in a corner with my old friends.

I berated myself for not learning my lesson and shrunk back to my original position.

"…That’s the second time someone has told me that."

From beside me, I heard a small, stifled laugh.

"I thought you might be similar to me, but I feel like you’re also similar to my wife. Or maybe that part is the influence of Erina, her grandmother… or perhaps, Aira-chan and the others?"

"Um… sorry. I got carried away."

"No, it’s fine. That’s right… it’s natural, huh? I’ve always thought it was a bit ungentlemanly to just accept things like that, but… maybe it’s okay, as long as I’m still worrying about it."

"I think so, probably. I don’t really know, though…"

"You suddenly sound so unsure, Kyouta-kun."

"No, I’m really sorry. For a stranger to say such… selfish things…"

I wish a hole would open up and swallow me. Or that I could turn back time…!

On the verge of tears, I averted my gaze with all my might. *So embarrassing…!*

"I’m glad a boy like you is by Erina’s side. And… you’re good friends with Aira-chan and Mia-chan too, aren’t you? I’ve heard from my mother-in-law and Erina."

"Huh? Well, probably, I guess…"

"I know it must be a lot, but please look after all three of them. It’s still awkward for me to interact with those two, and my wife doesn’t seem to intend to get involved in this matter… so, could you, you know, support them?"

"Um… I’ll do my best."

I’m no counselor, and my social skills are low to begin with.

My personality isn’t suited for healing emotional wounds. I’d rather they ask someone else, but I couldn’t say that.

…No. That’s just an excuse.

As inappropriate as it was… a small part of me was happy to be told that it was okay for me to be by their side.

Just a little bit, though.

"You also have quite a difficult personality, don’t you?"

"You think so…?"

"I do."

I returned Eric-san’s gentle smile with a wry one.

And so, we shared a laugh for a few seconds, when—

"I smell a home-wrecker!!"

Oh, there she is.

"Oh, there she is."

"You say that as if some pesky bug has appeared. You little homewrecker!"

"It’s a misunderstanding. And please don’t shout inside the store."

My inner thoughts had slipped out, and Rina-san shot me a sharp glare.

"Eric’s chastity is mine! I won’t let you have it!"

"I don’t want it."

"What! Are you saying Eric isn’t attractive!?"

"That’s not what I meant."

"He’s amazing at night! To be specific, his offense is!"

"What is she saying in front of a child?"

"Mom, Kyou-chan, what are you talking about?"

"You mustn’t listen, Erina-san! It will pollute your ears!"

"The reason Erina doesn’t have a little brother or sister is because raising a child on a ship would be too difficult, you know."

"I told you, we’re in a store! Look, you’re making the clerk uncomfortable!"

"Oh, don’t mind me. We get crazy customers all the time."

"You do!?"

"Hey, did that clerk just call me crazy?"

"It’s a fact, so there’s nothing you can do about it."

"That’s what I was thinking!!"

"Hmph. To be told that even by my own daughter… This is a child’s growth, I see."

"Eric-san! She’s your wife, do something! Wait, he’s gone!?"

I looked beside me, but he was no longer there. You’ve got to be kidding me, when did he…!?

Damn it! The personalities of these ridiculous beauties in front of me were so overwhelming that I missed it!

"If you’re looking for the other customer, he completed his payment and shipping arrangements, and said he was heading back to the car first."

"That bastard ran away!? Excuse me!"

"Well then, we shall take our leave as well. Good day."

"Thank you very much! We’ll be back!"

"Thank you very much. We look forward to your next visit."

Sent off by the clerk, who was bowing with a perfect business smile, we left the store.

Eric-san wasn’t in the parking lot. I looked around and spotted him in front of a vending machine on the opposite sidewalk.

He moves surprisingly fast…!

As I stood there in shock, I was about to call out to him to unload these ridiculous beauties onto him when—

A white van stopped, blocking the way.

"Huh?"

"—!"

As I was wondering why it had stopped in such a place, Erina-san instantly deployed her `Arcane Gear` and turned invisible.

Then, just as she drew her ninja sword and was about to run, several other cars sped past and screeched to a halt.

And when my vision cleared.

Both the white van and Eric-san were gone.

"Ki—"

Who shouted it?

Was it me, or the guards in front of the store? I couldn’t be sure.

"KIDNAPPING—!!"
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			"──I’m going after them!!"

"Leave this to me!"

That was all the communication we needed. I deployed my `Arcane Gear` and started running, locking onto the fleeing van with my `Spirit Eye`.

I didn’t fully grasp the situation, but I knew Eric-san had been kidnapped.

My policy is to leave criminal matters to the police, but when a friend’s family member is abducted right in front of me, that’s a different story!

Luckily, there weren't many people around, so I could sprint down the sidewalk without worrying about collisions. I blasted wind behind me to accelerate, closing the distance to the target vehicle in an instant.

Just then, the van turned into a narrow side street to the left, one just barely wide enough for two cars to pass.

It was about twelve meters to the opposite sidewalk. I pivoted ninety degrees on one foot and kicked off the ground with the other.

My body lifted into the air. I leaped over the road, and the moment the tips of my toes touched the asphalt, I broke into a run again.

I found it. Locking onto the back of the white van, I accelerated and leaped once more, landing in the vehicle's path and turning to face it.

…*Now, how do I stop this thing?*

It was the first time I’d ever stood in front of a moving vehicle, and for a moment, I was overwhelmed by its sheer presence.

Unfortunately, there was no time to think. If I just rammed it, the people inside wouldn't make it out unscathed, so I needed to get creative.

Lowering my stance, I used the wind to push my body back at the moment of impact. Matching our relative speeds as much as possible, I slid both hands under the car.

Then, I lifted with all my might.

"Hnngh, nnguooooooh!?"

*H-heavy!?*

The impact sent me stumbling backward, but I managed to avoid falling. I used the wind to support my upper body and somehow maintained my posture.

This is bad. Are cars really this heavy…! I’ve seen videos of strong `Awakened Persons` lifting them, but this is tough!

The tires were still spinning at high speed, and I could feel the vibration of the engine. The bumper was a little dented, but it seemed like it could still drive. If I put it down now, it would just ram right into me.

If that happened, Eric-san would be in danger.

"I’m tipping it on its side! Brace for impact!"

I had no idea if they could hear me, but I shouted into the car and began to tilt it sideways.

Carefully…! Carefully…!

The side mirror and window shattered, but I didn’t care. The sharp sound of breaking glass and a heavy *thud* echoed through the air.

The car lay on its side on the ground.

"Phew…"

I’d managed to set it down cleanly.

Now they couldn’t escape. Relieved, I was about to look up when—

My `Spirit Eye` foresaw a gun muzzle pointed at me.

"Huh?"

My mind couldn’t keep up. Even with my thoughts accelerated by my unique skill, all I could feel was confusion at the unfamiliar object.

When I looked up, just as my premonition had shown, a man was leaning out of the passenger window, aiming a submachine gun at me.

…*Wait, a submachine gun? This is Japan, you know?*

I stared blankly at the gleaming black muzzle. Still, my instincts took over, and I raised my arms to cover my head.

I managed that much, but my feet felt as if they were nailed to the ground. The man’s exposed eyes were bloodshot, radiating a powerful killing intent.

*Oh, I’m going to die.*

That was what my rational mind determined. It had already made the judgment.

I’d faced death countless times against monsters, but against a human, it was so…

*Terrifying.*

The trigger was squeezed.

"Ugh."

My throat trembled, and a whimper escaped. But the sound was drowned out by gunfire that…!

───*PFT-PFT-PFT-PFT-PFT-PFT-PFT!*

"Waaaaaaaaahhh… huh?"

…never came.

There was only the sound of air being expelled. Then, a light impact as metal balls bounced off me.

The pellets couldn’t even penetrate the thick cloth on my shoulder, let alone my gauntlets, and they fell to the ground. Wait, is this…

"An airsoft gun!?"

*I can’t believe I got scared over that!?*

The man in black, who had just unloaded about twenty metal BBs, stared at me, dumbfounded.

…*I’m the one who should be surprised here, buddy.*

Whatever, if it was just a toy, there was nothing to fear. I leaped onto the overturned car and kicked the weapon out of the airsoft man’s hand.

It broke easily, but there was a strange feeling to it. A brief glance at the cross-section revealed that the barrel was made of metal.

Also, for some reason, there was a hand warmer attached to the magazine, despite the season. Seriously, why?

The questions were endless, but for now.

"Don’t you scare me like that, you bastard!"

"E-eeeeek!?"

I grabbed him by the collar, lifted him up, and then dropped him with a little bit of force. He landed on top of the other person in the driver's seat, and the airsoft man fell back inside the vehicle.

"Stay put! Or else… I’ll punch you!"

"A-ahhh…!?"

The driver and the airsoft man looked at me with terrified eyes. Since they were using a toy like that, they probably weren’t used to violence.

Okay, that should do it—no, wait!

I hurriedly jumped off the car and tried to circle around to the back. But I was a step too late.

"Don’t move!"

A roar echoed as a man in black emerged from the back door. His left arm was wrapped around Eric-san’s neck, who was bound with duct tape, and his right hand held a knife.

Another man appeared from behind him, this one holding a stun gun.

"Kuh…!"

"Don’t you move, you bastard! You want this old guy to get hurt!?"

"Mmph! Mmph!"

"Shut up!"

"—!"

Eric-san’s face paled as the tip of the knife was brought close to his face.

What should I do? Can I rush in and take them down!? Before the knife can deal a fatal wound to him…!

I probably could. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

This was the first time I’d ever fought a human seriously. And with a hostage, no less. I had no experience with this.

The man’s bloodshot eyes turned to me. *Dammit, what kind of demands are they going to make…!*

"Strip!"

"Wait, why!?"

"Drop your weapon!"

"Oh, that’s what you meant."

That scared me. For a second, I thought he was demanding a striptease.

…Wait, I don’t even have my sword or knife materialized.

"W-wait a minute. I don’t have any weapons!"

"Just strip all the way!"

"I said, why!?"

"Get naked and apologize to me!"

"Where did that idea even come from!?"

This is bad. The criminal is clearly delirious.

And the stun gun guy next to him…

"Kekekekekeke! Kehihihihi! Rerorerorerorero."

He’s licking the grip of his stun gun!

*What!? What is happening!? This is scary!*

He went to the trouble of lifting the mouth of his ski mask just to do that. Seriously, why?

As I froze in confusion, the knife man must have lost his patience, because he brandished the blade at Eric-san.

──*Pop*.

"Mmph—!"

"Hurry up and strip! Or else me and him will get naked first!!"

"I don’t understand any of this."

Did you think that was the sound of me snapping? Too bad, it was the sound of a button popping off Eric-san’s shirt.

No way you could have known, right? I don’t get it either.

But the problem is that the blade is at his chest. I can’t provoke them any further.

"You want me to? I can start playing ‘he loves me, he loves me not’ with this guy’s chest hair, you know!?"

"Rerorerorerorerorero."

"Yeah, and my buddy here says he’ll make latte art with this old guy’s nipple!"

"O-okay. I get it. I get it, so just calm down."

I didn’t get it at all, but I decided to pretend I did.

I deactivated my `Arcane Gear` and took off my jacket.

Well, it wasn’t like I had to do anything for these criminals to be caught. I had *seen* the reason for my confidence, so I was able to calm my nerves somehow.

"Naked! Get naked! Want me to show you how it’s done!?"

"Kehihihihi! Rerorerorerorero."

"Hold on, brother! It’s a bit early for cold noodles!"

*What is with these guys?*

As I was thinking that, my eyes met Eric-san’s, who was looking at me anxiously.

The moment I gave a small nod to reassure him.

"Atemi!!"

"Hoge!?"

An invisible Erina-san slammed a spear-hand strike into the knife man’s side.

Her fingertips dug in, stimulating his lung through the gap in his ribs. There was no bleeding, but the man lost consciousness in an instant.

"…That wasn’t an atemi, was it!?"

"Rerorerorero!?"

"Is that some kind of battle cry!?"

"It was still an atemi!"

"You’re not going to admit it!?"

A spear-hand strike pierced the stun gun man as well, sending a direct shock to his lungs. *Is he going to be okay…*

I was worried about their survival, but both of them seemed to be breathing. They were twitching on the ground, though.

…Well, as long as they’re not dead, I guess it’s fine.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Dad! Kyou-chan!"

"No, that was perfect timing."

"I sensed a home-wrecker!!"

"Oh, Rina-san, you’re here too."

"Well, I was worried about leaving you alone."

"True."

I nodded in agreement with Erina-san’s words. The guards at that store were even more dumbfounded than I was, so I was a little worried about leaving this person with them. It was unlikely, but there was always the chance the kidnappers had more accomplices.

That aside, I undid Eric-san’s restraints.

"*Gasp!* Y-you saved me, Kyouta-kun. Erina. I thought I was going to die…!"

"I’m so glad you’re safe, dear…!"

"Rina. I’m sorry for worrying you…"

"I was so worried your chastity would be stolen by the criminals…!"

"That’s what you were worried about!?"

"Can you not have a conversation without joking!?"

"What! Eric’s clothes were in disarray, and I heard someone shout ‘naked’! I’m not wrong, am I!?"

"…Grk!"

"You can’t even argue with that, can you…"

Eric-san, you can save the retorts for me later.

As Rina-san said, the criminals’ actions were so unpredictable that I couldn’t really deny it.

"Oh, I made sure to report it to the police, so don’t worry."

"Ah, thanks for that."

Anyway, that’s one case closed… right?

I heard the sound of an engine and turned to look. A single car was approaching us at high speed.

Could it be the criminals’ accomplices? I deployed my `Arcane Gear`, but Erina-san didn’t ready herself.

As I tilted my head in confusion, I could see the driver’s face through the windshield.

…*Huh, why are they here?*

The car screeched to a halt in front of us, and a familiar face got out.

"Is everyone okay!?"

"C-calm down, sis!"

It was Aira-san, who we had just parted with at the station, and Mia-san, who was trying to calm her down.

…*Why are they here?*

As I stood there puzzled, the sound of sirens grew closer.

I didn’t really understand what was going on, but it seemed like the case was closed for now.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

The police arrived, and the criminals were safely arrested.

Naturally, we were questioned as well, but honestly, we didn’t know anything. Only Eric-san, the direct victim, and Rina-san, who knew about his social connections, were still talking to the officers.

As for Aira-san and the others.

‘We have nothing to do with this! We’re leaving!’

‘W-wait, sis!? Aren’t you going to check if Eric-san and the others are okay!?’

‘I don’t want to see them! If you’re worried, you can ask, Mia!’

‘I can’t do that either! Wait for me!’

They had left in a hurry.

"Senpai and the others were following us ever since Dad pulled out of the rental car place."

"Huh, really?"

"Yeah! I think they were worried. It really has been dangerous lately."

"I see…"

Considering a kidnapping had actually occurred, you couldn’t say they were being overly cautious.

If anything, I had been too relaxed. I was supposed to be acting as an escort, yet I’d let Eric-san get snatched so easily…

If the criminals’ goal had been murder instead of kidnapping, it would have been over right then and there.

The thought sent a chill down my spine.

"Don’t worry about it, Kyou-chan. Dad’s case was special. This kind of thing isn’t normal, you know!"

"I know, but…"

As we were talking, it seemed like things were wrapping up for Eric-san and the others.

They started walking towards us, and I straightened my back.

"Hey, sorry to keep you waiting."

"No, not at all."

"Also… I’m sorry, but we have to go to the police station now to give a more detailed statement, and after that, I have to head straight to the company. So…"

Eric-san looked at Erina-san awkwardly.

"That’s it for today. You two should head home."

"I’m sorry, Erina. We were supposed to spend today and tomorrow with you…"

In response to her parents’ words, she replied.

"Yeah! If something happened, it can’t be helped! But you’ll video call me when you have time, right?"

She answered with her usual sunny smile.

"Of course. I’ll definitely call you later."

"I’m sorry too, Kyouta-kun. For getting you caught up in this."

"No, not at all. It’s not your fault, Eric-san…"

"No. Still, I put you, who is still an outsider, in danger. I’m truly sorry."

As Eric-san and the others bowed their heads, I was the one who started to panic.

"P-please don’t worry about it! Besides, the criminals just had a toy airsoft gun!"

"Huh? I heard it was a modified gas airsoft gun…"

"…? Is there a difference?"

"Well, I’m not an expert either, but the police said the gas wasn’t normal."

"What, was it poison gas!?"

"Apparently not. I’ve never handled an airsoft gun myself, so I have no idea, but they said it was dangerous."

"Huh…"

Well, even a regular airsoft gun could cause blindness if it hit someone in the eye. It’s not something you should shoot at people.

But an airsoft gun is an airsoft gun. I’ve seen news stories about them breaking car windows, but that’s about it.

Maybe the gas was special, but in reality, it didn’t even have enough power to pierce the cloth I was wearing, let alone my armor.

"Well, the knife was scary, though…"

After all, I’d never had a weapon pointed at me by a person, only by monsters.

At the time, the criminals’ behavior was so bizarre that I was numb to it, but thinking about it calmly, it was a pretty terrifying experience.

"That’s true… I’m really so sorry…!"

"Ah, no. That’s why it’s not something for you to worry about, Eric-san…"

"You’re right. I should have said thank you instead of sorry! Thank you, Kyouta-kun. You’re truly Erina’s boyfriend!"

Rina-san started slapping my back.

It didn’t hurt, but the impact was surprisingly strong.

"If you’re with her, Erina should be fine. But."

She paused and then hugged Erina.

Erina-san, who had already changed back to her regular clothes from her `Arcane Gear`, blinked in surprise.

"What’s wrong? Mom."

"Erina. If you ever feel lonely, call me anytime. If you have worries you can’t tell your friends, rely on us. And, get along with Kyouta-kun, okay? Listen to what your grandmother says, and try not to be too reckless."

"Okay to everything but the last one! I’ll do my best on the reckless part!"

"You’re as honest as ever."

After a light laugh, Rina-san let go of Erina.

Then, the couple turned to face us once more.

"Kyouta-kun. Erina. Thank you for today."

"You two take care! We’re looking forward to the day we can meet again!"

And with that, Eric-san and the others left with the police.

…I heard from Erina-san later that the incident was likely instigated by a rival company. They probably thought that in the current state of Japan, a violent incident would not seem out of place and could be easily covered up.

Apparently, the knife man and the stun gun man were both `Awakened Persons`, and they hadn’t worn their `Arcane Gear` because it would have exposed their faces. If they had been a higher level or had more powerful skills, things could have gotten much more serious.

In any case, I had no way of interfering in what came next, nor did I want to.

I’d heard it was a big company, but it seemed like there were all sorts of schemes swirling around it.

"I’m sorry, Kyou-chan. That was a lot for you."

"No. It’s fine."

After seeing them off, Erina-san turned to me.

Her smile was the same as always, but.

"Are you still lonely?"

I felt like her eyes, and only her eyes, were a little teary.

"Yeah. I can talk to them normally on the phone, but I wonder why? I don’t really get it."

"There’s nothing strange about it. Talking face-to-face is probably special."

As someone who can see my parents at home every day, it’s something I don’t really understand.

I heard that Eric-san and the others have been flying around the world for work for a long time. Probably since Erina-san was little.

In that case, memories of going to amusement parks or movie theaters with her family must be precious.

To have that interfered with in such a way, it’s enough to make anyone want to cry.

She’s still just a fifteen-year-old girl, after all. …Not that I, being the same age, can say much from a position of authority.

"…Hopefully they can stay longer next time."

"Yeah. They’re supposed to come for my birthday next, but I wonder."

As she said that, Erina-san lightly touched her hat.

…Speaking of birthdays.

"When is your birthday, Erina-san?"

"It’s in October! October 26th!"

"October 26th… got it."

"Are you going to celebrate with me!?"

"Uh, well… if I remember."

Her eyes sparkling, Erina-san grabbed my hand.

*Whoa, she’s close, and the softness and warmth of her palm is…!*

"You better not forget! I’ll start reminding you in your ear a month beforehand!"

"Please don’t."

"Let’s hang out with Mom and Dad then too!"

"Ehh…"

"You look so reluctant!?"

"Because it’s a lot of work… and I get nervous…"

"Come on, come on, come on!"

"No."

"Come on, come on, come on, come on!"

"……"

"Come on, come on, come on, come on, come on, come on, come on!"

"…Alright."

"I win!"

Erina-san pumped her fist in victory. I get it, so please let go of the hand you’re still holding.

The police officers looking at the overturned car are glancing over here. Sorry for the disturbance.

"Oh, right! When’s your birthday, Kyou-chan!?"

"I don’t want to say it here…!"

"Ehh? Why not?"

"Whatever, let’s just get moving."

"Oh, then let’s go to the places I was planning to go with Mom and Dad! Let’s have fun together!"

"What!? They told us to go home. I doubt anything will happen, but we should be cautious and stay home just in case—"

I was about to reject Erina-san’s proposal, but my words trailed off.

"…Is it really no good?"

I couldn’t see her expression because of her hat, but the grip on my hand was incredibly weak compared to usual.

…*This is just unfair.*

"…Just for a little while, then."

"Really!? Yay!"

With her usual sunny smile, Erina-san started running.

Since she was still holding my hand, I was naturally pulled along.

"Hey, wai—"

"We can’t sprint on the sidewalk, so let’s go at a normal pace! Then, we’ll grab a taxi on the way! Don’t worry, it’s my treat today!"

"No, that’s not the point! My hand! Let go of my hand!"

"We lost a lot of time, so let’s hurry a bit! Time is money, Kyou-chan!"

"I’ll pay for my own taxi fare! Just let go of my hand for a second!"

"Let’s have a ton of fun today!"

"Listen to me, you self-proclaimed ninja!"

After that, she really did make me hang out with her for the whole day. It was after sunset by the time I got home.

I had emailed my parents, but of course, Professor Arisugawa scolded both me and Erina-san for ‘why we were out and about after something like that had happened,’ and Mia-san was worried too.

To top it off, Aira-san teased me with a ‘Nyaah, nyaah, you got in trouble!’

I’ll deal with that disappointing university student later with an in-game lynching, but I was just an innocent bystander in all this.

So I wanted to complain to her, but…

‘Today was fun too, Kyou-chan!’

When she said that with a smile as we parted ways, the words I had in mind vanished. And to make matters worse, it was true that I’d had fun, so I couldn’t even deny it.

That self-proclaimed ninja is unfair in so many ways.
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			"It's the oceaaaaaan!"

"Whoa, hold on, it's too early for that! I mean, yeah, it's the ocean, but still!"

Three days after Eric-san’s attempted kidnapping, the day of our trip had finally arrived.

We were now in the middle of July, and the temperature was undeniably that of summer. The sky was a clear, brilliant blue, and the sunlight reflecting off the water was dazzling.

For the record, our current location was the port. Sure, it was the ocean, but I'm pretty sure that's a line you're supposed to shout on a sandy beach or something.

"Goodness, Erina-kun, you're a little too excited. HA HA HA!"

"That doesn't mean much coming from the person wearing a floaty and a snorkel."

What was with this disappointing college student? And where did she even pull that floaty from? She was even wearing an aloha shirt.

"Well, I can understand why my sister and the others are so excited. I can't even remember how many years it's been since we took a family trip like this..."

"Mia-san..."

Mia-san, dressed in a blue and white shirtdress, gave a wry smile as the sea breeze tousled her blonde hair.

It was true that Aira-san and her sister had been on bad terms for years. For the two of them to be able to go on a trip together like this probably held more meaning than I could imagine.

But, that was a separate matter.

"Look, look, Paisen! You can see a huge tanker! The kind that always blows up in movies!"

"Hold on, Erina-kun. When you talk about tankers and movies, you're talking about either sharks or gunfights. So, why don't we use these fireworks to recreate a gunfight!"

"That's too dangerous, Paisen, so no!"

"You have a point! Let's just make the sound effects with our mouths, then! BAN! BAN!"

"Ninja Art: Barrier Jutsu! Invincible Barrier Jutsu!"

"Hey, that's cheating, Erina-kun! In that case, it would be rude not to draw my own weapon... Take this, Absolute Kill Beam!"

"Gwaaaah!? I'm... doooone foooor!"

"...Isn't that a little *too* excited?"

"Sister...!"

I pointed at the two disappointing beauties playing at an elementary school level, but Mia-san just covered her face with her hands as if she couldn't bear to watch.

You have to face reality. That's your sister and your cousin right there.

"Why are you two acting so aloof, Kyouta-kun 
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			"Woooah! Water Style Jutsu! Water Style Jutsu!"

"Hey, Erina-san! Using two at once is cheating!"

"Fuhahahaha! For a ninja, 'unfair' is a compliment!"

"Aika, circle around from the right! That makes it two-on-two with the water guns!"

"You dare challenge my ninja way with a two-pronged attack? Very well, I shall face you—abubububub!?"

Wading knee-deep in the ocean, Erina-san and the others were having a blast with their water guns. Just as the self-proclaimed ninja was monologuing with a smug look, merciless streams of seawater slammed into her from both sides.

Using her two water guns as a shield, Erina-san scrambled away, her chest bouncing with a *jiggle-jiggle*.

"That's not fair, you two! Attacking in the middle of a line is against the rules!"

"I thought 'unfair' was a compliment?"

"That only applies to ninjas! Hah, could it be you two have become ninjas as well!?"

"Yeah, no."

"I'd rather not use that embarrassing name..."

"No way! It can't be as embarrassing as Ā-chan's `Arcane Gear`!"

"..."

"Nyaaaaaah!?"

Her smile never faltering, Busujima-san silently unleashed a volley from her water gun, sending Erina-san splashing and fleeing.

Things that seemed like they could be seen but couldn't, things that shouldn't be seen. As I followed the scene with my eyes from my seated crouch, Mia-san, having changed out of her gold bikini, arrived.

"Sorry for the wait! I'm in a normal swimsuit this time!"

*Is it, though?*

I wasn't an expert on swimsuit types, but what Mia-san had changed into was a white 'high-neck' style swimsuit.

It was a type that covered the upper part of her chest, but the one she was wearing had a see-through panel at the top. In other words, her cleavage was on full display.

Furthermore, due to the size of her magnificent bust, her side-boob and under-boob were also peeking out.

At first glance, it looked modest, but in reality, it was incredibly lewd. As expected from the clan of lewdness...!

"Nice timing, Senpai! Hey, pass!"

"Whoops."

"Heh heh! Now it's a two-on-two team battle!"

"I see, so that's how it is. In that case, I shall play along, immature as it may be!"

"Let's go, Senpai! We'll show them the power of the `Invisible Ninjas`!"

"Sorry for betraying you!"

"Whyyy!?"

Deserved.

With water guns aimed at her from three directions, Erina-san dodged and weaved while managing to fire back.

Was my soul being cleansed by the dazzling sight of these beautiful girls, or was it becoming more sullied? I honestly couldn't tell anymore.

If I had to say, I was starting to think it might be better for me to just lock myself in my room at the lodge.

"So, what do you think, Kyouta-kun? Of Mia's swimsuit."

"Aira-san."

Under the beach umbrella, on the mat spread out on the sand, Aira-san, wearing a white t-shirt over her swimsuit, sat down next to me.

As usual, a non-alcoholic beer was clutched in her hand, and her cheeks were faintly flushed.

Incidentally, the Professor had brought over a beach chair, put on sunglasses, and was now reclining like an overseas celebrity from a movie.

"By making an unreasonable demand first, you make your next demand more likely to be accepted. It's a fundamental of negotiation. Remember it well. By going through the gold bikini ordeal, she has now become a being who will wear almost any swimsuit...!'"

"Aira-san... you can talk to Mia-san normally, so that's why you can pull off these kinds of tactics, huh? The content is ridiculous, though."

"Oh? Your words lack conviction when you say them while drooling, Kyouta-kun."

"...Yeah, fair."

I gently averted my face from Aira-san's smug grin.

Since I was benefiting from her efforts, I couldn't really argue. The view was a blessing.

"Anyway, Aira-san, aren't you going to go play?"

"Hah... Kyouta-kun. I have the decency not to point out that you yourself are staying right here, but beyond that, I would hope you could surmise that I have no desire to leave the shade in this heat. I am a dyed-in-the-wool indoor enthusiast."

"The real reason?"

"There are some challenges that cannot be faced, even with the power of alcohol. For example, blending in with a group of high school girls."

"That I can understand."

"I find it somewhat concerning that you find that so convincing."

The Professor pushed her sunglasses down her nose and sat up in her beach chair.

"What is it, Baba-sama? Eavesdropping is hardly good manners."

"I could hear you. If you dislike the sun, you can simply apply sunscreen. An Awakened Person of a certain level doesn't need to worry about sunburns, but in your case, the aftermath might be troublesome."

"No. Think about the second half of that sentence, Baba-sama. The courage it would take for me to jump in there is..."

"Kyouta-kun. Take this."

"Uh, yes."

Professor Arisugawa solidified some golden particles, then plunged her arm into them and pulled something out.

Is this... sunscreen?

My heart skipped a beat as the Professor's bare legs came to a stop in front of me, and I accepted the bottle.

"If I leave it to Aira, she'll likely do a slapdash job, so I'd like you to apply it for her."

"Wha... Huh!?"

"H-Hey, Baba-sama. Are you serious?"

"I considered applying it myself, but I've been busy with research lately. I'd like to take this opportunity to relax."

"B-Baba-sama!? Baba-samaaa!?"

Completely ignoring Aira-san's pleas, Professor Arisugawa returned to her beach chair. She leaned back again, crossed her long legs, and became still.

...Seriously?

"C-Calm down, Kyouta-kun! If Baba-sama is asleep, it doesn't matter. We'll just pretend you put it on and...

"I forgot to mention."

"Gah, she's awake!?"

The Professor continued speaking without looking at us.

"You should be aware of my unique skill. I will be using 'Past Vision' to confirm whether or not you were able to properly blend in with the others."

"You'd go that far!?"

"And with that, I am truly going to sleep now."

With those words, Professor Arisugawa's body finally relaxed.

...Didn't she just casually say something insane?

"Um, 'Past Vision'?"

"It's the power of Baba-sama's unique skill... `Witch of Time and Space`,"

Aira-san explained with a bitter expression.

Normally, revealing someone else's skill without permission is a breach of etiquette, but given her personality, she wouldn't be talking like this if the Professor truly minded. In other words, she hadn't been told to keep it a secret.

"As the name implies, it manipulates time and space. Think of it as a superior version of 'Spatial Magic.' She can accelerate herself or the arrows she fires, or conversely, slow them down for a surprise attack. You saw her stop time for the Cuelebre before, right? Well, according to her, time-stopping isn't actually that user-friendly."

"That's an insanely powerful skill..."

"I told you before that her potential rivaled yours. She can apparently also see the past and future, but Past Vision only goes back about an hour. As for Future Vision, it's so inconsistent that even she doesn't know what point in time she's seeing, and it's full of static."

"Just with Past Vision alone, I'd think the police would be desperate to recruit her..."

"If civilians were granted access to a crime scene within an hour of the offense, I'm sure the requests would pile up. She can do pretty much anything 'Spatial Magic' can, and thanks to 'Mana Control,' precise movements are a piece of cake for her. To be frank, it's a cheat skill."

"I see..."

I felt like I'd just learned some incredible information in a ridiculously trivial situation.

I mean, whether or not I apply sunscreen to Aira-san is a very important matter, but isn't this the kind of information you're supposed to share in a life-or-death situation...!

"Well... I'd like to try and bluff my way through this hour with some witty banter, but that seems impossible. It can't be helped. Pass me the bottle."

"Ah, yes."

When I handed it to Aira-san, her mouth formed a pout.

"Honestly, Baba-sama and her meddling. It's not like anyone benefits from me joining in."

"Huh... Hmm?"

Something felt off.

Compared to Aira-san's usual words and actions, something she said just now snagged my attention.

*'No one benefits.'*

...And yet she's always saying things like, *'For a beautiful woman such as myself~'*.

But thinking back on it, could it be that this person is actually—

"What is it, Kyouta-kun? Spacing out?"

"Uh, no."

"Were you that desperate to touch my body... hmm? Eager to feel my soft skin... hmm?"

"Wh-What are you talking about!?"

It would be a lie to say that thought hadn't crossed my mind!

Applying sunscreen for a beautiful, busty woman on a beach... I think every healthy high school boy has fantasized about that at least once.

Therefore, I am not at fault!

"HA-HA-HA-HA! Well? If you were to prostrate yourself and beg, I suppose I could allow you to apply it to my back? Go on, get on your knees and plead, 'Please, Aira-sama! I beseech you, allow me to slather my white stuff all over your magnificent back!'"

"Ugh...! Th-That's just because you can't reach your own back, isn't it? Because you're so frail."

"Hoh. It seems you are under some sort of misapprehension, my boy."

"Huh?"

With a fearless smile, Aira-san turned to face me.

Then, she spread her legs wide. To my surprise, she did a nearly 180-degree split. My eyes widened.

"Hmph. As a result of constantly joining Erina-kun for her stretching routines, I have become incredibly flexible. Incredibly so."

With that, she leaned her upper body forward, pressing her chest to the mat. Such flexibility.

—*Squish...*

Her breasts, pressed against the mat, spread out to the sides. Such softness!

Also, since she was wearing a t-shirt over her swimsuit, at a glance it looked like she was only wearing a shirt... which, you know, was erotic in its own way.

When she spread her legs, the hem of the shirt hid her crotch, but the glimpse I caught of her butt and inner thighs was... impactful.

Ignoring my petrified state, Aira-san returned to her original posture with a smug look.

"How about that? You shouldn't assume I'll forever be a frail and delicate maiden. But do treat me with care. More delicately than fine glass."

"Ah!"

"Hmm?"

I instinctively tilted my body to the right while still in my seated crouch. An instant later, a massive amount of water crashed down on us.

"Gahk!?"

Aira-san, poor soul, took a direct hit. Still lying on my side, I looked up at the culprits.

"Fuh-ha-ha! You let your guard down, Paisen! Come play with us!"

"Sister, it's a waste to stay under the parasol forever. You too, Kyouta-kun."

"Tch, he dodged it..."

"As always, I can't tell if Yagawa is strong or just a klutz."

*What a low angle...*

With the exception of Busujima-san, their faces were almost completely obscured by their chests. And they all had such beautiful legs.

My heart is definitely sullied, isn't it? My current thought process feels like that of one of those creepy old guys you see getting arrested for groping on the news... I think.

"Pfft, pfft! What was that for, Erina-kun and Mia! I'm soaked!"

"I think it's stranger to come to the ocean and not get wet."

"Ugh... That is... a valid point!"

My brain was in danger if I stayed on my side like this, so I used the wind to return to my seated crouch.

And then, the sight of Aira-san next to me caught my eye.

Her plain white t-shirt was soaked, the fabric clinging to her skin and turning faintly transparent. Her blue swimsuit underneath looked a bit like underwear.

I felt like I had just seen something I wasn't supposed to. As she said, "It's sticking to me, it feels gross," and tugged at her collar, I got a peek of her pale cleavage.

...As expected, the clan of lewdness!!

"Come on, Kyouta-chan! You come play in the ocean too!"

"...Understood."

"Huh, so formal?"

"I will play in the ocean. You all please continue playing with your water guns. I won't go far."

"Senpai! Something's weird with Kyouta-chan!"

"Well, yes. Let's just leave him be."

"Excuse me."

I couldn't break my seated posture right now.

Therefore, using only my back and abdominal muscles, I did a forward roll. Gaining more speed with the wind, I rolled across the sand, kicking up a cloud of dust, and tumbled straight into the ocean without stopping.

"Kyouta-chan!?"

After rolling and splashing into a certain depth, I transitioned to a prone position and started kicking my legs to accelerate.

In about five seconds, I had moved roughly fifty meters from the shore.

After that, I just swam. A few waves were nothing to this body of mine.

"Kyouta-chaaan! Don't go too far out—!"

"Kyouta-kun! You mustn't neglect your warm-up exercises!!"

"Wait, is that what you're worried about right now?"

Since Busujima-san was apparently taking over the straight-man role for me, I just continued swimming at a fixed distance from the beach.

This was the safe zone I had finally found. Normally, this would be a dangerous act, but I was still one of the more combat-oriented Awakened Persons. If things got dicey, I could just run on the air.

Perfect...! This is my escape route!

For the record, shortly after this, Erina-san caught up to me, swimming alongside a banana boat, and made me tow her like crazy.

Well, my `Spirit Eye` can't see behind me, so it was fine, I guess.

"He... re... ma... ka..."

The Professor on the beach removed her sunglasses and watched us with a slightly exasperated expression.

Since Aira-san had started playing with us as ordered, she must have been satisfied. Though it seems our over-the-top antics had left her a little dumbfounded.

* * *

And just like that, the fun times flew by.

For dinner, we had a barbecue with ingredients we'd brought to the lodge beforehand, and after that, we played with fireworks.

The lodge had a large bathing area, and I found myself getting worked up knowing that just a single wall away, a group of beautiful women were completely naked. After their bath, seeing them in yukatas made my heart pound all over again.

Before bed, we played video games and other things, getting so into it that the Professor had to tell us all to go to sleep.

And so the night passed. After savoring the breakfast the Professor had made for us, the time to leave finally came.

Our fun, two-day, one-night trip was now over. Everyone except the Professor had gathered in a large room on the ferry, each relaxing in their own way.

"Man, the ocean was fun! Ah, Paisen, you're wide open!"

"Ngh!? A cow pie from behind!"

"Sister, after having your heart cleansed by the beautiful sea, using such foul language is a bit..."

"What are you talking about? It's part of the game, so it's perfectly acceptable."

"This is my first time playing, but it's quite fun!"

"Aika, your ox cart... isn't it going the wrong way?"

Since we had already enjoyed the view from the boat on the way here, we were now in the middle of a heated battle in 'Matsuo Race,' a game Aira-san had brought.

For the record, the game of Twister never happened. Neither did the jump rope or the cosplay.

If only... if only we had a little more time...!

"Kyouta-chan is gripping his controller with a demonic look on his face..."

"It's fine to play seriously, but don't break it, okay?"

"Right..."

Just as the race ended, I glanced at the clock and infused mana into Sana, who was in her cage in the corner of the room.

Incidentally, even while we were playing in the ocean, Sana's birdcage had been sitting on a table set up next to the Professor's beach chair.

According to her, she wanted to keep it in a place where someone could always see it. That's probably how valuable it was.

As I fed her mana from my fingertips, Aira-san peered over my shoulder.

"Hmm. It still just looks empty to me..."

"It'd be nice if we could somehow replicate `Spirit Eye` with a magic tool or something."

"Don't be unreasonable."

Ooyama-san looked over at me from her seat.

"Eyes... things that fall into the 'magic eye' category are linked to the brain. Spiritually, too. This is more in the realm of alchemy, I'd say."

"But alchemy alone would be tough... even with something like cloning, a perfect replication would be difficult... or rather, probably impossible."

Even using the power of my 'Nucleus,' recreating it would be hard.

Even if I gouged out my own eye, there's no guarantee the power of `Spirit Eye` would be maintained. It might be usable as a material for a magic tool, but it's still uncertain whether that would allow someone to see Sana.

...Ah. Just imagining that sent a chill down my spine.

Since becoming an adventurer, and especially after encountering so many stampedes, I'd been seriously injured many times. But even so, the thought of scooping out an eyeball is a bit much.

"And speaking of materials, Yagawa... you incinerated the contents of my trash can with alchemy, didn't you...? Why would you do something like sinking a gold ingot into a bottomless swamp, Yagawa...?"

"Why were you trying to take materials from Kyouta-chan's trash can, Shī-chan? Snot doesn't contain that much mana, does it?"

"Explaining this to a friend my age is a little..."

While Busujima-san averted her gaze from Erina-san's innocent eyes, Ooyama-san glared at me resentfully.

"Well, because *someone* was trying to rummage through my trash?"

"You...! Don't you get it!? Even if it can't be sold, for a craftsman, creating tools from precious materials leads to immense growth! An Awakened Person's growth isn't just about leveling up! It's about using the 'skills you just find yourself with' to their fullest! Taking away that feeling of spreading your wings for the first time... have you no heart!?"

"You should try to remember how you felt when we first met."

Back when you were grossed out by the idea of a `Homunculus` made with someone else's semen for the golem delivery.

What is it that drives you to this madness? Seriously.

"Listen. I'm not saying anything complicated. It's about stretching out stiff limbs. It's only natural for a living being to find pleasure in that. Letting a skill get rusty is like sleeping without ever turning over. You have to understand that!"

"It doesn't have to be *my* materials, does it?"

"You! You need to value yourself more! Do you have any idea how much my skills improved by using your materials!? Ten times more than Erina's, ten times! I seriously feel like my skill proficiency has clearly gone up! For real!"

"Yeah, I wouldn't know."

Honestly, even if she is a beautiful girl, having someone rummage through my trash is just plain terrifying.

I was truly grateful that alchemy allowed me to dispose of the evidence and circulate the air without starting a fire.

"Hmm?"

As we were having that conversation, I felt the mana in the air grow slightly thicker.

Wondering what was happening, I looked around, and Mia-san, who was by the window, spoke up.

"Oh, a fog is rolling in, everyone."

"Huh, really?"

Erina-san went over to where Mia-san was, and I looked out a nearby window as well.

Sure enough, a white fog was blanketing the surface of the sea. It covered quite a wide area. I wondered if it would be a problem for navigation.

"Don't look so worried, Kyouta-kun. It's not that unusual for fog to appear at sea. We have GPS, and there are no rocks around here, so we'll be fine."

"Well, if you say so... More importantly, doesn't the mana feel thick around here?"

"Huh, is this fog someone's ninja art!?"

Erina-san whipped her head around to face me. Why did she look so happy about that?

"No, that's not it. The fog itself is just fog."

"Aw, man."

"Don't 'aw, man' me. It would be terrifying if it were someone's skill or magic."

Beside the exasperated Busujima-san, Ooyama-san flashed a mischievous grin.

"Maybe a ghost ship will appear."

"Hey, don't say scary things!"

I gave a wry smile at Busujima-san's panicked face, and in the next instant...

My `Spirit Eye` foresaw a rapid increase in mana density.

"Tch!?"

Normally, this precognition only activated when I was in imminent physical danger. A simple increase in mana density shouldn't be harmful to me.

However, the vision I simultaneously saw of a 'stone-paved landscape' was—!

"Everyone, grab onto someone nearby! Battle positions!"

"Huh?"

"What?"

I grabbed the shoulder of Aira-san, who was right next to me, and tried to move closer to Erina-san's group.

Over there, Erina-san and Mia-san each grabbed onto Busujima-san and the others, and almost at the same time, Mia-san grabbed Erina-san's arm with her other hand.

And at the moment my hand and Erina-san's reached for each other...

A strange sensation, like the floor had suddenly vanished, but without any feeling of falling, washed over us.

"This is...!"

By the time I realized it, my socked feet were standing on a hard, cold floor.

I immediately deployed my `Arcane Gear` and created a fireball in the palm of my left hand with the 'Bracelet of the Flame Horse' I was wearing.

I'd made it a habit to wear it when going out because I got caught up in stampedes so often, and it had paid off. Though I would have preferred it to be a wasted precaution.

"Wh-Where is this...?"

Beside me, Aira-san murmured in a daze. She was clutching Sana's birdcage with both hands and had nothing else.

She hadn't been able to grab anyone's hand. Position-wise, I was the only one within her reach.

And my own hand hadn't reached Erina-san's fingertips in time. That said, since 'five or more' people would be scattered randomly for sure, I should probably consider it lucky that Aira-san wasn't alone.

Yes, this place was...

"A dungeon...!"

Somehow, we had stepped into a demonic labyrinth.

The two of us were standing alone in a place with no prior information, one that hadn't been scouted by the Self-Defense Force.

I swallowed hard, unknowingly. The sound from my throat made me realize a second later that I had done it.

This was a sick joke, really.

A pitch-black space, with only the fireball in my palm for a light source. The damp, cold air slowly caressed my body.

An uncharted dungeon. We had abruptly wandered into a place that could only be called a deathtrap.
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			The floor and walls looked like they were made of uneven stones forcibly pressed together. The ceiling was quite high, so high that my handheld light couldn't even reach it. I had a gut feeling it was over twenty meters up.

The passage was also wide, about ten meters across. It was a large-scale dungeon, even compared to the ones I'd seen before.

I could feel an unusually dense mana emanating from the stones that formed the floor and walls. It was a sense of mystique that even a non-Awakened person could probably perceive, and a somewhat solemn atmosphere hung in the air.

But this was, without a doubt, a deathtrap.

There was no information on it, as the Self-Defense Force hadn't explored it. But I could tell just from the cold wind tickling my skin that this place was in a league of its own compared to any dungeon I'd visited before.

"Tch, Kyouta-kun. Take this."

Aira-san, having deployed her `Arcane Gear` that resembled a black-and-white version of Sherlock Holmes's attire, took out an earring from her pocket.

I thanked her curtly, took it, and put it on my right ear while maintaining the flame in my left hand.

"I'll act as the relay. You should be able to hear them normally."

*'Hello, Kyouta-chan? Are you with Paisen right now?'*

"Yes. What's your situation?"

*'There are four of us. Senpai, Shī-chan, and Ā-chan. We're all okay for now.'*

I let out a silent sigh of relief at Erina-san's calm voice.

"I saw it on the Dungeon Agency website before. If you come into contact with a gate while inside a large vehicle, only the Awakened Persons on board will be pulled into the dungeon. I suspect that's what happened to us."

"You mean there was a gate on the ocean?"

*'Hmm, I don't think that matters right now. Let's focus on how to get out.'*

"Right... wait. What about the Professor?"

"If my guess is correct, she's alone. I'm sure she can handle herself, but I'd like to meet up with her if possible... Dammit! That Baba-sama, she left the telepathy mirror back in the room!"

Aira-san clicked her tongue as she looked at her hand mirror.

It seemed we couldn't contact the Professor. Whether we could rendezvous with her or not was completely up to luck.

"It can't be helped. Just like in an earthquake or tsunami, we'll have to act independently for now. We'll regroup if we can, but each team should focus on its own escape."

"Roger."

*'Okay.'*

"Oh, and Erina-san. Do you have `Byakuren` in your `Item Box`?"

*'Yep. I was holding onto it before the trip, and it's still there.'*

Like the ring, I had her hold onto it just in case... Another precaution I wished had been unnecessary.

But for now, I'd count it as a stroke of luck.

"You can use it until it breaks, so go ahead and activate it. The weapon case lock is '0987'."

*'Kyouta-chan... I think you need to be more security-conscious.'*

"I'll change it to a proper number when we get back."

I replied with a wry smile and looked around.

...Frankly, the difficulty of escaping was much higher for us.

Their group had four adventurers, even if their ranks were varied. In contrast, there were only two of us, and one was a non-combatant.

To be honest, I was so scared and tense that I felt like I could throw up the contents of my stomach at any moment. The only reason I wasn't curled up in a ball was the premonition that doing so would mean death.

There was also a bit of pride involved. I didn't want Aira-san to see me fall apart.

"Very well. The situation is dire, but there is hope. Let's start moving, each of us leaving some kind of mark on the walls as we go."

"Roger."

*'Understood.'*

I took my finger off the earring and drew my sword with one hand. Then, I briefly extinguished the flame and gripped the hilt with both hands before re-igniting the blade.

It would serve as a torch. It was a bit cumbersome as a light source, but it was better than having one hand constantly occupied.

"I'll take the lead. Aira-san, please stay behind me."

"Understood. I'll leave the detailed decisions to you. As you know, I'm an amateur. I do have a weapon, though..."

I couldn't help but widen my eyes at what Aira-san held up.

A gleaming black, iron tube. It was something I'd grown used to seeing from my visits to the store, though this was a different type.

"Is that... a handgun?"

"It is. Of course, it's not factory-made. It's my `Arcane Gear`."

Generally, `Arcane Gear` tended to look like something out of a medieval fantasy.

But of course, there were exceptions, and firearms did exist in the actual middle ages.

'Gun-type Arcane Gear' was said to be possessed by only a handful of Awakened Persons—one in a hundred, or perhaps one in a thousand.

I'd had a suspicion given her 19th-century attire, but I never thought Aira-san would be one of them.

She shrugged, a revolver-type handgun in her hand.

"Don't get your hopes up. I've never properly fired a gun in my life. My grandfather taught me once in Hawaii a long time ago, but I gave up on it pretty quickly. I'm no famous detective."

"Understood. In that case, please keep it as a last resort. Don't even cock the hammer unless we're at point-blank range."

"Got it. The last thing I want is to die from my own ricocheting bullet."

Returning the handgun to the holster on her hip, Aira-san glanced at the birdcage she was carrying in her left hand.

"You can entrust Sana-kun to me. I will protect her as my second highest priority, after my own life."

"...Please do."

"My, what a long pause. You don't seem to have much faith in me. Of course, your life is important too."

"I trust you on that."

What I didn't trust was something else. That this woman would prioritize Sana or me over her own safety.

But arguing about it now wouldn't help. First, we had to explore.

I approached the left wall and lightly scratched it with the tip of my sword. The flame left a slight scorch mark on the gray stone.

"Please stay as close to the wall as possible. If a monster appears, keep low."

"Duly noted."

"Alright, let's go."

*Clack, clack.* My boots echoed on the stone passageway.

Without a map, we had no idea where to go. I took another step, appreciating just how much we relied on the Self-Defense Force's preliminary scouting.

And so we walked. It was at the first crossroads, just as we turned left...

—*CLOMP, CLOMP...!*

I heard the sound of heavy, stomping footsteps.

I stopped, took my right hand off the hilt, and gestured for Aira-san to halt.

Swallowing hard, I took a few steps forward. I wondered what kind of monster we would find here.

As a nervous sweat trickled down my chin, the flame on my blade illuminated the enemy's form in the darkness.

It was a 'minotaur' covered in seaweed.

It stood around two meters tall. Its skeleton was human-like, and so was its musculature.

But unlike a human, its skin was covered in long, green seaweed. Its feet were hooves, and its head was that of a bull.

It had no eyes; its eye sockets and nostrils were empty voids.

In its hands, it held a crude axe, the blade gleaming dully.

*'Vuh.'*

Its jaw, covered in hair-like seaweed, opened wide.

From its mouth, which, like its eyes and nose, revealed only an empty cavity, an unnatural roar erupted.

*'VAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!'*

It was unmistakably the roar of a beast. The green minotaur closed the distance with a speed that belied its massive frame and swung its two-handed axe high.

I instinctively raised my one-and-a-half-handed sword to meet the blow head-on.

"Erina-san! We've engaged the enemy!"

Amidst the impact and the deafening roar, I barked the message to my partner through the earring.

*It's heavy.* Sparks flew as the blades clashed, and the stone floor beneath my feet cracked slightly. Stone this infused with mana, yet it cracked so easily. That's how destructive this thing's power was.

But I could push it back.

"Ooooh!"

I knocked the axe upward and, without a moment's hesitation, swung horizontally at its torso. The blade sank into the seaweed fur—and white steam erupted like a spray of blood.

*What? Did the flame on my blade vaporize the moisture in the seaweed? Even so, this is strange. This steam has a faint trace of mana...?*

Questions arose, but the enemy hadn't stopped moving.

Beneath the seaweed that grew like fur was a body made of wood. The seaweed on its gashed stomach carbonized and turned black.

*'Voh!'*

Letting out an angry cry, the monster immediately swung its axe again. As the horizontal slash came at me, I ducked under it, closing the distance, and let it pass over my head.

Carrying the momentum, I brought my sword down in a diagonal slash. This time, it was a full-power strike, accelerated by wind and flame.

For a split second, I saw the seaweed on its body stretch out, trying to entangle the approaching blade.

But it didn't matter. *I'll burn it to ashes!* I tore through the seaweed trying to wrap around my blade and drove it into the monster's shoulder. Then, I put all my strength into swinging through.

With the satisfying sound of splintering wood, steam danced with the flames.

*'Go... buo...!'*

Scattering wood chips, the monster fell backward with a loud crash. The axe slipped from its hand, and its limbs were thrown out lifelessly.

And then, as I remained on guard, it turned to salt.

"Fuuu..."

*'Kyouta-chan, are you okay? Are you hurt?'*

"I'm fine, at least. Aira-san is... she seems fine too."

When I illuminated her with the flame, she gave me a thumbs-up. I nodded back and returned my focus to the earring.

"The enemy was a muscular minotaur, over two meters tall. Its wooden body was covered in seaweed-like fur, and the inside was hollow. It was swinging an axe, so it must have some level of intelligence."

*'Got it. We haven't made contact yet, but we'll be careful.'*

"Kyouta-kun. From your perspective, what was that monster's rank?"

"Well, let's see..."

I didn't want to admit it, but telling a comforting lie here would do no good.

My face contorting as if I'd bitten into something bitter, I stated my unvarnished assessment.

"Probably 'B-Rank.' On par with the Cuelebre."

*'...Understood. Thanks, Kyouta-chan.'*

"Please, be careful."

*'You too. Take care of Paisen.'*

"Roger."

'C' is the highest rank dungeon that regular adventurers are allowed to enter. Anything above that is handled exclusively by the Self-Defense Force.

Lairs of monsters that cannot be defeated without the full might of modern weaponry. That's what a 'B' rank or higher dungeon is.

We were now in the den of monsters that were a class above us.

"I have some information as well. I didn't have time to see its full stats, but that monster's skills were 'Water and Ice Magic' and 'Self-Regeneration'."

"It could use magic, too...?"

*'Okay. Thanks, Paisen.'*

"Hmph."

It had charged into close combat first, but I should probably assume it can fight at mid-range as well...

"In any case, let's follow the left wall."

"That's fine, but isn't it standard practice in a maze to keep your right hand on the wall? I suppose either left or right works, though."

"I just want to keep my left side covered by the wall. I can't say for sure that minotaur was right-handed, but at least my right arm will be free to move."

"I see."

We continued walking as we talked.

How many minutes had passed? It felt like only three, but it could have been ten.

This was my first time exploring a dungeon where the only light source was the flame on my sword. I had considered using my phone's flashlight, but I was pretty sure I'd left it on the desk in my room. Aira-san didn't have hers either.

My throat was dry from tension. Since she couldn't fight, I had to work harder than usual. Naturally, my grip on my sword tightened.

After rounding a corner, we were in a long, straight passage where only our footsteps echoed.

I was about to say something to break the tension when...

—*CLUNK.*

"Huh?"

Suddenly, the floor tilted. The flat ground beneath my feet instantly became a steep slope.

"Whoa-oa-oa...!'"

Aira-san stumbled, flailing her arms. Just as she was about to fall flat on her face, I grabbed her shoulder to steady her and looked around.

"What in the world..."

Why did the floor suddenly tilt? What did it mean? I felt a momentary flow of mana, but it was too brief and too small.

I didn't think it was a large-scale spell, but to warp the floor like this should have required a much larger flow of mana.

...Could it be that this dungeon itself was 'designed this way from the start'?

If so...!

"A trap!"

A rumbling sound, like the earth itself was groaning, began to echo from ahead.

And then, the activated 'trap' was faintly illuminated by the flame.

"You've got to be kidding me..."

It was a classic trap, but one that was rarely ever used in practice.

A contraption that lacked cost-effectiveness and stability, designed more for impact.

But it was a trap that was overflowing with physical destructiveness—with impact.

"A giant boulder!?"

It was an enormous rock, rolling towards us.

I frantically scooped up Aira-san under my arm, turned around, and broke into a full sprint.

It's not just a rock! It's accelerating by releasing mana from its rear! It's a 'magic tool' itself!

Whoever designed this trap was probably an idiot!

"Oooogh!? Kyouta-guuun! All my body weight and the shock are going into my cute tummy-wummyyyy!"

"You'll bite your tongue, so be quiet!"

Aira-san's screams were coming from my side, but I had to ignore them for now! I could hear questions from the earring too, but I had no time to answer.

Calm down. At the end of this straight path is the corner we just turned—

"What!?"

It should have been there.

But now, there was only a dead end before me. I looked left and right, but there were no other passages. It was a cul-de-sac.

"No, we definitely turned a corner... tch!"

No time to think. The boulder was already right behind us.

I considered jumping over it and looked up, but the ceiling had lowered at some point. The light from my sword, which shouldn't have been able to reach it before, was now illuminating the stone ceiling.

And that wasn't all. The four corners of the passage were now filled in, creating a channel just big enough for the spherical rock to roll through. There was no gap for a person to squeeze through.

The shape of the passage itself is changing! There's no space to escape up or to the side...!

"Aira-san, stay in the corner as much as possible!"

"O-Okay... ugh."

I dropped Aira-san unceremoniously and gripped the blade of my sword with my gauntleted hand.

For a moment, I extinguished the flame on the blade and ignited the crossguard. Concentrating the power on one side, I increased the output.

If I can't escape it, I'll just have to smash it!

"Ooooooooohh!"

I took two, then three steps towards the approaching boulder, and on the fourth, I unleashed the wind and flame from the crossguard at maximum output.

A strike enhanced by a horizontal spin and centrifugal force. A deafening roar that felt like it might shake the entire labyrinth echoed, and my vision wavered.

—*SCCCCRRRRR...!*

"Th-This...!"

`Concept Interference`.

I tried to absorb the mana the boulder was emitting and punch it back. But while cracks spread across the entire spherical rock, I could only just barely hold it at bay.

However, if I could stop its rotation, that was good enough. If I hit it with another hammer blow, I should be able to knock it back.

—*RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE...!*

If there hadn't been a second one.

"Tch...!"

Beyond the first boulder, which blocked my view, I could finally hear the sound from the other side.

Immediately after, an impact. An immense weight, transmitted through the rock I was touching, assaulted my arm.

The stone floor, which I had sunk my feet into up to my ankles, began to crack and splinter, and my feet threatened to slip out.

But more than that, my upper body was starting to be pushed back. I was spewing wind and flame like a jet engine, but the mana being released from the second boulder was still pushing me back. I couldn't even use Concept Interference, the first one was in the way...!

My gauntlet chipped, and cracks appeared on my sword. The blade dug into my palm, sending a sharp pain through me.

What do I do...!? What can I do...!?

*'Kyouta-kun!'*

Just then, Aira-san's voice echoed from the earring.

*'Back and to your right! Run there with all you've got!'*

"Tch... Roger!"

Had she found a way out? Or was there a space to hide?

Either way, right now, I had to trust her. I pulled my feet from the floor, kicked off the boulder, and used the recoil to turn my body around.

I started running with all my might—and where she had indicated, there was an open door.

"!?"

There was no such thing there before. My eyes widened in shock, but I leaped through it at full speed.

I dove in headfirst, rolling across the floor. An instant later, a tremendous shockwave washed over me from behind. Looking back, I saw stone fragments scattered everywhere, and a large crack had formed in the wall. The door that had been open seemed to have broken from the impact, its hinges torn off.

I let go of my sword, which was slick with my own blood, and created a fireball in my palm. In its light, I could see Aira-san sitting weakly on the floor, waving a hand at me.

"Hey there, Kyouta-kun. Are you alright?"

"Y-Yes. Thank you. But where in the world is this..."

I looked around and saw a room about the size of a classroom.

Besides the wall the boulder had just crashed into, there were shelves of decaying wood lined up, on which sat old books, some kind of magic-infused roots, and crystals.

"Well, assuming this dungeon was once a place where someone worked, I figured there must be a way to deal with accidental trap activations. I used `Appraisal` on the walls one by one and found a strange spot. When I pushed it, the wall slid back and a door appeared, you see."

"I-I see."

Aira-san placed a hand on Sana's birdcage, which she had set beside her, and gave a dry laugh. It seemed it had been quite a gamble for her as well.

But it had saved us. When it came down to it, she was a reliable person.

*'Kyouta-chan! Paisen! What's going on over there!? Are you okay!?'*

"Ah, Erina-san."

I finally replied to the voice coming from the earring.

"Sorry. A giant boulder was rolling at us, so we were running away..."

*'What, no way, I'm jealous.'*

"I'm sentencing you to the Zaru Udon punishment."

*'What's the Zaru Udon punishment!?'*

Ignoring the self-proclaimed ninja's scream, I approached the broken door and ripped it completely from the wall.

I tore off a piece, set it on fire, and placed it on the stone floor. I wanted as many light sources as I could get.

"Erina-kun, I would love to regale you with a theatrical retelling of our movie-like experience, but for now, let me give you the short version."

*'Right. Go ahead, Paisen.'*

As Aira-san explained the situation, I took another look around the room.

The door behind me was blocked by the crumbled boulder, and I couldn't see any other exits. We could try to break through a wall, but I had no idea how thick it was. I also predicted it would be quite sturdy.

Most importantly, the sudden change in the passage worried me. If that happened while we were digging through a wall, we could be trapped.

"This dungeon... if a person made this, I'm sure they had a twisted sense of humor."

"I agree."

Aira-san and I muttered in unison and let out a heavy sigh at the same time.

Well now. What were we going to do from here? If this room served the purpose she predicted, there should be another exit, but... I could only pray it wasn't designed with the assumption that someone would come to rescue us.
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			A Reason to Live

			Just Aira-san and I, exploring the room with flaming pieces of the door in hand.

"The classic move in a sealed room like this is that one of the shelves on the wall slides away to reveal a passage."

"The kind you see all the time in manga and movies, right?"

"Indeed. Usually, it involves pulling a specific book or turning the heads of statues in a certain order, but..."

"That's too much work. Let's just move all the shelves."

"So uncivilized... though I suppose we're not in a position to complain."

Aira-san chuckled wryly and looked at the wall we'd come through.

The boulder's impact had severely warped the stone wall, creating fissures all over it. They were gradually spreading, and it was only a matter of time before cracks covered the entire room. If we stayed here, we'd be buried alive.

If only Erina-san were here. She could have marked random spots in the dungeon as we went, and if we hit a trap, she could just teleport us past it.

Actually, based on what I heard over the telepathy link, that's exactly how they were proceeding. With Busujima-san and the others there, she said they were exploring with safety as their top priority. It meant they were moving slower, but safety had to come first.

But I digress. I grabbed the edge of a shelf attached to the wall, but it crumbled in my hand.

In that case... I drew the sword I had just sheathed.

"Wait, Kyou-chan-kun. There might be explosives. I'll use [Appraisal] first."

"Got it. Please do."

I took a step back and let Aira-san examine the shelf's contents.

Her eyes scanned it quickly, and she soon gave a small nod.

"Nothing particularly dangerous. It's not my specialty, so I can't be sure, but they're likely magical catalysts and materials for magical tools. The rest seem to be work logs. Ah, if only we weren't in this situation, I'd take the whole lot back with me...! If only Erina-kun or Baba-sama were here, we could have stuffed as much as possible into an [Item Box]...!"

"You'll have to give up this time."

"I suppose I have no choice. Ah, what a waste..."

Aira-san stepped away from the shelf, looking like she was about to cry. I felt the same way—I wanted to haul everything on that shelf back with us.

Not as research material, but because it'd be worth a lot of money.

The wicked thought of taking just one or two things crossed my mind, but I knew that if I started, I'd want to take everything.

It was better to just blow it all away with a clean cut.

"Here I go. Please move to the opposite side of the room."

I wrapped my blade in wind and swung it in an upward diagonal slash. The ancient shelf was obliterated in a single strike, and the items arranged on it scattered across the floor.

The stone wall was now exposed. I had Aira-san look at it, but she just shook her head. That wasn't it.

So, I repeated the process, blowing away the next shelf. I had her look at the wall again, and this time, she nodded.

The moment Aira-san touched the wall, a *clunk* sound echoed as that section pushed inward.

Then, with a rattling sound like chains being unwound, a portion of the wall large enough for one person to pass through slid deeper into the stone.

It then slid further to the side, revealing a long, dark passage.

"Well then, let's go."

"Hold on a moment."

With that, Aira-san picked up a few unburnt pieces of the door and approached the final shelf.

"I'd like to make a torch if possible. I believe there was oil on this shelf, so I'll use that. You gather some cloth."

"Understood."

I glanced at the cracks spreading across the wall and confirmed we still had some time. I collected some usable cloth from the wreckage of the shelves scattered on the floor.

When I looked over at Aira-san, she had dismissed her [Arcane Gear]. From her pocket, she pulled out a palm-sized bundle of wire.

"I'm surprised you had something like that on you."

"Oh, it's for no great reason. I was just planning on using fake blood to play dead and then use this wire to pull off a locked-room mystery trick. I thought it would be a riot."

"That's really not a great reason."

"Incidentally, it was a pain to prepare the fake blood, so I was going to use ketchup, but Baba-sama got genuinely angry with me, and the plan was shelved."

"Well, yeah."

*What is wrong with this woman?*

Still, thanks to her not wasting food, it looked like we were getting a torch.

She wrapped the rags around a piece of wood and secured them with wire. Then, she applied a little oil.

"It's a good thing the oil container itself is a magic tool. It should still be usable. Now then, I believe it was dangerous to apply too much oil... if I recall correctly."

"You seem pretty skilled at this. Did someone teach you?" I asked, suddenly curious as she cut the wire to a suitable length with a knife.

For a moment, Aira-san stopped working.

"...A long time ago. Before my parents divorced. My mother taught me when we went camping as a family."

"...Oh. I'm sorry."

"Don't worry about it."

She continued making the torch, her expression flat.

"As I recall, I was influenced by a game and said I wanted to make a torch... 'Mia's father' told me to stop, that it was dangerous, but my mother encouraged me, saying everything is an experience."

"..."

"Apparently, she used to dream of sailing the seas on a grand adventure. She said she had Jiji-sama and Baba-sama enroll her in the Boy Scouts when she was young so she could survive even if she was stranded on a deserted island."

I suddenly remembered what Eric had said.

*'I was the one who stole my sister-in-law's dream.'*

...I can still say with certainty that it wasn't his fault.

But a heavy, indescribable feeling smoldered in my chest. It would have been so much easier if I could have just thought of Aira-san's mother as a simple good-for-nothing.

"I've rambled on about something boring. Let's continue our search."

"...Right."

"Sana-kun. It might be a little cramped, but please bear with it, okay?"

Aira-san stuck a few spare torches into Sana's birdcage and held one in her right hand.

I held my left hand up to the torch she pointed at me and lit it. We now had another source of light.

"Let's go."

"Yes. I'm counting on you."

We started walking, relying on the flame wreathing my blade and the light of the torch.

It should have been less reliable than the LED lights we usually use for exploring, but strangely, I felt a greater sense of security. Our shadows danced in time with the flickering flames.

But I couldn't get our previous conversation out of my head.

While telling myself it wasn't something I should be thinking about right now, a certain 'prediction' spurred my mouth to move.

"Um, Aira-san."

"What is it?"

"...Do you still... about your mother... I mean... do you still love her?"

*What am I asking at a time like this?*

I wanted to berate myself, but I couldn't focus while agonizing over it.

More importantly, it would be a problem if my 'prediction' was correct. I needed to get a clear answer.

"Who knows. I suppose 'uninterested' would be the most appropriate term. She was a trivial person, not worth consuming any of my memory."

"Even though you remembered the camping trip?"

"...What are you trying to say?"

I could feel her gaze sharpen from behind me.

"I'll ask you directly. Are you..."

I hesitated for a brief moment.

But it was precisely because we were in this death trap that I had to ask.

"Do you like yourself?"

"..."

The reason I felt I had to dissect her psyche in this emergency...

...was because the prediction that 'Aira-san would sacrifice herself if she deemed it necessary' had surfaced in my mind.

That despite having the strength of a middle school girl, she might make a reckless and foolish choice. That she might find a reason 'to be okay with dying.'

During the Cuelebre incident, she had accepted that we were coming to rescue her. But there was no guarantee it would be the same this time.

Even at my young age, I know that the human mind is surprisingly fragile. ...Or at least, I think I do.

In response to my question, she remained silent for several seconds, and then...

"...Hah! To think you'd ask such a thing! Is there anyone on this earth who could possibly dislike me, this century's greatest beauty? I, Aira-chan-sama, who is not only brilliant and stunningly beautiful but also possessed of a wonderful style and personality! Could it be that you're not very bright, Kyou-chan-kun?"

She rattled off the words in her usual high-tension, rapid-fire manner.

But she couldn't hide the thorns protruding from the edges of her words. In fact, by the end, she was openly trying to stab me with them.

That part of it was 'unlike' her usual self.

"...You know, I actually like you quite a bit."

"Hah? A love confession, here of all places? Give me a break. You know, the suspension bridge effect is..."

"Ah, that's not what I meant. My apologies."

"My maiden heart has just been grievously wounded."

It's true that Aira-san is attractive and, all things considered, fun to be around.

But right now, I didn't mean it in a romantic sense.

"'If you were to follow your mother, there are people who would be sad.' Just don't forget that. It's not just me. Erina-san, Mia-san, the Professor..."

"..."

On the beach, Aira-san had said something like, 'No one gains anything from someone like me joining the circle.'

For her, it must have been a moment of weakness. It was a strange remark, but when I recalled her usual behavior, it actually made perfect sense.

_Aira-san can only speak properly with family or with people she can clearly look down on._

She had no problem talking to me from our very first meeting, as I was younger and my social awkwardness was on full display.

However, I remembered how terribly she'd acted around Yamashita-san's party and Busujima-san's group.

And that was what was strange.

It's true they were physically stronger than Aira-san, but in every other aspect, she was fundamentally superior. Academics, lineage, wealth, connections. Even as an Awakened Person, the utility of her skills.

I don't like to rank people like this, but objectively speaking, that should be correct.

And yet, she couldn't speak to them properly. This meant she considered them her equals, or even her superiors.

Fundamentally, Aira-san *underestimates herself*.

To keep others from noticing, she normally praises herself to an extent that could be called overconfidence.

...Probably to keep Professor Arisugawa from worrying. To make her believe that her granddaughter wouldn't follow her daughter and commit suicide.

"...You think that I, as a person, hate myself, don't you?"

"...Yes."

"...Is that so? Well, I won't deny it. I'm not in the mood for an argument in a place like this. Fine, if that's what you want, I'll tell you the truth."

Even without turning around, I could tell Aira-san was scowling.

"I'm a woman who clings to the past. Do you know what my mother's last words were to Mia and me?"

"...I heard from Mia-san that she said she'd take you because you were more like her and more capable."

"That's right. But you see, no matter how foolish a path she chose, she wasn't so stupid that she couldn't sense the 'misfortune of being taken in by them.' It would have been better if she'd been that brainless."

As our footsteps echoed through the passage, her voice, strangely, reached my ears clearly.

"That woman tried to protect *Mia*. A poor girl abandoned by her mother. That way, 'Miyoshi-san' would treat her as a victim. Not as the child of a stupid adulteress, but as a pitiful child."

"..."

"Mia may have thought that I was the one who was loved more, but... it's the opposite. She was the one Mom loved. The one she treasured. It's unclear if she had calculated that I would be taken in by Baba-sama... but if so, it means she chose to be with that man rather than breaking up with her lover and coming with me to Baba-sama's place!"

Aira-san's words grew heated.

The warm light of the torch now felt somehow dim.

"After Mia. After the man. What number am I? How much am I loved? And the words that came from those scraps of affection were, 'You should kill yourself too'? Hah! I'm not even a number. I was never loved in the first place. There's no ranking. I was off the charts."

Aira-san laughed. A scoff. A jeer.

"After being treated like that, I still can't 'hate' her. My mother hasn't disappeared from inside me! It's absolutely sickening! Truly, truly..."

Her harsh tone deflated.

"I'll admit it. I hate myself, as a person. Enough to wish I were dead."

"But you still want to live, don't you?"

We'd only known each other for a few months, but I felt we'd had a pretty intense friendship.

That's why I was certain that if this person truly directed 100% of her murderous intent at herself, she would have acted on it long ago.

A painful death would be scary. Knowing her, she would have found a way to procure a drug that would let her die in her sleep.

"...I love Baba-sama's cooking. I love games, manga, anime, alcohol, Erina-kun, Mia, and you. There are too many things I 'still want to enjoy.' I can't help but cling to them. The desire to die and the desire to live exist at the same time."

Those words, which sounded as if they were being squeezed out of her, as if she were spitting them out.

They were surely her true feelings. I was a little surprised to be included in her list of reasons not to die, but it also made me happy, and I gave a wry smile at my own inappropriateness.

But it seemed the bomb wasn't as big as I'd thought. Why is the Arisugawa clan so full of landmines?

"Then live."

I stopped walking and turned my head to look back.

At her, with her unreadable, expressionless face, not her usual smug one.

I gave her a small smile.

"Everyone dies eventually. As long as you have reasons to live, don't you die on me. I still want to hang out and do stupid things with you, you know."

"...What a cliché line. I think I'm starting to dislike you."

"In that case, let me earn some easy affection points."

Looking ahead into the darkness, I could see the fluctuations of mana.

There were three of them. Those 'bull-men' were heading our way. I could gradually hear their footsteps.

"Stay back. Apparently, being protected by a member of the opposite sex raises your affection score."

"Oh? Treating me like a dating sim character, are you? I'll have you know my difficulty level is set to Lunatic."

"Nah, I have a feeling you're surprisingly easy to win over..."

"Tiro-lorn! Aira-chan's affection score has dropped!"

"Yeah, yeah, my bad."

I chuckled wryly and readied my sword.

Alright. I've put on a big show. --- I'll fight with the resolve not to let them lay a single finger on her.

And so, I felt the stone tiles beneath my feet.

*'Hey, Kyou-chan. Senpai.'*

A familiar voice came from my earring.

*'Sorry. Um, I heard everything. That whole exchange.'*

" "

" "

I didn't need to turn around to know. Right now, the both of us were staring blankly into space.

*...Seriously?*

*'But you know! It was just like a protagonist and a heroine from a story! You know! Like one of those youthful moments!*'

Don't try to comfort me. Please.

*She heard it? All those things I said? The things that, looking back, I realize were incredibly cheesy?*

Behind me, Aira-san was also taking damage. "I sounded like some kind of emotional wreck...!"

In an instant, both of us took heavy mental damage. Damn you, self-proclaimed ninja!

"Ugh..."

*"VOOOOOOOH!"*

"UOOOOHHHH!"

I forced my consciousness back to the three monsters charging towards me.

"DIE, YOU BASTARDS!!"

Turn shame into strength! Taking it out on them? No, this is self-defense!

Their roars must have served as a spell, as dozens of water bullets shot towards me.

These were different from a Kelpie's. Each one spun like a rifle bullet, packed with enough power to easily destroy a large truck on impact.

Dodging was not an option, as they would hit Aira-san.

In that case, I'll smash them all.

I unleashed the flame and wind wreathing my blade, releasing it straight ahead. A cavalier of fire scattered the water bullets, turning them into mere steam.

The bull-men were engulfed by the advancing flame, but they defended themselves by creating a membrane of water, holding their weapons in front of their faces to endure.

The enemy was unharmed. But I had robbed them of their sight.

With that, I gripped my sword at my hip and charged. I sliced off the arms of the central one, then cut it down with a diagonal slash.

It wasn't dead yet. I grabbed its neck with my left hand and used it as a shield, blocking the axe and hammer attacks from the remaining two on either side.

The head of the creature I was holding was crushed, but no one, not even the enemy, seemed to care. Faster than they could launch a second attack, I parried the weapon on my right with my sword. Then, I slammed what remained of the body with all my might into the right-hand bull-man. It went flying into the wall, along with the headless corpse.

Immediately, the left bull-man swung its hammer down from behind. I dodged with a horizontal spin, pivoting on one foot, and drove a slash into its neck, which was now in a perfect position.

Due to its toughness, I couldn't sever it in one blow. The blade bit halfway through, but the monster, no ordinary creature, grabbed the burning blade even as its neck was being gouged.

So, I pressed harder. The moment the blade was caught, I slammed my left fist into the guard of my sword. With the metallic clang of my gauntlet, the hand-and-a-half sword severed the bull-man's neck.

*"GAAAH!"*

The last one gripped its axe with both hands and charged.

I met it head-on, holding my sword with both hands, and then *rotated* the blade.

It was a technique from Western swordsmanship called a bind. An application of it.

Pivoting on our crossed blades, I flicked the tip of my sword up, slicing the bull-man's head diagonally. As it lost its balance, I drove my knee into it, then lopped off its head, which was now in a convenient position.

The three monsters tumbled to the floor and turned to salt. All that remained was a single, fist-sized coin glittering amidst the white powder.

I let out a small breath and glanced around to check for any other enemies.

Then I turned to face the silver-haired beauty watching me.

"So? Did my affection score go up at all?"

"...The whole thing was too awkward. It kind of ruined the cool factor, so it's a mixed bag."

"Aren't we both in the same awkward boat?"

"Excuse me? I am the lovely and pure Aira-chan-sama, am I not? I am cool, cute, and beautiful at all times, am I not? Unlike your mass-produced face, mine is one-of-a-kind and number one, am I not?"

My cheek twitched at the insufferable college student taunting me with that annoying look on her face.

I was trying so hard to keep her from doing something reckless and getting herself killed, but maybe I should just beat this idiot half to death myself.

"Alright, fine. When we get back, I'm going to make you cry. Prepare to be ganged up on by everyone in-game."

"Bring it on, you punk. If it's a fighting game, I'll take you all on and crush you."

"Oh, the genre is racing games."

"Hey, hey, hey, hey. Hey now. That's bullying! Not cool! I'm gonna cry!"

I continued onward, exchanging idiotic banter with this disappointing college student.

The light from the torch she held felt strangely warm.
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			The Master of the Labyrinth

			A horde of monsters, pressing forward as if to fill the wide passage. I couldn't see the end of their ranks—was it because of the darkness? Or was it because of their sheer numbers?

I charged headfirst into the army of bull-men, whose bodies were covered in long seaweed like fur.

My body, aided by the wind, shattered the stone floor as my flame-wreathed sword danced. I melted the descending hammers and sliced through the sweeping axes.

I cleaved through the seaweed that tried to entangle my blade like sentient armor, and through the wooden bodies of the bull-men beneath. Without stopping, I moved, pressing my assault in a single, furious burst.

My body felt light. Not for any mental reason, but because my physical abilities had actually increased.

For an Awakened Person, fighting a powerful enemy and defeating it to gain strength was a supernatural, yet normal, phenomenon.

And these bull-men were undoubtedly strong. A single blow from their powerful arms could easily tear through a thick steel plate, and their toughness suggested they could withstand a hail of rifle fire unscathed.

But, as I was now...

"Hyaah...!"

My blade danced. With every flicker of flame, the bull-men scattered steam instead of blood.

I batted away every water bullet fired at me and pushed forward, ensuring no attack reached what was behind me.

*"Voh!"*

I sidestepped a swinging axe, closed the distance, and cut down a bull-man with a diagonal slash. I then mowed down the one next to it and, turning, blocked a spear thrust from behind me with my left gauntlet.

The spear shaft, momentarily bent, snapped, and I beheaded its wielder.

As if waiting for that moment, axes and hammers swung down from all four sides. I leaped to avoid them all, and as I soared into the air, numerous water bullets were fired at me.

But from that angle, I could dodge them.

[Concept Interference].

Using the wind as a foothold in a triple-jump-like maneuver, I dodged and landed a short distance away from the group of bull-men.

I immediately lowered my stance, closed the distance again, and swung my sword in a sweeping motion at their feet. The wind wrapping my blade lifted the bull-men into the air.

With a reverse slash, I generated a tornado and poured a massive amount of mana into the ring on my left hand.

The front ranks were suspended in the air, helpless, while the rear ranks were blocked by the wind and their own allies, unable to attack. A crimson flame engulfed them all.

The once-dark passage was now illuminated in red.

Through the flow of mana, I sensed the bull-men in the rear ranks hardening their defenses with water and ice magic, but I didn't care. I simply increased the firepower.

The flames, fed by the storm, instantly evaporated their watery defenses and began to melt the stone floor.

After a few seconds of continuous fire, all that remained was the red-stained, warped stone floor, and the remnants of salt and gold coins scattered within it.

"Fuuu..."

I exhaled and turned my back to the red-hot floor. I wiped the sweat from my chin with my palm, but it stung a little because of the gauntlet.

Then, I rejoined Aira-san, who had been waiting a short distance away.

"The battle's over. Are you alright over there? I was careful to make sure no stray shots went your way."

"Not a single problem, Kyou-chan-kun. By the way, are you some kind of monster? I could see an incredible heat ray from a distance."

A heat ray? ...Oh, that last attack.

"You could hardly call it a heat ray. It was just a souped-up burner, where I forcefully mixed fire and wind to boost the output."

"...If my eyes don't deceive me, part of the floor has melted and deformed."

"I burned it at full power. Things like that happen."

"...I see."

Aira-san closed her eyes, her brow furrowed as if enduring a headache. I gave a small, wry smile.

"Don't worry, I'm aware that this isn't normal. I think I've become quite strong, 'among adventurers,' that is."

"Ah, so you're at least aware of that much. I was half-expecting you to be in a 'Did I do something amazing again?' sort of mood."

"We have a clear metric called 'level.' I'm 'LV: 40' now, right?"

Aira-san nodded in response to my question.

According to what she saw with her skill, I had leveled up at some point. Thanks to that, the fighting had become much easier.

So much so that I could now handle up to thirty of them at once without a problem.

"Even so, I still don't feel like I could beat the Rey Cuelebre on my own. Since this dungeon is 'B-Rank,' the boss monster should be on its level. I can't afford to be careless or arrogant."

If I had the Professor and the others for support like last time, I could probably defeat even the Rey Cuelebre with some degree of stability.

But right now, I'm alone. My chances of winning a fight against the boss monster are slim unless I can rendezvous with the Professor or Erina-san's group first.

Normally, if I encountered it, I'd want to flee without fighting, but...

"So, Aira-san. Was what you said earlier true?"

"Yes. The paths in this dungeon are 'swapping places.' Judging from the dents in the walls and the small scratches on the floor, there's no doubt. This is a path we've already passed through. And yet, we're not just going around in circles."

I put my hand to my helmeted head at her words.

Just like with that giant boulder, mana would occasionally run through the floor and walls, and then the passages we had just taken would disappear.

This was because someone... or perhaps the dungeon itself... was periodically shuffling the paths.

It wasn't a pinpoint swap, like changing the very spot we were standing on.

But the labyrinth's passages were being switched around as casually as a child rearranging plastic train tracks.

At this rate, we'd never reach the exit through normal means.

*'We've reached the same conclusion! We found one of the chalk marks we made, and then a little further on, we found a scratch on the wall that you probably made, Kyou-chan. But we don't hear any sounds of you guys fighting at all!'*

"...Erina-kun. Are you putting markings and numbers at the chalk marks you're making?"

*'Of course!*'

"Then, if we find one of your marks, I'll let you know. Let's try to meet up then."

*'Roger that!'*

That was a small piece of good news. It was up to luck, but our chances of meeting up had increased slightly.

The problem, however, was the purpose of these path swaps.

"Aira-san. This place used to be a workplace for people, or beings similar to them, right?"

"Yes. And they also prepared rescue measures for when those employees accidentally fell into traps."

"Which means this path changing is..."

"You've probably reached the same conclusion. If we continue on, we'll end up at the location of the 'being that is continuously swapping the paths.'"

I couldn't help but sigh at her words.

If the original employees got lost as a result of these swaps, the way to fix it would be to head to the control device.

"If a magic tool is doing the swapping, the employees could operate it with technology they already know. And if it's a gatekeeper, they could just show their employee ID or something, and that would solve it."

"We don't know how to operate an unknown magic tool, and even if there is a gatekeeper, we'll probably be treated as intruders."

"...It seems we'd be better off praying that my skills or yours can operate the magic tool."

"Or, we could meet up with Erina-san's group first and prepare a force capable of defeating the gatekeeper... who is probably the boss monster..."

Just standing still won't improve the situation. If anything, our condition will only deteriorate.

But if we move forward and there's a boss monster, our chances of winning are slim. We have no way to increase the probability of meeting up with Erina-san's group, and turning back is meaningless since the paths are changing.

To put it mildly, we were screwed. All we could do was pray for good luck.

"Sana-kuun. Do you have any ideas to break this stalemate?!"

Aira-san gave a small tug on the string she had Sana hold.

But there was no reply. This spirit basically just tilted its head at any question that couldn't be answered with a YES or NO.

"Haaah... I may be a genius, but even geniuses have their areas of expertise. And situations that require this kind of clever thinking are outside my specialty. Give me something like deciphering a language instead."

"Oh, in that case, can you help me with my classical literature homework when we get back?"

Aira-san looked at me with a blank expression.

*'Kyou-chan, you haven't finished it yet?'*

"I've finished math and the others... and I still have some time, technically."

*'Come on! You should finish things like that before you go on a trip! ...Oh, wait, Shī-chan says she hasn't finished hers either.'*

I'm the type to work hard at the beginning of summer vacation and then relax for the rest of it.

I finish certain subjects first, and then on the last day, I still have a little bit of homework left for the other subjects.

"You two... are you really worrying about summer homework in a situation like this?"

"Because we fully intend to make it back alive."

*'There's no point in worrying about what happens after you're dead, senpai!'*

"...In my case, unlike Erina-san, I'm consciously trying to maintain a positive mindset."

A cold sweat trickled down my face.

I'm a fairly negative person. I'm aware of this, so if I were to get seriously down in this situation, I'd either end up crying and cowering in a corner of the passage, thinking, 'It's hopeless,' or I'd become desperate and start screaming. Either way, it wouldn't end well.

"Crying and screaming here will only increase the chances of dying. So right now, I'm trying my best to think positively."

"...You sound like a professional."

"Because I heard it from a professional during the adventurer training course."

The SDF soldier who gave the lecture taught us with such terrifyingly vivid descriptions of his actual experiences.

Honestly, I think that SDF guy is better suited to be an actor or a rakugo storyteller than a warrior.

"Oh? In that case, let me say something to motivate you, my current lifeline."

"And what might that be?"

Aira-san flashed a cynical smile and pointed a thumb at herself.

"Regarding the matter of helping you with your homework. I shall do it while dressed as an 'immoral female teacher.'"

"!!"

"And when you finish your homework, as a reward, Mia will perform jump rope in a bunny girl outfit. I won't even let Baba-sama stop me. It will happen."

"!!!"

Her eyes... were serious!!

For a moment, I seriously considered kneeling and bowing my head, but we were inside a dungeon. I couldn't afford to show such an opening.

Therefore, I would answer with a salute.

Aira-san... I always believed you were someone who could get things done when it counted...!

"Uh, if Mia-san hears about this, won't her motivation to escape plummet?"

*'When I told her, senpai turned bright red and crouched down!'*

"See?"

"Erina-kun. In that case, tell her that I will also become a cheerleader in the most revealing outfit possible."

*'Senpai raised her fist to the sky with the face of a warrior!'*

"Mia-san..."

"And while we're at it, I'll expose Kyou-chan-kun's nipples too!"

"Are you sane?"

*'Senpai started shadowboxing!'*

"Are you insane?"

I don't get it. I don't understand you, Mia-san.

Seriously, what's with the shadowboxing? Are you planning to punch me? Are you planning to punch my nipples? What grudge do you have against these harmless nipples?

*'Oh, now she's crouching down again, repeatedly saying 'that's not it' or something.'*

"Seems okay, check!"

"What did you hear that made you say 'check'...?'"

Though I harbored a slight anxiety about Mia-san's strange behavior, the darkening atmosphere of the place had lightened somewhat.

"Shall we go?"

"Yes."

And so, we began to move through the passage again.

At times, we were nearly crushed by a descending ceiling.

At times, we were nearly impaled by a barrage of spears jutting out from the walls.

At times, a pitfall and a flood of water attacked us simultaneously, and at other times, we were pincered by a group of enemies.

Still, after walking for about thirty minutes...

We couldn't find Erina-san's markings along the way.

And then, our worst fears came true.

The moment we entered a straight passage, mana flowed through it. As if watching a fast-forwarded video, the corner behind us and the path ahead began to change.

I stopped and quietly re-gripped my sword. Aira-san, holding her last torch, also stared ahead with a solemn expression.

Finally, our destination had been decided.

A light leaked from the end of the passage. Brightly burning flames lined the walls of a colosseum-like room.

And in the center, a giant white figure stood, arms crossed.

Its leg bones, like several logs bound together, were human-like, yet from the ankles down, they changed to resemble hooves.

The double-bladed battle axe thrust into the stone floor radiated a golden glow like lightning.

That was all I could observe. A rumbling sound echoed from behind, vibrating the slightly inclined floor.

There was no escape. If we turned our backs, that terrifying monster would crush us along with the rolling boulder.

"Erina-san. The worst possible scenario has come true. A monster is waiting. And it seems we won't even be allowed to stand still."

*'Got it. We'll try to speed up our pace as much as possible.'*

"If possible, it'd be great if you could join in mid-fight."

*'I'll get there if I can. With everything I've got.'*

"I'm counting on it."

After finishing the exchange, I took one deep breath.

I lightly patted the back of Aira-san, who had frozen beside me, and tried my best to smile.

But I was probably only managing a very strained grin. How uncool of me.

"Let's go. It's better to fight an opponent where winning gives us a means of escape than to be made into the filling of a boulder sandwich."

I could tell just by looking. The mana cloaking the opponent and the mana that occasionally flowed through the passage were of the same quality.

It was the one responsible for changing the passages. If we could defeat it, the difficulty of escaping would be greatly reduced.

The only problem was whether we could win.

I glanced inside the birdcage she was holding.

Fusing with the spirit could, in the worst case, lead to death. Even if not, it could result in severe after-effects. So severe that even the 'Nucleus' might not be able to heal them.

...For now, we have no choice but to move forward.

"We're getting out of here alive."

"Right...!"

We ran through the passage and emerged into the space at the end.

The structure of the room was, as I thought, similar to an ancient Roman colosseum. Bowl-shaped spectator seats spread out, with a large circular area in the center.

The light from the bonfires lining the walls illuminated the figures of the enemy and ourselves. We no longer needed the torch as a light source.

A towering giant, illuminated by the flickering flames.

Its physique was at least three meters tall. The muscles of its abs and arms were so developed they were clearly visible even over its pure white fur, and it wore only a blue loincloth.

This monster needed no armor. Just by standing there, I could imagine it would shrug off a direct hit from a tank cannon like a gentle breeze.

Its neck was covered in thick fur. Above it, a face that was a mixture of human and bull. Eyes that had no whites, shining blue, and two golden horns extending from its head.

Anyone in Japan who enjoys games and anime has probably heard its name at least once.

*'Minotaur.'*

A man-eating monster from Greek mythology. A creature closely resembling it slowly raised its double-bladed battle axe.

The enemy had already recognized us as foes. The passage where the boulder had been rolling was now sealed shut.

I also gripped the hilt of my sword with both hands and took a low stance.

"Win, Kyou-chan-kun...!"

"---Yes!"

The sound of her feet running diagonally behind me was the gong.

The master of the labyrinth. The champion of this colosseum.

In time with the Minotaur's roar, I too let out a cry.

With our weapons in hand, we stepped forward.
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			Lightning

			From the very first step, I was at top speed.

I shattered the stone floor and sprinted towards the Minotaur. Two seconds to engagement. I slammed my sword down with all my momentum.

My downward diagonal slash collided with its upward diagonal axe.

A deafening roar echoed. My attack, wreathed in wind and fire, was easily parried; worse, my entire body was sent flying upward.

As I was launched high enough to nearly touch the ceiling dozens of meters above, I gritted my teeth against the pain in my arms and looked down.

---A flash of lightning shot past.

My brain processed the information captured by my [Spirit Eye] at almost the same instant the wind pressure hit me.

My body was thrown sideways, but as I looked up, I saw the Minotaur *shattering* the night-sky-patterned ceiling with its feet.

*"■■■■■■■---!!"*

The monster leaped down with an inhuman roar. I caught its gravity-fueled battle axe with my two-handed sword.

In that moment, the scenery vanished. No, I was the one who had been sent flying. By the time I realized it, the stone floor was right beside me.

"Guh, aah!"

I blasted wind at maximum output to decelerate. Still, my momentum didn't stop, and due to my diagonal angle of entry, I skidded across the floor.

A huge cloud of dust billowed up, the soles of my feet tore up the stone tiles, and the tip of my sword scattered sparks.

Without a moment to breathe, the white monster charged through the dust cloud. Its sweeping battle axe once again collided with my two-handed sword.

I unleashed all the wind and fire from my blade. Propelled by a jet-like thrust, our blades locked for a brief moment.

Our clashing weapons slid past each other, axe and sword cutting through empty air. A section of the colosseum's spectator seats was sheared off by the flame-wreathed wind, while the ground exploded as if from a bombing run where the battle axe struck.

I didn't fight the shockwave; I used it, launching myself upward. I rose about thirty meters in a single leap, then immediately reversed direction. Wrapping my feet in wind, I stomped down.

Like a single arrow...!

I charged. It was the same move the Minotaur had just used. My descent, fueled by the wind and fire blasting from my blade, reached just shy of the speed of sound in a split second.

An acceleration so intense it felt like my limbs might shatter. I poured every bit of it into my slash and brought it down on the monster's head.

The golden battle axe met my attack. For the first time, the monster also gripped its hilt with both hands.

With just that, its weapon stopped dead. But a deafening roar shook the air as the ground beneath it shattered.

The already heavily damaged stone floor completely collapsed and was blown away. As my vision was filled with stone and dirt, the golden axe flashed.

A powerful impact on my blade threw me out of the dust cloud. I managed to land on my feet in the spectator seats, but the impact pulverized the magnificent stone-carved benches.

"Guu...!"

My whole body ached. I used my sword as a cane to keep from falling to one knee. I could feel my cracked bones and torn muscles *mending*. I gritted my teeth, but I had no time to close my eyes.

Already, the Minotaur had launched itself like a cannonball.

Its thunderously swift legs were difficult to track even with [Spirit Eye]. With a boom and shockwave like a meteor strike, it too leaped into the spectator seats.

The white giant charged without pause. Its two-handed battle axe swung in a horizontal arc.

I blocked it, catching the axe between my sword and the crumbling spectator seats, stopping it just before it could cleave my torso.

*"■■■■■■---!!"*

With a roar, the Minotaur pushed forward. Pinned between the battle axe and the stone floor, my legs sank up to my knees.

And then, it sprinted. I endured, using wind and fire to keep from being pushed over, my body carving a trench through the spectator seats.

The Minotaur tore through the vast colosseum's seating in an instant. As a finishing touch, a kick slammed into my side as I withstood the crushing force between its axe and the stone.

Instinctively, I leaped away to reduce the impact. A cracking sound echoed from my breastplate, and my ribs groaned.

"Kah...!?"

Breath escaped me. Thrown into the air like a leaf in the wind, the Minotaur pursued.

Its human-bull face twisted into a ferocious grin, intent on beheading me in mid-air.

Don't... underestimate me...!

I wrapped my left arm in wind and slammed it against the air, forcing a change in direction. The monster's blow missed, leaving its defenseless back directly beneath me.

To that spot, I delivered a full-power spinning slash. Fire drew an arc in the air, striking the white giant.

It's hard. It doesn't even feel like I'm cutting flesh...!

The Minotaur was slammed into the exposed dirt ground. I attacked again from above, but my blade, which should have struck its left shoulder, still failed to cut through the meat.

Fresh blood flew, but it was nothing more than a shallow cut. The monster roared in anger and swung its axe wildly.

I retreated in a 'Z' pattern, dodging.

My eyes, finally starting to adjust, dealt with the relentless pursuit.

A half-hearted attack won't be fatal. I'd need to land a single, decisive blow, one for which I'd have to risk my own life.

If I'm going to aim, it has to be the throat, mouth, or eyes. I have to bypass its armor of fur and muscle and inflict a guaranteed mortal wound.

As I retreated, my thoughts racing, [Spirit Eye] issued a warning.

Immediately after, numerous arms shot up from the ground. I narrowly avoided them as they tried to grab my limbs like sentient things.

Then, stone walls suddenly rose up from my left and right. They formed a straight line connecting me and the Minotaur, sealing off any lateral escape.

*"■■■■■■!!"*

"This bastard..."

Labyrinth terrain manipulation. So it really is this monster...!

It stomped the ground and charged, its sharp horns gleaming. If I took that head-on, even if I blocked it, the follow-up axe swing would surely cut me in two.

---In that case, I don't need armor.

I partially dismissed my [Arcane Gear]. The helmet, the breastplate, the gauntlets, the greaves—all jettisoned.

The expanded field of vision, the reduced weight—it was only a slight difference. My body had already surpassed the common sense of the time before the 'Day of Awakening.'

And yet,

"Hyaah...!"

That slight difference allowed me to dodge straight up.

A gale whipped past me as the giant passed underneath my somersault. I stomped on the faintly magical wind and accelerated.

In the dust cloud, the white bull monster dug its feet into the ground and turned to face me.

It forcefully twisted its body, taking a counter-attacking stance.

The monster raised its axe high, ready to strike me as I charged straight ahead. In terms of speed, the latter was slightly faster.

The crashing battle axe gouged the earth. I was bathed in the resulting dust cloud---and though my forehead was cut, I was still there.

By cutting my wind acceleration, I had thrown off the monster's aim, and the axe passed right in front of me. I stomped on its golden hilt and drew back my blade.

I focused all my mana into the tip. With Concept Interference, I mixed fire and wind, creating a synergy.

My target: the monster's neck!

"OOOOOOOOOHHHHH!"

I unleashed a thrust. I sent the tip of my blade racing towards its neck, which was covered in fur as long as a winter coat.

Its left arm moved to stop me, but it was too late. My blade would surely reach its throat.

But the fur stopped it.

I cut the skin. I pierced the flesh. But it was shallow. It didn't even reach the bone, let alone any vital blood vessels or its windpipe.

The monster's eyes, which shone like overly bright starlight and had no whites, narrowed. As if it were laughing.

My blade was caught. Its right hand, which had been holding the axe, formed a fist. To kill me, who had discarded my armor, its bare hands were more than enough.

I glared at its face, savoring the taste of victory.

Then die laughing.

"EXPLODE!"

A flash of light pierced the white body.

The fire and wind contained at the tip of my blade combined, becoming a heat ray. Not like the one I had fired at the monsters along the way, but a true heat ray.

My blade shattered, and the recoil sent my body flying backward. I bounced off the ground several times before stopping, on one knee.

My breath ragged, I turned my face toward the monster.

It was obscured by a cloud of dust, and I couldn't see its form.

But I could *see* it.

"..."

I clamped shut my mouth, which had opened wide in search of oxygen, and sent mana to my [Arcane Gear].

The armor and the hand-and-a-half sword were reconstructed. I gripped the blade in my right hand and swung it to the side to check the feel of the hilt, and just then...

The monster's form appeared, tearing through the billowing dust cloud.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!!"*

A roar of rage. The earth, the air, the ceiling shook.

Blood gushed from its neck, yet the Minotaur glared at me with its shining eyes. Its limbs showed no signs of convulsion or weakness.

An ordinary creature would have died from having its carotid artery or a major nerve incinerated.

But that thing was a *monster*. It was not a mere *beast*.

We glared at each other, readying our weapons. A standoff lasting several seconds. At some point, blood had started to trickle from the corner of my mouth. The taste of iron filled my senses.

I don't know if it happened when I was kicked in the side, or when the axe swung down at close range just now.

The rush of adrenaline had reduced the pain to a level that just made me want to *cry*, but it seemed a broken rib had pierced my lung. It appeared to have healed already, though.

My dulled sense of pain slowly began to return to normal. Not yet. I couldn't afford to sober up yet.

But it wasn't all bad. As my sense of pain returned, my five senses, and even my sixth sense, became sharper than usual. The feel of my own breath, the sweat trickling down my cheek, it was all irritating.

A part of my brain was thinking with extreme calmness.

At this rate, I can't win. The same attack as before won't work again.

The only chance of victory is the arrival of reinforcements. Just as my eyes have grown accustomed to its movements, it's only a matter of time before the Minotaur adapts to mine.

I have allies who can fight. The moment I thought that...

"Hey, Sana-kun."

My hearing, raised to its absolute limit, picked up her voice.

"---Would you do me the honor of a dance?"

Before I could comprehend the meaning of those words...

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!"*

The monster's roar interrupted my thoughts. It unilaterally declared the start of the second round, and its golden battle axe glinted.

"Kuh...!"

I have to stop her. But this monster charges relentlessly, as if I'm the only one in its sights.

In the midst of an exchange of blows like walking on thin ice, I caught a glimpse of her.

In the colosseum, now a shadow of its former self, on a section of the spectator seats that had barely retained its shape.

Standing there, her silver hair fluttering, I thought I saw her smile.

"Was that too hard to understand? Then let me rephrase. Fuse with me and fight. I'm sure you don't wish for his death either. Our interests should align."

*Stop.*

"I don't know if you can hear me, Kyou-chan-kun, but this isn't an act of desperation."

*Stop.*

"It's a gamble for my own survival as well."

*Please stop.*

I can't go to her. The white monster's fierce assault continues, and if I don't focus on defense, I'll be long dead.

Those movements, that gaze. There's no doubt. This monster has already adapted to my movements...!

Immediately after deflecting a downward axe swing diagonally, a body blow was delivered. I instinctively jumped back, but I was a split second too late.

My breastplate cracked, and the impact forced all the air out of my lungs.

"Gah, aahh...!?"

I was sent flying, bouncing off the ground, and in my spinning vision...

I caught sight of the monster rushing towards me, and her, standing in the spectator seats.

"Well? What is your answer, Fräulein?"

---The spirit, its face inorganic.

Pulled the string just once.

"Very well. Then let us dance until we go mad."

In the shattered spectator seats of the colosseum.

There, upon the earth---a 'moon' manifested.
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			The Minotaur sprinted towards me as I was sent flying. Just as its axe was about to come down, a shadow appeared, swiftly grabbing me and pulling me out of the monster's range.

But it wasn't enough. The golden blade pursued with a follow-up strike, and I kicked off the ground to accelerate. We narrowly escaped the battle axe, putting about fifty meters between us, and I readied my sword again.

Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at the person standing next to me.

"Tch...!"

[Arcane Gear] isn't supposed to change its shape so drastically. The nature of the mana flowing through a person's body is generally constant. Even if it's supplied from an external source, one doesn't become tainted by it. It's the same as how a blood transfusion doesn't change your blood type.

And yet, Aira-san's [Arcane Gear] had become something completely different.

A black leather bodysuit, like a biker would wear, that clung to her body's every curve.

Over it, she wore a red coat, and her long silver hair was tied up in a ponytail with a black ribbon.

A futuristic headset was fitted to her head, and a black visor concealed her eyes.

In her right hand, she held a pistol, but it wasn't the standard revolver I'd seen a little while ago. It was a rugged, rectangular firearm with a grip attached, an ornate piece. Perhaps as part of the decoration, a row of fang-like protrusions lined the area around the muzzle.

It wasn't just that her clothes and weapon had changed. An [Arcane Gear] couldn't possibly transform like this without some large-scale and special procedure, something on the level of a bone marrow transplant.

"You... have you lost your mind...?!"

The Minotaur, wary of the new participant, readied its battle axe and observed us. Keeping my eyes on it, I spat the question at the fool beside me.

But the reply came in her usual nonchalant voice.

"Oh my. It's not a moonlit night, and my dance partner isn't a demon but a lovely fairy, you know."

"Is this really the time for jokes...?!"

"You're right. It's coming."

"Tch!"

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!"*

The white monster roared and moved again. Its descending battle axe shattered the debris-strewn ground.

Dust flew into the air. Along with the shockwave, a tsunami of stone spears surged towards us.

I moved forward to shield Aira-san, but a hand pushed my right shoulder.

Thrown off balance by the unexpected strength, I dodged the approaching stone spears with a cartwheel. As I batted away the second and third waves with my sword, my gaze fell upon her.

Her long silver hair whipped around.

With an agility unimaginable from her usual self, Aira-san weaved through the tsunami of spears and ran to the opposite side, putting the Minotaur between us.

Seeing her, I barked into my earring.

"Can you fight?!"

*'That's why I've taken the stage!'*

"Then match my lead!"

*'I'm counting on you to lead!'*

"Stop being so damn dramatic!"

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!"*

The monster trampled through the spear wall it had created and closed the distance to me. In a literal blink of an eye, it reached me and swung its golden axe in a horizontal arc.

I met it with my sword wreathed in wind and fire. The space behind me was scorched, but I used it as propulsion to match the battle axe.

The immense heat melted the ground that had been shattered by its charge, and our blades scraped past each other with a shower of sparks.

The blades, having cut through empty air, immediately reversed and clashed again. One blow, two blows, we exchanged high-speed strikes, but slowly, surely, I was being pushed back.

This thing, it really is adapting to my movements...!

Each time sword and axe collided, the resulting flames tore through the earth and the remains of the spectator seats. The bonfires had long since been extinguished; the only light sources were the blade I wielded and the chunks of molten rock scattered about.

There was no safe footing left. The ground was trampled by the monster, red-hot from the flames.

And through it ran a silver light. The being the monster had dismissed as insignificant, as a non-combatant, was rapidly approaching.

Arisugawa Aira slammed the muzzle of her gun into the monster's side. The spikes dug into its fur, steadying the barrel.

That alone wasn't enough to be a decisive blow. No matter how much her physical abilities had improved, this stage was too much for her.

But...

---*KA-BOOM!!*

The means by which man turns a beast into a monster. That is what a weapon is.

A roar echoed from the muzzle. Along with a gunshot that seemed impossible for a pistol to produce, fresh blood sprayed into the air.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!?"*

Letting out a cry that was both a scream and a sound of surprise, the Minotaur swung the pommel of its battle axe down at Aira-san, who was recoiling from the force.

*You won't...!*

I swung my sword and closed in, but the monster quickly pulled its axe back. The shaft blocked my blade, but I accelerated further. Red blood gushed from the hole in its white fur.

Aira-san leaped back and 'broke open' her gun.

An empty casing, large enough for two thumbs to fit inside, was ejected. She pulled the next round from her coat and screwed it into the breech of the barrel.

Single-shot. She'd sacrificed rate of fire for power.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!"*

The Minotaur roared, flinging blood-mixed saliva from the corner of its mouth.

In an instant, a stone wall appeared, surrounding her. The monster, having forced a one-on-one duel again, brought its axe down from a high stance.

I dodged to the right, and the blade pursued me. I ignored the stone fragments that flew like shrapnel and focused only on the tip of the axe.

My armor deflected the stone fragments as I parried the battle axe and retreated further. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw holes being punched into the stone wall one after another, as I continued to engage.

I leaped to avoid a reverse diagonal axe swing, jumped over the monster, and reversed my body. I kicked off the air and swung my blade at its neck, but the Minotaur arched its massive body back to dodge.

A powerful leg, swung like an overhead kick, caught me in the side, sending me flying. My consciousness flickered from the intense pain, but I was jolted awake as my back slammed into the colosseum wall.

The Minotaur charged. I unleashed fire and wind from my blade and dodged to the side. Immediately after the monster's massive body disappeared into the stone wall with a roar, I thought I saw several lines run across the foundation of the spectator seats.

Immediately after, the structure exploded in unison. A massive cloud of dust flew up, and the white giant was sent flying.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!"*

Amidst the falling debris, the Minotaur charged again. In response, I also charged.

The golden axe passed over my head. I slid under its feet, then used a combination of forward rolls and cartwheels to get back up, my feet scraping against the ground.

The Minotaur reversed direction and ran towards me. As I ran, I aimed my left hand at its face and fired a rapid succession of fireballs. Ignoring the attack, which was nothing more than a diversion, the monster closed the distance.

The golden axe swung down. To meet it, I did not raise my sword. Instead, I poured all the mana I had into my blade.

In that moment, a silver flash leaped in from the side, kicking the flat of the axe away. She danced, using the hilt as a stepping stone, and spun halfway around. As if presenting a bouquet of flowers, she thrust the muzzle of her gun into the monster's face and fired.

With a deafening roar, the Minotaur's right eye exploded. As a scream rained down on me, I slammed a slash, backed by my entire body weight, into the monster's left thigh.

It wasn't a clean cut, but I felt it tear deep into the flesh. I ran past and leaped in the opposite direction from Aira-san.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!"*

Its right eye was gouged out, its throat was pierced, and blood flowed freely from its side and right knee.

But the white monster did not fall.

The wind pressure from its roar blew me back, and then it arched its back and looked at me.

In an instant, I twisted my body and started running. My destination: the silver-haired girl.

Finally, the Minotaur had recognized her as an 'enemy'...!

I attacked from the side, but I wouldn't make it in time. Aira-san dodged the swinging battle axe by a hair's breadth and struck the monster's lower jaw with the barrel of her gun.

But it had no effect. A merciless backhand was about to strike her side---the moment I saw that future.

Aira-san folded her long legs and dodged the fist.

Simultaneously, she ejected the spent casing, reloaded, and fired up into its jaw from below. The Minotaur tilted its head, and the bullet grazed its left horn.

Almost at the same time, I charged in, and the monster leaped back to avoid me.

"Protect me, Kyou-chan-kun!"

"As if you'd just let yourself be protected!"

I moved forward, keeping her at my back. I burned mana to accelerate and swung my sword in a horizontal arc. The axe met it and sent it flying.

*Don't stop. Keep accelerating.*

I leaped from side to side, showering it with slashes. The Minotaur, now on the defensive, skillfully parried the barrage with the blade and shaft of its axe. I couldn't break through its guard.

Then, a bullet flew in. Strangely, I knew when it would come, and I dodged to the side. But the monster also dodged the lead ball that passed through the space where I had just been.

*I can't break through...!* Despite all these wounds, its fighting spirit hasn't waned, and the mana circulating throughout its body is still surging.

On the other hand, I don't know how much longer Aira-san can move. She's in a state where she could start coughing up blood from the backlash at any moment.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!"*

"You...!"

Another clash. With a creak, my blade made a strange sound.

At this rate...!

*'Rest easy.'*

A voice came from my earring.

*'The cavalry has arrived.'*

A deafening roar echoed from an unexpected direction.

From there, familiar presences poured in.

"Jump!"

"Got it!"

I leaped back at the sharp cry, and a giant shuriken flew past my side. The Minotaur tried to block it, but the labyrinth generated mana, attempting to create a wall in front of it.

But the wind wreathing the four blades absorbed it, turning into a storm.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!??"*

The monster narrowly escaped to the side. A shadow fell over its head.

A pillar, even larger than the Minotaur. An elf, with red cloth wrapped around it, swung it with her entire body.

"Hah!!"

The stone pillar slammed into the monster's head and shattered. The legs covered in white fur wobbled slightly.

But just as its hooves steadied themselves, they were suddenly swallowed by a poisonous swamp.

*"■゛■゛...!?"*

Like a sponge soaking up water, a poisonous purple color invaded the white giant.

As the Minotaur let out a short cry of surprise, a spiked iron ball slammed into its stomach. The monster's body bent into a 'V' shape, but it grabbed the iron ball and crushed it.

Finally, a clear opening had been created. Into it leaped myself, and one other.

"Shall we make it a trio?"

"That's the part I'm talking about!"

See? She won't just let herself be protected.

As we ran alongside the silver figure, our allies prepared to deliver follow-up attacks. To scatter us all, the Minotaur, blood gushing from its throat, slammed its axe into the ground.

In that instant, our footing collapsed. The entire area was covered in a cloud of dust, and the ground we should have been treading on cracked and tilted.

But we could still run. Using the wind as a foothold, she and I sprinted.

I'm sure Aira-san could also see the world shown by my [Spirit Eye].

A horizontal blade tore through the dust cloud. I thrust my left hand out towards the golden axe that resembled solidified lightning.

Normally, blocking with one arm, let alone a fist, would be the height of recklessness. But though the arm was one, the counter was twofold.

---*KA-BOOM!!*

The iron fist and the bullet collided with the blade and won. Immediately after, my own blade, which I had swung, lightly cut the Minotaur's stomach. She, who had placed both hands on my back, used both her feet to kick that wound.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛---!!?"*

The Minotaur stumbled, letting out a scream. Aira-san threw me over its head.

In an instant, I reached a height of about twenty meters, reversed my body, stomped on the air, and looked down at the earth.

Our gazes met for a moment—mine, and the monster's, whose blue eyes shone without whites—and then I kicked off the wind I had used as a foothold.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛...!!"*

Realizing it couldn't block with its axe in time, the Minotaur thrust its sharp golden horns upward. But, ah, did you notice?

That horn is the very spot her bullet grazed, the spot its grandmother had struck.

"BREAK, YOU BASTARD!"

My blade, spinning with centrifugal force, and the bull's horn, thrust upward like lightning ascending to the heavens.

The stalemate lasted for several seconds. Wind and fire scorched my blade and burned my right shoulder, but I pushed forward.

---*Crack.*

With a surprisingly light sound.

*"------"*

The Minotaur's horn snapped, and the red-hot blade bit into its neck.

The blade sank deep, to about its chest. It cut through the thick armor of muscle and bone, and reached its heart.

The blade, filled with mana to its limit, finally broke, snapping in half. At the same time, the tip, which remained in the monster's body, exploded.

A storm and scorching flames erupted, and my body was sent flying.

I no longer had the energy to right myself instantly. Still, I landed on one knee and raised my face.

A cloud of dust billowed up. The scene was exactly like when I had pierced its neck but failed to finish it off.

Eventually, the white giant's form appeared.

Its left shoulder was gone, and its chest was gouged out. Its half-severed left arm hung limply.

But its hooved feet stepped forward.

Watching it, I too stood up.

But there was no need to counter. I just didn't like the idea of seeing it off while lying on the ground.

The wound on its left knee widened, and the monster's leg was left stuck in the ground.

The blue glow vanished from its eyes, and the one-legged, blood-soaked giant fell to its knees.

Still, it raised the battle axe in its right hand... and then everything turned to salt and crumbled.

*Clatter.* The lightning axe fell to the ground. It too turned white and scattered in the same way.

The slowly collapsing monster's eyes glared at me until the very end, and then they were gone.

All that remained was a small mountain of salt of the same mass. Seeing this, I quietly exhaled.

There was no doubt that it intended to fight until the moment of its death... and even after.

Honestly... why are all the monsters I fight such 'warriors'?

I wanted to offer a silent prayer, but I didn't have the luxury. I confirmed that my right shoulder, which had been dislocated by the impact, had healed, and turned to face Aira-san.

"You pulled a pretty damn reckless stunt..."

"Hey, now, you have no right to be angry. If I hadn't made that choice, we both would have died."

"Senpai... that outfit, could it be..."

Erina-san asked, supporting the right-armless and right-legless Byakuren with Ooyama-san.

As the Professor and Mia-san watched with bated breath, Aira-san shrugged.

"Don't look so worried. As it turns out, fusing with a spirit isn't such a big—"

Her words were cut off unnaturally.

In that moment, her body twitched. It wasn't from an external cause; it was clearly a reaction as if she'd been knocked on from the inside. I couldn't tell because of the visor, but her mouth was wide open, exhaling silent air.

She was clearly not in a normal state. We all rushed to her side.

"Aira-san!"

"Senpai!"

"Nee-san!"

"Aira!!"

Surrounded by me and her family, just before our hands could reach her.

"GIEPĪ!!??"

She collapsed with some kind of incomprehensible scream.

Immediately after, Aira-san's strange outfit, which wasn't her [Arcane Gear], reverted to a shirt and jeans.

Her large eyes rolled back into her head, and she was foaming at the mouth. The birdcage with the spirit in it was perched on her back.

...Uh, sorry. My brain can't quite keep up.

"..."

The Professor, having removed the birdcage, picked up Aira-san and quickly examined her.

"...Hmph."

"Professor, what is this!"

"She has muscle tears and hairline fractures all over her body. Her life is not in immediate danger. Kyouta-kun. What about this child's mana?"

"...It's normal. The flow is a little stagnant, but she'll probably just have a severe headache and nausea."

...Somehow, although she was seriously injured, it was lighter than I expected.

In the midst of my fears that she might die, I was bewildered by this outcome and picked up the birdcage.

The spirit, which was staring intently at me, seemed to have consumed a great deal of mana.

"Don't tell me... you took the brunt of the damage for her?"

---*Nod.*

As the spirit gave a small nod, I offered it my fingertip. As it began to absorb mana, I bowed my head slightly.

"Thank you. Truly."

"I don't really get it, but it looks like senpai is okay! Check!"

"No, she's still seriously injured..."

Erina-san nodded emphatically, her arms crossed under her chest, while Mia-san looked at Aira-san with concern.

"Is this case closed... I wonder."

"We still don't know how to get out, though."

I turned at the sound of Busujima-san and Ooyama-san's voices, but quickly turned my face back.

"Um, Busujima-san."

"Yes, what is it? Are you okay too, Yagawa-kun? It looked like you and Arisugawa-san were fighting together until we arrived..."

"Somehow, I'm okay. My injuries have already healed."

"That's good. The dungeon paths stopped changing partway through, and we were able to proceed straight. It's because you two drew the boss monster's attention to yourselves."

"...Sorry. First, um, your clothes."

"...Ah."

She was an exhibitionist. She looked exactly like an exhibitionist.

Her small breasts seemed ready to spill out of the black fabric. Her stomach was dazzlingly white and slender, and the area around her crotch was so low-rise that her maidenly secrets were in danger of being revealed.

I sensed the dismissal of her [Arcane Gear] through the flow of mana and turned my gaze back to them.

Busujima-san's face was red up to her ears, and she was trembling slightly with teary eyes. All I could say was, tough luck.

"Putting aside the pervert over there."

"Shizuku-san!?"

"Yagawa. You know a way out or something? Also, I broke Byakuren again. Sorry."

"Don't worry about the golem. That's what it's for. As for a way out..."

I approached the mountain of salt and picked up the drop item.

It was a crystal orb with numerous fine lines etched into it, reminiscent of a ball of thread. This seemed to be the Minotaur's drop item.

If her prediction was correct, this was the key to our escape. With that in mind, I started walking towards Aira-san, and just then, she woke up, thanks to a magic potion dripped from a thermos.

"Hah! I am the super beauty, Aira-chan! Where is this!"

"You seem lively. Could you appraise this for me right away?"

"Oh, Kyou-chan-kun. I don't really get it, but sure... 'Operation of a specific dungeon?' What is this... I remember!"

I see. So this was the rescue measure for the people who worked here.

I tried pouring mana into it while imagining a gate. As I did, mana ran through the entire dungeon.

It was honestly a disgusting feeling. Like my nerves were being forcibly stretched.

A corner of the collapsed colosseum. A relatively undamaged wall suddenly opened, revealing an exit gate.

"...It seems we'll be able to return safely."

"Wait! If we go back now, that item will be confiscated, and the dungeon will be placed under the management of the SDF! Before that, we're collecting all the research material we can find!"

"Do you think you can do that without an application or permission to investigate? We're going back so you can get proper treatment."

"How cruel, Baba-sama!? We'll never get a chance like this again!?"

"I'd rather not have a second time..."

"Mia, you too!?"

"I have a rubber boat in my [Item Box], so we'll be fine even if we end up on the ocean."

"With Erina-san, you can teleport us all, can't you!"

"We can finally go home..."

"The high school girls are already in 'going home' mode!?"

"Aira-san."

"Kyou-chan-kun! You understand, don't you! Right?!"

"We're going home."

I grabbed Aira-san's arm, and the Professor and I restrained her from either side as we started walking.

"NUOOOOOOOOO! LET! ME! GO! Sana-kun! Fuse with me again! Give me power! The power to shake off these two gorillas!!"

"Who are you calling a gorilla?"

"You'll be getting a lecture later, so be prepared."

"THIIIIIS IS SOOOOO UNFAIIIIIIIIIR!!"

And so, our overly eventful summer trip came to an end.

To think the day would come when I'd be relieved that Aira-san was back to her usual disappointing self. You never know what life will throw at you.

We passed through the gate and stood on a ridiculously large rubber boat.

I looked up at the dazzling sun.

"It's not over! It's not over yet! My researcher's spirit is burning red-hot!!"

"Shut up. Seriously."

What an anticlimax, honestly.
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Japan's first—and therefore, the world's first—*Dungeon Gate on the Sea*.

Its appearance drew the attention of the entire world—or not quite.

Of course, it was featured prominently by numerous media outlets, and international interest was high.

After all, it would have a major impact on future trade. Merely navigating through Japan's territorial waters now carried a significant risk.

What's more, the monsters inside were likely capable of *moving across the ocean's surface*.

Past attempts to completely seal dungeon gates with concrete had always failed, with the gate simply reappearing in a slightly different location. These attempts had even included using water-filled moats.

And yet, that dungeon still existed on the open sea. This implied that as long as the monsters within had an environment where they could operate normally, land was no longer a prerequisite.

This time it was the sea, and the victims were ships. What about the sky? If there were flying monsters inside, couldn't aircraft become targets as well?

The potential victims weren't limited to Awakened Persons, of course. A Stampede could occur unnoticed, and a city could be attacked without warning.

The Diet was still debating countermeasures today, but they had yet to reach a conclusion.

It was a massive story. No matter how much consideration was given to Professor Arisugawa's family, there was no way the media would leave anyone involved alone.

But there was a reason we'd only been approached for interviews we could easily refuse.

Another major incident had occurred.

"Take a look! This is what's left of the Turohorse headquarters, located in the mountains of Saitama Prefecture... no, what *was* the headquarters!"

A female Dark Elf announcer gestured excitedly at the scene behind her. There stood the ruins of what must have once been a castle.

For comparison, a picture of the castle in its prime was displayed on the screen. It showed a magnificent and beautiful fortress with Western-style walls and architecture—a single image that could have been mistaken for a tourist landmark.

But what the announcer was pointing to now was nothing but a charred wreck, with only fragments of its walls still standing.

"The sixty-eight people who escaped from Turohorse on their own were forced to work as phone scammers and money mules, and the money they collected funded Turohorse's operations? Is that correct?"

"Yes. It seems they were bound by magical contracts... It's hard to believe, but these contracts would inflict a lethal curse on anyone who broke them, forcing them to commit these crimes."

"The daring escape of sixty-eight courageous individuals! We'll pursue the truth! On tonight's program, our panel of experts will join us to uncover the facts behind the 'Turohorse Incident.'"

"Representative Yamashita! Is it true that you were sheltering the sixty-eight escapees at the Walkers' headquarters?!"

"Yes. A certain informant told me of their plight. As an individual, and in order to stop a tragedy caused by Awakened Persons, I couldn't abandon them."

"And who is this certain informant! What is their relationship to the group of four who destroyed the castle just before the police arrived?!"

"I cannot comment on the identity of my source. As for the four individuals who attacked the headquarters, there is nothing I can say. ...I truly knew nothing about it."

"Traces of a counterfeiting operation were also found at the Turohorse headquarters ruins, and the investigation will..."

"A dungeon gate has been discovered in the basement of the headquarters! It's possible they were using this Private Dungeon as a source of funding and to level up their members. Further crimes may..."

"Rumors are circulating on social media that Mr. Yaguruma, the leader of Turohorse, was the victim of undue police violence, as he was found with a broken spear impaled in his a...anus when he was taken into custody. What are your thoughts, Mr. Meikyuuin, former First Division detective?"

"Those rumors are baseless nonsense. By the time the police arrested him, his a...anus had already been destroyed. As for the culprit, we have no leads whatsoever. The case has gone cold."

"It's true! I heard that three of those four barbarians were those mysterious three girls from the rumors!"

"Regarding the assault on Mr. Yaguruma, another rumor suggests it was retaliation by the women he held captive. The investigation is still..."

"We have breaking news! We've obtained a photo showing one of the mysterious assailants in combat with Mr. Yaguruma! It looks like... a greatsword is splitting open to reveal a cannon? The day we learn the identity of these mysterious attackers may be close at hand!"

And so on. The news of the collapse of the Awakened-supremacist organization, Turohorse, was being treated as an incident on par with the *Maritime Dungeon*.

If anything, with new details emerging one after another, it was the Turohorse story that was capturing more of the nation's attention.

The incident had occurred right around the time we were swallowed by the Minotaur's dungeon.

It apparently started when Yamashita-san, the guild master of the Walkers, brought sixty-eight people who had been missing to a police station.

These sixty-eight had escaped from a settlement effectively controlled by Turohorse and were wandering through the forest. He claimed to have received a call from 'a certain informant' and taken them under his protection.

The reason he didn't contact the police immediately was that the escapees had told him that police officials were among those who frequented the Turohorse headquarters.

Still, recognizing that this was not a problem he could handle alone, he used social media to publicly announce his intentions before marching to the police station with the sixty-eight people and the Walkers' combat unit in tow. There, in front of the public, he requested that the police's Awakened Person unit take them into protective custody.

At the same time, satellite imagery revealed that a mysterious group was attacking the Turohorse headquarters.

Police were dispatched immediately, but by the time they arrived, the castle was in ruins. All the clan members inside had been restrained, and the imprisoned victims were having their wounds treated with magic.

According to the testimony of those rescued, the mysterious group of four had targeted the timing of a 'supply transport'... a delivery that included drop items from recent dungeon incidents and stolen goods from other adventurers.

However, Turohorse, having sensed the group's approach, abandoned the supply team outside, shut the castle gates, and solidified their defenses.

They thought they would escape unscathed inside their walls, just like the last attack... or so they believed.

After subduing the transport team, the group of four used ropes and stones to rig the steering wheel and pedals of a stolen truck, sending it careening into the castle gate.

Normally, that alone wouldn't have even scratched the gate, which was protected by numerous magical barriers.

And yet, the entire castle wall came crashing down. Not just the gate. The whole thing.

What on earth happened? The pundits on TV were debating various theories, but I had a feeling my [Concept Interference] skill was involved.

Or rather, wasn't *that spear* part of the cargo...?

There was no footage of the moment, but from what I heard on TV, the truck must have hit the gate at over a hundred kilometers per hour. If, by some 'unfortunate accident,' that spear had been lying exposed without a weapon case and made contact with the gate...

...The spear probably broke when the wall collapsed, and no one died, so it's all good! Besides, it's not our fault.

As for the lynching of Representative Yaguruma, the leading theory was that it was retaliation by the women he had held captive and tormented. They had been forced to be his maids, living in constant fear of being turned into 'zombies.'

However, no evidence of the lynching has surfaced yet. It's unclear if it ever will.

This whole affair had emboldened anti-Awakened groups for a time, but since Awakened Persons were also instrumental in *resolving* the situation, things quickly settled back to normal.

It showed that the Awakened community was capable of self-policing, and moreover, Yamashita-san—the leader of the largest Awakened 'guild'—had demonstrated a willingness to cooperate with the police.

Of course, it would become a source of conflict. That was certain. But for now, the fuse remained unlit.

And so, the world was hardly short on topics for conversation.

Domestically, the Turohorse incident was getting more attention, and it would likely be some time before the *Maritime Dungeon* took center stage again.

Internationally, however, the latter was a much bigger story. I could only pray that no harm would come to us.

* * *

And so, while the world was in turmoil...

At the Arisugawa residence.

"It's... finished..."

"Indeed. Good work."

Having conquered my classical Japanese homework, I slumped back against my chair, utterly drained.

As promised, Aira-san had been tutoring me through my summer assignments. Dressed as a sultry, 'forbidden' teacher, no less.

"I must say, you really are terrible at classical Japanese. If you want to improve, you should start by finding a way to enjoy reading older texts."

"Yeah, but I just don't find old books that interesting... and anyway, what's the point of learning classical Japanese..."

"Oh? Are you trying to pick a fight with Grandma and me?"

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, I didn't mean anything by it!"

She jabbed me in the cheek with her teacher's pointer, and I hastily apologized. Yep. That one was on me.

That aside.

"Also... how am I supposed to concentrate with you sitting next to me dressed like *that*..."

Aira-san's outfit was... something else.

Her long, silver hair was done up in a chignon, and she wore a pair of thin-framed glasses. Below the neck, she was in a suit, but several buttons on her blouse were undone, revealing a deep, alluring valley.

Her pencil skirt was also incredibly short, exposing black garter belts. The contrast with her pale thighs was potent.

For some reason, she was even wearing heels indoors. According to her, they were brand new, so it was fine. I wondered if they would scratch the hardwood floors...

At my words, Aira-san gave a bewitching smile, adjusting her non-prescription glasses slightly. She leaned forward, resting one hand on the desk to peer into my face, giving me an eyeful of her cleavage.

*...It's black with lace!!*

"Oh my. Did you not like this outfit?"

"No! I love it!!"

"Honesty is a virtue."

Aira-san chuckled softly and straightened her back.

Playfully tapping her pointer against her palm, she glanced at the clock.

"Well then. Now that my poorly-performing student has finished his homework, it's about time we started the party. You should go get changed as well."

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

"Oh, and one more thing."

She'd started to walk away, the heels of her shoes clicking on the floor, but she turned back to face me.

*Crap, did she catch me staring at that huge ass and those thighs squeezed into that short skirt?!*

"There will be some... rather stimulating 'costumes.' Try not to turn into a beast, will you?"

" "

With a sultry, sidelong glance, Aira-san closed the door behind her.

Th-This is bad...! She's different today...!

I pressed both hands against my chest, trying to calm my pounding heart.

"*Oh, Grandma. These shoes? No, I haven't worn them outside yet, so they aren't—The floor will get scratched? ...Tough lu—hey, wait, not the iron claw, stop iiiiiit?!*"

Nope, same old Aira-san.

Hearing her voice from beyond the door, I quietly pressed my palms together. Rest in peace, you unfortunate college girl.

Anyway, I needed to get changed too.

This time, I had a 'secret weapon' of my own. It was time to unveil it.

* * *

In the Arisugawa residence's living room, amidst a spread of various dishes and sweets.

"Well then. To celebrate our safe return from the Minotaur's dungeon... Cheers."

"Cheers!"

At Professor Arisugawa's signal, we raised our glasses.

"'Cheers,' she says, but I'm quite displeased by the lack of alcohol,"

Aira-san, who had changed out of her teacher look and into a cheerleader outfit, complained.

It was lewd. Very lewd.

Her long hair was tied up in fluffy pigtails, and her off-the-shoulder top was so snug against her chest that her navel peeked out.

Her skirt was exceptionally mini, and her undershorts were occasionally visible. Even though my rational mind knew they weren't panties, the tantalizing flashes still stirred my heart.

"Y-You can't be helped, sis! Besides you and Grandma, no one else is old enough to drink!"

"I should think I'd be allowed to drink as I please in my own home."

"B-Besides, alcohol might make you lose your inhibitions and cause some trouble!"

Mia-san said, her eyes looking like *she* was the one about to cause some trouble.

She was also lewd. This was a family of extreme lewdness.

She wore a black bunny-ear headband and a red bowtie. Her slender, pale shoulders were bare, and her meter-class bust looked ready to spill out of her top at any moment.

What in the world was that chest... were those two giant watermelons lined up there?

I could see the tops and sides of her breasts. Supporting such a magnificent bust was a tiny waist, which contrasted with a huuuuge rear.

Her risqué groin area and thick, meaty thighs that screamed 'They're called *thighs* for a reason!' were covered by white, frilly fishnet thigh-highs, exposing legs that looked like they were straight out of an erotic manga, long and slender from the knee down.

Wait, is she actually going to jump rope in that outfit later? Seriously?

Aira-san, I will follow you for the rest of my life.

Meanwhile, the matriarch of this lewd family was staring intently at the bodies of Aira-san and Erina-san.

...Could it be that, from an outside perspective, I look like that? No, the peeking power of my [Spirit Eye] is supreme in the world of lechery.

I have to believe in my skill...! That's what this power is for!

"...When I was first given this outfit, I thought, *'I have to wear something this embarrassing?!'* But... seeing everyone else, it feels almost normal," said Busujima-san.

"Well, that's 'cause you run around lookin' like a harlot in your [Arcane Gear] anyway," Ooyama-san retorted.

"Shi-zu-ku-saaan?"

A vein throbbed on Busujima-san's smiling face as Ooyama-san, standing behind her, playfully poked her cheeks.

For some reason, Busujima-san was wearing a sailor-style school uniform top over a school swimsuit. And not one of the newer models, but a so-called 'old-school' swimsuit. It was my first time seeing one in person. Her bare legs, as smooth as white porcelain, were dazzling.

As for Ooyama-san, she was in a tiger-striped bikini of all things. Even though they'd just returned from the sea, they were both in swimwear. But the tiger stripes strangely suited her red hair.

And most importantly, her chest was magnificent. A rocket-like bust that was quite assertive for her short stature. Furthermore, her distinctly feminine hips were, in my personal opinion, very good.

"Still, why is it that celebrations always turn into cosplay parties? This is the second time now," Busujima-san wondered aloud.

"'Cause there are people who enjoy it. Specifically, that one and that one," Ooyama-san said, casting a weary look at me and Mia-san.

If I may make an excuse, it's always Aira-san who starts it. I'm not to blame.

I'll definitely follow you for life... Aira-san...!

"Hey, hey, Kyou-chan!"

"Hm?"

"That outfit is so cute! Are you a kitty?"

*Hah?* You're the cute one, you self-proclaimed ninja.

Erina-san was wearing a maid outfit this time. However, it was a modified maid outfit that would make any purist either convert or go insane.

Overall, it was a standard miniskirt maid uniform. But the chest was cut open to expose the northern hemisphere of her breasts—an eroge-spec maid outfit.

This family of lechery is on another level.

I couldn't tear my eyes away from the chest of Erina-san, who was innocently poking my 'kigurumi' costume with her finger.

What a magnificent view. People would be lining up to go no-rope bungee jumping into that white canyon.

I once misread the word for canyon, 'keikoku,' as 'inkoku' in middle school. I'd like to tell my past self...

*The Valley of Lewdness ('Inkoku') was real...!*

"Technically, I'm a dog, not a cat."

"Oh, really!"

Incidentally, I was wearing a mascot costume where my face was visible.

To be frank, this was my secret weapon. Because—in this, no one can tell if my body has a... physiological reaction!

The torso is packed with cushioning, and it's baggy down to my knees. It's incredibly difficult to walk in and swelteringly hot, but that's what my level and stats are for.

Aren't they for surviving dungeon explorations and Stampedes? For now, I've forgotten.

Thanks to this, I was no longer forced to constantly maintain a hunched-over posture!

"But isn't that hard to eat in? Can you even hold chopsticks?"

"I can hold a spoon and a fork, so I'll use those."

"Ehh! But there's sushi! You can't eat it like that! That's heresy, heresy!"

I knew Erina-san was born and raised in Japan, but hearing that from someone who looks so Western felt incredibly strange.

Well, it's true I've never eaten sushi with a fork. Still, it probably wouldn't be a problem.

That's what I thought, but Erina-san clapped her hands as if she'd had a brilliant idea.

"I know! We'll feed it to you!"

"Huh?"

"Hey! Shī-chan, Ā-chan! Come over and help!"

"I heard what you were plannin', but are you serious?" Ooyama-san asked.

"Th-That's a little embarrassing... but, well, umm..." Busujima-san trailed off.

They gave me dubious looks, Ooyama-san with a deadpan stare and Busujima-san blushing and averting her gaze.

Wait, you don't think Erina-san is going to...

"But it looks like fun, like feeding a pet! Here, say 'ahhh'!"

*'Ahhh'... she says...?!*

Still smiling, Erina-san offered me a piece of salmon roe gunkan maki with her chopsticks. Below her innocent face was that wicked canyon.

Is there no limit to this family of lechery...!

"Hm, not eating? Do you not like salmon roe?"

"I love it!"

"Good! 'Ahhh.'"

"A-Ahhh..."

...Yep. I can't taste a thing. The resources that should be going to my sense of taste are being redirected to my sense of sight. Anyone would be the same. My apologies to the sushi chef.

But I can tell it's a taste of happiness. Thank you, Mr. Sushi Chef...!

"Well, well. Look at him, with that goofy face. So different from in the dungeon. Still, it's kinda fun to watch," Ooyama-san commented.

"It does look kind of fun... maybe?" Busujima-san added.

And with that, Ooyama-san and Busujima-san picked up their chopsticks.

I see... so this is heaven.

Sitting in my chair, I straightened my back perfectly. I was aware that my face was beet red, but it was just because of the heat from the costume. That's my story and I'm sticking to it.

"Aira. It's fine to let loose a little when you're young, but you mustn't force anyone."

"Oh, Grandma. I assure you, I received permission from everyone?"

"...I certainly don't recall agreeing to be dragged into this, however."

In the corner of my vision, Professor Arisugawa protested to Aira-san.

Despite having three grandchildren, she looked like a beautiful woman in her twenties, thanks to becoming an elf. And she was wearing, of all things, bloomers.

A white, short-sleeved gym shirt and red bloomers. It might have been normal for a brief period in the Showa era, but wearing it now was apparently quite embarrassing.

For a rare change, the Professor was bright red, trying to pull down the hem to cover herself.

...Doing so only served to perfectly frame her shapely rear and beautiful legs from behind, but I decided to say nothing.

"But Grandma, if you're the only one in a blouse and jeans, you'll stick out like a sore thumb, won't you? It'll make it harder for everyone else to have fun."

"...I cannot deny that. In any case, Sana and I were not planning to participate."

"Hah? Everyone here is a comrade who fought to conquer that dungeon! Excluding anyone would be the height of rudeness. Right, Sana-kun?"

"This child, honestly, she has an answer for everything..."

Aira-san chuckled, speaking to the birdcage on the corner of the table. Sana was inside.

Normally, she only ate mana, but right now she was nibbling on a cookie the Professor had baked.

By mixing in a magical potion with a mild relaxing effect, she'd made them edible even for spirits. For some reason, Sana wouldn't eat them when imbued with the Professor's mana, so I was the one who had charged them.

It seemed Aira-san still couldn't see her, but at that moment... when we were fighting the Minotaur, she had definitely seen the same thing I did.

I'll have to think more about this spirit fusion thing later.

"Here, say 'ahhh'!"

"Ah, ahhh..."

Nope. Can't think straight at all. Boobs.

"Ugh, sis. Do I really have to jump rope in this outfit?" Mia-san whined.

"What's wrong with it, Mia? I made sure you put on pasties in case of a slip. The pink heart-shaped ones, right?"

"Hyaaaa?! Don't lift it up!"

Aira-san playfully peeled back the front of the bunny girl outfit, revealing the pink pasties.

Aira-san... I am truly glad to have worked under you...!

"Come on, you can do it. I dressed up like some kind of airheaded party girl. Now it's your turn to show them what you've got."

"Do you have some kind of grudge against cheerleaders, sis...? F-Fine. A promise is a promise."

"Yep, yep. You have to keep your promises."

"And that includes the promise Kyouta-kun made to show us his nipples."

"Eh?"

"Yep, yep. You have to keep your promises."

"Hold on a second?"

"Oi, Yagawa. Say 'ahhh'," Ooyama-san ordered.

"Yeees, Yagawa-san. Open wide, pleeease," Busujima-san cooed.

"You two are laughing way too hard about this!"

Ooyama-san and Busujima-san were grinning from ear to ear. Dammit, it's easy for you to laugh!

The innocent Erina-san was my only ally... or not. She'd definitely be the type to say, 'A ninja always honors their word!' and try to strip me. Even though I never agreed to anything!

I shot a desperate glance toward the Professor, but she was starting to lay a mat down where Mia-san was going to jump rope. Is there no salvation...?

"N-No way! I'm not taking anything off! Why would I, there's no joy in seeing a guy's nipples—"

"Here I go! Miyoshi Mia is jumping!"

*Bounce♡ Jiggle♡*

"Looks like Kyou-chan is nodding along. I'll take that as a 'yes,'" Aira-san declared.

"It looks to me as though his head is simply moving in time with her chest... As an educator, should I stop this? No, I'm off duty today, so it's fine."

"It's almost funny how obvious he is..."

"At least we can be sure he won't attack us."

"Ugh...! This is too embarrassing, sis...!!"

"You can do it, senpai! Try to fly by jumping rope! You got this, you got this!"

Afterward, they tried to strip me of my costume, but I managed to defend my lower half to the death.

Mia-san got a perfect shot of my nipples, but my dignity was preserved.

...Was it preserved, though?!

And so, after a party filled with ridiculous laughter, life goes on.

...Well, what can I say.

It's wonderful to be alive.
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Side: None

"I'm... gonna die..."

Somewhere in Kanagawa Prefecture.

On the top floor of a building that was once leased for offices, but was now owned entirely by the Walkers.

In the guild master's office, Yamashita was slumped completely into his chair.

Normally, he treated this leather chair, which he'd bought for several hundred thousand yen, with more care than he treated himself. But now, he didn't even have the energy for that.

In front of him, a man dressed in black chuckled as if Yamashita's soul were about to escape from his mouth.

"You look quite exhausted, Yamashita-kun. To think the man now being hailed as the 'Mediator between Awakened and non-Awakened' would have such a vacant expression."

"The reason for that is the very thing you just said...?"

Yamashita retorted to 'K,' the vice-chairman of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, his face devoid of energy.

"It's true... it's true I decided to walk this path. But I never expected to suddenly be told to protect sixty-eight people you kidnapped from Turohorse... I'm way over capacity, seriously."

"On that point, even I must sympathize."

Officially, the sixty-eight individuals in question had escaped the settlement 'on their own.'

But the truth was different. The trio who had saved Yamashita and his party when they were caught in a Stampede in Chiba, along with one other companion, had picked a fight with Turohorse.

Their reason was that the sister of a friend of this fourth member had been captured by Yaguruma... It was, in a sense, someone else's problem. But for them, it was apparently reason enough to risk their lives.

However, their actions were impulsive rather than planned, so after rescuing the sixty-eight captives, they had nowhere to run.

They had considered turning to the police, but after hearing from the captives about the connections between Turohorse and government officials, including the police, they could no longer trust public institutions.

As a result, the task fell to the one person in their network who seemed capable of sheltering such a large number of people.

"Just when I thought you had come to us for help, you suddenly demand we prepare shelter and food for sixty-eight people... I was quite taken aback at the time."

"I'm truly sorry. But beyond the debt I owe you, I couldn't refuse after hearing the circumstances..."

"Well, had you not acted, Japan would likely be in a terrible state right now."

The vice-chairman's words were no exaggeration.

*'The confinement and forced criminal activity of non-Awakened by powerful Awakened Persons.'*

It had long been rumored that Turohorse didn't consider non-Awakened to be human, and now that rumor had been brought to light with hard evidence.

Naturally, anti-Awakened organizations abroad would have a field day. In fact, it was an issue that needed to be raised.

It could have spread to those within Japan who held grievances and anxieties about Awakened Persons, potentially sparking a large-scale anti-Awakened movement.

The current situation was that Awakened Persons were protecting the country from dungeons, but if they were also oppressing people, then it was all meaningless. That was the argument of the anti-Awakened groups.

And they were demanding that 'the United Nations take full control over the management of Awakened Persons.' This would involve conscription and mandatory participation in experiments, which was, of course, unacceptable to the Awakened.

Perhaps it was a negotiation tactic, starting with an unreasonable demand...

But there was a high probability that such a jab could hit the detonator of a bomb.

If that had happened, the 'Awakened vs. non-Awakened' conflict would have become much more pronounced.

It was crucial for the *'largest Awakened organization (the Walkers)'* to save the non-Awakened and show a stance of opposition to the Awakened who had committed crimes.

"In that sense, I'm grateful to those three... now four, yes."

"If I recall, their offer in return was that they would place themselves under the Walkers, was it not?"

"Yes. But while their methods were extreme, they did the right thing. And on top of that, they reached out to an adult for help. It wouldn't be right to call that a transaction or demand something in return. I respectfully declined their offer."

"And your true feelings?"

"I don't want to take on a runaway freight train like them...!!"

"I understand..."

It was true that they were highly appealing as a fighting force.

But a band of barbarians that would make modern weaponry look tame was, to put it mildly, something he wanted nothing to do with.

"Well, do your best. Don't worry. In a little while, the public's attention will shift from the 'Turohorse Incident' to the 'Maritime Dungeon.' A problem that's still ongoing is more important than one that's been resolved, after all."

With that, the vice-chairman gestured toward the window.

The blinds were down, but the faint sound of a large crowd could be heard.

"The Walkers attacked the Turohorse headquarters! This is private violence!"

"If it weren't for them, Turohorse's tyranny would have continued! We can't rely on our gutless government!"

"This isn't about good or evil! They're criminals who disregarded the law! Arrest them!"

"There's no proof the Walkers were even involved!"

"Criminal! Criminal! Yamashita Hiroshi is a criminal!!"

"Savior! Savior! Yamashita Hiroshi is a savior!!"

For days now, anti-fans and believers had been engaged in a fierce shouting match in front of the Walkers' building.

What started as a few dozen people had gradually grown until it was uncontrollable. Fervor bred more fervor, and they were all drunk on the dopamine rush in their brains.

Fortunately, no violence had broken out, but for some reason, both sides had started chanting their slogans in a rhythmic fashion.

From a distance, it looked like some kind of festival.

"You think they'll disperse that quickly...?"

"The masses are fickle."

"I see. So my days of hoping they'd just mutually annihilate each other are coming to an end..."

"You seem more worn out than I thought."

"Of course I am. I still have to think about the futures of those sixty-eight people."

"...?"

At Yamashita's words, the vice-chairman tilted his head.

"Their futures? That is no longer your responsibility. From here on, you should be able to leave it to the state."

"I hate to say it, but with the government barely able to compensate the victims of Stampedes, entrusting the futures of sixty-eight people to them is impossible. I took them in once. After the interrogations and trials are over, I have to help them with re-entering school or finding jobs..."

With an exhausted look, Yamashita reached for a document on his desk.

Seeing this, the vice-chairman laughed again, looking amused.

"My, my. Are you planning to do other work while talking to me? Work you created for yourself, no less."

"It's fine. We're practically family at this point. I'll be putting you all to work too, you know."

He shot the vice-chairman a resentful glare, who only seemed more delighted, his shoulders shaking with mirth.

"Good heavens, you are... so naive. Are you truly an adult?"

"I know. I'm just a stupid, rude kid."

"Is that so? Well, as long as you're aware. But don't go lighting a fire under this old man, you hear?"

"Huh...?"

Yamashita frowned, a question mark floating above his head, but the vice-chairman simply shook his head slightly.

"Now then. Any further and I might lose myself and be tempted to gently nibble your cat ears while forcing this new beastification potion down your throat. Let us move on to the next topic."

"Yes, let's. And could you maybe take a step back?"

As Yamashita, thoroughly repulsed, partially manifested his [Arcane Gear], the vice-chairman straightened his posture.

"The masses will grow bored. And then they will remember the problem that requires their full attention."

"...The 'Maritime Dungeon'?"

"Precisely. It is disastrous news that could destroy Japan's... no, the world's logistics."

Yamashita's face soured, as if he'd chewed on a hundred bitter bugs.

"This is seriously no joke. They won't start appearing in the sky, will they? If that happens, it's really..."

"Ah, that won't be a problem. The appearance of a maritime dungeon is an extremely rare case, so the possibility of them 'increasing' is low."

"...Huh?"

At the vice-chairman's words, Yamashita blinked his eyes.

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because we investigated."

"...Investigated what?"

"The dungeons in various locations. Especially the one Turohorse was hiding. The police, not the Self-Defense Force, were managing it for a while, so with the chairman's help, things went smoothly. We've sent the data to the government as well."

"What have you people been doing? Well, I'll let that slide for now, but are you sure about what you just said?"

"Yes. It's impossible to predict the exact location where a dungeon will appear. However, we've found a common factor."

As the vice-chairman casually reported a major discovery, Yamashita's cheek twitched.

This pervert was brilliant. Disturbingly so.

"Ley lines... some people call them dragon veins. This planet itself has mana, and it flows through it like blood vessels. You follow so far?"

"I've heard of it in games and manga, so I can accept it. Whether I understand it is another matter."

"It is extremely difficult for humans to utilize them at present. We lack both the technology and the materials. However, it seems dungeons tend to appear on top of these ley lines. That maritime dungeon appeared in relatively shallow water, close to the seabed. It was likely at the maximum distance from which it could draw mana from the ley line."

"Th-This is the first I'm hearing of this...?! Wait, dungeons were drawing power from ley lines?!"

"Of course it's the first you're hearing of it. We only reached that conclusion this morning. It's been a while since I pulled an all-nighter."

The vice-chairman sounded somewhat cheerful, leaving Yamashita gaping in astonishment.

"Based on the above, a dungeon will not appear in the sky. As for maritime dungeons, their relationship with Japan's ley lines means they can only appear in very limited locations."

"Well, that's good to hear, but... if you know that much, you still can't predict where they'll appear?"

"Impossible. Japan has too many ley lines. We've dispatched club members and collaborators overseas to investigate, but Japan is the only country with such a dense network of ley lines spread across its entire landmass."

"...So you were researching things other than ero-golems."

"Correct yourself. What we are researching is the 'Homunculus Bride.' And measuring ley lines is part of that research. We needed to find the most suitable land for our production facilities!"

"Ah, right."

Yamashita looked into the distance as the vice-chairman clenched his fist passionately.

The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. An organization of immense skill and drive, but its motivations were rooted entirely below the belt.

"But this is still a dangerous situation. The possibility of dungeons appearing at sea, however small, is a major problem that further diminishes the value of Japan, a nation that relies on trade."

"Yeah. The office staff were complaining that the yen has gotten weaker again."

"Plus, it's caused a setback for the 'Mega-Float Project.'"

"What's that?"

"It's a plan that was secretly underway, based on the idea of 'If dungeons appear on land, why not live on the sea?' The well-to-do were planning to move there through a lottery—which was really an auction. Oh, you should have seen the looks on the faces of the politicians and corporations who were raising funds for it."

"I didn't want to know that."

"That's just how the world is. ...Japan has a serious problem with its 'land.' The day it can no longer meet the conditions of being a country is not unthinkable. It's enough to give you a stomachache. I've already decided which country to flee to with my family, but I'd rather avoid living abroad at my age if I can help it."

"Yeah..."

Both men let out a heavy sigh.

A ringing sound echoed through the silent room. It was coming from the phone on Yamashita's desk.

"Yes, this is Yamashita. Yes... ah, it's alright. Let them through."

He nodded in response to the call from his secretary.

A few minutes later, the door to the guild master's office opened, and a man in black entered, pushing two large carts with the help of a golem.

"Hello, sorry to keep you both waiting."

"Chairman, good to see you."

"It's been a while. What's going on? I imagine the police are quite busy right now."

"Oh, it's nothing. I just heard that our ally, Yamashita-kun, was living a life full of stress. I thought I'd bring him a little something to soothe his soul."

"You should be grateful, Yamashita-kun. These are masterpieces we each crafted with our own hands."

"...Ah, I'm starting to get a bad feeling about this."

"Ready..."

"Set!"

The old man and the geezer spoke in perfect, unnecessarily energetic unison from under their hoods.

Then, the cloths were whipped off the carts.

"What do you think, Yamashita-kun! You're still a beginner, so I thought a full-on b**ly was too advanced. I made this girl-type model with the same height and weight as a prince! Her abs are a six-pack, of course. You too can slowly climb the ladder and become an advanced practitioner like me, capable of getting ere*t at the mere sight of bedrock!"

"Ridiculous! While it is the club's rule not to deny another's fetish, I must dare to say it: this beast-girl I have created is far superior! What do you think, Yamashita-kun? A cat-type, just for you! And considering you're still a rookie, I kept the beastliness at a '2' for you!"

" "

On the carts sat two golems. One was a sporty, short-haired beauty with chiseled abs; the other was a girl who looked like a mix of cat and human, covered in fur.

Both had glassy eyes staring straight ahead, their mouths forming a faint smile. In the interest of fairness, both were dressed in sports bras and spandex shorts.

"Now! They may not be the ideal Homunculus Bride yet, but they're more than enough to release some pent-up... energy!"

"Our investigation has revealed that you are a virgin! There's no need to hold back. Enjoy yourself to the fullest. And then, give us your review!"

"Sssuuu... ffuuu..."

Yamashita fully deployed his [Arcane Gear] and raised his weapon.

"You absolute morons!!"

"Oh dear! It seems we teased him a bit too much!"

"Someone! Call for a man!"

"Prepare to die, you perverts!!"

* * *

Somewhere in Tokyo. A certain bar.

It was located a short distance from the station, far from the city's hustle and bustle. With a quiet, unassuming appearance, it had the air of a secret, renowned establishment. Inside, several couples were enjoying their time.

At a corner of the counter, a man in a suit sat down next to a Caucasian man who was swirling a drink in his glass.

"Hello. It's been a while, Yuusuke."

"Indeed. It's good to see you well, Jack."

Director Akasaka and the man called Jack exchanged smiles. Jack glanced at the master, and a glass of liquor was immediately placed before him.

"To celebrate this long-overdue reunion with a friend, allow me to treat you."

"Thank you very much. In that case, I won't hesitate."

Akasaka smiled pleasantly and took a sip of his drink. He set the glass down with a clink of ice and returned his gaze to Jack.

"Now then. I trust that sip was enough to show you that I trust you."

"Honestly... you still have no sense of decorum, do you? A gentleman should enjoy the back-and-forth, you know."

"I only adopt this attitude with those who prefer it."

"Is that so? It seems I've been courted by you, then."

Akasaka kept his smile as the man gave a slight shrug and a laugh.

But he was not letting his guard down for a second. After all, this bar was the other man's territory.

Japan, a country said to be a paradise for spies. It was home to countless bases for foreign agents. This bar was one of them, belonging to Great Britain.

"Allow me to be direct. Turohorse has been destroyed. And your scheme has failed."

"Whatever do you mean? I heard a dangerous armed group was neutralized, but what does that have to do with us?"

"If that's the pretense you wish to maintain, then I'll do all the talking."

Akasaka continued, his voice low and hushed, blending with the classical music playing in the bar.

"Britain's goal was for Turohorse to run rampant. This would broadcast the danger of Awakened Persons to the international community. Then, once they had gone berserk and dealt a fatal blow to the Japanese government, you would lead the UN in a partitioned rule of Japan. Multiple countries would 'own and investigate the dungeons.' And Britain, of course, would be among them."

"What a dreadful fantasy. You're not cut out to be a writer, you know."

"For you, it didn't matter whether Turohorse won or lost, as long as they caused chaos. If they won, you would send in a multinational force—if not the first-ever UN army—to a country controlled by terrorists. If they lost, you'd let the dangerous ideologues escape to a rival nation to cause more trouble there. And the controllable ones you would take into your own country, leaving Japan under UN control all the same."

Jack stroked his chin with a puzzled look as Akasaka rattled off his theory.

"Hmm... in this fantasy of yours, it seems we're taking a rather circuitous route. There must be simpler, more elegant ways, surely. Besides, the UN has been the exclusive playground of another country lately."

"You always have another country take the heat, don't you? 'Low risk, medium return.' This was just one of many plans."

After saying that much, Akasaka took another sip of his drink.

He wet his lips and continued.

"But that plan, which you thought was a safe bet, has failed. Turohorse was crushed far earlier than you anticipated, and because the Walkers took action, the prejudice against Awakened Persons hasn't grown as much as you'd hoped."

"...I'll play along with your fantasy. You said it was one of many plans. So, did you come here just to gloat over a single failure? If so, that's a pity. It seems the stress of your job has made you quite rusty."

"No, Jack. I came here to join forces with you."

With those words, Director Akasaka scanned the room.

At some point, all the other patrons had taken their hands off their glasses and were now looking at the two of them. One of each of their arms was out of Akasaka's sight. Only the master and Jack had both hands visible.

If they wished it, Akasaka Yuusuke could be made to disappear tonight. The police would never investigate, and he would be recorded as having died in a drunken accident on his way home from work.

He had arranged for insurance in case that happened... but Akasaka knew that Jack and his people would not be so reckless.

"I have an interesting proposition. You can decide whether to join us after you've heard it."

"Is this fantasy of yours still going? I do hope it's actually interesting."

Akasaka smiled at the wry-faced Jack and leaned in closer.

"Information regarding dungeon emergences is something you want as well, I presume. As well as what lies 'beyond' them."

"..."

"If things continue as they are, America will win it all. After all—it was that country that pushed the first button."

"...!"

At last, a serious glint appeared in Jack's eyes.

Without changing his expression, Akasaka picked up his glass.

"Thank you for the delicious drink, Jack. Let's have a good talk tonight."

"...Indeed, Yuusuke. Tonight, I shall indulge your fantasy to the fullest. But you must forgive me if I get drunk and start spouting fantasies of my own, yes?"

The two men gave a small toast and tilted their glasses in unison.

* * *

Leaving the bar in one piece, Akasaka headed home in a car with a trusted driver he had arranged through old contacts.

How many days had it been since he was last home? Deciding it was foolish to even count, Akasaka took out his smartphone and called his beloved daughter.

She answered on the first ring, her bright voice echoing through the phone.

"*Dad! What's up? Are you done with work for the day?*"

"Yes. I'm on my way home now. I've already eaten, but I thought I'd pick up a cake on the way."

"*Really?! That's great! I'll tell Mom!*"

"Haha. Now then, my dear, beloved daughter."

"*What is it, my dear, beloved Dad?*"

"I have a few questions for you about the 'mischief' you and your friends have been up to."

"*Gasp.*"

Director Akasaka's voice was smiling, but on the other end of the line, his daughter let out a choked breath.

"*Wh-What could you possibly mean? Was it about the time we had a pretend gunfight with fireworks? You're right, that was probably too childish for high schoolers! I'm very sorry!*"

"Listen to me."

"*Yes.*"

"I have no intention of going easy on you, even if you are my daughter. I'm a terrible father who would choose his country over his family. ...Let's talk while we eat some delicious cake, shall we?"

"*Yes.*"

Ending the call, Director Akasaka slipped his phone into his pocket.

He spoke quietly to the driver.

"Sorry, but could you stop at a cake shop and... a drugstore on the way?"

His stomach was already churning, anticipating the need for more antacids.
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● Characters

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 45 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 86 (Growth: A) Durability: 86 (Growth: A) Agility: 89 (Growth: A) Mana: 89 (Growth: A)

Skills

[Spirit Eye]

[Mana Conversion: Wind]

[Concept Interference]

Unique Skill

[Sage's Nucleus]

Notes: The protagonist of this work. As the title suggests, his communication skills are low, but since this chapter focused on his interactions with friends and acquaintances, that aspect was less prominent. The school building was also destroyed, so there was less of the 'high school student' element. I'm worried this might be false advertising. Without his knowledge, Professor Arisugawa's web is nearing completion. Off-screen, his parents have recently started warning him repeatedly, 'If you're going to the Arisugawa's house, make sure you behave yourself!' For certain reasons, he has taken to incinerating the contents of his trash can with alchemy every night. The strength of his self-control is like orichalcum. You could also call it his 'cowardice power.' However, in terms of combat ability alone, he may already rank in the top 5 among Awakened Persons.

'Rinzaki Erina' LV: 38 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 62 (Growth: C) Durability: 62 (Growth: C) Agility: 79 (Growth: A) Mana: 70 (Growth: B)

Skills

[Invisibility]

[Five Senses Enhancement]

[Spatial Magic]

Notes: A heroine-like existence in this work. A self-proclaimed ninja and beautiful girl with blonde pigtails and a large bust. The only daughter of Eric and Rina. Aside from her ninja claims, she is a perfect superhuman, excelling in both academics and athletics, with a beautiful face, great style, and a good family background. She was born without a sense of pain, which led her to engage in rather dangerous behavior as a child. Worried, her father had her learn martial arts, and he began showing her manga and anime to pique her interest, which is what led her to start calling herself a ninja. After Awakening, her sense of pain began to function normally... but for some reason, she can now 'turn it on and off.' As a result, when she sustains a serious injury, she consciously shuts off her pain to continue fighting. A certain part of her has recently increased in size, resulting in an 'H' cup.

Arisugawa Aira LV: 20 Race: Half-Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 33 (Growth: E) Durability: 30 (Growth: E) Agility: 33 (Growth: E) Mana: 48 (Growth: B)

Skills

[Telepathy]

[Appraisal]

Notes: Heroine-like existence #2. A beautiful girl with silver hair, a large bust, and elf ears. Currently a 21-year-old university student. She spends most of her time at school in the research lab of her grandmother, university professor Arisugawa Eva. Normally a support role during explorations, she was caught in the Minotaur's dungeon and ended up fighting while fused with a spirit. As a result, she leveled up significantly in a single battle. However, in her normal state, she is not a combat-oriented Awakened Person, and her stats are low for her level. Her level cap is also '35,' so she may be the first among the Awakened to reach it. While she routinely praises herself, she secretly harbors a self-perception of being 'scum who would be better off dead.' This stems from a childhood where she felt unloved by her parents. However, she rarely lets this show so as not to worry her grandmother. Talking with Kyouta may have helped her slightly. Her chances of suicide were already low, as she had accumulated many 'reasons not to die.' A certain part of her is an 'F' cup. Her reliability rating with Kyouta skyrocketed after she organized the lewd cosplay party.

'Miyoshi Mia' LV: 34 Race: Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 52 (Growth: D) Durability: 52 (Growth: D) Agility: 70 (Growth: A) Mana: 73 (Growth: A)

Skills

[Civil Engineering Magic]

[Water-Ice Magic]

[Mana Conservation]

Notes: Heroine-like existence #3. A beautiful girl with a blonde bob, an enormous bust, and elf ears. Currently an 18-year-old university student. She and Aira are half-sisters. She believed her birth mother loved her sister more, but it has now come to light that her mother may have loved Mia more. The truth remains a mystery. Her long-suppressed desires have recently begun to surface, and she has started directing intense, lingering gazes at her cousin Erina, her half-sister Aira, and Kyouta, who has been upgraded from 'curious creature' to 'person of interest.' She denies it, but she is quite the closet pervert. She is neither lesbian nor bisexual, but simply a lust demon whose objects of affection happened to be unconventional. The owner of a 'J' cup, meter-class bust. She has recently been troubled by the thought that 'it is immoral to love multiple people,' but she has been receiving devilish whispers from her own grandmother.

'Busujima Aika' LV: 18 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 34 (Growth: D) Durability: 33 (Growth: D) Agility: 41 (Growth: B) Mana: 44 (Growth: B)

Skill

[Cursed Poison Magic]

Notes: Erina's friend and classmate. Her heroine status is unknown. A slender beauty with long black hair. A certain part of her is a 'B' cup. Her father is a new-money tycoon who built his company from scratch. As such, he is very education-focused with his children, and the family atmosphere was strained even before the 'Day of Awakening.' When Aika awakened her [Cursed Poison Magic], her parents and siblings developed a one-sided fear of her. She herself holds no ill will toward her family.

Her [Arcane Gear] is a lewd dancer's outfit, so modified that it would likely draw complaints from professional dancers. As it makes her look like a harlot, she usually wears overalls during explorations. However, when she needs to use magic at full power, her [Arcane Gear] manifests automatically.

'Ooyama Shizuku' LV: 16 Race: Dwarf, Awakened Person

Strength: 38 (Growth: B) Durability: 36 (Growth: B) Agility: 33 (Growth: D) Mana: 37 (Growth: D)

Skills

[Mana Enchantment: Iron]

[Magical Engineering]

Notes: Erina's friend and classmate #2. Her heroine status is unknown. A short girl with a large bust, red hair in a short cut, and sharp, three-pointed eyes. A certain part of her is an 'H' cup. She was planning to use her power as an Awakened Person to rebuild her family's factory, but before she knew it, she had effectively taken it over from her father. Although there is a slightly awkward atmosphere at home, her relationship with her parents is currently good. Believing that 'skill proficiency is just as important as leveling up,' she is targeting Kyouta's materials. According to her, her skills are honed the most when using materials from the exquisite mine that is him... apparently. The truth of this is unknown, but her skill precision has indeed improved considerably. She regrets losing the spear made from Kyouta's materials and feels remorse, but since he told her not to worry about it, she is energetically trying to secure more Kyouta materials today. She gets genuinely depressed when called a pervert.

'Walkers'

Notes: The adventurer clan founded by Yamashita Hiroshi and his merry companions. Initially, they called themselves a 'guild' because it sounded cool, but recently they have come to be treated by others as 'a guild, a rank above a clan.' The largest Awakened Person organization. They have many non-Awakened administrative staff, are active in community service, and are known as the 'bridge between Awakened and non-Awakened.' They are allied with the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' and the key to their rapid expansion has been the loan of golems and equipment from them. In this chapter, they managed to suppress the public opinion that was on the verge of exploding into 'Awakened vs. non-Awakened' due to the Turohorse incident. However, the embers of conflict are still smoldering and could ignite at any time, so Yamashita's stress shows no signs of ending.

'Dungeon Agency'

Notes: The second organization of long-sufferers. The number of employees on the verge of getting less than an hour of sleep on average has been increasing, so a movement to force them to take vacations has begun. It's a minor miracle that no one has died from overwork yet. Their off-the-books work has also increased, such as secretly protecting the former U.S. ambassador Chris Mackenzie and negotiating covertly with Jack of Britain's MI6. Furthermore, Director Akasaka is aware of the 'mischief' of his daughter and her friends, and his stomach pain has become a serious problem. His stomach lining may require magical treatment.

'Turohorse'

Notes: An Awakened-supremacist organization. Its funding sources were tributes from subordinate adventurer clans, special fraud using effectively imprisoned non-Awakened individuals, and investment from Great Britain. However, they were annihilated this time after being attacked twice by a group of four barbarians. The cause was a 'weapon with unusually high-precision Concept Interference' crashing into their multi-layered barrier wall. Since it was something they had their subordinate clans steal in the first place, it was, in a sense, karmic retribution. The means they used to control their subordinate clans and non-Awakened was a 'magical contract.' If broken, it would unleash a curse, which non-Awakened and low-level Awakened had no way of defending against. Led by their representative, Yaguruma, they had a lineup of extremely powerful Awakened Persons. Their combat strength, limited to land warfare, was comparable to a battalion armed with modern weaponry. After being beaten to a pulp by the barbarians, their leader Yaguruma suffered a mental breakdown from fear, followed by retaliation from his female victims, which dealt a massive blow to their public image, rendering the organization unsalvageable.

'The Mysterious Group of 3, now 4'

Members:

- A short, large-busted beauty with long black hair in a two-side-up style. Her weapon is a greatsword whose blade splits apart to become a cannon.

- A slender beauty with gray hair in a ponytail. Her weapon is a great scythe, and she can summon and command wolf-like familiars from her shadow. She's actually repeating a year. Has past experience in mock battles with the GSDF.

- A busty, blonde elf. A beauty with a gentle face. Childhood friends with the two-side-up girl. She looks like a priestess and can use healing and buffs.

- A normal-busted beauty with long black hair and straight-cut bangs. Director Akasaka's daughter and a father-con. One of the barbarians who believes herself to be the group's restraining influence. Her weapon is a bow and arrow.

Notes: The original three members possess talent comparable to Kyouta. Akasaka's daughter may not have as much talent, but her barbarity is on par with theirs, so it's not a problem. Barbarians are drawn to each other. They are fundamentally good-natured girls who will help an old woman struggling with heavy bags, and if they find a lost child, they will not hesitate to speak to them and either take them to a police box or help them find their guardian. They are kind-hearted gorillas. It's just that 'violence' is always an option in the back of their minds. Their family environments are not particularly tragic; it may be that their natural talent and encounters with Stampedes made them this way... or they might just be natural-born barbarians. For the most part, they rarely resort to 'violence for their own sake' and often fight 'to help others who are being unreasonably oppressed.' Perhaps they aren't barbarians after all. Their activities have been discovered by Director Akasaka, so they are all confirmed to receive a lecture. Being good people at heart, they cannot argue back when lectured with sound reasoning. They will reflect on their actions, but they won't regret them, and they haven't said they won't do it again.

● Monsters

* 'E-Rank Monster'

'Giant Spider' - As the name suggests, a giant spider. Its torso alone is about the size of a large dog. Its fangs are not venomous, and it only produces a single strand of silk. It does not build webs but roams the dungeon on foot. Its strength is appropriate for its rank, a straightforward monster. However, few adventurers come to cull them due to their appearance.

* 'C-Rank Monster'

'Stymphalides' - It resembles a crested ibis but is more than twice the size. It has a crown-like crest of feathers. Its beak, claws, and the tips of both wings are made of magically infused bronze, making them extremely hard. They are also sharp, capable of easily piercing a one-centimeter iron plate. It can fly and can shoot its feathers like a machine gun. The feathers are also coated with a potent poison.

'Kelpie' - A monster in the form of a blue horse. It has a body so powerful it is recognizable as a fine steed at a glance. Its attack power, defense, and mobility are enhanced by water it creates with magic, and it can also shoot spears made of water. It can move underwater, and is in fact faster there than when running on water or land. It also has the ability to absorb mana from surrounding water, and its fuel efficiency is not bad.

* 'B-Rank Monster'

'Cretan Bull' - A monster that looks like a mix of a bull and a person, with seaweed growing like fur. It stands about two meters tall. Underneath the seaweed is a wooden doll, which is empty inside. There is enough space for a person to fit inside. It has skills for 'Water-Ice Magic' and 'Self-Regeneration,' allowing it to fight at close to medium range. It can also walk on water with magic, allowing it to move on the sea. It is also an excellent swimmer.

* 'Boss Monster'

'Minotaur'

Strength: 80 Durability: 70 Agility: 80 Mana: 20

'Super Strength' - As the name suggests, a skill that momentarily increases its physical power. It consumes a corresponding amount of stamina, but for the Minotaur's powerful body, it's not a significant drawback even when used continuously.

'Linear Acceleration' - Also as the name suggests, a skill that increases its speed, but only in a straight line. It puts a heavy strain on its legs, but the effect is extremely high.

'Lord of the Labyrinth' - Grants control over the passages of a dungeon with which it has a spiritual connection. It has no jurisdiction over the monsters inside or the opening and closing of the dungeon. However, by simply pouring in mana as a catalyst, it can perform large-scale reconfigurations of the passages.

Notes: This chapter's boss. A 'B-Rank Boss Monster' on par with the 'Rey Cuelebre.' Its mana is low compared to other monsters of the same rank, but its physical abilities are on par with a higher rank. It has the appearance of a mix between a bull and a human, covered in white fur. It is muscular and large, standing over three meters tall. Although not demonstrated in combat, it is an excellent swimmer. It can travel nearly 100 kilometers by swimming if it chooses. The Minotaur's drop item is a crystal magic tool engraved with a pattern resembling a ball of yarn. It grants the 'right to select passages' within a dungeon with which one has a spiritual connection. However, its mana consumption is much worse than when the Minotaur itself used it.
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			The training ground for Awakened Persons in the next town over, the one I usually used... was no longer available thanks to the Cuelebre. So, this was a training ground in yet another city.

There, a beautiful woman with silver hair tied back in a ponytail was running.

"Hup!"

That was Aira-san, dressed in a jersey and shorts, running a hundred meters in the seven-second range.

Her bouncing breasts were a magnificent sight. And the thighs peeking out from her shorts were, in my opinion, a font of wisdom.

"Hnngh!"

That was Aira-san again, her face flushed as she lifted a barbell weighing over 500 kilograms.

I did not fail to notice her chest jiggling as she lifted it.

"Atatatata! Fwatah!"

And that was Aira-san facing a punching bag, throwing a continuous stream of jabs at over fifty kilometers per hour and sending the sandbag swinging like a pendulum with her finishing blow.

Her chest wasn't just filling out her shirt; it was practically pitching a tent. A perfect ten. The glint of her sweat was beautiful, too.

With her gloves still on, she turned to face us. Her expression was the textbook definition of smug.

"Hah... hah... Well now, my friends. What do you think? Feel free to give me your unvarnished opinions!"

I hesitated for a moment, but then Erina-san, Mia-san, and I—who had all been observing her—nodded to each other.

"One point!"

"Three points."

"Four... no, I'll give you six points."

"So harsh?! Gweh!"

The swinging sandbag hit her in the lower back, and Aira-san collapsed with a *splat*.

Thanks to her level, she was probably uninjured, but she didn't get up, instead lifting her teary-eyed face from the floor.

"This is ridiculous! I had a whole speech planned! I was going to strike a pose and say, 'It would seem... I've become faaaar too powerful!'"

"It's nice you got to have a pleasant dream, Paisen!"

"So mean!!"

Struck by the sad truth delivered with Erina-san's innocent smile, Aira-san started slapping the floor. *Bam, bam, bam.*

It was fine since no one else was here, but it was a pretty pathetic sight. Especially since she normally looks like such a cool beauty...

"And what's the score out of, anyway?!"

"Don't worry, Paisen. It's out of ten!"

"Oh, good. So it's not out of a hundred. Wait, that doesn't help! If anything, yours was the worst score, Erina-kuuuun!"

"Well, I mean, it can't be helped."

"Kyou-chan-kun? What do you mean, 'it can't be helped'? I've obtained all this incredible power...!"

"I know, I know. It's certainly impressive for a non-Awakened Person, but..."

I scratched my cheek as Aira-san, now with a runny nose, wallowed in her frustration.

"You were the one who asked us to grade you as a 'C-Rank adventurer,' weren't you?"

"I did, but! I did, but I never thought it would be this bad! Can't you at least score me on my potential?! There's still a huge level gap between me and you guys!"

"Oh, sorry. That score *was* considering your potential. In fact, I think I was a little lenient."

"My apologies, sister. Me too."

"What... did you say...?!"

Mia-san slipped her hands under Aira-san's arms and helped her to her feet.

Her younger sister then held a tissue to her nose and said, "Alright, now blow." The disappointing college student, her pride wounded, furrowed her brow.

"Grr... I knew it. I knew that my stats weren't growing nearly as well as yours...!"

"Yeah, well. I guess this is just a matter of talent, so it can't be helped."

"I can't believe I'm being lectured about talent by Kyou-chan-kun, the lust-filled pervert demon...!"

"I'll knock you flat, you disappointing college student."

"I-Is Kyouta-kun really that much of a pervert...?!"

"Mia-san, please don't take anything that failure says seriously."

*You're the perverts, you whole perverted family.*

"Hmm. For me, it was your 'form' that lost you the most points."

"My form? Are you suggesting there was something wrong with my perfect technique?"

"As expected of you, Paisen! Even your jokes are top-tier!"

"Hey, is it okay if I cry now?!"

"Huh? But that was a compliment...?"

*Oh, Erina-san...*

I couldn't help but shoot a look of pity at Aira-san, who had started to sob.

"*Sniffle, sniffle, sniffle*... Thirty-six!"

"Is your sense of humor third-rate, too?"

Give me back my sympathy.

"So, Erina-kun. What exactly was wrong with my performance?"

"Everything."

"Wow. That one hit right in the heart."

"First off, your running form is way too clunky. At one point, your right arm and right leg were moving forward at the same time, weren't they? I don't think you're used to running at all."

"Hau..."

"And with the weightlifting, you were trying too hard to look cool, right? Your posture after you lifted it was just asking for a pointless back or knee injury."

"Agu..."

"The final rush was the worst, I think. Not only were you just punching with your arms, but halfway through you were concentrating so hard you closed your eyes, didn't you? Those weren't punches; you were just flailing your arms back and forth."

"Afun..."

Aira-san, completely sunk!

She now wore a peaceful expression, cradled in Mia-san's chest. And Mia-san, for her part, was making a face no maiden should ever make. What a pair of unfortunately beautiful sisters...!

That said, I'm jealous. I want Aira-san to press her body against me, and I want to rest the back of my head on Mia-san's chest.

"Kyou-chan's form is pretty bad too, but yours is just out of the question, Paisen."

"Stray bullet...!"

Hey, it can't be helped! I've never been properly taught by anyone.

I'm just relying on what I've learned online, mimicking what I see. I practice against my golem, sure, but my style is almost entirely self-taught.

If anything, I'm worried my swordsmanship is getting warped by real combat instead of being polished.

"That's what makes it so strange. When you were fused with Sana-chan, your movements were so precise, almost... 'mechanical.'"

"Erina-san."

I instinctively glanced around, but she just waved a hand with a carefree smile.

"It's fine. No eyes or ears around here."

"If you say so."

I wanted to avoid talking about Sana or the Minotaur's dungeon as much as possible.

Never mind the fact that I possess a spirit, information about a marine dungeon is something everyone would be desperate for.

Getting mobbed by the press is the last thing I want. I wouldn't mind being fawned over, but I'll pass on the price of fame.

"Oh, the reason for that is simple. All I had to do was visualize the movements."

"What do you mean?"

Aira-san's reply made Erina-san tilt her head.

Lifting her head from Mia-san's chest, she continued.

"At that time, both my consciousness and Sana-kun's were trying to move the body. It's the phenomenon Kyou-chan-kun mentioned before."

"Ah... the one that breaks a golem's joints."

It's the primary risk that comes with fusing with a spirit.

Two brains, one body. If both try to move the body independently, unless their thoughts are perfectly aligned, you'll just end up with bizarre, flailing movements.

For example, one might want to walk forward while the other tries to move sideways. The result is that both actions fail, putting strange stress on the limbs.

"So I decided to just leave the 'moving the body' part entirely to Sana-kun. I only gave instructions on 'how to move.'"

"Wait a minute. Is that even possible?"

"I'm alive, so clearly it was."

I couldn't help but interject, but Aira-san just shrugged.

"The fusion temporarily allowed me to perceive her, too. I proposed the idea to Sana-kun in my head. She accepted surprisingly easily. I was able to send a direct 'telepathic' message to her mind, not with words. Man, that was a new sensation."

"You could do that...?"

To be able to communicate flawlessly with a spirit while in a fused state...

That should be impossible. The consciousnesses should either clash chaotically or fail to connect at all.

And yet, Aira-san's smooth communication with Sana might have been possible thanks to her [Telepathy] skill.

"...Sister. That was an incredibly dangerous thing to do, wasn't it? What if Sana-san had malicious intent... or even if she didn't, what if she simply desired a physical body...?"

"I would have been taken over. I had entrusted the body's control to her, after all. Well, it was a life-or-death situation. I was lucky just to be in a position to take that gamble."

Aira-san stated it so calmly that Mia-san's eyebrows drooped into a sad V-shape.

But everyone here understood how dire the situation had been. We couldn't blame her for that decision.

"Thanks to connecting with her, I was able to view my own body objectively... It was like my perspective shifted from first-person to third-person, I guess? In that state, I visualized the movements from a video game and conveyed them to Sana-kun."

She says it so simply, but I feel like she's describing something utterly insane.

Who remembers video game movements that precisely? And even if she did, it was her own body moving, not a game character. The skeletal structure is completely different.

She would need the imagination to bridge those differences and the mental processing speed to do it in the middle of that battle. Simply sending a vague image wouldn't have allowed Sana, who doesn't know how to move a human body, to perform those kinds of movements.

To put it mildly, she's nuts.

"I see. So that's why your movements were so clean back then, Paisen."

"Indeed. Next time I fuse with her, I'll be sure to give you a good show."

"No, please don't ever do it again. Seriously."

"She's right! It's too dangerous!"

Mia-san and I both shook our heads at Aira-san's foolish suggestion.

"The backlash from fusing with a spirit isn't just because of strenuous movements. The bigger problem is having a different type of mana surging through your entire body! Your nerves would be shredded by the rejection. It wouldn't be strange if you died... no. It would be strange if you *didn't* die."

"You only got away with serious injuries last time because Sana-san took on a huge amount of the strain. There's no guarantee it'll be the same next time, and if it is, Sana-san might be the one to be annihilated."

"Hmph. If you two are going to say it like that, I suppose I have no choice..."

I breathed a sigh of relief that Aira-san had backed down.

It would be a problem if she started thinking of it as some 'convenient power.' Fusing with a spirit is doping, and a seriously cheap trick at that. You might as well call it a slow-motion suicide.

"Well, there's no guarantee Sana-san will take the backlash for you next time, but..."

"No, I think she probably will. At least, for anyone you think of favorably."

"Huh?"

I had mumbled the last part to myself, but Aira-san answered nonchalantly.

"What do you mean?"

"When I fused with Sana-kun, she definitely saw me as a 'target for protection.' And through her, I could feel something like affection coming from you."

"Uh, huh..."

I feel like she's saying something really embarrassing.

I was aware of my cheeks turning red, but Aira-san paid it no mind, raising an index finger with a smug look.

"In other words, it's no exaggeration to say that your favorability rating equals Sana-kun's favorability rating! And since Sana-kun seems to have a survival instinct but no concept of pain, she'll shoulder the backlash right up to the very limit! As long as it's for someone Kyou-chan-kun truly doesn't want to see die, that is."

"I-I see..."

Emotions can carry mana.

It's the same principle I explained to her about kotodama, the power of words. And I periodically give Sana a not-insignificant amount of my mana. Her body—I'm not sure if you could call it metabolism—is almost entirely composed of my mana.

Therefore, my feelings of goodwill towards others are also transmitted to Sana...

I'm going to stop thinking about this. My heart is screaming. And my face is hot.

As I was stewing in my awkwardness, Erina-san asked me a question in her usual manner.

"Hey, hey, Kyou-chan. We'd have the same risks if we fused, but what would happen if you fused with Sana-chan? Her mana is pretty close to yours, right? There wouldn't be any 'mana rejection,' would there?"

"No, I think the problem is that there's *too little* rejection."

I firmly shook my head at Erina-san's question.

"At first, I thought I'd face the same risks as anyone else if I fused with her. But after seeing her fuse with Aira-san, I changed my mind. If Sana-san were to fuse with me, she would melt and disappear."

"Melt?"

"Yeah. A spirit's body is made of mana, not flesh. And if she entered my mana, which is nearly identical to hers, they would fuse too completely. She'd likely be erased, becoming one with me."

"I see. So it's not such an easy power-up, huh?"

Erina-san crossed her arms under her chest and nodded thoughtfully.

Well, in terms of a power-up, it's possible it could trigger a 'level up' for me.

"In that case, if Sana-chan is going to fight, I guess she'll need a dedicated golem body after all. She might have learned how to move a human body from fusing with Paisen."

"Actually, I'd rather you not bring a precious research subject to the battlefield in the first place..."

Aira-san said with a wry smile as she accepted the towel Mia-san offered her.

Wiping the sweat from her brow after the unaccustomed exercise, she looked at me.

"Sana-kun's assistance was certainly tremendous. I was even able to temporarily use some of your skills, Kyou-chan-kun."

"Ah, so you really did..."

"Indeed. I was able to use [Spirit Eye] and [Mana Conversion]. On top of that, my stats must have increased, though not as much as yours. There were merits worth risking my life for."

After saying that much, Aira-san shook her head.

"But more than that, Sana-kun is a precious existence. She's not more valuable than you all, of course, but that's a separate issue. She's not someone to be sent into a dungeon without good reason. Unlike me."

"I agree with everything except that last part."

"Yeah. I agree with everything except that last bit, too."

"Same here."

"Hahaha. You three have some scary looks in your eyes, you know?"

Erina-san grabbed the shoulder of Aira-san, whose cheeks were twitching.

"Paisen."

"Y-Yes?"

"You need to level up, for self-defense if nothing else, okay?"

"No, no, no. I'm strong enough as it is, aren't I? My level is higher than the average adventurer's."

"Only your level is high. Your stats are low."

"You'll have to make up for those low stats by raising your level even more."

"Sister. Let's train."

"...Hmph."

Aira-san tried to run away!

But Erina-san circled around to block her path!

"N-No, I won't! I acknowledge that fieldwork is important, but my specialty is intellectual labor!"

"Now, now, now."

"I will not yield!"

As Erina-san closed in with a smile, Aira-san retreated an equal distance.

Mia-san was also creeping up from behind, so there was no escape.

If we're going to level her up, the first step is adventurer registration. Before, she was guaranteed to fail the physical exam, but at her current level, she should easily start at 'E-Rank.' Depending on the schedule for paperwork and interviews, she could probably get to 'D-Rank' in no time.

"Your summer break is starting soon, right, Paisen? That means you'll have time to get your license."

"Don't underestimate how busy a 21-year-old's summer break can be, Erina-kun!"

"But sister, didn't you say you were planning on going to grad school and freeloading at Grandma's place instead of looking for a job? And when it comes to your studies, you have no problems at all, in fact, you have plenty of spare time, right? ...Other than your research, do you have anything else to do? And even that research would be more productive if you actually went into a dungeon. Probably."

"Curses! My own excellence has backfired!"

She's saying things that would probably send every diligent college student into a collective rage... Though it might be a stereotype, I have the impression that most college students have a fair bit of free time.

Still, summer break, huh...

It's late July now. At a normal high school, this is the time when everyone would be getting excited for summer vacation.

Our own early summer break was about to come to an end.

From a distance, I could hear the chirping of cicadas.
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			Episode 104: That Crystal Orb

			The day after our trip to the training ground, I was summoned to the Arisugawa estate.

Being invited to someone else's house—especially someone of the opposite sex—is normally a nerve-wracking experience, but I've been visiting so frequently that I've gotten used to it.

Professor Arisugawa even gives me lessons in etiquette and English conversation. She's a fantastic teacher, as you'd expect from a professor; her explanations are incredibly easy to understand, and I breezed through my English homework because of her.

It's a wonderful class, far too good for me... except for the fact that it's unbelievably strict.

Of course, there's no physical punishment or unreasonable verbal abuse. She instructs me with the grace and bearing of a true lady.

However, sometimes a storm of pure logic can hurt a person. I was beaten to a pulp. Utterly demolished.

And so, to the Arisugawa estate, a place filled with fun memories, terrifying memories, and enlightening memories. The reason I was called here today was...

"I'd like to discuss how we should handle this."

With those words, Professor Arisugawa placed the drop item from the Minotaur on the table. It was a crystal orb, etched with a pattern that resembled a ball of yarn.

It sat on a small, cushion-like stand, the kind a fortune teller might use. Though it was only about the size of a child's head, the mana it contained was immense.

The professor moistened her thin, cherry-pink lips with tea, then swept her gaze over us with her sharp, elegant eyes.

"I reported this magic item to the government in accordance with regulations, and they bowed their heads and said they 'would very much like to purchase this extremely important item.'"

"I see."

Well, that made sense.

With this, they could explore that dungeon in relative safety. For the Self-Defense Force, it was an object they'd kill for.

As I nodded in understanding, Aira-san placed her fingers on her slender chin.

"Grandmother. Was it a request, not a demand?"

"Yes. Drop items considered dangerous to simply possess are confiscated by force, but they said this doesn't fall into that category."

"That regulation can be interpreted however they want. The fact that they aren't doing that means..."

"They likely wish to acquire it without the United States finding out."

I couldn't help but feel a flicker of confusion at Aira-san and the professor's exchange.

But it quickly clicked, and I clapped my hands together.

"Oh, right. I remember hearing something about how in exchange for Japan buying weapons from the US at a discount, any magic items the government acquires have to be offered to them first."

"Yes, your understanding is correct."

"So, the Self-Defense Force doesn't want this crystal orb to be taken to some research facility in the States."

"No. That understanding is insufficient."

"Huh?"

Apparently, my hypothesis was wrong.

Being shot down so bluntly by the professor stung a little.

"Grandma, does that mean..."

"That's likely the case."

"What's the case...?"

I wish the pervert clan wouldn't have conversations only they can understand.

Oh, wait. Mia-san, the head pervert, is looking confused, too. So it's not some family-exclusive language.

"Basically, Kyou-chan-kun, it's not just the Self-Defense Force that wants this. It's the Japanese government... and from the looks of it, a joint effort between the SDF and the Dungeon Agency."

"I would imagine so. They want to use this to investigate inside the dungeon... and 'what lies beyond it.'"

"Beyond it?... Oh!"

Of course. Dungeons are 'connected to somewhere else.'

Even in the abandoned mine-like labyrinth I frequent, there's a collapsed section that ordinary adventurers can't get near. In other dungeons, too, any potential routes leading outside are usually blocked off.

And this is despite the fact that dungeons might have once been places where people worked.

Of course, it's possible that the gate we use was the only entrance. But for a place of that scale, with all those structures and whatnot built inside, that single door would have been incredibly inconvenient.

That means there must have been a much larger, original entrance.

It's just a thought, but maybe the gates we use are a kind of 'emergency exit.'

"This is all just speculation. Director Akasaka of the Dungeon Agency wouldn't reveal that much."

"Oh? I was wondering where you went yesterday. You were speaking with the director?"

"To be honest, I was surprised. I haven't been back to my family home in ages, yet 'that' Director Akasaka made time to come negotiate with me in person..."

"Um... is he famous?"

Being a director, he must be important. It doesn't really ring a bell, but I remember my dad bowing and scraping to his company's director a long time ago.

But the way she emphasized 'that' Director Akasaka makes me think there's something more to him.

"Who knows? He's famous to some and unknown to others."

"He's a man known only to those in the know. It's still too early for you, Kyouta-kun, so I won't go into detail, but just remember that he's quite a sharp fellow."

"O-Okay."

If the professor says so, he must be someone incredible.

Still, 'Director Akasaka of the Dungeon Agency,' huh? I feel like I've heard that name somewhere before...

"Come to think of it, the person who interviewed us for our 'C-Rank' promotion was also named Akasaka!"

"Ah, you're right."

I finally remembered. He suddenly started speaking English at the end, which really surprised me, so he left an impression.

At the time, I was worried I'd failed the interview. Turns out I passed just fine.

"Huh, so maybe he's not that busy...?"

"I doubt it. The Dungeon Agency is famous for being an incredibly demanding workplace, and from what I hear, he's not the type to just push work onto his subordinates. If anything, he seems like the type to create more work for himself."

"Nine times out of ten, he was being cautious because of my family connections. Honestly, it's a needless worry. He was quite wary during our discussion yesterday, too."

Aira-san snorted, and Professor Arisugawa let out a small sigh.

I don't really get it, but he sounds like a man with a lot on his plate.

"Let's return to the matter at hand. The question of 'what to do with this crystal orb.'"

At the professor's words, Erina-san, who was wearing a light green kimono today, raised a small hand.

"Shī-chan and Ā-chan said they're waiving their rights to it. They weren't uninvolved in the subjugation, but not enough to claim a stake. Me too, by the way."

Following her lead, Mia-san also turned her gaze to the professor.

"If we're talking about that, then I'm the same. I wasn't completely uninvolved, but not enough to have a say in how the drop item is handled."

The professor gave a small nod at their words. Then, her gaze fell on me and Aira-san.

"If anyone is to hold ownership of this, it would be you two, Kyouta-kun and Aira. I'd like to hear your opinions."

"—Before that, Grandmother."

Aira-san clapped her hands together lightly.

She wore a smile that was, for all intents and purposes, villainous.

"You've had a chance to speak directly with Director Akasaka. There's no way you came back without any 'souvenirs.' Stop holding out on us and tell me."

Normally, the professor would likely give her granddaughter a light scolding for making such a wicked face.

But this time was different.

"Very well. I was able to hear some interesting things."

She too, though her face held a gentle smile, had a predatory glint in her eyes.

*Yikes, that's scary...*

"First of all—there's a possibility that a new 'B-Rank' will be added to the adventurer ranks."

"What?!"

I shot up from my seat, the chair rattling loudly.

Ignoring it, she continued.

"The rising levels of adventurers. The successive departures from the Self-Defense Force. The mounting debt for weapons and ammunition. Concerned by this, the government intends to rely on the private sector to handle some of the 'B-Rank dungeons.'"

"T-That's far too dangerous!"

Mia-san, just as surprised as I was, raised her voice.

"To explore a dungeon filled with such monsters without firearms is..."

"We managed, didn't we?"

At her question, the professor elegantly took another sip of her tea.

"I'll admit that we are among the most skilled Awakened Persons. However, there are other 'C-Rank adventurers' who are capable of similar feats... with some exceptions."

As she said that, the professor glanced my way. If she's calling me an 'exception,' then she's one too.

I'm confident that I'm a skilled Awakened Person, but I don't think I'm so exceptional as to be called an outlier. There are probably more top-tier adventurers out there than I can count on both hands.

Still, 'B-Rank'... The danger of the dungeons themselves is one thing, but I'm worried about what happens if an adventurer who levels up even further becomes a criminal...

It seems I still need to work on my 'self-defense.' In the first place, I'm nowhere near strong enough to take on the dragon I saw on TV that day.

"The screening process will likely be even stricter than the one for 'C-Rank,' but 'B-Rank adventurer' may be established as an official system. It won't be irrelevant to you, so keep it in mind."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Okay-dokie."

"...Understood."

"Heh. I'm getting fired up."

"Aira, you will forget about it."

"Grandmother?!"

You need to pass the adventurer exam first.

"But if 'B-Rank dungeons' are being opened up... wouldn't it be better not to part with this crystal orb?"

I shifted my gaze back to the object on the table.

"Ah. As for the second piece of information, that dungeon will apparently not be opened to the public. It is 'precious,' after all."

"Oh, is that so?"

I heard on TV the other day that marine dungeons are rare.

Since it's a rare case, they probably want to restrict access to the general public for research purposes.

"Then, this crystal orb, which is linked to that dungeon..."

"It's useless for us to hold onto, and it might even sow the seeds of unnecessary conflict."

"That makes sense."

Processing it as a material for a magic item would also be difficult with something this 'complete.' Even if I tried to modify it, I couldn't expect much of a performance boost. And this isn't Ooyama-san's specialty.

Requesting it to be modified elsewhere is also risky. I don't want to go around telling people I possess such a valuable item.

"The third souvenir. If we sell this to them, we'll apparently gain the right to have a hand in things 'when they investigate what's beyond.'"

"Oh...?"

Aira-san leaned forward, staring at the professor.

My eyes were drawn to the sight of her chest resting on the table, but with what I consider to be formidable willpower, I forced my attention forward.

"My, my. That's a tempting offer, bordering on unfair."

"Indeed. For people like myself and Aira, it's an irresistible invitation. And considering Eric's work, it's a major opportunity. For our family, depending on how thick that 'slice of the pie' is, it's a condition we can't refuse."

With that, the professor looked at me.

"Of course, this isn't unrelated to you either, Kyouta-kun. This is a matter of great benefit to you as well, you know?"

"Huh, really?"

"Yes."

"...Oh, I see."

The professor is my client. I've made a lot of money working for her.

And if she gains profits and more work, that means more opportunities for me to earn as well.

She's right, this isn't unrelated. There are benefits for me, too.

"I'm glad you understand. Everyone here is *practically family*, after all."

"Wow, well... thank you."

The professor gave me a gentle smile, as if I were her own grandson. Feeling a little embarrassed, I scratched the back of my head.

I never thought she'd say that to me, a mere 'hired adventurer.' I wonder if being friends with Erina-san and the others has a lot to do with it.

"So, what shall we do?"

"I'm in favor of selling. Of course, that's after we negotiate just how much of a stake we get in the investigation of 'what lies beyond the dungeon.'"

"...I'll be handling the negotiations this time, but Aira, you must learn to do this on your own someday."

"Hahaha."

Aira-san averted her gaze, laughing to deflect the comment, while the professor pressed her fingers to her temples as if fighting off a headache.

I heard this somewhere before. That what scholars need most is the 'communication skill' to negotiate effectively with sponsors and partner organizations.

Apparently, it's a profession where social skills are just as important as knowledge and creativity. I have a feeling that path will be a thorny one for Aira-san.

"I'm also in favor of selling. And... I'm not good at negotiating either, so I'd like to leave it to you, Professor."

"Very well. There is still much I have to teach you, Kyouta-kun. Once you've mastered those things, I will impart this kind of knowledge and skill to you as well, as much as possible. I'm sure you will find it necessary often in your life to come."

"Eek."

Why is it? I sense nothing but goodwill from the professor, and her smile is as kind as before, like she's looking at family.

And yet, I can't stop shivering. It's as if I'm standing before the gates of hell.

*Wait, am I dead?*

"You did it, Kyou-chan! Grandma really likes you!"

"Um... good luck with that."

"Ha, haha..."

All I could do in response to Erina-san and Mia-san's words was laugh it off.

*...Am I really going to die? If they stuff any more knowledge into my head, isn't it going to just suddenly explode?*

"Oh, right. Director Akasaka proposed a purchase price of '80 million yen for this crystal orb, paid in installments over two years.'"

"That's so much?!"

"That's so cheap."

Aira-san and I had completely opposite reactions.

Seriously, she thinks that's cheap?!

"Calm yourself, Kyou-chan-kun. You may be far less intelligent than I am, but even you should be able to understand that this crystal orb is worth much more than that if you think about it calmly."

"It's hard to calm down when you're picking a fight with me."

"Easy there, easy there."

I felt a vein pop on my forehead as I glared at Aira-san, only to feel Erina-san, who had moved behind me at some point, pat my head.

Ugh, she smells so good, and the warmth of her palm is...!

"...Certainly, when you consider the management costs, including thinning out monsters in 'B-Rank dungeons,' it might seem cheap. On top of that, considering the research and everything else, I feel we could ask for ten times that amount and it wouldn't be unreasonable."

"I think we could ask for even more."

"Regarding that, I initially thought it was a negotiating tactic, but..."

The professor trailed off, her eyes wandering as if she were choosing her words carefully.

For her to make such an expression is rare, I think, and despite our short acquaintance, I was surprised. I can't really picture her reacting like this.

"What is it, Grandmother? We're involved parties too, so if there's something on your mind, I wish you'd tell us."

"...He resorted to pleading with me, saying that this was the absolute limit for the current Dungeon Agency and Self-Defense Force... He did say that if all goes well, he would try to secure a larger budget from the Diet, but..."

"Whoa. The rumored Director Akasaka did *that*...?"

"Yes. The one and only, for better or worse, famous Director Akasaka."

Now it was Aira-san's turn to look stumped, her expression blank.

The numbers are so large that I can't really grasp it, but... judging from their reactions, is the Dungeon Agency really that broke?

On TV, they're criticized for 'wasting the budget' and 'only doing useless things,' and adventurers trash them on internet forums...

That Dungeon Agency... could it be an incredibly pitiful organization?
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			Side: None

Tokyo, Kasumigaseki. The Central Government Complex.

The Dungeon Agency.

Here, a meeting was underway, just as it was every day.

"Now, let's move to the next item on the agenda. The introduction of 'B-Rank adventurers.'"

Director Akasaka, holding a document, glanced around at his subordinates.

"First, I'd like to hear your opinions."

"This is absolutely going to cause huge problems later, isn't it?"

The first to speak was a male employee holding a tablet.

"An Awakened Person's level is heavily influenced by the dungeons they frequent, so adventurers going into 'B-Rank dungeons' will get way too strong. 'C-Rank adventurers' were already beyond what the police could handle, but won't this new rank be too much for even the Self-Defense Force?"

"I agree. It's far too premature. At the very least, we need to establish laws and methods for dealing with high-level Awakened who disrupt social order before we do this."

"Even before that, we can expect strong public criticism. Entrusting dungeons managed by the SDF to civilians will increase the risk of adventurer fatalities."

"There's also the problem of setting up Dungeon Stores. We can reuse the buildings the SDF were using, but we lack the goods and personnel to stock them. In particular, the major convenience store chains that have been serving as our shops are strongly opposed to opening stores in high-rank dungeons."

"Explaining this to residents outside the evacuation zones will be tough, too. What was managed by the SDF will now be in private hands. In a situation where land and resources are already scarce, if something like this happens, we won't be able to handle the relocation of residents. We'll get another earful from the prefectural office."

Once the opposing opinions had been voiced, the director's gaze shifted to a female employee operating a laptop.

"Reluctantly, I am in favor. The number of dungeons appearing has already surpassed what the SDF and police can handle. Considering the possibility of more appearing in the future, I believe we should establish the 'B-Rank adventurer' system now."

"I'm in favor as well. The SDF is already on the verge of running out of both manpower and resources. Some members are being overworked to the extreme, and it wouldn't be surprising if they collapsed at any moment. If that happens, the dungeons they manage could overflow."

"The cost of ammunition purchased from the US has already exceeded the SDF's annual budget. At this rate, the country will go bankrupt just from dungeon culling operations."

"I've heard from a colleague that the groundwork has already been laid in the Diet for this bill to pass. I doubt we can stop it now. If we don't fall in line, both the Diet and our agency will grind to a halt."

"Considering the domestic economic situation, I believe the privatization of 'B-Rank dungeons' is necessary. No matter the form, money needs to circulate in the private sector. If adventurers release 'B-Rank' drop items into the market, it will generate that circulation."

Though slightly fewer than the opposition, the opinions in favor were delivered in rapid succession.

After hearing both sides, the director clapped his hands.

"I'm sure you all have a mountain of things you want to say. However, as Sasaki mentioned, we can no longer stop this tide. The Diet is already set on passing this bill."

"Honestly, what are those politicians thinking?"

The employee with the tablet muttered with a sullen look.

The employee next to him offered a wry smile.

"Some are genuinely thinking of the country, while others have many 'friends' in nations other than the US. That's probably what it is."

A rumor was circulating through the ministries that countries unable to get their hands on desired items—due to the contract where the US gets preferential access to items secured by the Japanese government in exchange for selling weapons at a discount—had put pressure on the Diet.

And things were happening both inside and outside the Diet that brought to mind the proverb, 'where there's smoke, there's fire.'

"Regarding the opposing opinions raised earlier, I'd like to use them as a basis to consider the problems that will likely arise and how we should respond to them."

"In that case, regarding public outreach, how about we create and broadcast a promotional video featuring the 'B-Rank adventurer candidates'?"

The male employee raised his hand lightly while looking at his tablet.

"It might help alleviate the anxiety of nearby residents and reduce some of the public criticism we're bound to receive. The 'C-Rank adventurers' already proposed as candidates are all people who can turn an armored car into scrap metal head-on. If we can clearly demonstrate their capabilities, we might gain some understanding."

"Hold on. In that case, isn't there a possibility that it could increase prejudice and fear towards Awakened Persons? The situation is already precarious because of the 'Turohorse' incident."

"But it's better than 'ignorance,' isn't it? It would be more dangerous if factions opposing the introduction of 'B-Rank adventurers' were to senselessly attack the candidates, causing a conflict. This might reduce that risk."

"If we do this, we'll have to find people among the candidates willing to participate. Do you have anyone in mind?"

"I do."

Director Akasaka answered the female employee's question.

He clenched his fist tightly where his subordinates couldn't see, but his expression betrayed none of his inner turmoil.

"Of the twelve individuals who were first proposed as candidates, I have connections to three of them. I plan to request their cooperation."

As he said that, the director operated his smartphone, and photos and documents were sent to everyone's devices.

"Hm...? Isn't this gray-haired girl the one who had a mock battle with the GSDF before?"

"And this girl with the twin-tails was the runner-up in that marathon we held."

"That's right. My daughter says they're 'friends from school.' Since they're fellow adventurers, they apparently talk a lot. I spoke with them directly the other day, and they are fundamentally good kids. I'm sure they'll agree if I explain the situation properly."

"They have a certain charm, don't they? All three are beautiful."

"My daughter is just as beautiful, but she's still 'D-Rank,' so I can't ask her this time."

"It's been a while since we've heard you doting on your daughter, Director."

"What do you mean, doting? I am merely stating facts."

A small chuckle rippled through the subordinates at Director Akasaka's sullen expression.

However, they quickly composed themselves and returned their attention to their screens.

"But all three are minors. If they were to be targeted by some unsavory organization..."

"There was a proposal for the government to secure housing for any Awakened Person who requests it. If they feel they're in danger, I intend to have them use that system."

"Isn't that likely to be seen as a form of surveillance?"

"It's only for those who request it, and for high-level Awakened, it's a shackle they can easily break. The decision rests with them."

"Setting that aside for a moment, I'd prefer to have a few more people. Three seems a bit few."

"What about the top candidate, 'Yagawa Kyouta'...?"

"Let's not use that individual. Absolutely not."

"Why not? There are no particular issues with his conduct, and his level is the highest among the candidates."

"He has foreign powers backing him. Using him for a promotional video will cause trouble later."

The male employee with the tablet and the female employee looking at the laptop vehemently opposed the use of 'Yagawa Kyouta.'

Apparently convinced by the reason, the other employees turned their attention to different candidates.

"But... the other candidates are all quite eccentric."

"Never mind being Awakened, these people are too weird to be accepted by society."

"What are the 'Afro Alliance' and the 'Pompadour Space Force'?"

"It says here that this individual has been warned by the police multiple times..."

High-level adventurers with no affiliations.

It was a den of deviants whom every organization thought, 'Their skills are undeniable, but we don't want to get involved.'

Needless to say, the selection of adventurers to be entrusted with the announcement regarding the introduction of 'B-Rank adventurers' took a considerable amount of time.

* * * * *

After finishing several other discussions besides the 'B-Rank adventurer' matter...

Director Akasaka made his way to the Ministry of Defense in Ichigaya.

He was shown into one of the conference rooms belonging to the 'Dungeon Countermeasures Division' within the Ground Self-Defense Force.

He knocked, and permission to enter was granted immediately. Akasaka opened the door.

"Excuse me. Sorry to keep you waiting. Akasaka from the Dungeon Agency."

"Thank you for coming, Akasaka-kun."

The one who greeted him was a man with a buzz cut and square glasses, a man who seemed to be all sharp angles. It was General Marui of the Ground Self-Defense Force.

This time, it wasn't just the two of them—

"It's been a while, Akasaka."

"Yes, it has, Admiral Kadokura."

Standing next to General Marui was a man who was all curves.

A shaved head, rounded eyebrows, a round face, and a large, rounded belly. He had the air of a 'jovial old badger.'

Kadokura Hanbei, 53 years old. An officer in the Maritime Self-Defense Force who had a long and complicated friendship with General Marui.

"Sorry about this. I know you're busy, calling you out here."

"Not at all, General Marui. I believe I understand the gravity of the situation."

"I apologize for getting straight to it, but everyone here is a busy man. Let's get to the main topic."

With that, the three of them sat down and picked up the paper documents on the table.

"Regarding the future of the marine dungeon discovered and cleared by the 'Invisible Ninjas.'"

General Marui's glasses glinted sharply.

"First, let me confirm. This dungeon was discovered on the same day as the 'Turohorse Incident.' Is there really no connection between these two events?"

"As far as I could investigate, no. However, it's highly likely that the 'Professor' and 'Turohorse' were actually in an adversarial relationship."

"Adversarial, hmm... I thought the UK wasn't a monolith, but is it possible the 'Professor' in question is acting independently of her country?"

"That is also still unknown. The 'MI6' contact I met with claimed they hadn't been informed of the Professor's group's actions. Judging from his pupils and facial muscles, he wasn't lying, but it's possible the information simply hadn't reached him."

Director Akasaka answered the two men's questions with a straight back and a calm demeanor.

Admiral Kadokura stopped his probing gaze and scratched his shaved head.

"Well, every man to his own trade. I'll trust you on this."

"If you're the kind of man whose true intentions can't be discerned, then they are not an opponent we can handle with the pieces we have."

"You flatter me."

"More importantly... whatever the UK's intentions may be, our country cannot let this opportunity slip away."

"Indeed. This is the only glimmer of hope we've seen in our current situation."

The documents in their hands, which were absolutely forbidden to be taken from this room.

They contained a detailed account of the area 'surrounding' the Minotaur's dungeon.

"With the UK's cooperation, we can divert the eyes of the US, albeit for a short time."

"We need to advance things as much as possible during that time. Good grief. I thought the Army had it rough, but for the Navy to be in this position too..."

"General Marui. Regarding the forces for the contingency plan..."

"Ah. Once the 'B-Rank adventurer' system is introduced and we can withdraw troops from some dungeons, we'll be able to mobilize 'them.'"

"The 'anti-dragon unit,' you mean?"

Admiral Kadokura's lips curled into an amused grin.

"The most elite unit in the entire Ground Self-Defense Force. The ones known as the 'Big Four' of Japan's Awakened community. What kind of people are they, Marui-san?"

"I have a promotional video from them. I'll play it now."

"Huh?"

"Wait."

Ignoring the confused looks from Director Akasaka and Admiral Kadokura, General Marui operated a remote control.

The room, which had no windows to begin with, was plunged into darkness as the lights went out. A screen descended on one of the walls, and an image flickered to life.

—*DADAN DADAN DAAAAN!!*

The BGM and explosion sounded like something out of a Sunday morning kids' show. And the words, 'GSDF Task Force! DRAGON KILLER!' appeared on screen.

Director Akasaka and Admiral Kadokura's mouths fell open.

*'Dragon Killer Squad, Miyamoto Oribe! A man who was once a part-timer, but joined the Self-Defense Force right after the Day of Awakening! A true sword master!'*

*'His unique skill is [Peerless Perfect Slash]! He can ignore any magical defense and cut his target! And as long as he can swing it, he can change the length of his blade to whatever he wants!'*

*'Fuuu... When I fight a really, really strong opponent, someone much stronger than me, and we're both covered in blood, trying to kill each other? Hehe... This is crude of me... so crude, in fact, that I'll refrain from saying it.'*

*'Dragon Killer Squad, the sole woman and only original SDF member of the team, the heroine! Shinazugawa Miyako! Every dungeon that has been opened to the public, she was the first to set foot in!'*

*'Her unique skill is [Returner of Illusions]! Even if she dies, she can resurrect, unharmed, at a bed she designates! Her death becomes but a fleeting illusion to the world! But only once every 24 hours!'*

*'My hobby is watching movies. My favorite food is Napolitan spaghetti. I dislike romance. My ambition for the future is to become the first female prime minister. And these are my sex slaves, my pillow and futon. 100% goose down.'*

*'Dragon Killer Squad, Tanabe Reinhardt! A half-Japanese, half-German former culinary researcher! Like Miyamoto, he joined the SDF right after the Day of Awakening!'*

*'His unique skill is [Unzerbrechlich Panzer]! The Unbreakable Armor! What's more, as long as the wearer's heart is beating, it will heal any wound! Curses and poisons are nullified, too! But it can't completely negate impact or heat, so be careful!'*

*'I have not given up on monster meat! I keep the surface of this armor polished at all times so that one day, I can use it to grill yakiniku!'*

*'Dragon Killer Squad, Saionji Yasuhiro! This guy's another weirdo who joined up right after the Day of Awakening!'*

*'His unique skill is [Destructor]! He's the ultimate one-hit wonder! Once every 24 hours, he can deliver the ultimate, supreme destruction! But he passes out after using it!'*

*'Heheheh. I am a man who will become a legend. Japan, you would do well to add the name Saionji Yasuhiro to your myths! Slaying dragons is but a prologue to my legend. Haaahahahaha!!'*

*'That's it for the merry Dragon Killer Squad! We're waiting for your support!'*

The video ended.

The room's lights came back on, and the screen retracted.

With stunned expressions, Director Akasaka and Admiral Kadokura turned to face General Marui.

"Um, this video..."

"They produced it themselves."

"Were they pulling an all-nighter or something when they..."

"No. They've been like that since they enlisted."

"I see... I see..."

Director Akasaka and Admiral Kadokura stared off into the distance.

"Let me be clear. I have no intention of commenting on their personalities or their future dreams. They wield a power that would have them treated as national heroes wherever they went, yet they use it to protect Japan. I have nothing but respect for them; to complain would be to tempt fate."

"That's... true."

"Indeed..."

The two men swallowed the words they were about to say and nodded gravely.

Powerful Awakened Persons were always in high demand. And yet, these individuals had joined the famously cash-strapped Self-Defense Force, fighting on a battlefield where they received little public praise.

Considering that, they too felt that, just as General Marui said, to complain would be to tempt fate.

Even if they thought, *'Aren't these the type of weirdos you're not supposed to get involved with?!'...*

"Ah, come to think of it, Akasaka. That crystal orb, the cornerstone of the plan. Are we really going to be able to get it?"

"Yes. The Professor said it depends on the conditions, but she seems to be open to the idea."

"To think we might be able to buy an item of such value for 80 million yen... what kind of negotiation technique did you use?"

"I prostrated myself with everything that can possibly leak from a human face streaming down it."

"Come again?"

"I prostrated myself with everything that can possibly leak from a human face streaming down it."

At Akasaka's deadpan declaration, Admiral Kadokura swallowed the words he was about to say.

Just as he had when he watched the 'Dragon Killer Squad' video.
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			Episode 105: The Green Forest

			It was late July now, and summer vacation was about to end.

As a sense of gloom swirled within me, the place we headed to was—as you might expect—a dungeon.

It was for work, of course, but I also needed to gather materials for Byakuren.

Rocking back and forth on a bus with no other passengers besides ourselves and the driver, we made our way to the target dungeon.

That golem had performed admirably in the Minotaur's dungeon. But in doing so, it had sustained heavy damage.

In its forced march to join our battle against the boss monster, it had lost its left arm and leg.

And in its final throw while supported by Ooyama-san, its right hand was destroyed from the wrist down.

Its entire body was covered in cracks large and small; anyone could see it was beyond repair. It would be faster to build a new one from scratch.

Erina-san and the others apologized, but I was the one who said it was fine to use it until it broke. Besides, Byakuren was originally built to be a wall.

Well, I was happy they offered to cover the repair costs for my equipment. I'll have to give them something back from my share of the crystal orb sale...

But I digress. Since I was rebuilding it anyway, I figured I'd use a different material than 'Treant' wood. Considering we'd be going into 'B-Rank dungeons' from now on, its current performance wouldn't be enough.

The dungeon where I could get the drop items I was after just so happened to be the same one mentioned in the investigation request from the Professor. Killing two birds with one stone.

While I was lost in thought, we arrived at the Dungeon Store's parking lot. We met up with Mia-san, who had brought 'Ukon' and 'Sakon' in a light truck, and we all headed to our respective changing rooms.

I changed into sturdy clothes that would be easy for my allies to carry me in, just in case I got knocked out and my Arcane Gear was unexpectedly dispelled.

Jumpsuit and a stab-proof vest. Before putting on the vest, I checked the grab handle on the back to make sure it wasn't damaged.

A helmet with a steel plate insert, and hiking boots. I put on leather gloves and held my backpack in my arm. I'd have Erina-san put this in her Item Box later.

Finally, I clipped an earring onto my earlobe and left the changing room.

I made a quick trip to the restroom just in case, then sat on a nearby bench and casually looked over the local newspapers and Dungeon Agency notices posted on the bulletin board.

So the 'Matango' dungeon, which was thought to have been depleted, has reappeared, huh...

I thought dungeons would eventually dry up if you kept killing the monsters, but maybe they respawn indefinitely after a certain period. Or maybe there's a limit to how many times they can respawn, and eventually the monsters will stop appearing.

Either way, I'm not sure if I should be happy or disappointed.

As an adventurer, it's good news, but as someone who's been nearly killed by monsters countless times, it's complicated.

*'Oh, Kyou-chan-kun. What article are you looking at?'*

Aira-san's voice came through the earring via Telepathy.

"Nothing much. Just saw that the Matango dungeon is back."

*'Ah, that news. It seems a life without dungeons is still a long way off.'*

"I wish all monsters were Matangos. They're famous for being weak, after all."

*'Indeed. They're the famous monsters that got mobbed by a group of elementary schoolers during an outbreak and beaten up by a housewife on her way home from shopping.'*

"...So you're saying they're stronger than you were before you Awakened, when you'd lose a one-on-one fight with a grade school girl and end up crying. When you put it like that, I can't be too optimistic."

*'Heheheh... You shouldn't say things like that. I might cry, you know. For real.'*

"Sorry."

And to think that same weak-bodied college student now has the physical ability to fight a brown bear bare-handed... Awakening and levels are amazing.

Though if it came down to an actual fight, her lack of guts and skill would probably get her completely pummeled.

*'You didn't just think something unreasonable about me, did you, Kyou-chan-kun?'*

"Nope, not at all."

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Kyou-chan! Now, it's ninja time, yeah!"

"Then be stealthy."

"I'm always stealthy. Because I'm a ninja."

I winced as Erina-san emerged from the changing room with a loud voice. The glares from the reception desk and shop were painful.

This dungeon wasn't crowded, but it wasn't empty either. I wish she'd be more aware of her surroundings.

"Erina-san, if you're too loud, you'll bother the people at the store, you know?"

"Okaaay."

Mia-san, leading Ukon and the others who had been waiting in front of the changing rooms, joined us, and we headed for the gate room.

We checked in at the reception and went through the thick metal door. In front of the now-familiar white gate, we deployed our Arcane Gear.

I checked to make sure my helmet and breastplate weren't askew, then handed my luggage to Erina-san.

I took one deep breath. I glanced at the other two, and they nodded back.

"Aira-san. We're entering the dungeon now."

*'Right. It's a shame I can't accompany you. Oh, what a shame! Such a terrible shame!'*

"Once you pass the adventurer exam, I'll help you level up."

*'Eh, no thanks.'*

"I've already accepted the request from my client."

*'Curse you, Grandmother!'*

After cracking a smile at the disappointing college student's roar, I confirmed that Erina-san and the others had placed their hands on my shoulders.

I stepped into the pitch-black interior of the gate.

Instantly, the familiar feeling of the ground disappearing beneath my feet, yet without any sense of floating, made me frown. I don't think I'll ever get used to this.

The next sensation that came from the soles of my feet was the soft feeling of earth.

My vision was filled with thick trees, and the light of the sun poured through the gaps in the lush green leaves. The ground was a dark brown, almost black, with sparse patches of light green grass.

Normally, this would be a peaceful forest where you'd expect to hear the chirping of small birds. The fresh, grassy air that filled my lungs even felt somewhat delicious.

But this was a dungeon. There was no sign of birds, or even insects. The only things here were monsters that attack people.

The light filtering through the trees was a fake sun, and this forest was inside a dome-like rock wall. A typical forest-type dungeon.

I drew the sword from my waist and checked the feel of the hilt.

"We've entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration now."

*'Understood. It's a relatively easy forest to navigate, but it's still easier to lose your sense of direction than in a normal dungeon. I'm watching through the mirror on Ukon-kun, but you all be careful not to get lost.'*

"Roger."

"Yes."

"Got it!"

After we each replied to Aira-san, I made eye contact with the two behind me and started walking.

There was plenty of space between the trees, so swinging a sword wouldn't be a problem. The canopy of branches and leaves overhead was so dense, it really showed how massive these trees were. The trunks were so thick it would take several adults to wrap their arms around one.

The dungeon, reminiscent of a spring day, felt incredibly peaceful at first glance.

Feeling my guard almost drop in the relaxed atmosphere, I tightened my grip on my sword's hilt to remind myself of its weight.

A little way in, I found a tree with a cloth wrapped around it. The sturdy, thick cloth had letters and numbers written on it in yellow.

"Aira-san. We've found an SDF marker. We're currently at 'R-3.' The pseudo-sun is in the four o'clock direction."

*'Hmm, hmm... In that case, proceed straight ahead in the ten o'clock direction from Ukon-kun's perspective. After a while, you should find another SDF marker.'*

"Understood."

After confirming Ukon's direction, I started walking as instructed.

The air was so tranquil it felt like we were on a picnic, not in a labyrinth. The sound of my boots on the soft earth was pleasant.

That tranquility was shattered by Erina-san's quiet, sharp voice.

"Lots of footsteps headed this way. Eleven o'clock. Number... around twenty! Doesn't sound human!"

"Got it."

I drew my arming sword and entered a combat stance.

Just as Erina-san had warned, a group of enemies came into view.

It was a horde of humanoid figures made of dirt. Golems.

They had no heads, just stout torsos, arms, and legs. They were about 180 centimeters tall. They weren't carrying weapons, but I could see stones embedded in various parts of their earthen bodies. Their fists and kicks could easily smash a car's hood.

They looked just like the pictures on the Dungeon Store's website. They were the enemy, no doubt.

Keeping the group of golems in sight as they weaved between the trees, I scanned for the 'real target.'

The distance between us was closing, but there was no need to panic. I had a reliable magic user with me.

"Stop."

A powerful voice, laden with mana. With it, invisible threads shot out from the staff that struck the ground, extending towards the golems.

In an instant, the twenty-or-so golems froze. They stopped mid-stride, as if pinned to the air. A few lost their balance and toppled over, but they remained motionless where they fell.

[Civil Engineering Magic].

A school of magic that manipulates earthen figures. Mia-san's mana capacity was greater than that of the monsters here.

I had been told beforehand that she could seize control of these kinds of *improvised golems* for a short time.

Focusing wind around my blade, I swung it in a wide arc. The golems, now nothing more than stationary targets, were swept away by an invisible hammer, and half of them crumbled back into dirt.

Soil scattered and danced in the air, the trees swayed, and leaves fell from above. Amidst the chaos, Erina-san pointed to my front left.

"Kyou-chan! It's between ten and eleven o'clock!"

"Roger!"

As I replied, I stomped hard on the ground. I hit top speed from the first step, and with the assistance of the wind, I sprinted over small earthen hills and between the trees.

In the spot she had indicated, a grotesque figure emerged from behind a thick tree trunk.

It was a giant, about two meters tall. Its frame was humanoid, but its entire body was covered in deep green leaves.

It had no nose or mouth, only a pair of golden eyes that were fixed sharply on me. In its thick arms, which suited its warrior-like physique, it held a single sword.

Greenman.

A guardian of the earth and forest from European folklore.

It swung its blade at me—a weapon with a wooden hilt and guard, and a blade made of amber.

Its swordsmanship and speed were both comparable to that of an Orc Champion. A single blow could easily slice a vehicle in two.

But...

"Hah...!"

That's not enough to stop me now!

I brought my sword down in a diagonal slash, cutting through its blade and splitting its torso open. Its body, made of wood and earth, was easily cleaved in two.

But it was still alive. It jettisoned its bisected body, and its head took flight.

*'Zazzazza!'*

Making a sound like rustling leaves, the Greenman lunged, trying to bite me. As it bared its stone teeth, I slammed my armored left fist into its face.

The head flew through the air and crashed into a nearby tree trunk, shattering into pieces before falling to the ground. It immediately turned to salt.

"Hahh..."

With my back against another tree, I exhaled, still on alert.

The Greenman's true body was its head. From the neck down, it was just something it had created with [Civil Engineering Magic], same as the golem horde it had sicced on us.

Of course, since it was controlling that body directly, it was far more powerful than the golem horde, and apparently even Mia-san would have had trouble taking control of it.

In any case, the enemy could fly and attack with just its head. I couldn't let my guard down.

"Good work, Kyou-chan! No other enemies nearby!"

"The enemy golems have all self-destructed as well."

"Got it. Thanks."

At my allies' words, I finally let out a sigh of relief and glanced at the drop item Ukon had retrieved.

It was a single wooden plate. About the size of the wooden board that comes with kamaboko fish cakes. On its surface was a carving of a 'horned serpent.'

This was the new material for Byakuren's dedicated body. It promised greater strength and output than the Treant's drop item.

On the other hand, crafting with it would be a bit of a challenge.

"Aira-san. Combat over."

*'Understood, good work. Hold on a moment... Okay. From Ukon-kun's perspective, the three o'clock direction should be your original path. Proceed straight again and find the next SDF marker.'*

"Roger. We're counting on you."

*'Heheh. Leave the navigation to me.'*

I've never gotten lost with Aira-san's navigation. When you think about it calmly, it's pretty amazing. It would be difficult even if you were walking with a map in hand, but she's doing it while using a mirror as a monitor.

She's a weirdo and a disappointment in many ways, but she's a reliable ally.

"You two okay?"

"You betcha!"

"I'm fine."

"Alright, resuming exploration."

After getting confirmation from Erina-san and the others, I started walking on the soft earth again.

Now then. I hope we can gather enough of these on this trip.



		
		
		
			Chapter 144: Dungeon-Grown Food
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 144

			Dungeon-Grown Food

			Following the direction Aira-san had given me, we soon found the next landmark.

"Found the Self-Defense Force's paint marker. It's 'R-9'."

*'Excellent. In that case, from the direction you just came... Ukon, please proceed in the two o'clock direction.'*

"Understood."

I nodded to the earring and started walking again.

After several battles along the way, we made steady progress while collecting materials, and then—

Finally, we discovered the target of the professor's investigation.

"So this is..."

In a forest filled with thick, sturdy trees, a space suddenly opened up before us.

A wall constructed of stacked gray limestone jumped into view. Its sheer size suggested it must have once been a magnificent building.

But it had collapsed in many places, with entire sections just gone. The roof hadn't even retained its original shape.

I couldn't tell if there had ever been a floor; the inside was a sea of green. Bathed in the light pouring from the false, unobstructed sky, the lush grass and flowers covering the ground sparkled.

Perhaps a great number of people, or some other intelligent lifeform, had once passed through here. The door seemed to have rotted away and returned to the earth, leaving an entrance gaping like a large mouth. Erina-san carefully scraped at the moss-covered frame with a kunai.

As she did, letters came into view—a script that looked like a mix of the Latin alphabet and several other languages.

*'Alright, Erina-kun and Mia. I'll have you two gather some footage.'*

"Roger!"

"Yes, ma'am."

*'Kyouta-kun, sorry, but could you please keep a lookout on the surroundings?'*

"Got it."

I gave a small nod and watched Erina-san head inside the building while Mia-san began to walk the perimeter.

Then, I put my back to the wall and began scanning our surroundings for enemies.

Even for someone like me who knows nothing about archaeology, a place like these ancient ruins stirs a bit of excitement.

It feels like I'm witnessing something special, and strangely the very air seems mystical. If this were a tourist spot, I would have taken dozens of pictures with my phone's camera by now.

But this is a dungeon—a danger zone teeming with monsters whose purpose is to reap human lives.

My [Spirit Eye] caught sight of the labyrinth's guardians heading our way to eliminate us, the uninvited guests.

"Enemies! A large number are approaching from the direction we came from!"

*'Okay! We're coming right back!'*

*'On my way!'*

Nodding at the voices from my earring, I readjusted my grip on my sword.

Even through the thick tree trunks, my [Spirit Eye] could see multiple sources of mana. Then, the overlapping *thud-thud-thud* of heavy footsteps began to reach my ears.

Soon, I could make out the figures of golems running through the gaps between the trees with my own eyes.

Compared to the groups we'd encountered so far, this number was in a different league. We'd seen two or three Green Men leading around fifty golems before, but this was clearly over three digits.

That meant there were likely just as many Green Men lying in wait further back. Using fire here would be reckless, so I wrapped my blade in wind alone.

*'Zassh! Zassh! Zassh!!'*

A threatening sound, like the rustling of leaves, echoed from the distance. As if in response, the golem horde's speed increased.

From the flow of mana, I predicted they had received some kind of enhancement. In the blink of an eye, the vanguard of a dozen or so golems was upon me.

Before their fists could reach me, I intercepted them with wind. I swung my sword in a horizontal slash, lifting the enemy group off the ground, and followed up with a diagonal cut that pulverized them.

But the ones behind them continued their advance without flinching.

"Erina-san!"

"Kyouta, get down!"

Just as I was about to swing my wind-hammer again, a voice called out from behind me.

I immediately slung my sword over my shoulder, bent my knees, and placed my left hand on the ground. A moment later, several plastic water jugs flew over my head.

The large quantity of water inside them burst out as if expanding from within. A curtain of water formed, blocking my view of the golems. Before gravity could pull it down, it was seized by mana.

"Freeze!!"

Mia-san's sharp voice rang out, and the water that had spread like a mist became a breath of ice that assaulted the golems. Spreading out in a fan shape, it was reminiscent of the Cuelebre's breath.

In an instant, my vision was painted white. More than half the golems froze solid the moment they emerged from the forest, stopping in mid-stride. Some of the toppled ones shattered into pieces.

"They're using a group counter-spell! I can't take control of them!"

"Understood!"

I replied, sinking even lower. I dug everything but my sword-wielding right arm deep into the ground.

To an onlooker, it might have looked like a sprinter's starting crouch or a predator lying in wait.

And both would probably be correct.

"*Hhhiii...!*"

I unleashed a full-powered blast of wind from my left hand and both feet. The dark brown earth exploded, and my body shot forward like a cannonball.

A massive tree trunk loomed before me. I dodged it just before impact, kicked off the ground, and accelerated further. I slipped past even the golem horde, closing in on the Green Men I knew were waiting beyond.

Suddenly, an unfamiliar mana flooded the ground.

"From below!"

Just as Mia-san's voice echoed, countless spears shot up. Like the fangs of a giant predator, they closed in on me, formed from solid rock.

But I could see them.

I weaved through them with S-shaped steps and turns, then jumped without losing momentum. I approached a tree trunk from behind, spun around, and kicked off it to accelerate again.

I wouldn't slow down for a second. I would charge straight through.

As rock spears erupted from the earth and vine-like arms extended from the trees, I dodged, slashed, and crushed them to press forward.

Landing with my feet skidding across the ground, I came face-to-face with the Green Men who had been hiding behind the trunks. The moment we saw each other, we both readied our weapons.

Their numbers were around twenty. More than I expected.

*'Zazat!'*

With their unique battle cry, the green warriors charged, brandishing swords and spears made of wood and amber.

As the nearest one raised its sword, I slipped into its guard and cleaved its skull in two. Then, I sliced through the head of a Green Man behind it that was readying a spear, taking its troublesome arm with it in a reverse diagonal slash.

After I cut down two of them, the monsters' eyes finally seemed to catch up to my movements.

But they apparently hadn't noticed the self-proclaimed ninja who had come up from behind them, unseen.

"*Choryaa! Towaa!*"

With a bizarre yell, one of the Green Men had its head shattered by a flying kick. She skillfully twisted in mid-air and threw a weighted shuriken into the side of another's head.

The head exploded as if hit by a rifle bullet. Unfazed by their comrade's demise, the remaining Green Men rushed me with their weapons.

But unfortunately for them... if this was enough to give me trouble, I would have been devoured by the Cuelebre long ago.

I dodged an amber spear by a hair's breadth and countered with a slash to its torso. I evaded a downward sword strike with a horizontal spin, the centrifugal force of my blade landing a flash of steel on the back of its head.

I'd smash their heads if I could, but if cutting their torsos was faster, that's what I'd aim for.

As the stone heads separated from their destroyed bodies and floated in the air, the self-proclaimed ninja, who had hidden behind the trees, shot them down one after another with her weighted shuriken.

With spears of ice flying in as support, the enemy couldn't even escape.

Less than a minute after engaging, all the golems and Green Men fell silent. All that remained were shapeless clumps of earth and small piles of salt.

"Looks like there are no other enemies. A perfect victory!"

"*Haaaah...*"

I exhaled at Erina-san's words and let the tension leave my shoulders.

"Good work. Are you two okay?"

"Hmph. This is just a warm-up for a ninja!"

"I'm fine as well."

I nodded in response to Mia-san, who was holding her staff with both hands.

While we talked, 'Ukon' was already collecting the dropped items. I did a quick mental calculation to see how close we were to our target number.

...It seems we're still a long way off. It would be best to continue exploring while we conduct our survey.

*'It's good to see you're all safe. If you're tired, you should take a break.'*

"Nah, I'm fine!"

"Me too."

"Same here."

*'You guys are full of energy...'*

And so, Erina-san and Mia-san returned to filming the ruins, and I resumed my watch.

We were attacked once more after that, but we repelled them without difficulty. We even had enough breathing room to collect the remnants of the broken water jugs.

It's nice that it's so easy it feels like routine work, but I still get the feeling the experience points are lacking. It's not that the amount has decreased, but rather that my capacity has increased...

In game terms, it's like the experience needed for the next level up increased because my level went up, right? No, in this world, that's probably not a metaphor but a literal fact.

In any case, this is how it is in a 'C-Rank Dungeon.' That's a little worrying when I think about self-defense.

I could probably level up by fighting this rank of monster indefinitely, but it would be extremely slow.

Maybe I should take the promotion exam when the 'B-Rank' the professor mentioned is introduced...

I recalled the 'Rey Cuelebre' and the 'Minotaur' and grimaced.

We're told to run without a second thought if we see a boss monster, but many of them make even escaping difficult. Having to rely on my own luck is deeply unsettling.

As I was feeling a bit down thinking about the future, a voice came from my earring.

*'That should be enough for this spot. Now, if you would, please check the other location. It should be behind this building.'*

"Got it."

I replied to Aira-san and started walking around the outside of the ruins.

This must have been a truly massive building once. It might even be larger than the prefectural office I visited before.

Even the remaining parts of the walls seem taller than a five-story building. The intelligent life that worked in this dungeon must have had a fairly advanced civilization.

The mystery is why the buildings of that civilization are in such a state of ruin. Well, that's a question for Aira-san and the professor to answer.

I brought my focus back to the dungeon and continued walking cautiously.

And what came into view was...

"Oh, uh..."

It was just as the intel had described, but it was still a sight that left me at a loss for a reaction.

"Whoa! Awesome, Kyouta! There are 'sheep' growing at the tops of the trees!"

Just as Erina-san said, there were sheep. Fairly large sheep with an abundance of yellowish wool.

Barometz.

A tree from European legend that bears sheep. People in the Middle Ages apparently believed it was real, but I never expected to see one in a dungeon.

The trees were about two meters tall. Compared to the surrounding trees, their trunks looked like something you'd find in a tropical country, and each leaf was large.

Why a sheep was growing from the tip of a perfectly straight trunk was a complete mystery.

And hundreds of these bizarre trees stood in rows.

*'Hmm. So this is the rumored 'edible dungeon plant'?'*

"We are not eating them."

"We can't?"

"Don't eat it."

"The Dungeon Store has forbidden it..."

"Aww."

Don't you 'aww' me.

Normally, food found inside a dungeon is 'made of salt.'

When the Self-Defense Force investigated, they found cheese, wine, and moldy bread that all turned to salt the moment they were taken out of the gate.

They managed to prevent a stampede by quickly returning the items inside, but carrying things out of a dungeon is quite risky.

As a result of such investigations, this Barometz was certified as one of the few edible items that could be taken out.

Despite its appearance, it's not a monster, and apparently, it's safe to eat.

*'Rumor has it that a certain SDF officer, against the protests of those around him, used his own armor to grill it like yakiniku.'*

"Why would he use his armor as a grill...?"

*'They say it tasted similar to crab.'*

"But why grill it on his armor...?"

*'He supposedly boiled the second one. Using his armor as a pot.'*

"I'm telling you, why eat it with his armor?"

Is that rumor even true? Why would people in such a dangerous line of work use their professional tools for cooking when they have frying pans and pots available?

I could understand if they ate it inside the dungeon, but they must have eaten it outside.

If they ate it inside and it turned to salt the moment it went down their throat, it could trigger a stampede. They definitely ate it outside.

It's not like they went crazy yelling, 'All hail monster meat!' or something.

*'Perhaps the day when Barometz meat is sold in supermarkets isn't so far off. It's said that seeds brought back could be cultivated in fields tilled with Civil Engineering Magic. Of course, it's still undecided which ministry would have to give the okay.'*

"Huh. Well, if it goes on sale, I might try it..."

"Let's make a hotpot then!"

"Um, you two don't have any objections...?"

"It just looks like a sheep."

"I like crab!"

"I, I see."

Mia-san seems a bit taken aback, but personally, I have no complaints if the food is safe and delicious. And it looks normal enough that I don't have any ethical reservations.

*'In that case, if Kyouta-kun and Erina-kun eat it and don't collapse, I'll have some too!'*

"I'll let you have the first bite."

"I'll feed it to you! 'Say ahh!'"

*'No way in hell!?'*

"For now, let's wrap up the chatter. More enemies might show up."

"Got it."

"Okay-dokey."

After that, we took pictures of the Barometz growing on the trees and those that had descended to the ground to eat grass, connected to the trunks by something like an umbilical cord.

We had a fight with some Green Men along the way, but the Barometz trees were unharmed. We all made it back safely.

*'By the way, Kyouta-kun.'*

"Yes?"

Aira-san called out to me as I was waiting for the girls in front of the changing rooms after we'd finished up all the paperwork and gotten changed.

*'You had a battle while you were filming the Barometz, but the Green Men didn't harm the sheep, did they?'*

"Yeah, that's right."

During the fight, they didn't attack the Barometz trees at all.

It was too deliberate to be a coincidence. The golem horde went out of its way to make a wide detour around the trees.

*'I was thinking, maybe that dungeon was once a Barometz cultivation site? That building could have been the workers' dormitory or a processing plant.'*

"That's possible."

*'Right? Hehe, I can't wait to decipher the letters left on the wall!'*

"Well... good luck with that."

*'I will! Ah, this is so exciting!'*

I gave a small shrug at Aira-san's words.

But, if the former inhabitants of the dungeon also ate Barometz... does that mean they looked and lived in a way similar to us?

No, in the first place...

I found myself looking at the palm of my own hand.

Perhaps 'they' were also beings like Awakened Persons.

Only Awakened Persons and monsters can freely pass through the gates. And then there was the 'Day of Awakening,' when Awakened Persons appeared at the same time the dungeons did.

It seems the mysteries just keep piling up. I really hope the scholars can figure it out.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Kyouta! I just talked to Senpai, and we're all going to grab a bite on the way home!"

*'Wait, am I being excluded? Are you excluding me, Erina-kun!?'*

"C-Calm down, Nee-san. You're in Grandma's room at the university right now, aren't you?"

*'I am. I can't go home yet. So you're all going to have fun without me!? I'm gonna cry!'*

"Alright! Then let's just buy the ingredients and eat at home! All of us!"

"...Eh. Does that 'all of us' by any chance include me?"

"Yep!"

"No, I really couldn't impose like that."

"What do you want to eat, Kyouta? I want crab!"

"Are you listening to me?"

After this, I called my mom, and she told me I should 'definitely go.' Have you people forgotten how low my social skills are? Eating dinner at someone else's house is so awkward, you know?

...Then again, when it comes to the Arisugawa family, I feel like we're past that point.

"Alright! Summer break is almost over, so let's have some fun today!"

*'Heh. I'm not letting you sleep tonight, ZE☆'*

"Nee-san!? That's not wholesome! It's shameless!"

"Well, staying up all night playing games is probably not healthy. Besides, the university students aren't on summer break right now, are they?"

Aira-san has high stamina only when it comes to playing games, despite her frail appearance... I hear she just stops moving like a dead battery afterward.

By the way, the crab hotpot and lamb steak Erina-san cooked were incredibly delicious.
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			The night after we explored the Green Man dungeon.

With summer break about to end, what was I doing?

*'Woooooah! I am the one on top! Aaaah!'*

*'Not gonna happen, Senpai! I'm the number one ninja, after all!'*

"This has nothing to do with being a ninja."

I was in my room playing 'Matsuo Race.' It's a game set in Heian-kyo where you race ox carts, using items on the course and shortcuts to aim for first place.

What's that? The screen looks like a blatant rip-off of 'Mari● Kart'? I have no idea what you're talking about.

"Besides, why are we playing games again today after playing so much yesterday?"

*'Yesterday was 'Matsuo Naval Battle' and 'Great Mount Ōe Brawl.' Those are different games, so it doesn't count, doesn't count.'*

"That's a bit of a stretch..."

Yesterday was exhausting. I was invited over for dinner, but since I arrived at an awkward time, they made me play games with them until it was time to eat.

Then, after dinner, the moment the dishes were cleared, I was forced into more matches. I almost had to spend the night.

...Though I was pretty shocked when my mom clicked her tongue and called me a 'wimp' the moment I got home. I wish she'd learn from the professor, who kindly said, 'You could have stayed the night, you know?'

Maybe my mom mistakenly thinks I'm dating one of Aira-san's group. But unfortunately for her, that's not the case.

What does she think would happen if something went wrong while I stayed over at their house? I have no desire to end up in prison just yet.

If you keep putting my self-control through a durability test, it's going to break, no matter if it's made of orichalcum.

*'Look, you know how they say chicken curry, pork curry, and beef curry are all different foods? It's the same principle, my dear boy.'*

"No one says that. It's all just curry."

*'And I love that you'll still play along with us while making your witty retorts, Kyouta-kun, ZO☆'*

"You're in the perfect position for me to throw some ox dung at you."

*'Did I just get rejected in the worst way possible!?'*

*'Woooooah! Kyouta! Let's build a ninja village together! And with that, I'm taking the lead!!'*

"Got another piece of ox dung, so I'm throwing it."

*'Nuaaaah!?'*

I gracefully sent the two unfortunately beautiful girls into the dirt and smoothly took the lead. It's definitely not because I got flustered by the word 'love,' even as a joke, and attacked her.

No, with Erina-san, there was nothing to get flustered about in the first place. It was just her usual nonsense.

*'Curse you, Kyouta-kun! I can't let this grudge go unanswered! Erina-kun, let's team up and trip him up!'*

"You have a terrible personality."

*'Oh, sorry Senpai. I got the 'Oni Cart,' so I'm going ahead.'*

*'Erina-kuuuun!? Don't leave me behind, Erina-kuuuun!'*

Erina-san's ox cart transformed into an oni's head, knocking aside the other players' carts and shooting up the ranks.

Eh? 'Isn't that effect from Kira●'? Sorry, I'm not very good with foreign languages.

*'Wooooah! Reach Kyouta! This feeling of mine!'*

"Wouldn't you call that feeling 'murderous intent'?"

*'I'm just going to push you off the next jump ramp! I'm not trying to kill you!'*

"Can I refuse to accept that feeling?"

*'Cash-on-delivery attaaack!'*

"That's just plain annoying!"

Erina-san's character threw ox dung at my cart, but since I didn't have a defensive item, I was shot down mid-jump.

By the time I fell and was pulled back up by a chibi Abe no Seimei, I was somewhere in the middle of the pack.

"Ugh, I got passed by so many people."

*'Fwahahaha! This is ninjutsu, Kyouta!'*

"I don't want any ninjutsu that smells like ox dung."

*'Hey, hey, hey. Ohey no ohey. Aren't you forgetting someone?'*

"Oh, right, where's Mia-san?"

*'Senpai's studying in her room.'*

"Doesn't she spend more time there than in the house she's renting...?"

*'Don't you forget about meeee! I'm gonna cry!?'*

"Shut it, last place."

*'Senpai! Let's try to get out of last place first, okay!'*

*'You two better remember this later! I'm gonna destroy you in a fighting game!'*

After that, the three of us ended up fighting for last place. Tripping each other up... it's so pointless!

I let out a small sigh as the race finished.

*'By the way, Kyouta-kun. School starts again tomorrow. Are you sure you should be messing around like this?'*

"Look who's talking."

*'This lovely and sexy mouth, of course?'*

"So annoying..."

I can't see your precious mouth through an earring, dammit.

*'Kyouta, you wanna see Senpai's mouth? I'll send you a picture of her sleeping with her mouth open later!'*

*'Why does such a picture exist in this world!?'*

*'I took it when she fell asleep on the sofa!'*

"Excellent work. I'll sell it to Mia-san for a high price later."

*'St-st-stop thaaat!'*

*'You can't sell it. Senpai was taking pictures with me with a camera that looked like a bazooka.'*

*'Eh?'*

"Oh, uh..."

I just don't get Mia-san anymore...

On one hand, I want to put her in the small category of 'sane people,' but I'm reaching my limit of turning a blind eye to her weird side. She is, without a doubt, Aira-san's sister.

Could it be that the only normal ones in the Arisugawa clan are the professor and Eric-san...?

*'Ahem! To get back on topic, how are you doing with your school preparations?'*

"Well, thanks to you guys, all my homework is done, and I'm packed, but..."

*'The morning after summer break... when everyone starts turning in homework you've never heard of...'*

"Stop it!?"

Don't spring a story more terrifying than any ghost story on me like that. I feel like I'm going to cry just imagining it.

Feeling anxious, I put down the game console to check the contents of my bag. I don't have any forgotten items or unfinished homework, right...?

*'Huh? That kind of thing doesn't happen if you do your homework with your classmates, does it?'*

"Why would you say something like that...?"

*'Please stop, Erina-kun. That technique is super effective on me.'*

*'Uh, um? Sorry?'*

I let out what I felt was a very deep sigh.

"Well, the thing I'm most anxious about after the break is the classroom itself..."

*'I'm sure it's been fixed properly. At least, I don't think it'll suddenly collapse or anything.'*

"No, I'm not talking about the building."

Our school building was wrecked because of the demons, but I was honestly surprised they managed to get it ready for classes to resume in just a month.

I heard there are still some classrooms off-limits to students, but apparently, there's no problem with normal use. My mom told me that's what she heard at the parent-teacher information session the other day.

"It's more like, um..."

*'You're worried people will be put off by your 'I'm so OP!' moment before the break, right?'*

"I sense a bit of a sting in your wording, but that's basically it. Go break a leg."

*'Break what!?'*

I finished checking my bag's contents and zipped it up tight.

*'Eh? But Kyouta, you saved a lot of people. You're a hero, right? I think you'll be thanked, if anything.'*

"Does the world really work out that conveniently...?"

If anything, I feel like I'll be treated like a hazardous object.

If there's a being in the classroom who can shatter a reinforced concrete wall with their bare hands, people would normally do everything they could to avoid them.

At least, that's what I would do. I'd keep my distance and never make eye contact, out of fear that I might die if I caught their attention.

*'Hmm. Well, there was the 'Turohorse Incident,' so it's undeniable that the rift between non-Awakened and Awakened has deepened.'*

"Right?"

That group really caused a lot of trouble.

Thanks to Yamashita-san's group, we avoided the worst of it, but I think the ideas of 'stupid non-Awakened' and 'savage Awakened' have been planted in the back of everyone's minds.

Awakened Persons look down on the non-Awakened, and the non-Awakened fear the Awakened... and that fear was starting to turn into hostility.

It wouldn't be surprising if a second or third 'Turohorse' were to appear. In fact, for all I know, they might have already shown up.

I hope the government and the 'Walkers' continue to do their best.

But I digress. Right now, I'm more worried about my classroom than society.

*'Aren't you overthinking it? Maybe everyone will be surprisingly accepting.'*

"You think so?"

*'Because, you know, people's emotions run out of gas eventually, right? If you don't keep supplying fuel, it's impossible to keep thinking about one thing forever.'*

Well, it's true that people are creatures of habit and creatures who forget...

*'So, maybe the people who thought you were scary have already forgotten about it over the summer break?'*

"I hope so..."

*'Well! Once the fear is gone, they might just switch to persecution, though!'*

"Does this pathetic college girl get some kind of sick pleasure from making people anxious...?!"

*'Indeed! Stealing a high schooler's youthful innocence. There is no greater delicacy!'*

—*Ksssh.*

"Hold on. How many of those have you had?"

*'Do you remember how many slices of bread you've eaten in your life? By the way, there are exactly twenty empty cans at my feet right now!'*

"Erina-san."

*'I'll go get Grandma!'*

*'WAIIT!?'*

But, well. I won't know the result until I actually go to school. It's true that moping around in my room won't solve anything.

...Though I'd rather not go and have a bad experience. To be honest, I don't want to go to school anymore. I want to make a living solely as an adventurer.

But I don't want to worry my parents, and more importantly, you never know what might happen in this world. If I don't at least graduate high school, my future will be bleak if the adventurer profession disappears.

I'm not asking for something as lofty as making friends in my class, but I'd at least like to have a quiet school life...

*'Oh, by the way, Kyouta!'*

"Yes?"

*'The number of students has gone down quite a bit, huh.'*

"Well, yeah."

My class and Erina-san's somehow managed to have everyone survive, but there were people whose parents died.

More than that, looking at the school as a whole, not a few students were killed by the demons. On top of that, my mom told me many people transferred and moved away due to trauma.

Well, even before the trauma, it's natural that a good number of people wouldn't want to live in this city, with a 'C-Rank Dungeon' relatively nearby.

*'So, they're reorganizing the classes! It'd be great if we could be in the same class!'*

"Ehh..."

*'You sound unhappy about that!?'*

I like Erina-san, but being in the same class as her seems like it would lead to the exact opposite of a peaceful, quiet school life.

Besides, wasn't she feared by her classmates other than Busujima-san's group? Like a 'tiger who doesn't follow human logic.'

It might sound bad to say this, but I was worried I'd end up being feared more than necessary too.

The next day.

"We're in the same class starting today! Nice to be with you, Kyouta!"

How did it come to this?

In a classroom with only four people, including myself, I gently covered my face.

You don't have to be *that* scared of us...!



		
		
		
			Chapter 146: Dead Serious
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 146

			Dead Serious

			The first day after summer break. The new class assignments were announced.

That part was fine. The student population had decreased. Some classes didn't have enough students to be maintained, so reorganization was inevitable.

But to create a class so blatantly for 'Awakened Persons only'... are you for real?

"Don't look so down, Yagawa."

"Th-That's right. It might hinder your networking, but in your case, Yagawa-kun, there are no downsides!"

"*Guh.*"

"Aika. What you just said..."

"Ah, no! That's not what I meant!?"

Our desks were lined up in a single row. From the hallway side, it was Erina-san, myself, Ooyama-san, and Busujima-san. And that was it—only four of us.

Wow. I'm in a class with only girls. It's a harem.

Not that I could be happy about it. ...Well, I am a little happy, I guess. It's much better than being surrounded by strangers.

That aside, I think it's perfectly reasonable for my mouth to be twisted into a frown at this overly blatant segregation.

"The homeroom teacher just said the bare minimum and then scurried off somewhere."

"Well, that's..."

"That teacher was obviously terrified of us."

The young female teacher looked like she'd just been thrown into a cage of wild animals.

I think she was originally Erina-san's homeroom teacher, but it seems she hadn't built up any resistance. She looked like she was on the verge of tears, probably recalling what she saw during the sports festival.

"I thought we got along pretty well, though."

Erina-san's eyebrows drooped for once.

"That's 'cause everyone in class, including the teacher, kept what happened between you and Jougasaki a secret. Niijima probably thought our class was just a bit energetic but otherwise peaceful."

Niijima? ...Ah, that must be the teacher's last name.

I thought she'd said the bare minimum, but now I remember she didn't even introduce herself.

For that matter, we didn't introduce ourselves either. Is that really okay for a homeroom teacher?

"No way. I considered our teacher a friend, you know? Our friendship is still going strong!"

"That's an incredibly one-sided street you're on."

"I... I can't really deny that."

"Ā-chan, you too?"

Erina-san slumped onto her desk and pouted.

Her magnificent chest is being squished and changing shape...!!

Wait, if I think about it, does this mean I have beautiful bosoms to my right and my left?

To my right, a bountiful chest is pressed against the desk, altering its form.

To my left, a magnificent boob-tent has been pitched, asserting its rocket-like presence.

—Maybe segregation isn't so bad after all.

There's a gap between Awakened and non-Awakened, not just in physical ability but also in skills. I've seen on TV several times about incidents where those skills accidentally went off and hurt someone.

I hear that to prevent such accidents, schools everywhere are taking measures like this. Perhaps this is just a sign of the 'times.'

I'm sure some kind of solution will be in place in a few years.

Boobs... I mean, for a safe and secure school life, discrimination is bad, but 'distinction' is necessary.

Boing boing... no, that's not it. Everyone has their own way of thinking. For now, I'll trust our teachers.

Her chest through her uniform... I can't. My worldly desires are taking over my brain. In any case, I swore to myself that I would continue to attend school properly.

—On second thought, is my brain directly connected to my lower body?

"What's wrong, Kyouta? You look so serious."

"No. I was just pondering the nature of human karma..."

"Philosophy!?"

"I think he's probably talking about health and physical education."

"Yagawa-kun..."

I gently averted my gaze from the two pairs of eyes to my left. The fact that they were looking at me with pity rather than disapproval was subtly painful.

I'm a healthy boy, too. Please forgive me...!

"S-So, if it's just us in one class, I wonder what the upperclassmen are doing."

"He changed the subject so obviously. From what I hear, as far as they know, all the other Awakened students moved away."

"Eh, really?"

"Yep."

As I raised a questioning eyebrow at Ooyama-san's words, Busujima-san next to her made a slightly awkward face.

"After the incident in June, they were the ones who evacuated with only their own families... They were afraid of being attacked by the families of those who died..."

"What? No, in the first place, ordinary people had no reason to fight in that situation..."

As I said that, I remembered my own actions.

...Oh, crap.

"...Could it be, like, a comparison between them and us?"

"Probably."

"There are always gonna be people who think, 'We—well, mainly you and Erina—fought and protected everyone, so what were you guys doing?'"

"...It's unreasonable, but I guess you can't reason with the bereaved families and expect them to understand."

It's abnormal for someone to be able to think rationally after suddenly losing their family. Even I swung my sword in a frenzy when I thought the Orc Champion had killed my parents.

And unlike my situation, they have no way to get their revenge.

"For the record, it's not like the families actually did anything, apparently."

"It's more a case of the upperclassmen's own paranoia, or rather, their guilt over having fled."

"I mean... I can understand how they feel, but..."

To be honest, I wanted to ignore everyone else, grab my parents, and run away too.

The reason I stayed and fought wasn't out of some sense of justice or mission. It was simply because my friends were staying, and it would have been difficult to escape with my friends' families as well.

I'm not noble enough to risk my life for complete strangers. If people have misunderstood that about me, I wish they'd stop. If they get their hopes up on their own, they'll just end up disappointed in me.

I want no part of that kind of unsolicited, drive-by expectation.

"I don't think this is the case, but the school isn't isolating us like this so they can use us for defense if something happens, right?"

"Like we'd know what the teachers are thinking."

"...Sorry."

I was getting a little worked up. I shook my head slightly, trying to regain my composure.

Getting a grip, I looked up at the clock on the wall.

"There's still some time before class, so I'm going to the restroom."

"...Yeah."

"Shizuku-san. What was that pause for?"

"Nothing. I was just exercising some self-restraint."

"Shizuku-san...? I'm trusting you, Shizuku-san...!?"

Busujima-san grabbed the shoulder of Ooyama-san, who was subtly looking away.

Please, I beg you, keep her in check as her stopper. I really don't want to be teased about toilet-related matters.

"Kyouta, Kyouta."

"Yes?"

As I stood up to leave the classroom, Erina-san called out to me.

She looked at her phone screen, smiled faintly, and then turned a beaming smile on me.

"What I said yesterday might not have been entirely wrong, you know!"

"...? Huh."

Not really understanding what she meant, I tilted my head and left the classroom.

I finished my business in the restroom, and as I was washing my hands and drying my fingers with a handkerchief.

Several male students blocked my path in the hallway.

I thought maybe they were going to say something like, 'Don't get so cocky!' but I didn't sense any hostility.

In fact, they were...

"Itou-kun...?"

It was Itou-kun and the students who, I believe, were cross-dressing during the sports festival.

Of course, they were wearing normal blazers and trousers now, but they looked at me with serious expressions, and then...

"Thank you!"

They all bowed their heads in unison.

As I stood there, stunned and confused, Itou-kun snapped his head up.

"That's all! See ya!"

He then ran off. As I blinked at his retreating figure, another male student gave a wry smile.

"We survived that day because you fought, Yagawa. I don't know what you were thinking when you took up your sword back then, but it's a fact that you saved us. So, we wanted to thank you."

"But we were hospitalized, or we just didn't have your number."

"So, it's late, but we wanted to tell you. Thank you for what you did."

"...I see."

*'Kyouta, you saved a lot of people. You're a hero, right?'*

I remembered what she said yesterday. I see. Maybe she wasn't entirely wrong after all.

The former classmates in front of me had shy smiles, and I'm sure I had a similar expression on my face.

Being thanked by people like this was surprisingly heartwarming.

"Here. We all chipped in and bought this for you. Please take it. Itou helped out too."

"Ah, thank you..."

"We should be the ones saying that."

I accepted the paper bag they offered, my voice almost cracking.

What could it be? I don't know much about fancy stores, but from the look of the bag, it seems like it's from a pretty expensive place...

"This is—"

Just as I was about to ask what was inside, the chime rang through the hallway.

"Crap, we gotta get to class."

"See ya, Yagawa! And really, thanks again for back then!"

"Our classes may have changed, but our bond is forever!"

They said their piece and ran off before I could stop them. From down the hall, I heard an angry voice yell, 'No running!' It seems a teacher caught them.

With a small, wry smile, I hurried back to the classroom. Apparently, the teacher hadn't arrived at our class yet.

"Yo, what's up, Yagawa? You were gone for a while."

"Well... I was just, um... being thanked."

"...I see."

"That's wonderful!"

Ooyama-san smiled faintly, and Busujima-san beamed.

And then, from the seat to my right, Erina-san showed me her phone screen.

"I got thank you messages from Ichiko-chan and the others, too! Yay!"

"Well... it doesn't feel bad."

"You're not being honest, Kyouta."

"There's no demand for a tsundere guy, you know."

"Now, now, you two. Yagawa-kun is at that age, you know."

"Please give me a break...!"

The lukewarm gazes from the three girls are painful...!

As I covered my face to endure the shame, Erina-san poked my shoulder.

"Hey, hey. What's in the paper bag? That's from a clothing store, right?"

"Eh? No. I just got it in the hallway as a thank you..."

"What is it, what is it!? Can I see!?"

"Well, class is about to..."

"It's fine. Just take a quick look and put it away before the teacher gets here."

"Well, if you say so..."

Urged on from both sides, I checked the contents of the bag.

Clothes, huh? I'm clueless about fashion, but there's probably some kind of stylish jacket inside.

With that thought, I took out the contents.

"..."

I was speechless, my face a perfect blank.

"Wow! What a cute skirt!"

Erina-san clapped her hands with a smile.

Yes, what was inside was a skirt. A gothic lolita-style one, lavishly adorned with frills.

There seemed to be a top in there as well, and a quick glance confirmed it was also in the same gothic lolita style.

I gently placed the skirt back in the bag.

"Uh... tough break, man."

"I-It's not certain that it's harassment yet...!"

"...My [Spirit Eye] didn't pick up any mana from malice or hostility."

"What!?"

Ooyama-san and Busujima-san looked completely horrified. I covered my face again, the paper bag sitting in front of me.

Which is it? A joke made without ill intent, or are they dead serious? Please, let it be the former.

Erina-san's hand gripped my shoulder firmly.

"That's great, Kyouta! You have to show me sometime!!"

"I refuse, absolutely."

"Whyyyy!?"

Don't you 'whyyyy' me, you knucklehead.

I... I just don't understand people...!!
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			An Invitation to B-Rank

			That evening, on the same day I found myself agonizing over 'human good, evil, and true intentions' so soon after the start of the school term, a certain piece of news was making waves.

The trial introduction of 'B-Rank Adventurers.'

The Dungeon Law was to be partially revised, adding a new rank above the existing 'F' through 'C' for adventurers.

Naturally, the difficulty would rise accordingly, increasing the risk of death for adventurers.

I had heard about it in advance from the professor, but the general public had not. Both TV and the internet were buzzing with heated debate on the matter.

The 'Dungeon Countermeasures Minister' was holding a press conference about the sudden revision.

...Now that I think about it, the mismatch between the word 'dungeon' and the title of 'minister' is pretty incredible.

*'B-Rank Dungeons were previously managed solely by the Self-Defense Force. What are your thoughts on the danger of entrusting this to civilians?'*

*'The Dungeon Agency's website states that many monsters in dungeons of this rank cannot be defeated without heavy firearms. Is that truly a level of strength that general adventurers can handle?'*

*'Does this mean that the Self-Defense Force alone is no longer able to cope with the disaster known as dungeons? Is this a de facto declaration of defeat!?'*

*'What kind of discussions were held with the Minister of Defense regarding this matter?'*

*'Minister! It is said that an Awakened Person's level is influenced by the rank of their hunting grounds. Doesn't the opening of B-Rank Dungeons increase the potential for Awakened crime to become more heinous!? Are there any proposals to counter this!?'*

*'The Dungeon Law previously stated that B-Rank Dungeons would be under complete government control. To revise the law so soon after its enactment, was your foresight not far too poor?'*

*'There are rumors online that Self-Defense Force equipment will be loaned to adventurers. Is this true? Have there also been changes to the Dungeon Law regarding the use of firearms?'*

*'What are your thoughts on the 'Turohorse Incident,' Minister? Also, please tell us the reason for pushing through with this revision immediately after that incident.'*

*'B-Rank Dungeons have been under the jurisdiction of the Self-Defense Force until now. Does the involvement of adventurers mean that they may also be involved in national defense in the future?'*

And so on. The press conference was a flurry of voices, from questions that sounded more like insults to questions that I myself was curious about.

The minister, who kept wiping away sweat with a handkerchief while giving non-committal answers, offered this response to the question of whether adventurers could handle B-Rank Dungeons:

*'A video of combat exercises by B-Rank adventurer candidates has been uploaded to the Dungeon Agency's official website. As to whether their abilities are lacking, I would like you to watch it and judge for yourselves.'*

So he said.

Hearing those words, I immediately went to the Dungeon Agency's website myself.

"...Everyone's thinking the same thing, I guess."

*'It's only natural for everyone to be curious. I expected the servers to be congested.'*

I conversed through the earring while staring at my phone.

All that was displayed was the text, 'Please wait a moment.'

*'Well, if we wait a little longer... oh?'*

As we were talking, the Dungeon Agency's website finally loaded properly.

*'Their response was faster than I thought. That Director Akasaka fellow must have some skilled subordinates or connections in the computer field.'*

*'It must be a cyber ninja! A super hacker ninja adapted to the modern age, no doubt!'*

"Right..."

I tuned out Erina-san's delusions and immediately played the video.

After a few warnings and notices, the screen showed several Awakened Persons lined up in what looked like a former quarry.

Hmm? That short girl with the twin tails among the candidates... isn't she...

"That short girl with the twin tails who was just on screen, is she the one who took second place in that Awakened-only marathon before?"

*'Hm? Which one?'*

*'...Ah, you're right. I too remember that heated dead heat well.'*

Hearing Mia-san, who had unusually joined the telepathic conversation, I nodded in confirmation.

The girl, who had a beauty rivaling Erina-san's and a radiant smile, slammed a greatsword taller than herself into the ground.

Just from that, a cloud of dust billowed up as if a cannonball had landed. A huge crater had formed in the earth where the rugged rock face had been exposed, and the one responsible for it was cheerfully hoisting her sword high.

—This girl is strong.

Her destructive power was, of course, immense, but I was more surprised by the lack of 'wavering.' With a small frame like that, she should have been pulled off balance by the weight of the sword, yet she drew a very clean arc.

"Erina-san. That slash just now."

*'Yeah. You can't just explain that by saying she has a strong core. She's probably gripping the ground firmly with her toes. To do that through her boots is incredible.'*

"It's [Arcane Gear], so it should be plenty sturdy. What monstrous strength... And on top of that, she's so skilled."

She has probably swung that sword hundreds, thousands, or perhaps even more times—a number so large it's foolish to count. Not recklessly, either. She thinks carefully about how she swings her blade.

It wasn't just a brute-force push of specs like mine. I could clearly feel 'experience,' 'technique'... and 'talent' in that single strike.

Maybe that's what you call a genius. No, a 'hard-working genius.'

*'Mhm, mhm. That's it. It's that feeling where your abs and back muscles just, like, clench up.'*

*'Nee-san, please don't overdo it.'*

*'No! I want to act like a smug support character too! I want to pull that enemy-executive move where you condescendingly evaluate the protagonist's fighting style!'*

"This pathetic college girl..."

When she puts it like that, it makes me feel like I'm some kind of embarrassing person, which is painful.

Ignoring our foolish exchange, the video continued.

The adventurers shown were all incredibly skilled. 'B-Rank candidates'... in other words, the cream of the crop among 'C-Rank Adventurers.'

This world is vast, indeed. These people could certainly carve a path through a swarm of Cuelebre. The government didn't introduce a new rank without thinking it through.

*'Hmm... all of them are amazing, but why aren't you in this video, Kyouta?'*

"Huh? What's this all of a sudden?"

I raised an eyebrow at Erina-san's words, but I quickly understood what she meant.

"I do think... I have enough skill to be out there too. But, I never got an offer or anything."

True, the people in this video were strong. But I didn't think for a second that I... that *we* were inferior. I was confident that we had accumulated enough experience to say so. ...I hope that's not just arrogance.

But at the very least, it was certain that in terms of pure combat ability, we had the upper hand in many aspects. Of course, I had no intention of being conceited enough to think we were the strongest.

Especially that girl with the twin tails and the two girls beside her. I didn't feel like we could win against those three, even as a party.

Even among a group of eye-poppingly skilled warriors, their eyes and abilities shone with a dazzling confidence. They might be a head above the rest even in that group.

*'I wonder why you weren't called. The only people who could withstand your attacks if you got serious about killing them are maybe three... no. Considering matchups, maybe two? The twin-tailed girl and the person with gray hair in a ponytail.'*

"What kind of morbid standard is that?"

First of all, I can't even imagine myself seriously trying to kill someone. And I don't want to.

Why on earth would I have to become a murderer? Living with the guilt of killing someone is just plain awful.

*'It's true that in terms of technique, there are many people more skilled than you, Kyouta, but in terms of pure brute force, you're superior. You didn't get an offer or anything, right? Why? Did you accidentally throw away the invitation letter?'*

"Why, you ask... Maybe from a professional's perspective, I was lacking in some areas? In the first place, if you're going to say that, it's strange that you girls didn't get an offer either."

If it were just me, I could understand not getting an offer for reasons like 'lacking flair.' But Erina-san and the others are beautiful women who stand out in both looks and behavior. And on top of that, their skills are more than sufficient.

The fact that they weren't called was indeed incredibly strange.

...Correction. It wasn't strangeness, but a feeling of displeasure. No, it's not that I wanted them to appear, but it was more like a 'don't you underestimate us' kind of feeling.

This is bad. That thought process is creepy, coming from me. So gross it makes me want to puke. I'm just their friend and party member, so thinking like that is just... no.

*'Hmm... ah, I get it!'*

*'Mm. That's probably it.'*

*'I understand as well this time.'*

"Huh?"

While I was wallowing in self-loathing, the pervy clan seemed to have come to an understanding on their own.

I tilted my head as I watched the video. What did they figure out?

*'We weren't called because they think Kyouta and us are part of the same ninja organization!'*

"But we're not ninjas?"

*'They probably thought that you, Erina-kun, Mia, and Grandma have been collared by Britain.'*

*'Either through Grandma's family or Erina-san's parents' trading company... In any case, we were likely excluded from the PV due to our deep connections abroad. Every country wants skilled Awakened Persons right now. This can lead to international incidents, so they likely avoided the risk.'*

"Ahhh."

I clapped my hands in understanding at Aira-san's and Mia-san's words.

I see. Regardless of the actual situation, looking at the circumstances, it's not unreasonable to think that. In the first place, since I'm employed by Professor Arisugawa, it's not entirely off the mark.

The professor herself is no longer a noble, but she apparently still corresponds with her family. Furthermore, the buyers for our dropped items are often old acquaintances of hers... in other words, people connected to her family.

That must be the reason why not only me, but also Erina-san, Mia-san, and the professor herself didn't receive an offer.

*'I said the same thing, but you're so cold to me, Kyouta.'*

"In what way was that the same...?"

Through the telepathy, I could tell Erina-san was pouting. Seriously, where was the ninja element in any of that?

"Getting back on topic, from the looks of this, it really seems like these people can handle 'B-Rank.'"

*'Well, that's why the government... or rather, the Dungeon Agency, decided to release the PV. By showing off their skills, they intend to silence those who are worried about a lack of strength.'*

*'But it seems like it will just raise different problems and anxieties...'*

*'Don't worry. You can never get zero negative opinions on things like this. In fact, if you did, it would be a sign of an unhealthy democracy. Sometimes, you just have to let things go in one ear and out the other.'*

"More importantly, that letter the minister mentioned during the press conference that's supposed to be sent to candidates... do you think we'll get one?"

*'Of course. We were excluded from the PV because they think we're collared, but your skills have already been proven to be effective at the 'B-Rank' level. If they don't reach out now, there's no point in them having pushed for the revision in the first place. The government is in a situation where they're desperate for any help they can get right now.'*

"Right. ...I'm anxious, but as I said before, I think I'll take it. The promotion to B-Rank. Well, it's apparently still in a trial phase."

*'Me too! There's nothing but training until I master the way of the ninja!'*

*'Then, me as well. I don't want to be left behind at this point.'*

*'Grandma said she would if she has the time. Things have gotten better recently, but she's still as busy as ever.'*

The letter concerning the briefing for the newly established 'B-Rank Adventurer' was delivered to my house the next day.

It seems it will be held in Tokyo next Sunday. After confirming the letter was authentic, I sent an email to the listed contact person's address to confirm my attendance.

A new school term, a class of only acquaintances that feels like segregation. And a new realm of adventuring unlike anything before.

I clenched my fists tightly to suppress the anxiety I felt inside about what was to come.

...That aside.

"Mooom! How do I get tickets for the bullet train to Tokyo!?"

Isn't the briefing location a bit far? And it's pretty short notice, too. It says they'll cover travel expenses up to 100,000 yen per person, but money isn't the only issue here.

Don't assume everyone lives in the Kanto region, Dungeon Agency!
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			In conclusion, I was able to get tickets to Tokyo very smoothly.

I never knew Dad was so knowledgeable about bullet trains and regular trains... According to him, he hasn't been on all those business trips for nothing.

Anyway, Erina-san and the others naturally received invitation letters for the briefing as well. But the professor is busy with university matters, so unfortunately, she won't be attending.

It was decided that the three of us—Erina-san, Mia-san, and I—would go together... but I never imagined I'd get lost at Tokyo Station and have to be rescued by Erina-san. It's a subtle shock to the system.

There are just so many people in Tokyo. I thought I knew where I was on the map, but when I tried to move, I was swept away by the human tide and ended up somewhere I didn't recognize. When I tried to find a landmark, a wall of people blocked my view of everything.

"The population density in Tokyo is really insane..."

"It was always crowded, but I heard the number of people flowing in has increased after the stampedes in Chiba and Saitama."

"The Self-Defense Force's defenses are strongest in Tokyo, after all. This place isn't immune to stampedes either, but it's not surprising that people would gather here."

"Well, a lot of it is just that many people are on summer break!"

Unlike me, Erina-san and Mia-san moved through the crowd with practiced ease.

I should have the advantage in terms of kinetic vision and reflexes, but I was using all my effort just to avoid bumping into people.

*'Hehehe. How do you like Tokyo, Kyouta-kun? Feeling like you're about to puke from the crowds?'*

"I'm not going to puke, but I do feel like my stamina is being drained away."

*'It is a harsh environment for us creatures of the shadows. I hope you enjoy it to the fullest...!'*

"Did you have some bad memory in Tokyo or something...?"

*'I threw up.'*

"Ah, I see."

While having that conversation, we took a taxi to the hotel.

It's currently a little past noon on Saturday. The briefing is tomorrow morning, so we have to head back right after it's over. The day after tomorrow is Monday, after all.

Normally, with summer break having started, students would have plenty of free time. But our high school's schedule is off by a month because of the demons.

Even though we came all the way to Tokyo, we don't have much time to hang out. Still, Erina-san is full of energy, suggesting we go here and do that.

Tokyo has an absurd number of stores. I ended up being dragged along for window shopping as an escort for two beautiful women, but whether I should call this a perk of the job or a disaster is unclear.

...That aside, I've decided to stop worrying about how ridiculously luxurious our hotel room is.

I knew it would come to this the moment I decided to stay at the same place as them, just in case a stampede occurred.

These two really were raised well... This is the first time I've ever stayed in a room that costs a six-figure sum per night.

But I digress. The day after having the strange experience of being scared by how comfortable the hotel bed was, we arrived at a place called the Kasumigaseki Central Government Building.

...Why does Tokyo have so many train lines? Is this a labyrinth?

"I could never live in Tokyo..."

"Ahaha... I had the impression that young people would rather want to live in Tokyo."

"You're plenty young too, Senpai. But I get how Kyouta feels. It's easy to blend in because there are so many people, but that also means there are more eyes and ears. As a ninja, it's a double-edged sword of a place!"

"Not a ninja..."

*'His comebacks seem to have lost their edge. Does this mean he won't resist no matter what I say? Yaaay! Kyouta-kun, you socially awkward, wimpy virgin!'*

"Would you prefer a wooden sword or a hammer for your souvenir?"

*'The fact that they're both blunt instruments is terrifying me!?'*

While having that stupid conversation, we showed our briefing envelope to a staff member and were guided to the venue.

It seemed we would be using a conference room within the government building, which made me feel a little nervous. Places like this that scream 'government office' just seem to have a tense atmosphere. Even the employees we passed on the way looked like they had dead eyes.

Ten minutes before the scheduled time. I thought we might have been a bit early, but I could hear people talking from beyond the door.

After thanking the staff member who guided us, I gently opened the door.

I wonder what the other 'B-Rank candidates' will be like. It would be nice if they were all kind people—

"Hey, hey, hey! Is that ridiculously huge afro of yours empty!? You got no brains in there, huh!? The size of it is a public nuisance! That diameter should be taxed!"

"Aaaah!? You talkin' to me!? You got a wooden splint in place of a brain!? Every time you turn around, that pompadour of yours is about to hit someone! It's almost two meters long, damn it!"

"Hah... hah...! How is it, my lady? My sitting posture...!"

"Be quiet. Don't talk to the chair. You just stay there and let me sit on you. I'm trying to suppress my own urges over here...!"

"*Hahiih!* Ah, the ropes are digging in...!"

"So noisy. Do these people have no social decorum...?"

...I gently closed the door, but my uselessly good kinetic vision had already clearly registered the scene inside.

First, there was a person with an afro like a balance ball and another with a pompadour about two meters long. Both were wearing long school uniforms that you only see in TV dramas.

Next, there was a duo consisting of a beautiful cat-eared woman in a butler's uniform tied up in tortoiseshell bondage, and a beautiful girl who looked like the quintessential 'young lady' with a dress and blonde ringlet curls, who was on all fours beneath her.

And then, a muscular, middle-aged man wearing a cowboy hat, a tie, socks, and Stars and Stripes boomerang-style speedos. I think I saw star-shaped pasties on his nipples, but I want to believe I was mistaken.

...Is this an illusion?

"Erina-san, Mia-san. It seems we're under attack from an Awakened Person who uses illusions."

"Kyouta-kun. Weren't you able to nullify things like that...?"

"That's the strange part. It looks completely real. My skill is recognizing this as reality. The user must be incredibly powerful."

"Let's just face reality."

"I don't want to...!"

I don't want to open this door again...!

As I was on the verge of tears, Erina-san gently patted my shoulder.

"Kyouta."

"Erina-san..."

"This looks so much fun...!"

"You've got to be kidding me."

Her eyes were sparkling in a way that would be drawn as 'shiitake eyes' in a manga. Only now did I remember that this self-proclaimed ninja was one of *them*.

Because, just a moment ago, she was wearing a lovely, Taisho-roman style hakama.

But in the time it took for me to close the door and escape from reality, she had equipped a flag that said 'The Invisible Ninjas have arrived☆!' and a sash that read 'The Ninja of Ninjas! The Greatest Ninja of the Reiwa Era!'

Stop it, don't try to make me wear them too. Don't waste your Item Box like that! Why did this girl bring multiple sets of these things!?

"Tanomō! The 'Invisible Ninjas' have now arrived!!"

"Stop. Please just stop."

"I'm starting to want to pretend I don't know her...!'

Ignoring our anguished cries, the self-proclaimed ninja strode confidently into the room. Someone, please help me.

At the entry of this utterly bizarre existence, the dozen or so men and women inside glanced our way before collectively turning their faces away with expressions that said, 'Ugh. A weirdo came in. Let's not get involved.'

Hey, are you kidding me? For the record, you guys are way weirder. Is this place an expo for freaks and weirdos?

For Erina-san, in her super-hyped state, to just blend in... that's saying something. Is this place actually inside a dungeon?

"Heh. It seems you're confused."

I was suddenly addressed and turned my gaze to the left wall.

There stood a woman in a white tuxedo and a mask. She was leaning against the wall, striking some kind of cool pose.

Her outfit was as outlandish as something out of a manga, but the space was so warped that she looked normal.

Because even further beyond her, in the corner of the room, there was another boy in drag who was being whipped by a gir—no, judging by the bone structure, a boy in drag, and was saying, 'Thank you!' with a huge smile on his face.

Is there anything but shock value here? Even a one-hit wonder comedian would think about the future more than this.

"When people gain the power to survive even when detached from society, they tend to unleash their previously suppressed emotions."

"Uh, huh."

"It is an inescapable karma... the original sin of humanity..."

"I-I see..."

"To put it bluntly, they unleash their 'crazy gauge.'"

"You don't say."

The woman chuckled under her white mask. What is this chuunibyou patient?

I don't want to get involved, but for every step I take back, she takes two steps forward. Someone, please help me...!

"I'm glad to have someone I can actually have a conversation with."

"Aren't you just as bad...?"

"This excitement... I can no longer suppress it...!"

"Are you listening to me? And aren't you about to unleash your own crazy gauge? Don't give in, reason!"

"You!"

Suddenly, the woman in the tuxedo flung open the front of her jacket.

"Won't you do it with me!!??"

On the inside of her jacket were dozens of decks of cards. It was clearly Yu-Gi-●h.

"Tell me what kind of monsters you like! If you have your own, great! If not, I shall lend you one!"

"Uh, sorry. I'm not really familiar with TCGs..."

"I see."

"Yes. So if you'll excuse me."

"So you're a beginner. Then I shall gently sink you into the swamp!!"

"Pushy sales tactics lead to the decline of the content, you know?"

"*Gah...!*"

"Your actions are giving the game itself a bad image."

"*Guh, haah...!*"

The pervert coughed up blood under her mask and collapsed.

That color wasn't real blood. It was probably food coloring. Why do you have that stuff prepared?

"The trauma...! I was just calling out to kids on their way home from cram school, saying, 'Won't you play with big sis,' but I was unjustly chased by a police officer all night long... the trauma...!!"

"It was justified, you idiot. Get arrested."

"I'm not a guy... I'm a big sis... I'm still young...!"

What is this abominable life form? Do you live in the deep sea?

I slowly backed away and approached Mia-san, who had, at some point, pressed herself flat against the wall, feigning non-involvement.

"You just casually used me as a decoy, didn't you?"

"I'm sorry. But I thought you might be used to this kind of environment..."

"I'm not used to it, and if I were, the subjects would be your sister and your cousin, you know?"

*'Hold on a moment. Even I am not that pathetic a life form.'*

"No, just remember the time you were made to cry by an elementary schooler. From an outside perspective, you're pretty similar."

*'Wh-What did you say...!?*'

The pathetic beauty who challenged an elementary school girl to a card game in the park, played dirty, and got into a scuffle, collapsed on the other end of the telepathy. ...I think.

Meanwhile, Erina-san was handing out business cards. What is that girl doing?

"Domo, we are the Invisible Ninjas! Please remember our name today! The world's greatest ninja group, the Invisible Ninjas! We have three members here today! All the executives are gathered!"

"Hold it right there."

I grabbed the self-proclaimed ninja by the scruff of her neck and dragged her forcibly to the wall.

While I was at it, I gave a slight bow to the afro and pompadour guys who had been confused by the business card. Sorry about our idiot.

"What are you doing?"

"I wanted your vote when we decide the village chief by election."

"So the ninja village is a democracy, you say? No, that's not the point, you fool! Don't drag us into this! Mainly me!!"

"No! Was the promise we made to the setting sun, to build a ninja village together, a lie!? Kyouta!!"

"May that sun never rise again. I don't know anything about it."

"Liaaaar!!"

Erina-san fell to her hands and knees, wailing. When I looked at Mia-san, she gently averted her gaze.

Face reality. She's your cousin. Please take responsibility for her.

*'Hey. Erina-kun just said all the executives are gathered, but what about me?'*

"Eh, you're the advisor."

*'Then all is well!'*

The pathetic one who had just recovered was saying something, but as long as they can sort it out among themselves, I don't care anymore.

I'm starting to get a headache. In the room, the pompadour and afro are calling a truce to confront a mohawk with spiked shoulder pads, and the Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man has started a staring contest with an old man in a loincloth.

The cross-dressing butler in bondage and the young lady getting excited as a chair are having a heated discussion about candles with the boy-in-drag S
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			The Briefing Goes Smoothly

			Just as the group—a gathering that seemed to be the very essence of eccentricity—fell silent, Director Akasaka began to speak.

"Everyone, thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedules to be here today. We will now begin the briefing concerning the trial introduction of 'B-Rank Adventurers'."

He bowed and offered a pleasant smile.

"Let's get right to it. I'll briefly explain today's agenda. First, I will provide an overview of the 'B-Rank Dungeons' that are scheduled to be opened to the public, followed by details on monster subjugation rewards and the handling of dropped items. Finally, you will view a video we've received from the Self-Defense Force members who have been fighting in a 'B-Rank Dungeon'."

It was the exact same schedule that had been written in the envelope. On the desks lay bundles of paper, likely related to the topics he mentioned.

"Furthermore, as we have informed you in advance, please refrain from sharing the contents of this meeting with outside parties, such as on social media or with the press. This is not mandatory, but we would appreciate your cooperation."

After saying this, Director Akasaka cleared his throat softly.

"This portion of the briefing is scheduled to last approximately two hours. Afterward, we have set aside thirty minutes for a question-and-answer session, so please save any questions you may have until then. The restrooms are to the left as you exit this room. If you get thirsty, there are vending machines in front of the elevators. Please feel free to use them."

He operated a remote in his hand, and a screen descended from the wall at the front of the conference room.

The room's lights dimmed with a click, and the white glow of the screen cast a faint light over the interior.

"Now then, let's begin with the 'Overview of B-Rank Dungeons.' Please refer to the documents at hand."

And with that, the briefing began.

---A rough summary of the contents is as follows:

・ The 'B-Rank Dungeons' we will be entering can be chosen by each party based on compatibility, then decided upon by submitting an application to the Dungeon Agency.

・ There are a total of thirty dungeons being made public. During the trial period, travel expenses will be covered by the government if receipts are brought to the respective stores.

・ The subjugation reward is a flat rate of 20,000 yen per monster. This is a considerable amount compared to C-Rank and below, though whether it matches the level of danger is another matter. It's less than you'd get for a brown bear.

・ However, in exchange, all dropped items are ours to do with as we please. While some items may be imbued with more powerful magic than those of previous ranks, the right to sell or use them belongs to us.

・ During this expedition, we will be provided with magical tools donated by the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. In an emergency, these can be used to immediately send a distress signal to the Self-Defense Force.

・ There will be no salary or other compensation for adventurers participating in this trial.

・ Even those not invited to this briefing can be recommended to the Dungeon Agency as candidates. If approved, they may accompany us into a 'B-Rank Dungeon,' provided they are at least LV: 30.

・ Filming inside 'B-Rank Dungeons' is permitted, but they request that we refrain from uploading the footage online. Apparently, this is also not mandatory.

That about covers it.

To be blunt, if you're just looking to make money, you'd earn more by getting hired by a corporation or a country than by becoming a 'B-Rank Adventurer'.

But in terms of 'Level' and 'Materials,' the advantages were overwhelming.

I'm sure that I, and probably everyone else here, was already struggling with their level progression hitting a plateau. While everyone's reasons for wanting to get stronger are different, anyone who becomes a 'C-Rank Adventurer' generally wants to level up. Otherwise, they would have just stayed at D-Rank.

As for materials—or rather, dropped items—we could sell them or use them to strengthen ourselves and our allies. It offered more freedom than just receiving money.

On top of that, in our case, the 'permission to film' was also a welcome bonus. The professor would surely pay a high price for footage from inside a B-Rank Dungeon.

I was already eager to participate, but after the briefing, I was fired up.

The one concern, of course, was 'safety.' I know, some might say, what are you talking about now, after becoming an adventurer of all things?

But while my main goal at first was to earn money, my primary objective for diving into dungeons now is 'self-defense.'

We live in a world where you never know when you might be attacked by a superior monster or a high-level Awakened miscreant. I can't afford to neglect leveling up.

I'll have to choose which dungeon to enter with extreme care. Depending on our compatibility, we should be able to fight with relative safety. I have no desire to repeat the life-or-death struggles we had against the Rey Cuelebre or the Minotaurs.

The briefing proceeded without any particular problems.

It seemed the assembled men and women possessed a minimum level of common sense... but that wasn't all.

It was that trio sitting in the back row. Their presence had everyone completely overwhelmed.

From the promotional video we'd seen beforehand, and now from the pressure we felt facing them directly.

They were a cut above everyone else in this room. And these individuals were sitting silently, listening politely to Director Akasaka's presentation. No matter how eccentric the candidates were, it naturally made everyone sit up straight.

I, for one, was sitting ramrod straight. My instincts were screaming at me.

*Those girls... once they get fired up, there's no telling what they'll do.*

Even without any hostility, I could feel a surge of mana from them. Was it a form of intimidation? If anyone caused trouble here—no, in this entire city—there would be some kind of retaliation.

This was their territory. And the one who had tamed these 'rational beasts' was...

"We will now move on to the question-and-answer session. If there is anything you are unsure about, please feel free to ask anything."

...none other than Director Akasaka of the Dungeon Agency.

Just as I thought. It seems the government has secured powerful Awakened Persons outside of the Self-Defense Force.

But the participants didn't stay intimidated for long. Hands shot up one after another, and questions were fired off.

They ranged from nitpicky inquiries to ones that made me realize I'd overlooked something.

Fundamentally, every C-Rank Adventurer here, myself excluded, was an oddball. Even if they were cowed by the girls' mana, they'd either push back with even more competitive spirit or simply shrug it off as none of their business.

For better or worse, they were all people who marched to the beat of their own drum. If they were the type to be stopped by something like this, they wouldn't have shown up at a government building dressed like that.

...No, seriously, stop. And look in a mirror. Your parents are probably crying.

On the other side from Erina-san, to my right, sat a person in a black long coat covered in an absurd number of belts.

I refrained from pointing out that it was July, but I really wished he'd stop groaning things like, "Ugh, my demon eye... it aches." For a second, I thought it was a skill going berserk, but from the flow of mana, it was just a regular eyeball. It's confusing.

Would you believe it? In this crowd, a guy like him actually seemed to be within the bounds of normalcy.

In any case, the briefing concluded without incident.

Some, apparently still having questions, approached Director Akasaka.

The afro, the pompadour, and the mohawk walked off with their arms around each other's shoulders, having apparently reconciled.

A cat-eared butler in men's clothing walked upside-down on all fours, snorting excitedly, with a blonde, ringlet-haired young lady riding on his back, equipped with a blindfold, a ball gag, and handcuffs.

A pair of cross-dressing boys in skintight outfits held hands like lovers, trailed by a female elf who watched them like a stalker.

The Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man and an old man in a red loincloth shook hands firmly before hurriedly starting to get dressed. Incidentally, I didn't want to see the moment their clothes emerged from their briefs and loincloth, but I did. Sometimes, having good eyesight can be a curse...

Then there were the others—a middle-aged man with impressive ass-hair in a bikini armor, a muscular woman in a samba outfit, and an obnoxious card gamer who kept trying to challenge everyone to a battle until the very end.

All sorts of people (a veritable parade of demons) were heading home.

...I bet about eighty percent of them are going to get stopped and questioned by the police. Also, won't the hair-alliance guys with the afro and mohawk scrape the ceiling?

Just as I thought that, all three of them bent at the waist and started walking in the style of old-school Japanese delinquents. I see, that way their hair won't get crushed by the ceiling.

...They don't actually walk like that in dungeons, do they? Also, the pompadour guy has no reason to be in that posture, does he?

"What's wrong, Kyou-chan? Sad that everyone's leaving?"

"Definitely not."

I retorted to the self-proclaimed ninja spouting nonsense next to me and put today's documents into my bag.

Director Akasaka said that if we had any new questions, we could contact the Dungeon Agency anytime. When I get back, I'll review today's events with Aira-san and the professor.

And I'll try to erase the images of all the perverts from my memory. Especially the boomerang briefs, the loincloth, and the ass-hair armor.

"Shall we go..."

"Yes, let's..."

"Aww! Let's do something fun before we go!"

"No. We have a bullet train to catch, remember?"

"Wait! I can use my teleportation for that...!"

"Your teleportation's mana consumption changes with distance, doesn't it? Give it up."

"Aww, fine..."

For a moment, I glanced at the trio.

The other two aside, the girl with the twin-sided-up pigtails seemed to be looking this way too. Our eyes met for a brief instant.

It seems they plan to stay in this room until the other participants have left. They must be cooperating with Director Akasaka on matters beyond just this briefing.

Well, it's none of my business. Telling myself there was no need to worry about it, I looked away.

"I know! Let's buy souvenirs at Tokyo Station!"

"Wha-"

"That's a great idea! What kind should we get, Sis?"

'Get something interesting. Heh heh heh. Let me be the judge of your taste.'

"You got it, Senpai! I'll buy something amazing, so look forward to it! You have to use it, okay?"

'Wait a minute. I'm getting a bad feeling about this. Can I take that back?'

"S-Sis...! How shameless...! I understand. If that is what you wish, I will buy it!"

'Mia. Tell me what you're planning to buy. I don't want a surprise. Please, just give me a chance to stop you.'

So they're going to indulge in a shopping spree in that demonic realm, that man-made labyrinth... Seriously?

'Hey, Kyou-chan! Stop spacing out and stop those two! Playing the straight man is your job, isn't it!?'

Am I going to make it back alive...!

'Hey, can't you hear me?! You socially awkward virgin! Still extending your 'age equals years without a girlfriend' record! You boob addict! Your brain's in your pants!'

"I'm buying you a bald cap and novelty nose glasses, so be ready."

'That's strange... It's clearly a useless souvenir, yet compared to what the other two are planning, it seems like the safest choice.'

"You've made your bed. Now lie in it."

'Th-this wasn't supposed to happen...! D-dammit...!'

Watching the two buy souvenirs for Aira-san, I keenly felt how the characters at the briefing had been a bad influence on them.

Hapless university student... please, rest in peace... And if you could, please take one for the team for a little while...
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			Roughly one in thirty people.

That is the ratio of Awakened Persons in Japan. And this figure of approximately four million can also be considered the total number of Awakened Persons in the world.

While a significant number relative to Japan's population, it is infinitesimal when compared to the global population.

The vast majority of them are sensible civilians.

Born in a peaceful nation, they are people who have lived lives far removed from bullets and cannonballs. They possess a certain respect for the law and hold a strong aversion to killing.

Only a small fraction of the Awakened were involved in the 'Turohorse Incident.' For more than two years and three months since the 'Day of Awakening,' Japanese society has been able to maintain itself simply because the majority of its Awakened were 'decent' people.

However, even in Japan, terms like 'hedonistic killer' and 'thrill junkie' exist.

Though few from a global perspective, the number of Awakened in Japan is large enough.

And among them, there are indeed those to whom such labels apply.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"I like panic movies. I especially love monster-panic films."

In a certain city in the Middle East.

At a temporary command post erected on its outskirts. It was nothing more than a space under a tent with desks, chairs, and several computers lined up.

"Neighbors suddenly turning into zombies, aliens rampaging on a spaceship, giant monsters destroying a city. I love movies where such senseless violence suddenly and overwhelmingly runs rampant, trampling everything in its path as it pleases."

He who spoke was an utterly unremarkable man.

He appeared to be in his mid-thirties. Medium build, medium height. Black hair, black eyes, black-rimmed glasses. A white shirt, black trousers, and a slightly worn lab coat.

In his hand, he held a mug of coffee, from which he took small sips.

If he were in Japan, he would likely be a presence no one would ever notice.

"Most of the people around me preferred to be on the side that fought back against the monsters in those situations. They loved stories about gunning down zombies, outsmarting aliens with clever tactics, and facing down giant beasts with courage and camaraderie."

He stared intently at the monitor before him.

Behind his glasses, his eyes sparkled like a child's.

"But me, I always longed to be on the side that unleashed the monsters."

The sounds of gunfire and screams drifted from the distance.

Bizarre creatures roamed the city streets as if they owned the place. They were not monsters, but abominations.

If one were to describe their appearance, 'hairless werewolves' would be most fitting. Their patchwork bodies had skeletal structures that seemed to be a mix of beast and man, and from their open mouths, sharp fangs peeked out, dripping with saliva.

A massive horde, seemingly large enough to cover the earth. These creatures attacked any person they found, devouring their flesh and blood without regard for age or gender.

They found an old couple hiding in the shadows. They chased down fleeing youths. They leaped upon a mother clutching her infant.

They were simply enjoying the hunt.

There was no mercy to be found. Only lifeless eyes and, in contrast, a ferocious and brutal method of killing. They were hideous beasts, willed by their creator to be 'incomprehensible.' And yet, contrary to that intent, they were combat weapons that had developed some ability to distinguish friend from foe.

The man in the lab coat had created these creatures using his skills as an Awakened Person: 'Alchemy' and 'Magical Pharmacology.'

While they resembled werewolves, the creatures' abilities were inferior to those found in dungeons. In terms of rank, they were 'D-Rank' at best.

However, their powerful arms could easily tear a human body apart, and their strong legs could keep pace with a car. A simple handgun couldn't stop them, and the 'enhanced individuals'—those on which a bit more money had been spent—could not be brought down even by rifle rounds.

They possessed more than enough power to trample over any non-Awakened human.

"Excellent... This is what I wanted to see. What I wanted to create."

The men nearby didn't understand Japanese. Even so, he let his emotions flow into words, taking care only not to drown out the screams from afar.

"As I thought, 'numbers' are crucial for this sort of thing. The other members can handle the 'quality,' but this is where I have to put in the work. Still, I honestly want to improve their performance. Well, I'll have to keep working on improving their fuel efficiency."

An army of monsters poised to swallow a city. Such a force could not possibly be maintained by ordinary means. Commanding them would require immense mana and expensive materials.

But the man had created and deployed this massive horde at a low cost.

By a despicable, heretical method.

"Fortunately, there are over eight billion units of material-slash-fuel around the world. And it's easy to procure around here. A wonderful workplace. The more depraved it is, the more my spirits rise. This is how monsters ought to be."

The sound of the man sipping his coffee was drowned out by the clamor of the command post and the distant screams and gunfire.

On the monitor, figures—unclear if they were government forces or another organization caught in the crossfire—were fighting back against the monsters.

*'Fire! Fire, fire, fire!'*

*'Damn it! What the hell are these things?!'*

On a street wide enough for cars to pass, where market stalls would normally be lined up, a barricade made of sandbags and desks gathered from nearby houses now stood.

From behind it, soldiers unleashed a spray of bullets from assault rifles and submachine guns. Under their assault, the wave of monsters slowed ever so slightly.

*'Hey, the guys up top are laying down thin fire!'*

*'Can't be helped! We don't have that much ammo!'*

To prevent the monsters from approaching along the rooftops, men with guns were positioned on the surrounding buildings.

They were a militant group for whom daily life and war had become one. They were somehow managing to fight back against the attack by an unknown entity. A similar scene was unfolding in various parts of the city.

Even so, just as their ammunition began to run low, an exceptionally large shadow pushed forward from among the monsters falling to rifle fire.

*'This is bad! The rifle isn't working on it!'*

An enhanced individual—a being that would be called a 'boss monster' in a dungeon. Shielding its face with its arm, it led the other monsters forward.

Spent casings rained down onto the ground, but the monster didn't flinch. Its thick armor of flesh prevented the bullets from reaching its vital organs or bones. Deformed lead slugs, lightly stained with blood and flesh, fell to the ground.

*'Hey, what about grenades?!'*

*'We're all out!'*

The distance was closing, inch by inch. The impact of the bullets was slowing its advance slightly, but it was only a matter of time before its claws reached them.

The soldiers' throats tightened. Their morale began to crumble in the face of impending death. Their feet began to shuffle backward.

But hope came from behind.

*'Everyone get down! You'll die!'*

Almost simultaneously with the familiar voice, a grinding roar reached their ears. For now, it was a gospel more welcome than anything.

The men dove to the ground without a second thought. The moment the barrage of gunfire ceased, the monsters started to charge, but then—

—*BOOM...!!*

A cannon blast that shook the earth obliterated the monsters along with the barricade.

An iron elephant, trampling the ground with its treads, appeared. A wisp of gunpowder smoke lingered at the end of its long, protruding barrel, leaving a trail in the air.

An infantry unit that arrived with the tank rushed over to the men who had been fighting.

*'Hey! You alive?! Can you still fight?!'*

*'Huh?! What'd you say?!'*

*'Dammit, my ears...'*

*'My back... what happened to my back...'*

The men who had been fighting first were grimacing in pain from the cannon shell passing so close by.

As if oblivious, a soldier who popped his head out of the tank roared.

*'All of you, secure the perimeter! We'll crush the ground monsters with machine guns and cannon fire! Don't let them get near the tank!'*

With that, the man ducked back inside the hatch. After a soft click of the tongue, the able-bodied infantrymen took up their guns and scanned the area.

*'Hey. How many are stationed—'*

—*RAT-AT-AT-AT-AT-AT-AT!!*

*'Shut up!'*

The soldier who had just arrived roared over the sound of the machine gun. A simple 'Like I care' came back over the radio.

Monsters were still pouring in from down the road. They couldn't stop firing.

At this fact, the man clicked his tongue once more and forcibly pulled a soldier to his feet, dragging him a short distance from the tank.

*'How many men are deployed here?! Do you have comrades on the buildings?!'*

*'Y-yeah. I'll get on the radio now.'*

He called into the radio on his shoulder, but there was no reply.

*'What? Did the cannon blast break—'*

In that instant, a tremendous roar echoed from a nearby building.

A shadow burst through the second-floor wall, falling with a shower of brown and gray rubble. It landed on top of the tank.

*'Shit—'*

The surrounding infantrymen immediately turned their muzzles toward it, but it was too late.

"Here we go!"

A flippant voice was heard through a helmet.

It was a large man wearing a helmet shaped like a beast's head and a cuirass. He raised the spear in his hand and slammed it into the tank.

Normally, a spear shouldn't be able to pierce even the top armor.

But a being that bursts through walls couldn't possibly be normal.

—*CLANG!*

With a high-pitched sound, the spearhead pierced the tank's armor. The man immediately pulled it out and began to strike down with the sharp point again and again.

Bullets swarmed him in an attempt to stop him, but they were all blocked by his armor. Even so, they might have been able to defeat him if he had continued to take the hits undefended.

If only the horde of monsters hadn't been surging from down the road.

*'GAAAAAAAAAAH!!'*

*'A-aaaaaaah?!'*

The tank fell silent, and the soldiers' attention had been drawn to the man who had descended from above. In that brief opening, the monsters had closed the distance.

Of course, the soldiers fought back, but their resistance was almost meaningless.

After a single glance at the men being swarmed by monsters, the armored man shouldered his spear and leaped away. Bounding from rooftop to rooftop, he headed toward his comrades.

Where he was heading, another Awakened was on a rampage.

A steel giant, nearly two meters tall. Among the footprints left on the ground were crushed metal casings.

A squat, ungainly suit of full plate armor. The anachronistic armor, however, advanced relentlessly, shrugging off rifle rounds.

*'Concentrate your fire on him!'*

*'The legs! Aim for the legs!'*

Though there was no barricade, soldiers used the buildings as cover, laying down a curtain of fire. The sound of their guns, however, was drowned out by another.

Awakened Persons are still human. It was only natural, then, that they too would use 'guns.'

A heavy machine gun, modified with a custom grip and stock. Two of them. One held in each hand.

They were connected to metal boxes on its back by ammunition belts, spewing bullets like water. Spent casings flowed down like a waterfall.

"~♪~~♪"

The humming from under the helmet was inaudible to those nearby due to the fierce explosions. A river of blood and gold formed in the wake of the advancing knight.

*'Throw a grenade!'*

*'Take this!'*

A man leaning out from a wall that was being chipped away at a terrifying speed threw a pineapple-shaped grenade.

He was turned into a human beehive an instant later, but the pulled-pin explosive rolled to a stop right in front of the armor.

A deafening boom. Smoke billowed out for a moment, and scattered shrapnel assailed the Awakened one.

But their attack wasn't over. The moment the grenade stopped the enemy's gunfire, a man leaped into the street shouldering a rocket launcher.

*'Die, you demon!'*

The warhead was launched. It streaked toward the unharmed armor, which had taken a direct hit from the grenade, leaving a tail of fire.

No evasion, no interception. All who watched were certain of it.

But.

*'...Huh?'*

A translucent, bluish barrier deployed in front of it. The warhead collided with it, causing a massive explosion.

Flames erupted. As the shockwave hit them, a rain of lead slugs shot out from the dust cloud before it could even clear.

*'Gah?!'*

*'Uwaaah?!'*

The unharmed Awakened emerged from the smoke. As the soldiers reeled back in shock and from the gunfire, the monsters that had been waiting moved in.

The creatures overtook the lumbering armor. Watching them devour the soldiers, the armored figure clicked its tongue softly and took its fingers off the triggers.

At that moment, the man in the beast helmet dropped down from the roof.

"Good work out there, Sis. How's it going?"

"Great! On top of my game today!"

The voice that came from under the helmet was surprisingly delicate.

As his companion replied while lightly lifting a roughly 40-kilogram machine gun with one hand, the beast-helmed man partially dispelled his `Arcane Gear` to reveal his face.

Cheap-looking blond hair, a handsome but even more flippant face. A young man with a piercing in his left eyebrow, who looked like he belonged in Kabukicho at night.

"That's good to hear, but if you kill too many with the gun, you won't get any experience points, you know?"

"Aww? But it feels so good to fire a machine gun. You should try it! It's super fun!"

"Nah. I'm the type who enjoys feeling the flesh directly. Even if you use a gun, you should probably keep it within a range that won't get the boss mad."

"Fine. I wonder if I can get some more mana-infused bullets."

"Sis, you used them up like crazy and got yelled at last time... Let's try to learn our lesson, huh?"

"Okay, okay. I'm reflecting on my actions."

Right next to their lighthearted conversation, the screams and roars of men echoed.

Paying it no mind, the young man picked up a nearby radio. After lightly wiping off the blood with his sash, he brought it to his ear.

"...Uh. Looks like a plane? Or a missile? Anyway, something's coming from the sky soon."

"Really? That's amazing. I don't understand a word of the local language."

"They were speaking English. Well, I only got the gist of it myself."

As they spoke, their ears caught the sound of something slicing through the air. That meant the enemy's attack was just moments from reaching them.

But the two showed no signs of panic. Because.

*'■■■■■■■.........'*

They knew their comrade, who was advancing while crushing the city, would handle it.

—It had the form of a giant sea slug.

Its body was a deep, ocean-like blue. Yellow patterns ran down its length in several stripes, and horn-like tentacles stretched upward.

What was bizarre was its size. The colossal body, like a skyscraper laid on its side, coupled with its coloring, gave it an overwhelming presence in the city.

The scene was so jarring it was as if someone had simply pasted an image of a sea slug onto a landscape photograph, creating a sense of profound wrongness in anyone who saw it.

But this was undeniably real. Its scale of destruction surpassed that of all the other Awakened combined.

In the wake of the giant sea slug, only flattened ground remained. People and objects were crushed equally.

Its back writhed and squirmed. Dozens of golden, electrode-like protrusions sprouted, then began to charge with electricity.

The sound of crackling electricity echoed through the city, and flashes of lightning illuminated the area. The aurora was so brilliant that it outshone the sunlight peeking through the clouds.

The moment the giant sea slug's tentacles aligned toward 'a certain direction,'

—*ZZZZZZZZ...!*

With a strange sound, a wave of electricity was unleashed.

As a side effect of the electric shock, surrounding buildings were shattered. A shockwave followed, and clouds of dust billowed through every street and alley in the city.

"Whoa."

"Yikes!"

The two Awakened covered their faces with their arms, and then the young man swung his spear to dispel the dust cloud.

"That guy's as incredible as ever. I mean, I dunno if you can even call him a guy anymore."

"Right? And that form isn't even the result of an 'experiment.' The human body is a mysterious thing."

The woman with the heavy machine gun shrugged lightly.

"I know I'm one to talk, but you probably shouldn't use the word 'experiment' in front of him. We were living normal lives in Japan, but he was apparently kidnapped and treated like a lab animal."

"Right. I'll be careful."

From under her helmet, the female Awakened nodded.

The giant sea slug. The man who temporarily took that form through `Arcane Gear` and skills was once held captive in a certain country's research facility.

Even an Awakened Person is not an invincible superman. Before their level rises, they can be killed by a gunshot, and if multiple soldiers gang up on them, they can usually be captured.

But even after their level has risen, there are countless ways to make them obey.

For example, 'bombs.'

With today's technology, a matchbox-sized explosive attached to a collar can kill even a high-level Awakened Person. If one is worried, they can be attached to the limbs as well.

For example, 'hostages.'

Awakened Persons were not born from trees. Parents, siblings. Or perhaps lovers, friends, and other close associates could be kidnapped and used for blackmail.

Besides these, if one ignores ethics and laws, there are innumerable ways to bind them. The negative legacy of human society can easily ensnare a fledgling superhuman.

That giant sea slug man had once had bombs attached to his body and been subjected to various experiments.

Combat. Murder. Dissection. Medication. Mating. Physical and mental endurance tests.

There are not a few Awakened who have suffered such fates.

"Was it something like that? The people the boss rescued, they all have that kind of background, right?"

"Pretty much. So there's a difference in temperature, I guess. It's tough since they don't share our 'just here for fun' vibe."

"I think I heard he was targeted because he has a unique skill called the 'Holy Grail' or something..."

"Ah. So that's why he hates topics related to religion."

Their conversation took place in a city transformed into a living hell. Suddenly, the woman raised her machine gun and fired at the building behind the young man.

As the youth turned around, his eyes wide from the deafening roar at close range, he saw the body of a man who had been aiming a rocket launcher.

"Don't let your guard down, okay? You should keep your `Arcane Gear` on properly."

"Right. Thanks, Sis!"

"Hmph. You are welcome. ...Oh?"

The woman fiddled with the machine gun in her right hand and then her shoulders slumped dramatically.

"You've got to be kidding me, it's broken... It must've been that grenade...!"

"Tough luck! Let's ask the boss for another one!"

"Yeah. This time I'll ask for a gatling gun, I think."

"Yeah!"

"By the way," the woman said, tilting her head as she detached the ammo belt from the damaged heavy machine gun.

"Who is the boss, anyway? He can get us these machine guns, mana-infused bullets, and all sorts of things. But more importantly, how did he know where the captured people were?"

"That's a no-go, Sis."

The youth shouldered his spear and put a finger to his lips.

"We're just here to have fun. I'm not looking to get into trouble by digging too deep!"

"True! I still have a lot of guns I want to shoot! Alright, let's drop this topic! Let's fight seriously, like mercenaries!"

"Right! This country wasn't supposed to have tanks, but they keep showing up. This is fun! It must be backup from a major power that lent them fighter jets, right?"

"Well, we're doing information warfare too, so aren't we even? The Doctor's massacre should be huge news normally."

"Right! In the spirit of sportsmanship, let's fight with fair play!"

"Yeah!"

The atmosphere was endlessly light, like a university club activity.

And so, these two also stepped back into the fray, thoroughly enjoying the battlefield of flying bullets and angry roars from the bottom of their hearts.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Underground, in a certain city in the Middle East.

A space brought to life with numerous generators and magical tools, capable of sustaining a unit for several years.

Among the many living quarters, a simple room was filled with incongruously elaborate machinery.

A smartphone was connected to it, and a video call was in progress.

*'Well, how are things, Connor?'*

*'Excellent, thanks to you, Mr. President. I feel like I could hit a home run right now.'*

So said a large man with an eyepatch. He spoke fluently with a Middle Eastern cast to his features, his gaze fixed on the image of a man with perfectly coiffed blond hair.

Fudge Valentine, the 48th President of the United States of America.

*'You have been a great help. Recently, those tea-crazed lunatics have been causing trouble within Japan. They do nothing but interfere with our plans. It seems there are some scoundrels in that country who connect with them, ignoring the government's wishes.'*

President Valentine shrugged, looking genuinely disappointed.

*'As the son of a police officer, it fills me with indignation.'*

*'I understand your feelings completely. However, if we cause a ruckus here, even Britain's tea fiends won't be able to stand by and watch.'*

*'Indeed. Geographically and politically, they have been forced to divert their attention to your region. That will mean more hardship for you.'*

*'It's no trouble. It's easier than getting a full-body plastic surgery.'*

The President and the leader of the 'self-proclaimed new nation' laughed together.

*'However, we must change our plans. I can no longer send Doctor Tesla to you.'*

*'What about the experiment? After Japan, we were supposed to conduct it here, despite the relatively poor facilities.'*

*'It's cancelled. You are to continue drawing Britain's attention. As soon as the final experiment in Japan is complete, we will open the gate and aim for the frontier.'*

At President Valentine's words, the man with the eyepatch nodded deeply.

*'May fortune be with you, Mr. President.'*

*'If we delay the plan any further, those tea-crazed fools might snatch the new territory from us. I'll be damned if I let them turn our hard-won land into a tea plantation!'*

*'If that happens, we'll dump their tea leaves into the sea!'*

*'Oh, come now. If you did something like that these days, the media backlash would be a nuisance.'*

After laughing together, the President turned his gaze behind the man with the eyepatch, as if he had just remembered something.

*'Oh, right. Tell Hiratsuka this for me. His daughter went to school happy and healthy again today. She's still not very good at English, but she seems to have made some friends. I'll let him have a video call with his wife and child next week, so tell him to look forward to it.'*

*'Understood. I'll also prepare a background that won't arouse his family's suspicion.'*

*'Yes, please do. A man's got to feed his dog.'*

—There are countless ways to bind an Awakened Person.

Hiratsuka Kikuzaburo. Formerly of the Ground Self-Defense Force, and an Awakened Person.

He possessed `Spirit Eye` and 'Barrier Arts,' as well as other combat and unique skills, and served as the eyepatch-wearing man's bodyguard.

Not long after the 'Day of Awakening,' before the Dungeon Agency was even established, his wife and child were taken to the United States.

His wife and daughter are not even aware that they are hostages. He alone knows the truth.

Hiratsuka's duty was to protect the man with the eyepatch and to act as a lookout to prevent any of the Awakened—who had been made to worship the man through manipulation—from eavesdropping.

He could not rely on Japan. Because it was a Japanese politician who had sent his wife and child to the United States.

No one knew what was going on inside the mind of this man, who stood at attention, silent and expressionless.
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			The day after I returned from Tokyo, the world was abuzz with news of the mercenary group that had declared the founding of a new nation... or not.

It came up in conversation here and there, but being in a distant place like the Middle East—a region that was already considered dangerous—most Japanese people didn't show much interest.

The main reason, however, was probably the complete lack of follow-up reports. The most that was heard were rumors that 'Awakened Persons are playing a major role on the battlefield.' Almost no footage from the area has appeared on the internet or television.

Anti-Awakened groups overseas are using even that scant information as a reason to claim, 'See, Awakened Persons are dangerous,' and 'They must be properly managed.'

Even the domestic media raised questions like, 'If they are Awakened, they must be Japanese. What kind of response will the government take?'

In response, the government stated on television, 'We cannot provide details as the matter is currently under investigation. In any case, the Middle East is extremely dangerous right now, so do not go there under any circumstances.'

Well, whatever the case, I couldn't really feel a sense of personal involvement. In fact, it had nothing to do with me.

To put it bluntly, it was someone else's problem. It's difficult to feel personally invested in events happening in a distant country on the other side of a TV screen.

However, I did feel that the gazes directed at me while commuting to and from school, and when walking down the school corridors, had grown warier. That wasn't a particularly pleasant feeling.

In any case, news about that mercenary group was just something I heard about on TV once in a while. For both me and the public, the talk about 'B-Rank Adventurers' was far more important.

After seeing the PV released by the Dungeon Agency, public opinion was divided between voices saying, 'It seems safe enough,' and criticism like, 'There are minors involved, aren't there?' In the midst of it all, the Dungeon Law was moving toward revision.

Right after returning from Tokyo, we gathered at the Arisugawa residence with the usual members for a consultation. We discussed whether there were any suspicious points in the contract and which dungeon we should go to.

Regarding the souvenir for Aira-san, she herself had said, 'Give me a moment to prepare myself mentally,' so we decided not to think about it for the time being. To be honest, I felt that if I thought about it, my mind would get stuck there, so it was best to postpone it.

After much discussion, we made a few calls to the Dungeon Agency for confirmation and decided on the first labyrinth we would tackle. We would head out within the week.

It was a dungeon that was relatively close and a good match for us. But of course, the level of danger was literally on a different plane from the dungeons we had been frequenting. Thorough preparation was essential.

The thirty dungeons that had been opened could be divided into two types: those with enemies that were 'simply strong,' and those that were 'extremely troublesome without countermeasures.'

We chose the latter. As long as we didn't neglect our preparations, we shouldn't struggle as much as we did against the Cuelebre.

After spending about two days preparing, Wednesday arrived. July was almost over.

On a hot day, with the chirping of cicadas echoing all around, we made our way to the 'B-Rank Dungeon'.

After about a thirty-minute train ride, we arrived at the station where a member of the Self-Defense Force was waiting to pick us up in a car.

We exchanged simple greetings with businesslike smiles and were driven to our destination.

Unlike the stores we'd visited before, this one had an imposing atmosphere that made even approaching it feel tense. I wondered if this area would change once the trial period was over and 'B-Rank Adventurers' were formally integrated into the system.

Abandoned fields and rice paddies could be seen through the window. All were overgrown with weeds and vines, a shadow of their former selves. It was a common sight around dungeons, but it still made me feel melancholic. I think I heard on TV that Japan's food self-sufficiency rate had dropped again.

While I was vaguely gazing out the window, we arrived at our destination: a gray building standing alone in the center of a large, chain-link-fenced lot.

An SDF member guided us inside, where, in contrast to the outside, a pleasantly cool breeze greeted us.

The interior wasn't much different from the stores we were used to. We got ready in the changing rooms as usual, presented our licenses, and passed through reception just like always.

However, what lay beyond was different.

Just by standing in front of the door, I could tell the mana concentration was higher. It felt exactly like the moment we were swallowed by the Minotaur's dungeon.

Upon entering the gate room, a thick metal door closed behind us. There were slight gaps at the top and bottom to prevent the gate from teleporting, but it felt as if the world had been sectioned off with that door as a divider.

Facing the white double doors, I took a deep breath. The SDF member who had guided us was no longer in the room. I deployed my `Arcane Gear` and entrusted my luggage to Erina-san.

Then I activated the golems she took out from her Item Box. This would be `Byakuren`'s first battle in her new body. We had only done a light test run at the city's training ground, and I belatedly prayed that it hadn't been a mistake.

"Everyone, are you ready? You all have your 'charms,' right?"

"Yes."

"The charm is fine. But wait a sec."

In response to my call, Erina-san's voice was tense.

Wondering what was wrong, I turned my gaze to her and saw her serious eyes fixed on Byakuren.

It was a new Byakuren, created by combining drop items from the 'Green Man' with existing spare parts. A cold sweat ran down my back as I wondered if there was something wrong with it.

"Senpai, did you notice?"

'Of course I did. In fact, I'm surprised you didn't notice at all, Kyou-chan. I'm even disappointed. I'm very disappointed in you...'

"Huh? What is it..."

This was our second 'B-Rank Dungeon,' following the 'Minotaur's Dungeon.' We needed to be fully prepared, so if there was a problem, we would have to call off today's exploration.

I felt bad for the SDF member who picked us up and for my friends, but our lives were the top priority.

Erina-san's shapely eyebrows shot up sharply.

"It's new, but the design hasn't changed at all!"

"Please move, Mia-san. I can't punch that idiot."

Mia-san held her staff out like a railroad crossing gate and shook her head vigorously.

"C-Calm down. I'm sure Erina-san and the others have some profound reason for this...!"

'A foolish question! This is a problem born from a reason deeper than the sea and an ambition higher than the mountains!'

"Aira-san."

'Yes!'

"Depending on what you say next, your sentence will change."

'—I have nothing to say. Please don't mind me.'

"Senpai!?"

The self-proclaimed ninja, whose ladder had been kicked out from under her, was flustered. Serves her right.

Aira-san's sentence is reduced. I'll just tell the professor later that 'she was very eager to take a manners course!'

Let's experience hell together again...!

"Erina-san. Recite a haiku."

"Oh, you sound more like a ninja than usual now, Kyou-chan! Good one!"

"Twenty, nineteen..."

"What are you counting down for?!"

"Eighteen..."

"W-well, you know, a debut of a new model is a big deal, right? So it's a given that you should change the colors, add new equipment, and all that stuff."

"Zero."

"I was talking for eighteen secon—nyaaah!?"

I flicked Erina-san's forehead rather hard.

She clutched her forehead, pouting with a resentful look in her eyes.

"Ugh, that's mean, Kyou-chan."

"For someone who was joking around right before entering a dungeon, I'd say that's a gentle response, wouldn't you?"

"But come on! It's a new form! A new model! A machine upgrade event! I think it needs to be more golden, or have a cannon mounted on it."

"Mounting a cannon would be illegal, and there's no point in painting it gold. I get the appeal, but don't bring your fantasies into reality, you moron."

"Kyou-chan is being colder than usual..."

"The only thing cold was the sweat running down my back...!"

Byakuren's appearance and equipment were exactly the same as before.

It's not like there's any problem with it as it is, and constantly changing the form of something I use in combat would just be confusing.

"Now, now. Thanks to that, you've managed to loosen up, haven't you?"

Mia-san said with a wry smile as she stroked Erina-san's forehead.

Well, that's true... I might have been too tense, since this is a higher-rank dungeon than usual.

"You're right. I should be grateful for that."

'That's right! I, too, was showing a consideration befitting an elder by trying to ease your tension.'

"Aira-san."

'Yes.'

"If you joke around any more, I'll lock you in a room with Mia-san. For about an hour."

'Hee hee... I wonder why. It's just spending time with my cute little sister, yet for some reason, a cold sweat is running down my back...!'

"K-Kyouta-kun! That's indecent!"

'Mia? Normally, there's nothing indecent about sisters spending an hour together, right? Please tell me there isn't.'

Alright. Now that we're nicely relaxed, let's finally enter the dungeon.

"So, are we good to go this time?"

"Yep!"

"I'm ready."

'Y-yes. I'm currently debating whether to consult Grandma about sibling relationships, but there are no immediate problems.'

"Then, let's go in."

Confirming a hand on my shoulder, I passed through the white gate.

For a moment, it felt like the ground beneath my feet had vanished. Immediately after, the sensation of a hard floor came through my boots.

We were inside a building made of stacked stones.

The floor and walls were constructed of light brown blocks, and I could feel a faint draft from small cracks scattered here and there.

The only light sources were the LED lantern hanging from my waist and the lights attached to the golems' heads. The passageway was wide, about the width of a three or four-lane road. The ceiling seemed high as well; when Erina-san took out an extra penlight and pointed it upward, it was only faintly visible.

I knew from the materials provided by the Dungeon Agency, but being here in person, the density of mana was on another level.

My shoulders, which had relaxed during the banter in front of the gate, had tensed up again without me realizing.

Consciously breathing, I slowly drew my sword and gripped the hilt firmly, as if to confirm its feel.

"Aira-san, we've entered the dungeon."

'Right. I'm looking at the map here as well. As usual, find the paint markings first.'

"Roger."

I exchanged glances with the two behind me and slowly began to advance.

Only the sound of our footsteps echoed in the space. Even though I knew in my head what might emerge from the darkness ahead, an indescribable sense of anxiety welled up in my chest.

Will it be a demon, or will it be a snake? The only thing certain is that a monster will appear.

As we proceeded down the dark, windy corridor, I spotted yellow writing on the wall.

"Aira-san, we are currently at 'D-41'."

'Understood... Hmm. For now, proceed straight ahead. The interior looks the same everywhere, so I can't pinpoint your location at this stage.'

"Okay."

I gave a short reply and started walking again. A moment later...

"Wait."

Erina-san's voice, though a whisper, carried clearly.

Her tone was different from her foolish banter earlier. I instinctively gripped the hilt with both hands.

"Three of them, coming from the front. From the sound, they're 'flying.' Judging by their speed, I think they've noticed us."

"Got it. Byakuren, forward."

"`Ukon` and `Sakon`, form a shield in front of me and Erina-san."

With a clank of its chain, Byakuren, its iron ball at the ready, came to my side.

"Let me confirm one more time. You both have your 'charms,' right?"

"Yes."

"Of course. After all, Ā-chan made them for us. I've got them right here."

"Understood. Then—I'll make the first move."

I could now hear it too, the sound of flight cutting through the air.

It was fast. Capturing the movement of mana in the darkness ahead, I drew a knife with my left hand.

Simultaneously, I used the power of my ring to sheathe the blade in flame, reared back, and threw it forward.

An all-out throw, aided by the wind. I was confident it could take down an average C-Rank monster, but...

The flame-wreathed knife was shattered with ease. The flames still flickered on the debris dancing in the air.

In that light, three grotesque figures were illuminated.

Their skeletons were remarkably similar to a human's. They wore green tunics and loincloths, and held swords and spears in their hands.

Looking at that alone, one might think them a civilized humanoid race. But no one who saw their full form would mistake them for 'human'.

They had the heads and feet of eagles. From their backs sprouted dark brown wings, and their muscular limbs and any visible skin were covered in feathers.

Their turbid yellow eyes, looking down on us, were clearly filled with malice and hostility.

'Utuq.'

This monster was so named due to its resemblance to a spirit from ancient Babylonian mythology.

The original myth speaks of two types, good and evil... but this could only be considered a type of evil spirit, also known as 'Garula.'

*'Gak-gak-gak-gak-gak—!*'*

With a sound like mocking laughter, the creatures readied their weapons.

...It's fine. I can fight them. Don't be intimidated.

I told myself this as I readjusted my grip on my sword with both hands. Both the Cuelebre and those bull-men were powerful enemies that could have taken my head with a single misstep. And yet, I have overcome them to be here now.

I no longer see them as my superiors. As a fellow B-Rank adventurer—an equal—I will strike them down!
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			*'Keeee—!!'*

With a shrill cry, an Utuq dove. I caught the one-handed sword it swung down with all its momentum on my own bastard sword.

The clash of blades produced a roar that sounded less like swords and more like two giant iron masses colliding. The creak of the stone floor beneath my feet was completely drowned out. Sparks flew as our blades scraped against each other.

"Ooooh!"

It was strong, but still within a range I could parry head-on.

As it lost its balance in mid-air, I struck back with my blade, cleaving its torso in two. Beside me, an iron ball turned a spear-wielding Utuq into a bag of blood and sent it flying into the darkness.

Only one remained. Unlike the others, this one didn't charge forward, but instead gathered mana at a distance, beyond the reach of our lights.

*'■■, ■■■■...!'*

A discomforting sensation, like an insect crawling inside my ear. A pale blue light ignited in its palm, revealing its form.

Its eagle face was unreadable, its yellow eyes glowing eerily.

In the monster's palm rested a heart of pale blue light. The beat it produced, strangely, seemed to match the rhythm of my own.

`Cursed Poison Magic`—'Death's Guidance.'

A mass of mana, modeled after my own heart. The monster's palm began to close, as if to crush it—

*'Pip.'*

The Utuq died.

With a short, dying cry, the monster fell to the floor with a thud. I ignored it, turning my attention instead to the one I had just cut down and the one sent flying by the iron ball.

Both were nothing but remnants of mana. I glanced at Erina-san, and she gave a nod.

"No more enemies around. Doesn't seem like any are hiding either!"

"Phew..."

I let out a sigh of relief at her words and relaxed my stance. As `Ukon` passed by to collect the dropped items, I patted my chest through my armor.

"Even knowing it's fine, this is still bad for the heart."

I turned to see Mia-san smiling wryly. I nodded, likely with a similar expression on my face.

The Utuq had self-destructed. It had tried to curse us, but the curse was resisted, and the 'curse reflection' resulted in it crushing its own heart.

This was the reason this dungeon was a good match for us.

Thanks to my Sage's Nucleus, I'm immune to curses. The golems, like `Byakuren`, don't have hearts in the first place. The `Cursed Poison Magic` used by the Utuq is designed for humans, so it was less effective against the 'imperfect homunculus.' If it had been a proper homunculus, things might have been different.

And for Erina-san and the others, who could only pray to successfully resist the mana if the curse activated...

"We have the charms Ā-chan gave us! No need to worry!"

Erina-san said, pulling a charm out from her collar.

It was a palm-sized purple pouch. Inside was a piece of `Treant` wood carved into a human shape, with a single one of Busujima-san's hairs wrapped around it.

Apparently, users of `Cursed Poison Magic` also possess counter-spells for curses and poisons.

So, we commissioned her to create these curse-reflecting charms. They're single-use, but we've brought several, so we're safe.

They're quite effective, but also a bit pricey, I hear.

"Still, I'm surprised Busujima-san was able to make so many charms in such a short time."

"Nah, Ā-chan already makes and sells stuff like this."

"Oh, really?"

"Yep. She said it's more profitable than going into dungeons. She uses the money to get better equipment and level up."

"Ah..."

Busujima-san's `Arcane Gear` is, well... rather revealing.

Since she can't use her `Arcane Gear`—the best possible equipment for an Awakened Person—for everyday use, she needs to collect equipment made by artisans like Ooyama-san.

It makes sense that she'd have a lot of expenses. And without a high level, she'd probably feel insecure about self-defense.

"But isn't there a risk of being cursed or targeted by magic if her hair is in it?"

There are spells that use blood or flesh to track a person's location. A beautiful high school girl with black hair seems like a prime target for weirdos.

Well, I doubt she's selling the charms with her photo attached, but in this day and age, you never know where information might leak from.

Even if she's selling them online, the site could get hacked and personal information could be stolen... that kind of thing is possible.

"It's fine! The first thing in the instruction manual says, 'If this charm is used for any purpose other than its intended use, misfortune may befall you'!"

"Does it also say in parentheses, 'And I'll be the one to make you miserable'?"

"Writing that much would be legally risky, so..."

Erina-san averted her gaze. You're the one who came up with that line, aren't you?

For a while after the 'Day of Awakening,' chain mail made a brief comeback. In this new era where magic is real, even things like 'Forward this email to 10 friends within a week...' were no longer considered a joke. In reality, you can't curse someone that way, though.

...The fact that it casually says '10 friends' is a one-hit kill spell for people like me and Aira-san.

I was getting negative in the middle of a dungeon. I shook my head. Friendship is about quality, not quantity...! There's no need to cry into my pillow over a prank email...!

I'll never forgive the person who sent me that email. As I reformed my knife, I furrowed my brow deeply under my helmet.

'It's good not to be too tense, but don't let your guard down too much. Kyou-chan, you'll be fine, but Erina and Mia, you need to constantly check that your charms aren't broken as you proceed.'

"Roger!"

"Of course, Sis."

"Got it."

With the drop items collected, we resumed our exploration.

By the way, the Utuq drop 'clay.' Of course, it's not just any clay.

I'm not an expert, but I've heard that if you use it in a furnace, you can make iron that's easy to imbue with mana, and if you use it as a building material, it can prevent ghost-type monsters from passing through walls.

I've also heard it can be used as a countermeasure against things like teleportation. In this era filled with Awakened and monsters, it's a drop item that's in extremely high demand.

As I was thinking about this, we came to a staircase.

"Aira-san, there's a staircase."

'I see. Well then, after you go up it, the path should split into three. Go straight, and at the second crossroad, turn right. If you turn at the first one, you'll end up back where you started, so be careful.'

"Roger."

'All the stairs here are unusually long. It seems they're built to bypass certain floors. The structure suggests it's some kind of temple, designed to isolate a special room... Don't go tumbling down, will you?'

"Of course not. But..."

I took a flashlight from the metal pack on Byakuren's back, leaned forward, and shone it up the stairs.

They were incredibly steep, and there were so many steps it was pointless to count them. I had looked at the map beforehand, but this dungeon... or rather, this building, was very strange.

There were almost no stairs that went directly to the floor above. To get to the floor that should be directly above our current one, we would have to go up and down several huge staircases. Honestly, it was such a complex structure that I would have gotten lost without Aira-san's navigation.

Still, with the physical capabilities of an Awakened who can fight at this rank, stamina wasn't much of an issue. However...

"Long staircases in a dungeon... they just give me a bad feeling."

'I know, right? The Self-Defense Force's records include an incident where a squad was attacked on the stairs and a member was injured. The Utuq are sensitive to disturbances in the dungeon. If a battle drags on, they'll gather in large numbers just from that.'

"Understood."

Nodding at her words through the earring, I shouldered my sword.

After exchanging glances with my companions, who had likely heard the telepathic conversation as well, I began to ascend the stairs cautiously.

Fortunately, there were no traps in this dungeon. But for those without wings, a staircase is a difficult terrain to fight on. Among us, I was the only one who could fight in the air, and I wasn't particularly good at it.

That's why I really didn't want to encounter any enemies while we were climbing.

"Four approaching from the floor above. They might have noticed us."

"Got it...!"

It's at times like these that monsters always show up.

Resigned, I pushed off with all my might. I shattered the stone steps and sprinted up at full speed.

Fragments of the floor flew like buckshot, and a roar echoed through the hall. But I couldn't worry about that. The golems would protect my companions from the debris, and any enemies drawn by the noise would be crushed along with everything else. If we got bogged down fighting on the stairs, we'd be surrounded with no way to advance or retreat.

I bounded up in three steps and launched myself onto the upper floor with the momentum. As if they had been waiting, spears were thrown at me while I was still in the air.

Two of them. Foreseeing their trajectories aimed at my head and stomach, I did a barrel roll to evade them. Immediately after, two Utuq with swords slashed at me.

A pincer attack from the left and right in arcing trajectories. Using `Concept Interference` to kick off the air, I blocked the two blades with my sword and gauntlet.

I was being pushed back, but I managed to hold on. A moment later, a spear of ice flew from behind and pierced the one on my right.

As it faltered with a short cry, I pushed it away with my sword and immediately thrust my blade into the other one, gouging its throat.

Even as fresh blood spurted from its neck, the Utuq grabbed my blade with both hands. My movement was halted for an instant, and a curse was directed at me.

However, the two that tried to kill me with a curse self-destructed. I forcefully swung my sword sideways and turned my gaze to the one that had been pierced by the ice spear.

As it knelt on the floor, trying to use its sword as a cane to stand, an iron ball flew in and mercilessly crushed its skull.

With the sound of my companions rushing up behind me, I landed on the stone floor.

As I held my sword at the ready, ever vigilant, Erina-san's voice came through my earring.

*'Kyou-chan! A huge number of them are flying this way!'*

"Sorry. That's probably my fault."

*'No problem at all!'*

*'It's far better than fighting on the stairs!'*

"Thanks."

Just as I gave my short reply, the presence of two people and three golems was behind me.

And, reaching my ears, the sound of a great many things cutting through the wind.

I doubt it was every enemy in the dungeon converging on us, but it was possible that all the Utuq on this floor had been drawn to us. A swarm was approaching from three directions: left, right, and front.

But we had planned for this kind of situation. Mostly Erina-san, that is.

"As planned."

"Alright!"

Erina-san stepped forward, leaning back as she pointed her long, supple left leg straight up. Despite being on one foot, she was surprisingly steady.

The giant shuriken in her right hand, the `Daisharinmaru`, hummed as it was imbued with mana.

"Ultimate move! Invisible Ninjas, Attaaaack!"

"So lame."

Ignoring my involuntary blurt, she let it fly. The four-bladed shuriken spun at high speed and assaulted the group of enemies approaching from the front.

Just before it hit the Utuq, mana overflowing from the dungeon's walls and ceiling formed a barrier.

But the blade entangled that mana and accelerated further. The wind sheathing the shuriken became a storm, tearing the monsters' bodies to shreds. The stone walls and floor cracked, and the swirling dust cloud was mixed with red.

There was no time to retrieve the thrown Daisharinmaru, so Erina-san fell back. As I stepped forward to take her place, she immediately took out numerous plastic containers from her Item Box and placed them haphazardly on the floor.

"Senpai!"

"Right!"

The moment Mia-san struck the floor with her staff, the rubber caps on the containers were blasted off from the inside.

The water that gushed out flew through the air as if it were swimming fish, heading for the left and right corridors. Then, as it rained down on the stone floor, it formed walls of ice.

Next, she spun her staff once, and the air began to freeze, using the walls as a base. In the blink of an eye, the corridors were sealed with ice.

"I've blocked the paths to the left and right! But they might be able to break through by force!"

'No, before that, the three paths merge nearby. They might try to circle around to the front.'

"It would be better if they came from one direction...!'

I replied, charging toward the enemy group. The shuriken had thinned their numbers, but there were still over twenty of them.

As I ran with my sword at the ready, dozens of arms were pointed at me. And then, pseudo-hearts were created in their palms.

Immediately after, the Utuq all self-destructed in unison, leaving only five. I swept aside those approaching with swords and spears with a single blow of my wind-and-flame-wreathed blade.

That wasn't enough to kill them, but it blunted their momentum. An iron ball swung in a horizontal arc and pulverized three of them at a relatively high altitude, while I leaped up and cut down one that had lost altitude.

I beheaded it, kicked the remaining torso, and closed in on the last one. I dodged its spear thrust with a horizontal spin and slashed its torso in a reverse diagonal cut.

*'Congratulations. You've leveled up, Kyou-chan.'*

"Thanks for that!"

Apparently, you get experience points even from curse reflection. I replied as I landed, but it seemed I didn't have time to worry about levels right now.

Just as Aira-san had predicted, they had chosen to go around rather than break through the ice walls. I readied my sword against the massive number of mana signatures surging from the darkness ahead.

The Utuq are strong. But we are stronger than we were when we fought the Cuelebre. Even if they come in a horde, there is no reason we should lose.

Bring it on. I'll take you all down at once...!

"Ngh!?"

A disgusting sensation, as if countless hands had caressed my body. A shiver, like insects crawling inside my ears. Just as my eyes widened at these sensations,

—*THUD-THUD-THUD-SPLAT!*'

The sound of flesh hitting something hard echoed from the darkness ahead multiple times.

An Utuq, likely the one at the front of the swarm, slid close to us, scraping against the floor. Then, it turned to salt and crumbled into a pile.

"........."

"Kyou-chan! I heard a strange sound! What happened!?"

"They just... died..."

"Just!?"

Well, 'just' is the only way to describe it...

Byakuren came to my side with a clatter and readied its weapon, but after looking around, it lowered its iron ball.

For now, I took out a knife, sheathed it in flame, and threw it.

The corridor was illuminated as it flew. There, the floor was covered in a layer of salt. It seems they had intended to finish us off with a simultaneous barrage of curses.

...The Utuq met a death straight out of a comedy routine, but their actions sent a cold sweat down my back.

Dozens of spells unleashed at once. Would that have counted as the 'one time' that Busujima-san's charm could absorb? In the first place, could it have withstood a density of curses that could be called a flood of mana?

What if it couldn't have...?

*'Uh... well, congratulations for now, Kyou-chan. You've leveled up again.'*

"Thanks..."

I replied to Aira-san's words, my voice sounding absent even to myself.

A 'B-Rank Dungeon'.

It was, after all, not a place where one could afford to let their guard down.

When using items like Busujima-san's charms or the egg-shaped barriers I create, you can't carry other magical items whose effects would overlap at the same time.

If you want to carry several while having only one active, you need to put them in an Item Box or a special container. Therefore, switching them out instantly is difficult.

For the next hour of exploration, my nerves were never at ease.

It was a day that made me keenly aware of what 'B-Rank' truly meant.
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			A Peaceful Trial

			The day after I was left thinking, *'B-Rank' sounds terrifying…*

Just like every other day, the TV declared it was 'hotter than the yearly average,' and I headed to school through the muggy air.

One of the small blessings of becoming an Awakened Person is that I barely have to worry about heatstroke anymore.

I can still feel hot and cold perfectly fine, but my upper and lower limits have expanded. It's not just me, either; pretty much every Awakened Person is like this to some degree.

When the temperature hits 30 degrees Celsius, both non-Awakened and Awakened will feel 'hot.' But if it climbs past 60, the former would collapse, while the latter would just start sweating a bit more and still say, 'It's hot'... Something like that?

Basically, we got tougher. And apparently, I'm one of the toughest of the bunch, thanks to my unique skill and my stats.

However. Hot is still hot, and my belief in the greatness of air conditioning hasn't changed one bit. I think the person who invented the air conditioner deserves to win the Nobel Peace Prize ten times over.

I finally reached the classroom, thoroughly annoyed by the cicadas' screeching along the way, though my spirits were lifted by the sight of the girls' summer uniforms.

"What should we do for the cultural festival?!"

A certain self-proclaimed ninja was already in super-high spirits this morning.

Yep, same old Erina-san.

But her outfit was different!!

Since the end of summer break, she'd switched to her summer uniform...!

*Huh? So it's already her 'usual' outfit?* Don't think. Feel.

Her arms, peeking out from her white short-sleeved shirt, were fair and slender, beautiful all the way to her fingertips. The pleated skirt covered her thighs to their mid-point, and the sliver of skin visible between it and her black knee-high socks—her absolute territory—was dazzling. Her legs were healthily toned, yet the slight indentation from the top of her socks proclaimed the soft flesh of her thighs.

And most importantly, the tent-like effect of her magnificent chest was even more pronounced than in her blazer...! It was a bounty so rich you'd think she had two large melons tucked in there.

I see... It appears my brain is boiling. *What happened to my heat resistance?*

"What's wrong, Kyou-chan? You spaced out for a second, and now you're holding your head."

"Ugh, the guilt..."

"What happened?"

"I'd bet anything he was just thinking something pervy."

"Sh-Shizuku-san, let's be easy on him. Yagawa-kun is a growing boy, after all."

Heh heh heh, I've got nothing to say to that... Being force-cooled by a calm third party is just plain painful.

Trying to change the subject, I recalled Erina-san's question.

"So, what's this about the cultural festival?"

"More importantly, are you okay? You look like you're about to cry."

"I'll double down. His boiled brain just got cooled, and he took a massive hit to his mental state."

"Shizuku-san, that's not how a bet works..."

*Please stop. Any more and I might actually start crying.*

"I'm fine, so let's talk about the festival. Why the sudden interest?"

"It's not sudden! Our school's cultural festival is in September, right? It's almost August, which means we practically have only one month left!"

"Ah..."

Now that she mentioned it, she was right. Unfortunately, all of us here, myself included, are first-years. We've never experienced a high school cultural festival, so my only frame of reference is what I've seen in anime.

And it's in September? I honestly thought it was in October.

"I heard the other classes have already started preparing! Ichiko-chan just told me!"

Erina-san declared cheerfully. I think Ichiko-san was the girl Erina-san made do a no-rope bungee jump with her teleportation.

Poor girl. Being accosted by a self-proclaimed ninja who, for some reason, barely breaks a sweat in this heat must have sent a chill down her spine. Then again, considering the reason for the no-rope bungee jump, I don't feel too much sympathy for her.

Anyway, back to the topic at hand. A cultural festival, huh...

"Why don't we just do an exhibit on local history?"

"Seconded."

"Whyyy?!"

Ooyama-san raised a hand languidly in response to my words.

"Kyou-chan, Shī-chan, you're both being weird! It's the cultural festival! A festival! Why would you suggest something so boring?!"

"It's a pain."

"Same here."

"C'mon!"

Erina-san swung her arms back and forth like a child.

*Gah!* Her chest bounced up and down with a *bounce, bounce*! Is this some kind of seduction technique? If I hadn't already been seated with the desk as a defensive wall, I'd have been in trouble. She might have noticed my... biological reaction.

Resisting the skillful visual induction with all my might, I looked Erina-san in the eyes.

"Look, there are only four people in our class. What do you expect us to do?"

"Yeah, what he said. Besides, I bet the school would give us a sour look if we tried to do anything big."

"I agree."

"Ā-chan, you too?!"

That made it three against one. This is the law-abiding nation of Japan. By the power of democracy, otherwise known as majority rule, the matter was as good as decided.

This battle is our victory!

"You really don't want to do anything...?"

"Urk..."

Erina-san placed her hands on my desk, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. Her chest, pressed by her upper arms, changed shape.

*Damn it, she's too cute! I have to look down!*

*Damn it, her chest! I have to look up!*

*What is this infinite loop?!* There's no escape. Is this the power of a ninja, even a self-proclaimed one?!

"Hey, Yagawa's about to crack. Aika, use your *Arcane Gear* to seduce him and pull him back to our side."

"I will back-drop you."

"Sorry."

That exchange was happening one desk over. It seemed I couldn't expect any reinforcements.

"W-Well, you see..."

"Even with just a few people, I think we can do all sorts of things. We only get one first-year high school cultural festival, you know? Not counting, like, repeating a year or reenrolling or anything. C'mon, let's make some memories together."

"...I-I'll consider it."

I finally found an escape route and turned my face toward the hallway wall.

"After careful consideration upon careful consideration, I will give you my answer. I must refrain from answering at this time."

"That's a textbook evasion if I've ever seen one."

"Yagawa-kun, you'd probably make a terrible politician."

Say whatever you want...!

As my lips trembled into a pout, a cool, soft hand took mine.

"So that means you're neutral for now, and there's a chance you'll say yes later!"

My, what a positive outlook.

As I took in Erina-san's radiant smile and the soft touch of her fingers, I felt my heart race and gave a small nod.

She shook my hand enthusiastically before skipping over to Ooyama-san and the others.

As she raised her arm, I could see the sway of her sideboob even from behind. My *Spirit Eye* didn't miss it. *Amazing, Spirit Eye.*

"Okay, so if I can convince Shī-chan and Ā-chan, it's decided! We're doing something fun for the cultural festival!"

"Oh crap. She's heading this way..."

"This is not good. Can we withstand that natural-born flirt...?!"

"She might turn us to putty like she did Yagawa."

"We might end up disgracing ourselves like Yagawa-kun..."

Say whatever you want...!!

In the end, all three of them were made to nod in agreement. The self-proclaimed ninja is strong.

Soon after, our teacher arrived and class began, so we decided to discuss the specifics later. By the way, the moment our teacher heard we were planning an exhibit for the cultural festival, her face twitched into a half-crying smile.

She was a young female teacher who looked like she'd had a bit of a rough life. In a way, she was a victim, having likely been forced to take charge of our class.

All I could say to her was: Tough luck.

* * *

*'What did we do for the cultural festival? A local history exhibit, of course.'*

*'That has zero festive charm!'*

After school, I asked Aira-san that question while we were playing 'Matsuo Sea Battle ☆ Squid-Octopus Frenzy,' and that was the answer I got.

"Aira-san, you went to an all-girls' school, didn't you?"

*'Indeed. Mia and I, up until high school. And Erina-kun until middle school. It was an integrated system from elementary through high school, by the way.'*

*'It got a little awkward for me after I became an Awakened Person, so I left.'*

"I have an image of all-girls' schools being for the wealthy these days. Wasn't your cultural festival a big deal?"

*'I can't speak for other girls' schools, but it's true that most of the students at ours were well-off. Still, they were students. They hated hassle and most just wanted to walk around looking at other classes' exhibits with their friends.'*

"I see..."

*'Oh, my gauge is full. P●●p, launch!'*

"Don't abbreviate it! Say 'Ultra-Pup'!"

At Erina-san's crude declaration, her character started swinging a giant hammer.

*Isn't that just Ultra Ham●er?* Sorry, my English isn't so good, so I wouldn't know.

*'My gauge is full, too! Aira, Sea Urchin Tank, launching!'*

"Why did you have to pick that one? There were so many better options."

*'This one looks stronger!'*

"Well, it did get buffed in the last update, but still..."

Don't try to mimic that certain anime. And your tank is red, anyway. At least make it white.

...Wait, didn't the red one do something similar without announcing it?

*'Sea Urchin Tank, launching!'*

*'Go, *Senpai*!'*

*'Sea Urchin Tank, destroyed!'*

*'S-Senpai!!'*

"Knew it."

Well yeah, the pilot's weak. The woman just charges in recklessly.

*'WRAAGH! For my *senpai*! Take this, d●ng toss!'*

"Don't abbreviate it! And are you a gorilla now?"

*'I-I'm surrounded! Kyou-chaaaan!'*

"Yelling at me won't help."

Why do these two turn into wild boars when they play games? Or maybe it's *because* it's a game.

I casually spammed my own special, the 'Cow Dung Missile,' while asking a question through my earring.

"By the way, Erina-san. Have you already decided what you want to do?"

*'Hmm, there are just too many things I want to do. I actually haven't decided yet.'*

"I see. Well, that's very like you, Erina-san."

*'But it's already been decided that you'll be front and center, Kyou-chan!'*

"Huh?"

*Wait, was that a death sentence?*

I'm a guy with only slightly below-average communication skills. Why am I being pushed to the front instead of the three gorgeous girls? Is this some kind of punishment?

*'And you're cross-dressing! That's also a done deal!'*

"Come again?"

It was a genuine death sentence.

*'Ho ho, tell me more. This is most intriguing.'*

"Shut it, you hopeless university student."

*'Hmph!'*

"Are you a child?!"

Don't give me that ridiculously cute rejection!

*'Excuse me, were you talking about Kyouta-kun cross-dressing?'*

"Ugh, she's here."

Mia-san, how long have you been listening? Seriously.

*'Indeed! The question is what kind of clothes to put Kyou-chan-kun in.'*

"I. Am. Not. Wearing. Anything."

To show my protest, I lightly scratched my earring with my fingernail. *Eat the sound of scraping a mirror.*

*'Heh heh heh. Actually, I've already decided what he's going to wear.'*

But it seemed to have little effect. Damn, she's surprisingly tough.

"I told you, I'm not doing it. You want me to just ditch the whole thing on the day of?"

*'This is going to be fun, Kyou-chan!'*

"Are you listening to me???"

While we were talking, my character got surrounded by the enemy team and was defeated.

In the blink of an eye, the opponent's ink covered the battlefield, and we suffered another crushing defeat. To the random person who got stuck with us, my sincerest apologies.

That person, 'CannonSword,' who was fighting with us was strong, but we completely dragged them down.

*'Hey, hey. What do you want to do while you're cross-dressing, Kyou-chan?'*

"First of all, I don't want to cross-dress."

This is bad. I might get another 'persuasion' session from Erina-san tomorrow. Will I be able to resist?

*Nope, it's impossible.* In my mind, my orichalcum-grade reason is about to put on a sash that reads 'Aluminum Foil.'

...I almost wish some trouble would come up and the cultural festival gets canceled.

But after the whole demon incident, I bit my tongue, knowing that was too inappropriate to even think.

*'Oh, speaking of costumes, *Senpai*.'*

*'What is it, Erina-kun? Is it an interesting topic? Tell me anything! I shall cooperate!'*

*'Yay! Then it's about time you used that Tokyo souvenir we bought you!'*

*'...'*

A speechless, hopeless university student. A second hopeless university student whose breathing I could have sworn just got heavier.

Yeah, this thought I can say out loud.

"SERVES YOU RIIIIIGHT!!"

*'Y-You baaaastard!!'*
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			The Importance of Countermeasures

			The day after that, the first Saturday of August, we found ourselves once again at the Dungeon of Utuq.

While we could get back with Erina-san's teleportation, marking the store itself is forbidden, so we have to get picked up every time we come here.

Feeling a little guilty about that, I finished my preparations as usual and headed to the gate room.

After a final check, we stepped through the white door.

The floor and walls were made of dry stone. A cool, but not damp, breeze seeped through the cracks scattered about.

I drew my one-and-a-half-handed sword in the passage, which was illuminated by artificial light.

"We've entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration."

*'Right. This is your second time, but don't let your guard down. We've added more countermeasures, but your basic strategy should be to avoid their curses altogether.'*

"Understood."

"Roger!"

*'Kyou-chan-kun, you on the other hand should actively try to get hit. Aim to be the world's number one crash-test dummy!'*

"That sounds terrible."

I replied with a pout and exchanged glances with my teammates.

After receiving their nods, I began to walk forward cautiously.

The *clack, clack* of my and Mia-san's footsteps, along with the heavy tread of the golems, echoed in the corridor. Despite the pleasant temperature and breeze compared to the outside, a cold sweat trickled down my cheek.

Erina-san, who was moving silently, suddenly called out in a sharp voice.

"Four of them coming from behind, flying this way. They're moving pretty fast."

"Got it."

It seemed we had a welcoming party right at the entrance. We reversed our formation, and Byakuren and I stood to face the enemy.

A metallic *clank* sounded from behind me, and I glanced back for a moment. Diagonally behind me, Erina-san was equipping a pair of rugged gauntlets.

They completely covered her forearms, and the tips were so thick it looked like you could fit another fist or two inside.

According to Erina-san, they were a new ninja tool: claws.

There were no wrist or finger joints; instead, three blades extended out from her arms. From the side, the blades were shaped like the character 'ト', making it difficult to scale walls by swinging her arms.

But if the goal was simply to ascend, this 'magical tool' would be more suitable.

I cut my thoughts short and faced forward. Just as I lowered my sword to my hip, Sakon illuminated the path ahead with a large spotlight from behind.

The Utuqs, forced to a sudden stop by the blinding light, were now exposed. Byakuren and I launched our attack.

"Hyaa...!"

I leaped, kicking off the wind to gain more height. The lead creature hastily raised its sword, but I ignored it and slashed its torso in a rising diagonal cut.

An iron ball flew past me, and another creature was shot down. Of the two remaining, one raised its palm towards us.

Its target was—Erina-san.

I tried to dash through the air to stop its spell, but the other Utuq blocked my path.

*'Kiiiih!'*

It thrust its spear with a roar, but I dodged it and sliced its torso as I passed.

I wasn't going to make it in time to stop the chant.

*'Gah...!'*

But the last Utuq groaned with vexation and aborted its spell, drawing the sword at its hip instead.

It had no choice. Behind me, Mia-san's fog was now obscuring our vision.

The Utuq's curse required visual confirmation of the target. While the fog made it harder for our rear guard to attack, it was better than being cursed.

And then.

"Hyah!"

—*CLANG!*

A cheerful cry and a sound from the wall. I held back, letting the last one be hers, my sword at the ready.

The Utuq, though seemingly confused, narrowed its eyes and tried to close the distance. I kept it fully in my sights, prepared to provide support for *her* at any moment.

A wire shot out from the fog. Pulled along by it, Erina-san launched herself out, then fired the tip of her 'claw' into the opposite wall. The blade pierced the stone, and the attached wire retracted, sending her flying through the air.

She rotated her body horizontally with the grace of a cat. Pulling the blade free from the wall, the blonde, self-proclaimed ninja danced toward the Utuq.

Its eagle-like face twisted in shock at her unexpected movements, the monster immediately tried to counter by swinging its sword in a rising slash.

"Apache!"

But her descending claw was faster. Delivered like a right straight, the blades gouged the Utuq's chest.

"Dopah!"

Immediately after, the blades were forcefully ejected by wind power. The recoil sent both of them flying apart, and the Utuq slammed onto the hard floor.

Next to the creature as it turned to salt, Erina-san landed with a *clank* as she retracted the blades.

As I landed, cautiously surveying the area, she turned to me with a triumphant look on her face.

"So, what do you think, Kyou-chan?! How's my new ninja tool?!"

"Yeah. Looks useful."

"Right?! I know, right?!"

Erina-san laughed happily, puffing out her chest and striking a pose as if flexing her biceps.

I averted my eyes from the resulting *bounce* and focused on her claws.

A magical tool made by Ooyama-san. It used my materials to eject the blades with acceleration from *Mana Conversion*, and likewise used wind to retract the attached wires.

*Concept Interference* was incorporated into the tips, rendering any defense other than pure physical durability meaningless.

Its five-meter range was a bit short, but with Erina-san's skill, she should be able to handle it just fine.

*'Sorry to interrupt your triumphant pose, but don't let your guard down, you two. It's quite nerve-wracking to watch from over here.'*

"Indeed."

I nodded in agreement with Aira-san and Mia-san.

It was good that Erina-san could fight in close quarters, but I'd rather she didn't get on the front lines too much. I trusted her skill, but the curses in this dungeon were just too terrifying.

"It's okaaay! I use *[Transparency]* during combat, so they can't see me! My claws are still visible, but Ā-chan gave me her seal of approval that it won't affect the curse!"

"Oh, so you had it active already."

Now that she mentioned it, maybe she did look a little transparent? It didn't look much different to me, so it was hard to tell.

Still, I had thought the Utuq's reaction was strangely slow for such an unorthodox attack pattern, but I guess from its perspective, it just looked like a giant gauntlet was flying through the air.

Mythologically, they're spirits, but the Utuqs that appear as monsters today have physical bodies, even if they are made of salt. They don't have the same kind of vision that Sana-san or I do.

*'We've prepared double and triple countermeasures with Busujima-kun's charm, the vision-obscuring fog, and your skill. Does it seem to be working?'*

"It's hard to say after just one fight. But considering the Utuq aborted its spell to engage in close combat, it seems to be effective."

"This strategy doesn't leave much for me to do, though..."

Mia-san's eyebrows furrowed into a sad 'V' shape, and her long ears drooped.

"That might be true for normal fights, but if we face a huge number of them like last time, we'll be counting on your magic, Mia-san..."

"Senpai is our secret weapon! We're counting on you when the time comes!"

"...Understood. I'll do my best!"

Mia-san pumped herself up with determination. The pressure from her arms on her explosive chest...!!

That one-piece dress really is quite low-cut... As expected of the perverted clan. What a cleavage. And what soft-looking breasts...

I gave a small shake of my head to dispel my wicked thoughts and touched my earring.

"We're resuming the exploration."

*'Right. Be careful.'*

While we were talking, Ukon collected the dropped items. Erina-san stored them in her Item Box, and we started walking again.

We found the Self-Defense Force's marker and continued down the long corridor. We had a few more battles along the way, but we didn't encounter the same overwhelming numbers as last time. The area near the exit was also marked.

The SDF's structure guarding the exit here was much more robust than what I'd seen in other dungeons.

Unlike the police box-like designs in dungeons up to 'C-Rank', this was a veritable fortress.

Mounds of sandbags and what looked like a stone wall made with magic. Behind it stood a concrete building, with countless gun barrels protecting the exit. The soldiers' positions were mostly concealed by numerous obstacles, a clear countermeasure against being targeted by curses.

It was a stark reminder of just how dangerous this place was. With that in mind, we continued our exploration.

We went up and down dozens of long, steep staircases. About an hour after entering the dungeon, Aira-san's voice came through, tinged with excitement.

*'We should be at our destination soon...!'*

As if in response to her voice, after climbing a flight of stairs, we emerged onto a straight path and spotted a large door at the other end of the corridor.

It was a set of double doors that looked like they were carved from a single slab of rock, with no visible seams. Strange patterns were etched into its surface. I touched my earring as we stood before it.

"Aira-san, I think we've arrived at the target room."

*'Excellent! First, let me get a good look at the patterns on the door! Kyou-chan-kun, I need you to film the upper portion!''*

"I'll focus on scouting. Oh, there don't seem to be any enemies behind the door, so you're safe."

"Got it."

"Then I will handle the lower part."

I took the camera from Erina-san, and treading on the wind, I ascended as if climbing an invisible staircase.

The patterns on the door were carved all the way up to near the ceiling, which was easily over ten meters high. I filmed them as I slowly moved across.

*'Heh heh heh... Wonderful...! Myth is culture. It is civilization! The Utuq bring to mind legends of ancient Mesopotamia, but have you heard of the goddess Inanna from Mesopotamian mythology? This goddess's descent into the underworld is said to be deeply connected to the seasons and agricultural practices of Sumer. This is because the grain harvest took place in the spring, and the livestock—'*

*Where does she get that lung capacity?*

I continued filming while giving noncommittal responses to Aira-san's rapid-fire lecture. She was rattling on with such fervor that I doubted she was even stopping to breathe, and I let out a quiet sigh.

Sure, I get that this temple-like dungeon could hold major clues to deciphering the 'civilization that lived in dungeons.'

I get it, but still, I'd appreciate it if she didn't deliver a long-winded speech in the middle of a dungeon. I'd rather not have to explain that I didn't notice an enemy approaching because I was listening to her lecture.

"Filming complete."

"Same here, sister. I got the walls around the door, too."

*'Alright! Then head on inside!'*

"Understood."

The golems pushed open the massive doors. They were incredibly heavy, but for the current Byakuren, it was no problem.

I knew from Erina-san's ears that there were no enemies, but I was extra cautious. The golems illuminated the surroundings with their lights, and only after confirming there were no Utuqs did we enter.

"This is..."

Mia-san breathed out in awe.

Inside the vast room, which was as large as two gymnasiums, stood five stone statues.

In the center was a statue of a powerful man with the head of a sun.

To its right, a statue of a woman clad in a single piece of thin cloth.

On the opposite side, a statue of a voluptuous woman with deer antlers.

To our far left, a statue of a muscular man holding a sword.

And on the far right, a statue of a handsome man holding a harp.

Unlit candelabras lined the room, and the five statues looked down on us from a stepped dais.

They were so magnificently crafted that they looked like they could start moving at any moment. Perhaps they were made from a material rich in mana, or perhaps it was the sculptor's skill. Either way, they exuded an intense pressure.

I even instinctively used my *Spirit Eye* to check if they were disguised monsters. They were genuine stone statues, but even to my untrained eye, the craftsmanship was nothing short of astonishing.

Mia-san, who had taken a few steps forward, gazed up at the statues in a trance.

"Magnificent... The emotion I feel in my heart now is the same as when I first saw Michelangelo's David...!"

"Are they that amazing?"

"Yes, absolutely! The artist who created these was undoubtedly a figure who will go down in history!"

I was a little taken aback by Mia-san's excited reply.

Unfortunately, I'm artistically illiterate. I could tell they were amazing, but I couldn't comprehend her passionate explanation.

I glanced over at Erina-san. She was ignoring the statues completely, maintaining her usual smile as she continued to scan our surroundings.

She's probably more knowledgeable about art than I am, but it seemed she didn't share Mia-san's passion. Or maybe it was the professionalism of someone who could control her emotions. Either way, it was a relief.

*'Ho ho... At first glance, the one in the middle is the sun god and chief deity. The one on the right is his wife, and the one on the left is a fertility goddess? So there were deer or similar creatures in this area that could be used for food... The one with the sword is a war god, and the harp is a god of art? No, since magic exists, that might represent a staff. I believe there was magic that used melodies in place of incantations. To begin with, was it a polytheistic religion? No, more importantly, the fact that the sun god is the chief deity might tell us about the environment of the land where the dungeon dwellers originally lived—'*

And Aira-san, well, Aira-san had started her thing again.

Breaking into a cold sweat, I raised the camera again. A job's a job. Since I'm getting paid, I'd better do my duty.

As I filmed the statues and their surroundings, Mia-san quieted down. She was gazing intently at the statues, but she was back to work.

*'Hmm. The goddess who appears to be the chief deity's wife is holding a pot with a handle? A kettle? Is it for pouring wine, or water? If so, does water hold some special meaning? Wait. Is the god of the underworld present here? Does this goddess also serve that role, or does the war god-like deity serve a dual purpose? No, no. Is he enshrined elsewhere? Or do we not even know if they had a culture of an underworld yet? If there were inscriptions around the pedestal, it would be easier to understand... Ah, honestly. If we had been the first ones here, there might have been some documents. They should hurry up and release that information—'*

Aira-san, on the other hand, was still as noisy as ever. *Seriously, we're in a dungeon right now. My hearing is a perfectly good scouting tool, you know.*

It seemed there was some writing on the walls as well, so I recorded that with the camera too.

About twenty minutes after we entered the room, Erina-san, who had been standing at attention by the door, shifted her stance.

"Everyone, looks like we've got company. A lot of them. They're flying up from the bottom of the stairs."

*'What?! Kyou-chan-kun, be a shield and protect the statu—gah, it can't be helped. Your lives are the top priority...!'*

"Thanks for the tough decision."

"Ready when you are! Pass!"

I tossed the camera to Erina-san, who was posed like she was playing basketball, and drew my sword.

"Mia-san, if you would."

"Yes, leave it to me. I won't let them lay a single finger on these statues...!"

"Please focus."

"Y-Yes."

These sisters, honestly...

Mia-san lightly slapped her own cheeks to clear her head, while Erina-san lined up several plastic water tanks on the floor.

"Ready, senpai! Show 'em what you've got!"

"Yes!"

Just as I started to hear the sound of flight, Mia-san tapped the floor with her staff.

In response, the rubber stoppers on the tanks were forced open from the inside, and water slithered out into the air like snakes.

The great water serpents rapidly increased in volume, cladding themselves in scales and fangs of ice. Their forms were large enough to evoke the legend of Yamata-no-Orochi, and they pulsed with immense magical power.

Finally, the monsters with eagles' heads and wings appeared from the staircase.

"Go!"

The swarm of serpents attacked all at once. Scraping against the walls and floor, a relentless assault with no escape bore down on the Utuqs.

*'Kiiiiiih!!'*

The monsters tried to fight back with spears and swords, but they were frozen by the giant fangs and easily crushed, as if their efforts were meaningless.

Byakuren and I followed the ice serpents as they scrambled down to the lower floor, weapons at the ready, to strike the next ones that came up.

It seemed a good number of them were wiped out, but they weren't all gone. As proof, the sound of flight started up again.

"Deploying fog. Good luck."

"Right!"

As expected, she's reliable when it counts. This time, Erina-san was holding her *Daisharinmaru* instead of her claws.

A dozen or so Utuqs flew over the stairs with flapping wings. They were met by a storm of wind and fire, and an iron ball.

—One hour and forty minutes after the exploration began.

We returned safely to the outside of the dungeon and let out a sigh of relief.

The importance of countermeasures against monsters and terrain. It was a dungeon exploration where we could carve that lesson into our hearts and make it our strength.
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			Hauling Aira Along

			"Ugh... My tummy hurts, can I go home now?"

"Absolutely not. I saw you drinking a cola just fine a minute ago, didn't I?"

The day after learning our lesson in the Dungeon of Utuq. Sunday.

Today was another scorcher, with temperatures threatening to break 40 degrees Celsius, yet here we were, at an E-Rank dungeon.

The reason being.

"Aira-san, congratulations on getting your adventurer license!"

"Yay, not happy at all."

The feeble, hopeless university student had finally joined the ranks of adventurers.

What's more, thanks to her level, she was starting at E-Rank. Starting from F would have been a pain, but at this rate, she might be able to get to D-Rank quickly.

Well, the person in question had the eyes of a dead fish.

"I'm a desk-work specialist... The idea that a researcher must conduct fieldwork is an old way of thinking. In the modern age, we have various professions and tools. Let the experts handle what they're good at. We should commission those accustomed to rough situations to investigate dangerous areas and use specialized filming equipment to—"

"Yeah, this isn't about fieldwork, it's about self-defense."

"*Senpai*! Let's become fine ninjas together, *senpai*!"

*'Grandmother was worried that you might get into danger again, sister.'*

"Gah, are there no allies for me?!"

"In a way, *we're* your allies, so you might as well give up."

Since standing around moping in the store wouldn't solve anything, I had Erina-san haul Aira-san off to the changing room.

Mia-san was on standby at home this time, participating via her earring.

I quickly got ready myself, made a trip to the restroom, and then waited for the two of them.

While I waited, I glanced around the store.

The number of adventurers had exploded a while back, but this particular dungeon wasn't very popular. That's why we chose it, but with so few people here, I was worried about the monster population not being thinned out.

The Self-Defense Force is here, so it won't overflow, but it's probably teeming with monsters inside.

In a way, that's convenient, but we need to be careful. Aira-san is currently Level 20. She's overleveled for this rank, but her stats are mediocre.

I can't let her die by accident, no matter how unlikely.

Our goal today isn't leveling, but getting her accustomed to dungeons.

If we can just get her mental state sorted out, all that's left is to get her some decent gear and promote her to D-Rank. The level grinding can start from there.

As I was thinking about that, the girls emerged from the changing room, apparently finished with their preparations.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Kyou-chan! Long time?"

"No, not really."

"Hey, hey, that's no good, Kyou-chan-kun. In this situation, you have to lie and say, 'I just got here.'"

"What is this, a date scene from the Showa era?"

Both of them were in simple tracksuits, but as they say, a beautiful person looks good in anything. Their presence alone seemed to make this corner of the room feel more vibrant.

Though, to be fair, Aira-san is always in a tracksuit. Where did the mysterious and mystical aura I felt when I first met her go...?

"What is it, Kyou-chan-kun? Are you captivated by my beauty?"

"*Sigh*..."

"Eh, did you just sigh at me? At me, the most beautiful woman of this century? I see, you mean my beauty is so breathtaking it makes you sigh!"

"That's our *senpai*! A positive attitude is important for an adventurer!"

"Erina-kun? Are you implying that my sigh had a negative meaning, Erina-kun?"

I decided to put the hopeless university student's hopelessness aside for a moment and switch gears.

"We're about to head into the dungeon. You're not forgetting anything, are you?"

"Nope."

*'I will be your navigator! Sister, please don't deactivate your telepathy skill under any circumstances!'*

"Right."

*'Ugh... I really wanted to go with you all...'*

"Sorry, Mia. This dungeon is for three people."

Aira-san puffed out her chest with a smug look, spouting a line that sounded like it came from a certain blue robotic cat.

Dungeon gates can be entered by three to four people at a time. It varies by dungeon, but this one's limit is three. If four or more try to enter, one person gets sent to a different area inside.

Why it's designed this way is a mystery, especially since there are no such restrictions when leaving.

"Alright, then I'll assume you're ready."

"Kyou-chan-kun."

"Yes?"

"That being said, I still don't want to go. It's a pain."

"Haul her away."

"Give it up, *senpai*!"

"Nooo—"

Erina-san grabbed Aira-san from behind, hooking her arms under her armpits and dragging her away.

I gave a slight bow to the other people in the store who were giving us strange looks, and we headed to the gate room.

The receptionist warned us, 'We cannot let you pass unless the person herself has a clear intention to explore,' but Aira-san finally resigned herself and took out her own license.

They were still suspicious, so we had to explain the situation. Once we finally got permission, we headed for the gate.

With the white door between us, we each summoned our *Arcane Gear*. Then, Erina-san took Byakuren and Renge out of her Item Box.

A golem that looked like a girl about 160 centimeters tall, with hair-like golden additional armor.

Renge, who stood at attention with her blue glass eyes glowing faintly, was equipped with a body armor vest this time.

We also had her hold a one-handed sword and shield made by Ooyama-san from a weapon case, and finally, we attached a military flashlight to her vest.

"I explained this beforehand, but I made some modifications, mixing in some *Treant* drop items into her materials. Her output hasn't increased much, but her durability and fuel efficiency should be better."

"Perfect, Kyou-chan-kun."

"Sure, whatever."

I shrugged at Aira-san, who was sporting a villainous grin.

"Hey now, don't be a party pooper, Kyou-chan-kun. You'll never be popular with the ladies like that."

"Shut it, you hopeless university student."

I let out a small click of my tongue at the hopeless beauty who was now winking at me. Seriously, the fact that she's so needlessly gorgeous makes gestures like that genuinely irritating.

Anyway.

"...Are you sure you didn't want to change Renge's design?"

I'd heard that, out of loneliness from not being able to see Mia-san, she'd had it modeled after her sister's middle-school appearance. Now that the real person was here, wouldn't it just be awkward?

I would have changed the appearance for free, too.

*'No, I think it's fine as it is! It's a little embarrassing, but it feels like I'm always with my sister... ehehe.'*

Well, the person herself approved.

"Indeed. I've come to think of her as another little sister! Renge is perfect as she is."

*'Excuse me? I'm your only sister. Let's destroy that blockhead right now.'*

"I'm kidding, Mia! You're my only sister!"

*'That's right, sister!'*

Aira-san was already drenched in sweat before we even entered the dungeon. I decided to pretend I didn't see. *Stay strong.*

I cleared my throat and checked my own equipment and Byakuren. After glancing at Erina-san, I turned back to Aira-san.

"Alright, we're going into the dungeon now. At your current level, you shouldn't die from minor things, but please don't let your guard down."

"Yeah. Of course."

"Don't worry, *senpai*. I'll definitely protect you, *senpai*."

"Erina-kun... *thump thump*."

"Well, I'll be covering you too, so you don't have to be too tense."

"Kyou-chan-kun... pfft."

"Hey, why did you just laugh?"

After the hopeless university student tried to play it off with a cute face, I clicked my tongue loudly and switched my focus to the gate in front of us.

"Okay, place your hands on my shoulders. If you let go while we're entering, you'll be sent somewhere else, so don't let go under any circumstances."

"Got it."

I confirmed that both of them had a grip on my shoulders and that the golems were touching their shoulders in turn.

We stepped through the white door.

As always, there was that strange sensation of the ground disappearing without any feeling of floating. Just as a powerful sense of unease washed over me, I felt the hard sensation of stone through my boots.

The air was cool and humid. The dungeon's cavern-like scenery, with its damp-looking rock walls illuminated by SDF lights, spread out before us.

While cautiously scanning the area with my eyes, I lightly tapped the fingers still resting on my shoulder.

"You can let go now. There's no danger of getting separa—"

I was about to say 'separated' when Aira-san leaned against me.

Her chestplate prevented me from feeling her warmth or softness, but I was aware of my heart skipping a beat as her scent wafted over me.

"A-Aira-san?"

"Kyou-chan-kun."

Her voice was somewhat weak. From beneath her drooping bangs, her teary blue eyes looked up at me.

At the sight of her, so fleetingly beautiful, my heart jumped again and—

"I'm gonna puke... *urghh*."

So this is what it feels like to have a hundred years of love turn cold in an instant.

"...Do you need a barf bag?"

"Don't need it... jus' lemme rest... a sec..."

"Right. Take your time..."

"I'll keep watch over our surroundings!"

*'Sister?! Are you okay, sister?! The telepathy is breaking up, I can't hear you well!'*

"Be quiet... for a sec..."

It took about a minute for Aira-san to recover. She finally calmed down after a sip of water.

"Yeesh... I didn't feel it much during the minotaur incident, but between the exam and now, isn't there something they can do about that sensation?"

"I don't know if I should ask this, but what happened during your exam...?"

"I threw up. The female SDF officer and the other examinee who entered the dungeon with me had the most indescribable looks on their faces."

Well, of course they would. A perfect, cool beauty on the outside, spectacularly losing her lunch.

If anything, I think the fact that you can state that so brazenly is the weird part. Please, have some maidenly shame.

Her *Arcane Gear* makes her look like a great detective, but her insides are in a state of great intoxication. What's up with that?

"Hmph. Don't tell me, Kyou-chan-kun, you were just thinking, 'She's not a great detective, she's a great drunk!' weren't you?!"

"You got it right except for the tone, dummy."

"Dummy?!"

"It's just the tone, don't worry about it, dummy."

"I'm gonna worry about it!"

"Shh, both of you."

Seeing Erina-san's gaze sharpen, I switched gears as well.

I handed the one-and-a-half-handed sword I had drawn to Aira-san and turned to look where she was looking.

"Take this. I guarantee its sharpness."

"R-Right. Understood."

"Two of them, coming towards us from the front. They're 'barefoot,' so they're probably monsters."

"Got it."

The golems each raised their shields, and I lowered my center of gravity slightly.

The sound of wet, slapping footsteps began to echo from the gently sloping path ahead.

The light from the LEDs mounted on the wall illuminated the forms of the approaching monsters.

Their build and skeleton were like that of human children. They were around 150 centimeters tall and ran with a somewhat bow-legged gait.

They wore no clothing, and their entire bodies were covered in coarse black fur. Only the palms of their hands and the soles of their feet showed red skin.

With glittering eyes and mouths lined with sharp teeth, they drooled as they brandished saws nearly as tall as they were.

'Kallikantzaros.'

A type of evil monster from Greek mythology. This monster, said to resemble it, bared its fangs at us and let out a monkey-like screech.

In response, I took a few steps forward. As expected, their target became me, and the leaping Kallikantzaroi swung their saws from either side.

But they were slow.

I caught their blades with my gauntleted hands and crushed them. With a hard, crunching sound, the blades shattered, and the monsters' eyes widened in shock.

Faster than their bodies could fall to the ground, I grabbed them by their jaws and held them dangling.

The Kallikantzaroi thrashed about. A normal human's neck would probably break, but these were monsters. A little bit tougher.

Their long claws scraped against my gauntlets, but didn't leave a single scratch. I turned around and casually held up my catches to the girls.

"Alright, let's do this."

"That's a pretty grim picture..."

Whatever.

Sure, it might look like I'm about to unilaterally slaughter animals that can't even put up a decent fight.

But monsters are monsters. They are beings that attack and kill people. They're the same as vermin, or even worse.

Honestly, after seeing dungeon breaks up close so many times, any feelings of guilt just vanish.

"If a bear or a boar that attacks people gets caught in a trap, it's dealt with accordingly. It's the same thing."

"No, I understand the logic and I agree with it, but... I'm a little worried that if you ever fell to the dark side, Kyou-chan-kun, you'd become a serial killer."

"That's a terrible thing to say."

*And hurry up and do it already.*

When I urged her with my eyes, Aira-san raised the sword.

"Namu Amida Butsu!"

It's really weird hearing a silver-haired half-elf say that.

Thanks to her stats and the sword's sharpness, the Kallikantzaros's body was cleanly sliced in two diagonally. The bottom half fell to the ground with a wet plop, scattering organs and blood.

"Oh, it cut so cleanly... that's kind of satisfying."

"Aren't you the more dangerous one here...?"

That was honestly a bit disturbing.

As my mouth twisted into a frown, Aira-san pouted.

"I know. I will eliminate as many distracting thoughts as possible."

"Yes. Please do."

"Now, for the other one!"

Aira-san swung the sword high and unleashed a diagonal slash with all her might.

Even to my eyes, her stance was awkward and her swordsmanship was pathetic. Her trajectory was naturally unstable, and the tip of the sword came close to hitting my fingers.

I moved my arm just a bit to dodge the blade. The sword easily tore through the Kallikantzaros's body.

"Ooh...! Could it be that I have a talent for swordsmanship?"

"Hahaha. Nice joke."

"*Senpai*. That's... probably not it."

"Damn it all."

Aira-san gritted her teeth at my dry laughter and Erina-san's look of pity.

I think if she's serious about fighting with a sword, she's going to need a lot of practice. She'd definitely cut off her own toes.

"Aira-san, from now on, let's stick to thrusts instead of slashes."

I dropped the Kallikantzaros corpses, which were starting to turn to salt, and picked up the dropped coins.

"Hmm. But won't I hit you then, Kyou-chan-kun?"

"The risk of hitting me is about the same either way, and my chestplate can deflect it. I'm more worried about you cutting off your own toes."

"...Could it be that my swordsmanship is really that bad? Not joking."

"Yes..."

"I see... I see..."

Aira-san looked down, appearing genuinely shocked.

Well, as she said herself, her true calling is desk work. She's not someone who makes a living by fighting.

"You know, it might be a good idea to just let Renge-chan handle the attacking."

"Erina-kun, is it really that bad..."

"Yep! Besides, when a golem defeats something, the person who activated it gets the experience points, so there's no downside!"

Being effectively told she wasn't combat material with a smile, Aira-san's shoulders slumped dejectedly.

"No, um. If two experts say so, I will follow..."

*'Um... by the way, why did you choose this dungeon? I heard you went to a *Lesser Treant* dungeon for Busujima-san's level grinding.'*

Mia-san spoke up through the earring, trying to change the subject.

While keeping an eye on our surroundings just in case, I went along with it.

"It's for 'acclimatization.'"

*'Acclimatization?'*

"Yes. Most monsters bleed when you cut them. I didn't want her to freak out over that when it really counts."

*'I see. So that's why you had her hold a sword first.'*

"Exactly. On top of that, the Kallikantzaros look pretty scary, so they're good practice in that sense too. The fact that their weapon is a saw is also good. It's a visually intimidating weapon, but its performance as a weapon is low."

It goes without saying, but a saw is a tool, not a weapon. Honestly, they'd be much better off using a sword.

Why the Kallikantzaroi carry them is unknown. The mythological Kallikantzaroi they're based on carry saws 'to cut down trees.'

One of their shared traits is that they can't count well, so if there are multiple identical objects, they can't attack. That's why the lights lined up on the wall are still intact.

Apparently, the Kallikantzaros's eyes are adapted to the dark, so their vision is poor in bright light. Or so it said on the store's website.

While few adventurers come here because of its appearance and the gore when you kill them, in terms of difficulty, it's one of the easier E-Rank dungeons.

"But the wounds from a saw would be a pain to stitch up!"

"If that happens, I'll use the medicine I borrowed from the professor, so don't worry."

"No, that's terrifying. I absolutely do not want to be cut with a saw."

The fact that Aira-san was properly scared was a good thing. Otherwise, it wouldn't be good practice.

"But Kyou-chan, if you wanted to get her used to a scary appearance, you could have gone to the dungeon you went to with Ā-chan and the others."

"Vetoed."

"Aww, why?"

"If we had gone there, I would have had to seriously reconsider my relationship with you, Erina-kun...!"

"Aww!!"

Don't 'aww' me. I'm still traumatized, damn it.

I remembered the feeling of grabbing a giant spider, holding it suspended in the air, the vibration of its legs wriggling, and I repeatedly clenched and unclenched my fists to try and forget.

On this matter, I was in complete agreement with Aira-san. I'm never going back to a dungeon like that again.

"Anyway. If she can get used to this, she should be able to fight goblins without any problem. As for traps, if we use *[Appraisal]* and other skills to deal with them, the promotion exam shouldn't be an issue."

"Hmm. I'll do my best..."

Aira-san seemed to show some motivation, albeit reluctantly, so I touched my own earring.

"Then let's resume the exploration. If you find a marker, please navigate for us."

*'Yes! Leave it to me!'*

Listening to Mia-san's cheerful voice, we continued our exploration.

After about an hour, we returned from the dungeon and checked out at the reception. Her level didn't go up, but I wanted to believe it was a good experience for Aira-san.

"Oh, by the way."

"Yes?"

On the bus ride home, Erina-san clapped her hands cheerfully.

She beamed at Aira-san, who still looked groggy.

"Since we're all here, let's open up those Tokyo souvenirs when we get back! You come too, Kyou-chan! It's a party to celebrate *senpai*'s first dungeon conquest!"

"Huh...?"

"Ah... okay."

"Alright, let's have some fun! Let's buy some snacks and juice on the way! Don't tell grandma!"

"Ohhh, nooo..."

Aira-san, with no energy left to resist, could only let out a groan. Watching her from the side, I gave a noncommittal nod.

All I can say is, tough luck.
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			Side: None

A certain US military base in Japan.

Inside it, in a windowless room.

Several men were gathered in the not-so-spacious room, their faces grim.

If someone familiar with military matters were to see them, they might have been surprised by the number of stars and stripes on their uniforms. For in this room, there were none below the rank of field officer.

*'The percentage of Awakened Persons in our military is still not high. We're lucky if we have one per company.'*

A bald-headed colonel slammed a bundle of papers onto the table.

In this modern era of digitalization, paper documents were sometimes less prone to leaks. That was also true for the U.S. Forces in Japan.

Of course, not everything was like this. But it had already been decided that these particular documents would be incinerated immediately after the meeting.

*'As expected, soldiers who have been in Japan for a longer period of time have a higher rate of awakening.'*

*'What do the scholars say?'*

*'Ask our pet academics and they'll either scratch their heads or drone on about nothing of substance. It seems they don't even understand the words 'I don't know.'''*

*'The shamans say it's related to an affinity with this land's leylines.'*

*'Is that an Awakened shaman?'*

*'Of course. The knowledge of traditional shamans is less than half as useful.'*

*'Still, to think the day would come when we, the U.S. military, would have to listen seriously to what a shaman says... This is the 21st century.'*

A sound that was a mix of a bitter laugh and a sigh filled the room.

*'In the coming era, Awakened soldiers will be necessary. Especially in land warfare.'*

*'Don't forget about the air. A fighter jet piloted by an Awakened, whose main asset is toughness, successfully performed parade aerobatics at Mach 23.'*

*'It will change naval combat as well. It seems some Awakened are perfectly adapted to being underwater. We don't have detailed data yet as we're still securing personnel in that area, but there's a possibility some can swim alongside a submarine.'*

For a moment, the gazes of the gathered officers met.

*'...In any case, this conversation is pointless unless we increase the number of Awakened.'*

*'What's the situation with that Awakening support facility we had Japan build?'*

*'Not looking good. Administering collected miracle drugs. Forced use of magical tools. Magic bestowal... We're trying various things, but none are producing the desired effects. The success rate drops significantly for those with no Awakened in their bloodline.'*

*'So far, the best results have come from having them use magical tools to defeat monsters.'*

*'But getting a non-Awakened to activate a magical tool is quite costly...'*

Remembering the long line of zeros, some of the officers pressed their brows with a grimace.

*'There's a limit to what we can get out of Japan. We'll have to allocate some of our own budget.'*

*'True. But we still need a breakthrough. Doctor Tesla, when is he arriving here?'*

In response to an officer's question, a major standing by his side answered while looking at the documents in his hand.

*'He is scheduled to arrive in one week, but there is a possibility of it being earlier or later depending on the situation over there.'*

*'Honestly... to think that occultist doctor would become such a VIP.'*

*'It can't be helped. He was the one who found that design document collecting dust in the back of the archives and brought it to life.'*

The bundle of documents they held. The words written on the top page.

In a short, blunt script, it was recorded thus:

*'Project Tesla'*

Doctor Tesla... not the old man living today who is called that, but a plan bearing the name of that genius scientist who died in 1943.

The old man was called by that name precisely because he was the one who had deciphered the design documents he had left behind.

It all began—from a single piece of paper left by a lone genius.

As the meeting progressed, one of the officers raised his hand.

*'Regarding the matter of having non-Awakened use magical tools... it was the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club*, wasn't it? I heard those freaks made an interesting invention.'*

The officer lightly adjusted his thin-framed glasses.

*'Apparently, it's an improved version of the *Magi Battery*. Even a non-Awakened can use the stored mana with the push of a button.'*

*'Ho, now that is wonderful.'*

*'I certainly hope they will cooperate with us. For the future of America and Japan.'*

A dangerous glint flickered in their eyes.

It was directed at each other.

Gathered here in this land far from their home country, it was not as if they felt no sympathy for one another as fellow soldiers of the same nation.

But budgets, personnel, and above all, the number of 'chairs' were finite. There was no one in this room who was only here to be friends.

Already, a battle for the pie was underway at the Awakening support facility. They were stepping on each other's toes under the table, trying to secure powerful Awakened for their own factions, even if it meant using 'somewhat forceful means.'

*'So. Where and how is this tool currently being used?'*

*'To charge love dolls.'*

*'Come again?'*

At this moment, and this moment only.

*'It's being used to supply energy to love doll-type golems.'*

*'C-Crazy...!!'*

Their hearts became one.

* * *

Somewhere in Chiba Prefecture.

A certain factory stood near a deserted village, some distance from Tokyo.

Despite the oddly well-maintained road access, there was almost no traffic. Moreover, the area around the factory was surrounded by a security network that could be mistaken for a military facility.

Inside, in a room that could hold several dozen people, about twenty men and women were gathered.

They were completely covered in black robes and hoods, with no skin exposed. Their strange atmosphere was that of some kind of evil cult.

"Gentlemen."

The man standing at the head of the group. He raised the glass in his hand high.

The blood-red wine sloshed gently.

"To celebrate taking the first great step on the path to the *'Homunculus Wife'*, a toast!!"

"""A toast!!"""

The boss of what was, in a sense, an evil cult, made a grand declaration, and the members responded by raising their glasses.

The workshop, a large-scale factory built with the combined funds and connections of the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club*.

It produced only one thing.

"Man, I never thought building a love doll factory would be this much work."

"Well, the hardest part was deciding who would be the public face as the president of this company!"

Even from under their hoods, it was clear they were all smiles as they talked.

The members pushed up their hoods to drink their wine. They had used their extensive knowledge of alchemy to embark on the production and sale of love dolls.

The planned price for the dolls was one million yen, tax included.

It was a hefty price, but despite not even being on sale yet, pre-orders were already flooding in.

The reason being.

"This is but the first step. Towards creating the ideal homunculus wife, and a society where it's acceptable to walk down the street with her openly...!"

"What we are selling is not just a love doll. It is a 'moving love doll'... a golem equipped with a 'mock-homunculus'."

It stands. It walks. It can change its expression, albeit with only a few patterns. It can even learn simple movements.

Its physical ability, if an adult male is a '10', is a meager '8' or '7', but it's sufficient for daily life. It even has the judgment to do things like boil water or fold laundry.

Furthermore, with an optional paid parts upgrade, an artificial voice and speaker can be installed. Although it can only speak in patterned phrases, one can enjoy 'play' with a voice.

Men all over the world, and some women too, had been eagerly awaiting the release date from the moment this information was made public.

With eyes like children waiting for Christmas.

By the way, any comment along the lines of, *'Shouldn't you guys be selling that as a housekeeping robot instead of a love doll?'* is considered boorish.

In fact, when Yamashita of the *Walkers* said as much, the vice-chairman spoke for all the members of the club when he replied:

*'Calling it a love doll is... lewder, isn't it...!'*

They were idiots. Brilliant, hardworking idiots.

"However, just selling love dolls will attract too much criticism."

"That's why we're providing technology to the medical field."

The club, in the process of creating their ideal homunculus wife, had deepened their knowledge of organ replication and artificial muscles.

They had 'donated' tools discovered or created during their research to medical universities and research institutions.

"We can't actually use magic or similar things on patients."

"But there's nothing wrong with medical students practicing on extremely realistic dolls, and the data and models on 'what to move and how' are important for creating 100% engineering-based prosthetic limbs."

The perverts smiled slyly under their hoods.

What they were doing was undoubtedly noble, but their motivation was pure lust. Their plan was to appeal to the public that they were making these social contributions to reduce the backlash from society.

What was truly wicked was that, legally and ethically, it was undeniably a good deed.

"Vice-chairman, what is the status of the 'Magi Stands' we plan to build in various locations?"

"All fifty-six locations nationwide, proceeding without a hitch."

In response to the chairman's question, the vice-chairman answered with an exaggerated bow.

"Excellent. Most excellent. This plan, into which we have poured our heart and soul, must absolutely succeed."

*'Magi Stand'*

In short, it was a mana gas station.

The love doll-type golems they sold naturally ran on mana. By significantly reducing the output, they could run for a certain period on a small *Magi Battery*, but it was a given that they would eventually run out of energy.

However, some of the buyers were non-Awakened.

The vast majority of Japanese people were still non-Awakened, and they were the ones who shaped society. To disregard them would be to fail in achieving the club's goal.

Thus, they created a place and a tool for non-Awakened to replenish mana.

Even a non-Awakened could operate a panel to supply mana untainted by anyone's color from the leylines. This would allow them to activate their golem.

Basically, a golem obeys the one who 'pours mana into it,' and in this case, the panel allowed it to learn the mana that even a non-Awakened unconsciously emits.

It is said that if you add a drop of muddy water to wine, it becomes muddy water... and the same is true for mana. The moment someone interferes with it, the 'color' of that mana changes.

Using this principle, even a non-Awakened could obtain a love doll-type golem that would obey only their commands.

"Well, we did get grilled by both the Self-Defense Force and the U.S. military, who were like, 'Hey. You guys, hey. What is this technology, hey?'"

"We'll leave that all to Yamashita-kun, so it's not a problem!"

"No objections!"

"Thank you, *Walkers*."

"Forever *Walkers*."

A certain cat-eared young man's dime-sized bald spot upgraded to a half-dollar-sized one, but that's not a problem since the vice-chairman will be delivering some hair growth tonic to him later.

There's another story to be told about this tonic, but that's for another time.

"However, it was a blow that we had to sign a contract with the 'United States' regarding cooperation on medical technology."

"Indeed..."

"Why is that? Aren't that country and Japan on good terms? They're the ones who have been supporting us the most with the dungeon disasters."

"Well..."

"That's true, but..."

In response to the member's question, the chairman and vice-chairman were evasive.

Even in their public positions, they only heard faint rumors. Putting them together, it was clear that the club getting involved with the U.S. was extremely risky.

Depending on the situation, it could turn into something like the rumored 'Middle Eastern Barrier Master' incident.

"But, it seems Akasaka-kun has a plan for that..."

"Yes. However, he is quite a terrible parent himself."

The vice-chairman shrugged his shoulders dramatically at the chairman's words.

"To think he would add his own daughter to the lowest ranks of the club, and then try to throw her into the... pitch-black belly of the United States."

* * *

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. The Dungeon Agency, housed in the Central Government Building.

In a small, rarely used room there, Director Akasaka and a female subordinate were facing each other.

One with an overtly suspicious smile. The other with a textbook-perfect deadpan expression.

There was, of course, no daytime drama-like development or atmosphere, but the two began a conversation unrelated to their official duties.

"Saejima-kun. You're good at English, weren't you?"

"Yes. I have no problem with daily conversation."

"I'll be direct. I want you to go to America starting next week."

Director Akasaka held out a bundle of papers. On top, an airplane ticket was attached with a paperclip.

The female employee, Saejima Takeko, who usually carried a laptop, took it and furrowed her brow slightly.

"With all due respect, it would be difficult for me to leave Japan at this time."

"As for your work at the Dungeon Agency, it will be tough, but we'll manage. The other staff members have promised to cooperate, even though I can't tell them the whole story."

"There is that, but there is also the matter of 'Bottled Cola'."

It was a name known only to Director Akasaka, Saejima, and one other employee.

It was the codename for 'Former U.S. Ambassador to Japan, Chris Mackenzie,' whom they were hiding from both the U.S. and Japan's Public Security.

"That is also not a problem. He has changed his face and name again and is working as a live-in general staff member for the *Walkers*."

"...Is that safe? They are amateurs, and they are under the watch of many eyes."

"That's precisely why. Because it's a place being watched by multiple nations, neither the U.S. nor Public Security can carelessly interfere. Furthermore, the dozens of people who were taken in there after the 'Turohorse Incident' serve as good cover. It's thanks to Representative Yamashita grandly declaring that he would take care of their future lives."

The stomach lining of a certain cat-eared young man was further eroded by having this tremendous trouble pushed onto him from above, but that's not a problem. A delivery of Director Akasaka's recommended stomach medicine and energy drinks is scheduled to arrive later.

The body of an Awakened Person is sturdy. Even in a situation that would make a normal person collapse, they can keep moving with the eyes of a dead fish.

"I want you to go to America as my daughter's escort."

"...Is your daughter not important to you?"

"She is very important. That is precisely why I am asking you to accompany her."

"I understand that my accompaniment means *that* sort of thing."

For the first time, hostility flickered in Saejima's eyes towards her respected superior.

As if relieved by this, Akasaka shrugged.

"You can despise me. I pride myself on being a devoted husband and a doting father, but even so, I have decided to choose my country. Above all, my daughter showed me her 'results' and her 'desire to volunteer' in a way that exceeded all expectations. In that case... I will make use of her."

His words were followed by a few seconds of silence in the small room.

"...Understood. I would probably make the same decision."

"Yes. Please take care of my daughter. Her abilities... will shine in a place like this. Use her well."

Saejima flipped through the documents and confirmed the status of Director Akasaka's daughter, 'Akasaka Yuune'.

'Akasaka Yuune'

LV: 22   Race: Human ・ Awakened Person

Strength: 41   Durability: 40   Agility: 42   Mana: 41

Skills

'[Telepathy: Mind Reading]'

'[Telepathy: Induction]'

'[Animal Transformation]'

"This is...!"

Since the 'Day of Awakening', the statuses of Awakened Persons collected through various means have been stored in Japan.

But due to the sheer volume, general staff members are only aware of the data of a few prominent adventurers.

Seeing Akasaka Yuune's status for the first time, Saejima's eyes widened.

If a certain hopeless but beautiful university student had been in this room, she would surely have said this:

*'A joker that shines, shines too brightly, in a city scenario.'*

Akasaka Yuune's rank as an adventurer was 'D'. Considering her level and her natural aptitude, she could have been in the lower tier of 'C'.

This was solely because her skills were not suited for the profession of an adventurer.

In combat against monsters or other Awakened, the only skill with a direct effect was '[Animal Transformation]'. And even that power would be weaker than an Awakened with proper combat skills. Her two types of 'telepathy specialized in a certain direction' were mostly ineffective against Awakened of the same rank or higher, or monsters with different thought processes and wills from humans.

But their viciousness when used against 'non-Awakened' was another story.

There was a reason Akasaka Yuune was able to expose all the evil deeds of 'Turohorse', an organization that even the government hesitated to touch.

The vast majority of those who make up modern society are non-Awakened. That is something that even an organization full of Awakened cannot easily change, nor can they cease to interact with them.

With existing counterintelligence measures, stopping her would be next to impossible.

"Also. I'm worried about when direct violence becomes necessary with just you and my daughter. Therefore, there is one more person accompanying you."

Just as Director Akasaka said that, a knock echoed.

"Come in."

"Excuse me."

The one who appeared was a beautiful woman.

A beauty with a beauty mark under her eye, impeccably dressed in a white suit. Her long black hair was done up in a chignon, and she placed a slender, gloved finger on her ample chest and gave an obsequious bow.

Saejima recognized the face of the person who looked as if she had just stepped off a stage.

*Last time*, her face was hidden by a mask, but Saejima had memorized the 'data of promising Awakened'. That included their license photos.

"You are..."

"A pleasure to meet you, lady. Before I introduce myself, there is just one thing I must ask."

So saying, the woman took out a bundle of papers from her pocket.

A relatively small bundle of papers, different from what Director Akasaka and Saejima were holding.

"Do you like card games?"

One of the 'B-Rank Candidates'. An adventurer with one of the top skills in the country.

A powerful individual who, if she wanted to, could single-handedly slaughter every person in this building, was standing before her with a smile.

"...No. Not particularly."

In response, Saejima outwardly hid her cold sweat and responded calmly.

She knew from numerous reports that this person would not resort to violence just because she was turned down. At worst, she would just follow her around for an hour, proselytizing the joy of card games.

"Ho. Then later I shall give you one of my decks, no, two. To a beginner, I must thoooroughly teach the joy of card games...!"

Director Akasaka cleared his throat at the woman, who was starting to get excited.

"She is apparently the friend of my daughter's friend's sister. When I asked for her cooperation this time, she readily agreed."

"...Wouldn't that make her a stranger?"

"Yes. But, the girl that Yuune-chan and the others saved... is my best friend. I owe them a debt worth risking my life for. This is also my own atonement, for not even being able to grasp that she had been captured by 'Turohorse'."

While somewhat forcefully pressing a deck into Saejima's hand, the woman spoke with serious eyes.

"I am willing to entrust you with the deck of my soul. I have that much resolve."

"I, I see..."

Though bewildered, Saejima straightened her back.

"...Saejima Takeko. I look forward to working with you."

"Yes. Likewise."

As Saejima extended the hand that wasn't holding the deck, the woman also reached out.

"I am Sakuraba Sakurako. Please feel free to call me 'Sakura-chan'."

As the two shook hands firmly, Director Akasaka clapped his hands lightly.

"Now then."

A good-natured smile was on his face.

But Saejima could see it. A strong flame of anger flickered in Director Akasaka's eyes. He, who usually hid his true feelings even from his subordinates, was openly furious.

The target of that spearhead was across the sea.

"Let me explain the outline of the rescue operation."

The adults were beginning to move.
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			Nowhere to Run

			I sat in the Arisugawa living room, my stomach pressed tightly against the table. The reason for this posture could be summed up in a single phrase: *for the sake of my honor*.

Professor Arisugawa was currently out. After getting some work done in her lab, she was apparently off to a drinking party with some other professors and assistant professors.

*Must be tough for a high-level Awakened Person who can't even get drunk,* I thought. Why are adults so obsessed with drinking parties, anyway?

Setting that aside, my own situation was pretty dire.

"What is it, Kyouta-kun?" Aira-san asked. "What's with that look—a mix of lust, pity, and exasperation?"

"It's nothing..."

With a will of iron rivaling orichalcum, I averted my gaze slightly.

To put it bluntly, what she was wearing could only be described as... *bondage gear*.

A black cap, the kind a military policeman might wear, sat atop her head. Her long silver hair was tied back in a medium ponytail, leaving the white nape of her neck shamelessly exposed.

Delicate shoulders, slender collarbones. Her graceful arms were covered in long, rubber gloves, and her legs were encased in matching knee-high boots. They were stilettos, but a certain someone had created a thin film of water over the heels to keep them from scratching the floor.

And then, her torso.

There were no straps of any kind; her chest was supported only by a rugged-looking corset. The tops and sides of her breasts were completely bare, revealing their soft curves and a deep, alluring valley between them. The way they pressed against each other was truly a magnificent sight.

With every step she took, they bounced and swayed. My heart wouldn't stop pounding at the thought that I might catch a glimpse of a nipple at any moment.

And below the corset cinching her slender waist was, of all things, a high-cut bottom.

Her groin was exposed at a shocking angle, creating a tantalizing line down to her thighs. If it shifted just a little, her most private part would be revealed, but even without that, just unzipping the front would expose everything.

When she'd walked over, I caught a brief, yet crystal-clear glimpse of her rear, thanks to the dynamic vision of my [Spirit Eye].

While not quite on Mia-san's level, Aira-san's white, rounded posterior was undoubtedly worthy of being called a magnificent ass, and it was almost entirely on display. It was full and fleshy, yet perfectly pert, tracing a smooth, beautiful curve. No, it was a *beautiful, magnificent ass*.

I'll say it. The woman was lewd from head to toe. Like a character straight out of an eroge...!

And Aira-san, wearing this shameful—or rather, sagely—outfit, was fiddling with a whip in her hand, a dissatisfied look on her face.

"So. I'd like to hear the reason you purchased this item."

"Right! That whip is made with a balloon and cotton on the inside so it won't hurt when you hit someone! It's just like the gear they use in sports chanbara. But I heard they put a lot of work into the sound, so I just had to buy it!"

"I'm not talking about this whip-like object."

Aira-san casually swung the whip at the rear of the person standing next to her.

"Hau!"

Just as Erina-san said, the sound was close to the real thing, a loud *CRACK* echoing through the room.

Not that I'm an expert on what real whips sound like.

Incidentally, the attire of the person who'd just been whipped was also something else. In fact, everyone's clothes but mine were completely outrageous.

The whipped, hapless university student number two—that is to say, Mia-san—blushed and fidgeted, trying to cover her chest.

And for good reason. She was currently clad in 'bikini armor.'

"S-Sorry. After seeing those 'B-Rank Candidates,' I just really wanted to see you in it, Sis... Haun!"

"Could you please channel that initiative in a different direction? And on another note, the fetishes of those 'B-Rank Candidates' are seriously messed up."

*I couldn't agree more.*

*Tap, tap.* Aira-san lightly struck Mia-san's backside with the whip. Being bikini armor, her magnificent, even larger-than-her-sister's rear was completely exposed. It was an incredibly daring low-rise design. Her front was looking pretty precarious, too.

Still, the contrast between her white skin and the red armor was strangely alluring. But more than that, my attention was inescapably drawn to her explosive bust, which looked ready to spill out at any moment.

The bikini armor seemed too small, digging into the flesh of her breasts and buttocks. It's amazing how the human body works—to have such a massive chest and rear, yet such a slender waist and shoulders. Or maybe it's her elven blood, or because she's an Awakened Person.

*I can't help but hope—no, worry—that her sagely physique might cause an 'armor purge' from the inside out.*

"M-More importantly! Why am I the one in bikini armor?! I thought this was the one Erina-san bought for you, Sis!"

"I bought it so you could look like a warrior, even if it's just the outfit! And the reason you're wearing it, senpai, is because Aira-senpai said, 'I'm not going to be embarrassed alone'!"

"You're all coming with me...! No need to fear a red light if we all cross together. When you're surrounded by people in weird outfits, the one in normal clothes is the real deviant, the one who should be ashamed!"

*Is that really how it works?*

I was the only one in normal clothes, but I didn't feel embarrassed at all.

Then again, perhaps I should be ashamed that, for certain reasons, I was currently unable to stand up from my chair.

"Ugh... A-Aren't you embarrassed, Erina-san...? And wait, isn't that different from the one you bought the other day? Did you have this prepared...?'

"What's there to be embarrassed about inside the house? It's not like we can go outside in this; we'd get arrested. Besides, I just wore something I already had at home!"

"Ah... so this was part of the massive batch my sister bought before..."

"Yup! It's surprisingly comfortable."

Erina-san, clad in a black leotard with a white cassock, replied with cheerful nonchalance.

She wore a nun's veil on her head. Was this some kind of modified sister outfit? It was a design that basically gave the middle finger to the church.

I instinctively put my hands together in prayer. And while I was at it, I decided to burn the image into my memory. *Is this not a miracle of God?*

Unlike her usual style, her hair flowed straight down. Her shoulders and thighs were exposed, but her hands and feet were covered by long white gloves and knee-high socks.

Her massive, bursting chest swayed with a gentle *bounce* every time she moved, and her high-cut leotard, just like Aira-san's, left her groin completely visible. Actually, isn't a little bit of side-boob showing? *She's a goddess.*

Since she was just walking around normally, I could catch glimpses of her beautiful backside through the gaps in her long hair.

...Wait, am I going to die tomorrow?

I propped my elbows on the table and steepled my fingers to hide my mouth. I see. Perhaps it was a good day to die.

"Alright! That's enough! Time to change, you two! Kyouta-kun's eyes are starting to glaze over! Either his sense of self is collapsing, or his sanity is. One of them is about to go! We're leaving, so you head to the bathroom in the meantime!"

"My humblest thanks."

"Kyouta's talking like a ninja! He's finally getting into the spirit of the Ninjas!"

Erina-san patted my shoulder repeatedly with a pure, innocent smile.

In time with the rhythm, her magnificent chest bounced and jiggled beside my face. Her leotard shifted, revealing more and more of her side-boob. Oh, just a little more and it'll reach the center...!

"This is bad! Kyouta-kun's eyes are getting bloodshot! Mia, grab Erina-kun! We're retreating!"

"...Understood."

"Whoooa!"

The blonde, super-lewd pseudo-nun was hauled away by the silver-haired, super-lewd queen and the blonde, super-lewd female knight.

After the door slammed shut, a serene smile spread across my face.

───*Now, how am I supposed to move?*

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Thirty minutes later, we were gathered in the Arisugawa living room once more.

Aira-san was back in her usual tracksuit, while Erina-san wore a cherry-blossom-colored kimono. Mia-san was in a sleeveless white shirt and jeans.

...Isn't Mia-san's outfit still plenty erotic?

As expected of the super-lewd clan. How terrifying. How fortunate...!

"Kyouta, you were in the bathroom for a long time. Are you okay? Upset stomach?"

"Please don't worry about it. It was a mental issue."

"Of course I'm gonna worry! Emotional scars are a big deal, right?!"

"Erina-kun, please give him some space on such a delicate matter."

"Oh, okay! Just let me know if you ever want to talk, Kyouta!"

*Heh heh heh... I feel like I'm going to die from guilt.*

"Now then. Since we're all here, it'd be a waste to just eat snacks and chat. Let's talk about something a little more serious."

Aira-san propped her cheek on her hand while picking up a stick-shaped chocolate snack with the other.

"You there, pervy monkey. No, wait, closet-pervert virgin. I mean, Kyouta-kun. I'm sure you already know this, but..."

"Guh...!"

She was being incredibly harsh, but I couldn't say a word back.

*No, really. I'm so sorry. Is there anyone more pathetic than a guy who can only see his friends and comrades in such a way?*

"Are you aware that the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club'—a group famously difficult to evaluate due to their widespread fame and infamy—has released a certain golem?"

"Ah, you mean that lo... hmm! That sexual doll."

Mia-san's face turned red, her long ears twitching.

"Indeed. To be blunt, do you think the military and the SDF will really buy them up in large quantities?"

"What?!"

"It seems likely."

"What?!"

Mia-san let out another cry of shock for some reason.

*Hmm? She should know how useful golems are. Why is she so surprised?*

"T-They'd use the military and SDF's budget for something so naughty?! B-But I have heard that people whose profession is fighting have their instincts to procreate heightened to the point they can get excited by members of the same sex...!"

"Hahaha. Mia, you're such a pervert."

"She's talking about converting them for military use, not for their intended purpose..."

"............"

Mia-san covered her face and collapsed onto the table. Rest in peace.

*Don't worry. Everyone but Erina-san already knows you're a total pervert.*

"What's wrong, senpai? Are you not feeling well either?"

"It's... a mental thing... Please, don't be so kind to me right now...!'

Erina-san, sitting beside her, patted her back with concern.

Sometimes, kindness can be a potent poison. I get it...

"Putting my brain-rotted little sister aside..."

"Hau!"

"That club has really created something incredible. If I recall, it has the physical capabilities of an average adult woman, right? That is, if the catalog I saw online is accurate."

"From the simplified blueprints they released, that seems to be the case."

I nodded in agreement with Aira-san.

Equivalent to an average adult woman. Phrased like that, it sounds like a weak golem unsuitable for combat.

But this is a world where the term 'child soldier' exists. There are plenty of weapons that even women and children can handle.

"They even have automatic rifles that children can use. I'm not an expert on military matters, but I'm sure soldiers and SDF members could come up with plenty of ways to use them."

"They apparently went on sale yesterday and are already sold out. The pre-orders are booked solid for the next three months. A bit of a shame for you, eh, Kyouta-kun?"

"No, it's not like I was going to buy one???"

It would be a lie to say I wasn't interested.

But if I bought one, my parents would definitely find out. It would be beyond awkward.

Besides, if I really wanted one, I'd just make it myself. I have no intention of converting it into a weapon, so I wouldn't even need to install a `Magi Battery`.

...It's a secret that I'm just a little bit envious of people who live alone.

"More importantly, the fact that it's a golem is what matters. There's a high probability it can also pass through the gates."

"Yeah, I think it'll be fine. As long as it's with an Awakened Person, that is," Erina-san nodded in response to my question.

She popped a chocolate cookie into her mouth, swallowed, and continued.

"Until now, using golems as part of the SDF's fighting force was considered difficult because of their fuel efficiency problems, right?"

"Right. The only one that could be used effectively in combat was that tanuki-shaped model the club recently started selling. And even then, it was basically one per party."

Aira-san paused for a moment before adding, "But..."

"The golem they just released is designed to operate for over a week on a single charge. This will drastically change the situation in dungeons. High-rank dungeons might not see much difference, but E-Rank and below certainly will."

"I agree. The technology that club has is just insane."

Or is this just common sense for people who have the 'Alchemy' skill?

...No, that can't be right. If it were, we'd be seeing similar research results popping up all over the place.

It's just that particular club that possesses an abnormal level of passion and talent.

*The libido is a powerful thing...*

"For now, the supply is limited, but what do you think will happen in the future? Will it increase?"

"I think it will increase over time, but only slightly. I can't say for sure what will happen in ten or twenty years, though."

"What's your reasoning? From what I've heard, the people staffing these 'Magi Stand' facilities are just Awakened Persons who've received instruction from the club but don't have the Alchemy skill themselves. Since they're the ones performing maintenance, it seems likely the number of creators will also increase."

It's true that some skills, including Alchemy, can be used as long as you have the knowledge and technique. After all, that's how I make my golems.

But there are limits.

"They're only doing maintenance. I read the job postings and requirements online, and with that level of training, there's no way they could build a golem from scratch, or even from the halfway point. They can probably just check for abnormalities and fix minor malfunctions. Their job is to contact the club if they find any major damage."

"...You've looked into this surprisingly thoroughly, Kyouta-kun."

"W-Well, it's a development that could change the future of dungeons."

*This was purely the result of intellectual curiosity. Not shameful curiosity.*

*So stop smirking at me, you hapless university student!*

"Setting aside closet-pervert Kyouta-kun..."

"Who are you calling a closet pervert...?!"

"If it's only a slight increase, then there won't be an immediate impact..."

"Even so, Japan's stock market has recovered quite a bit."

Mia-san stirred, rejoining the conversation.

"The club is currently only operating Magi Stands within Japan. It seems many men from all over the world are gathering here in search of those... uh, erotic dolls. It's generating a lot of cash flow."

"I'm sure they'll eventually set up those Magi Stands overseas, but for now, that's to be expected. My, my, human desire is a powerful thing."

"Well, it's not just that. There's also the hope that this might be the solution to the 'dungeon problem,'" I added.

"Either way, people are fickle. Not that you can blame them."

Aira-san laughed and turned her gaze to me.

"However, with the SDF's forces bolstered and the public opening of dungeons canceled, it doesn't seem likely that the 'B-Rank Dungeons' will be put back under government management..."

"No. Which is unfortunate, from my perspective."

"Hey now. What's with that tone? I'm disappointed too, you know? Probably."

*She just said 'probably' herself.*

With a witch-like smile, Aira-san gave an exaggerated shrug. She wasn't the type to become a government-employed scholar. The current situation, where she could be involved with dungeons as a civilian, was probably far more satisfying to her curiosity.

"We've already deciphered the text and discovered a high probability that the 'Dungeon of Utuq' is a temple. Keep up the good work so we can learn more about these dungeons, okay, Kyouta-kun?"

"I'll work as hard as my salary demands."

"Me too, Kyouta! I have to keep honing my skills to build the ninja village!"

"Yeah, that has nothing to do with me, though."

"?!"

*Don't give me that 'I've been betrayed?!' look.*

What is this 'ninja village' she keeps talking about? I don't think I'd understand even if she explained it.

"I will also continue to do my best. Like my sister, I am following in our grandmother's footsteps."

"I have no memory of following in Granny's footsteps. Well, I'm glad to see you're motivated. Also..."

Aira-san pointed a chocolate stick at me with a smirk.

"Kyouta-kuuuun. If you're only working for your salary, then I take it the alluring figures we showed you earlier have no bearing on your motivation as an adventurer."

"Wh-Wha- Of course not! I-It's not like I thought anything of it! W-Well, I won't deny that it was a feast for the eyes, but such impure thoughts have no place in the adventuring business, you see."

"In that caaaase... it wouldn't be a problem if we collected our 'viewing fee' elsewhere, would it?"

*Oh, I have a bad feeling about this.*

But it was too late. I sensed that my words had already been twisted against me.

"You saw us in our embarrassing outfits. We're looking forward to the culture festival, YO!"

Only now did I understand the meaning of her words, 'You're all coming with me.'

*She was talking to me, too...!*

"Y-You tricked me, you hapless university student!"

"Whatevew awe you talking about? Aira-chan has no idea."

"That face is so infuriating!!"

I clenched my fists at the hapless university student, who was now taunting me with a face no beautiful woman should ever make.

But my hands were suddenly enveloped by Erina-san's, who had moved to my side without me noticing. I turned to look at her and was met with a brilliant, beaming smile.

"This is going to be so much fun, Kyouta! Let's all do our best!!"

"...Yeah."

There was no escape.
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			Monday arrived, the morning after a Sunday I couldn't decide had been heaven or living hell.

After attending class in a room with only four students, including myself, I went home, changed, and immediately started preparing to head to a dungeon.

...My 'daily life' has really changed a lot.

Dungeons and fighting monsters were becoming more and more a part of my world. And I was sure I wasn't the only one whose sense of normalcy had been warped like this.

I couldn't say whether this change was for the better or worse, but it was a fact that the world itself had changed.

I slung my backpack over my shoulder and headed for the front door with my hands full, when my eyes fell on the TV my mom had left on in the living room.

"It has been nearly two years and four months since the 'Day of Awakening,' and today we'll be discussing with our panel of experts just how the world has changed───"

"You see, the threat of monsters is what we should be most wary of! Especially those ghost-like ones that can't be harmed by conventional weapons, you see..."

"According to the results of our street survey, approximately sixty percent are opposed to making adventuring mandatory for Awakened Persons, with thirty percent in favor. Other topics include the Dungeon Law's───"

I turned off the TV with the remote and called out to my mom, who was hanging laundry.

"Mom, I'm heading out."

"What?... You're going to a dungeon again today?"

"Yeah. Well..."

My mom turned around, her brow furrowed with worry.

"I heard on TV a while ago that even going to a dungeon two or three times a week is considered a lot. Your team... party? Wasn't that what it's called? Aren't you going a little too often?"

"How many times you go a week varies a lot by rank. For 'B-Rank Candidates,' this is pretty normal."

According to the documents I got from the Dungeon Agency, some parties went as often as five times a week. At this rank, many adventurers did it as their full-time job.

Of course, my mother's concern was justified. For a student, this was definitely a high pace. I felt a little awkward and looked away.

"So, yeah, it's fine."

"...I trust you since that university professor is looking after you, but are you really okay?"

"I've never been seriously injured during an exploration. It's fine. If anything, things are more dangerous outside the dungeons."

"That's..."

As I gave a wry smile, it was my mother's turn to look away.

My parents had been caught in stampedes twice now. The first was with the `Orc Champion`, the second with the 'Demons.'

They knew the threat all too well.

"...Just don't push yourself too hard. Your father and I are doing Awakening training, too. If that goes well, you won't have to fight anymore."

"...You know. When you put it like that, it sounds like my parents have fallen deep into some new cult, and it's kind of scary."

"I thought the same thing as I was saying it... The world has really changed, hasn't it?"

"It sure has..."

'Adventurer' was now in the top three dream jobs for elementary schoolers.

Part of it was the increased income since some drop items became freely tradable, but I supposed a lot of kids were drawn to the RPG-like idea of fighting monsters in a labyrinth.

Even among adults, all sorts of rumors were flying around on TV and the internet—that starting Awakening training from a young age makes you more likely to Awaken, or that the children of Awakened Persons are more likely to Awaken.

While many people looked at the Awakened with prejudice, it seemed there were just as many who wanted to become one. And that number felt like it was still growing.

I'd heard that applications to the joint US-Japan Awakening Support Center were on the rise.

"Whoops, I should get going. I might be keeping Erina-san waiting."

"...Be careful on your way out. Safety first, you hear? If things get dangerous, run away immediately and call the SDF for help."

"Yeah, I know. They've distributed emergency magic tools to 'B-Rank Candidates,' so don't worry. Well, I'm off."

"Take care..."

I turned my back on my worried mother and headed for the door.

How many times had we had this conversation? I felt a little guilty.

But I needed power. In a world where a stampede could happen anytime, anywhere, the power to resist was essential.

I checked my shoelaces and touched the earring.

"Hello, Erina-san?"

"'Sup! What's up, Kyouta? You ready to go?"

"Yeah. Sorry to bother you, but could you?"

"Leave it to me! I'll teleport over to your place now!"

I readjusted the bag containing the disassembled `Byakuren` and picked up my locked weapon case with my other hand.

Sensing Erina-san's presence as she teleported just outside the front door, I opened it.

Right. Time to head to the dungeon again.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Thanks to Erina-san's teleportation and Mia-san's driving, we all rode to the dungeon together.

This time, Mia-san was in a black van instead of her light truck. Apparently, the truck was her own, but the van was a rental.

Owning a car at eighteen must be a big deal. The fact that it's a light truck is a choice that makes me tilt my head, though I guess it makes practical sense when you consider her golems. Still, there are plenty of light trucks driving around my neighborhood.

For some reason, I have this image of rich university students driving sports cars. I'm aware it's a stereotype, though.

Anyway. After getting off the bypass and driving for a while, our destination came into view.

It was about an hour's drive, quite a distance, but there weren't many other ways to get here.

This was another B-Rank Dungeon, different from the `Dungeon of Utuq`. We pulled our van into the parking lot of a place barely serviced by public transportation.

"Mmm..."

Mia-san got out of the driver's seat and stretched lightly. I averted my eyes from her massive chest, which jiggled under her white shirt, and gave a small bow.

"Thank you."

"*Is that sexual harassment, Kyouta-kun?*"

"It is not. It was for the driving."

*I'll keep my gratitude for the other thing to myself. If I said that out loud, I'd get punched or sued.*

"Not at all. My shoulders are a little stiff, but I'm perfectly fine."

Mia-san said, lightly rotating her right shoulder. Her large chest swayed with a gentle *bounce*.

...Stiff shoulders.

"Senpai. Don't say that in front of Ā-chan, okay? For some reason, I made her mad the other day."

"Ā-chan?... Ah, right. Busujima-san. Yes, I'll... be careful about that."

Mia-san gave a wry smile as Erina-san launched a remote attack with her innocent eyes.

Poor Busujima-san. I've heard that women don't care about breast size as much as men think, but when you're surrounded by people who are all well-endowed, it's probably easy to develop a complex.

Come to think of it, most of the girls I've gotten to know recently have been quite gifted in that department... Even my new homeroom teacher looked like she had 'some' under her suit.

The only exceptions were Busujima-san and the professor... Awakened Persons are amazing. I hear your circulation improves when you Awaken; maybe that has something to do with it? It's a mystery.

"I wonder why Ā-chan got so mad... Is it one of those things where people hate it when you brag about your misfortunes?"

"Uh, you're asking me...?"

"Well, we're mutual friends."

I dodged Erina-san's gaze and tried to pass the buck to Mia-san.

She smiled awkwardly, then cleared her throat.

"Erina-san, everyone has their own worries. It's important to rely on others, but it's also important to realize things through conversation with them."

"Oh, okay! I'll ask Ā-chan about it next time!"

"W-Wait, let's not be so direct. It's the realizations you have during normal interactions that are most important."

"I don't really get it, but okay!"

I felt a vague sense of unease as Erina-san nodded with a triumphant look. Well, Ooyama-san will probably be with Busujima-san, so I'll trust her to handle it. At the very least, someone of the same gender should be better at mediating than me.

I gave Mia-san a small bow, making sure Erina-san didn't see.

"Thank you..."

"*Is that harassment?*"

"That joke fell flat the first time, you hapless university student."

"*Wha-at...?!*"

We continued our banter as we headed for the entrance.

After changing in the locker rooms, we went to the gate room. The basic procedure was the same as any other dungeon.

We presented our adventurer licenses and were led to a white door.

"Haaa..."

I took a single deep breath and deployed my `Arcane Gear`.

I finished activating the golems and confirmed my companions were ready.

"Aira-san, we're entering the dungeon now."

"*Right. The monsters in there are just as dangerous as the ones in the Dungeon of Utuq. Be extremely careful.*"

"Understood."

Confirming that Erina-san and Mia-san had their hands on my shoulders, I stepped through the gate.

That familiar, unsettling feeling of the ground disappearing without any sense of floating. A moment later, my boots found solid, packed earth.

My lantern-style LED light illuminated the pale brown ground at my feet. In the darkness, a flash of 'lightning' directly overhead momentarily revealed our surroundings.

The road was about two or three lanes wide, flanked by long wooden buildings. They looked a bit like the row houses, the *nagaya*, you see in historical dramas.

As far as I could see, all the wooden doors were shut tight, as if unseen residents were cowering from the sound of thunder echoing from outside.

It was a city-type dungeon, a town enclosed in a rocky dome. But here, the ceiling was shrouded in dark, black storm clouds.

As intermittent flashes of lightning lit the ground, I touched my earring. The lightning here was special. As long as we just stood on the path, 'it alone' wouldn't strike us.

"We've entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration—"

"Kyouta!"

Erina-san's sharp cry and the vision from my [Spirit Eye] came at almost the same instant.

Immediately after, a sound like a mix between the wind and a bird's cry, *SKREEEEEE*, came raining down on us.

"Tch...!"

Just as I reflexively threw my left arm up to protect my head, lightning flashed.

It wasn't a lightning strike.

It was a surprise attack from directly above, as fast as lightning!

"*SKREEEEEE...! SKREEEEEE...!*"

Letting out a grating cry, the monster landed a few meters away, licking its long, broken claws.

Keeping my eyes on it, I drew my sword.

My own left arm, still clutching the scabbard, entered my field of vision. A deep claw mark was carved into the gauntlet, which was sturdy enough to act as a shield.

I readied my bastard sword, and the monster that had delivered the blow glared back.

Staring back at me was the face of a monkey. Its red eyes shone brightly in its black skin, and sharp fangs peeked from its mouth.

Its limber arms and legs, ending in long claws, were those of a powerful tiger. Its torso was that of a plump tanuki, and where its tail should have been, an amber-colored snake extended.

It was a massive beast, at least three meters tall. A famous 'yokai' from Japan stood before me.

`Nue`

"*SKREEEEEE...!*"

The *mononoke*, illuminated by the lightning, spread the monkey's mouth into a twisted grin.
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			"*KREEEEEEEEEEE!*"

The Nue's cry changed from a sound like a strong gust of wind to something like a crane's call.

Instantly, its form blurred and grew faint.

`[Transparency]`

Almost simultaneously, it closed in on me. Thanks to its feline limbs, the mononoke crept forward almost silently.

A pleased grin spread across its monkey face.

───*Fast. But I can see it.*

I parried the incoming left claw with my sword. The Nue's eyes widened, but it immediately followed up with its right claw without missing a beat.

I batted that away with my blade as well, and it used the momentum to unleash a high-speed, six-hit combo.

Despite its surprise at being seen through its invisibility, there was no flaw in its movements. Sparks flew with every clash, and the sound of steel on claw rang out.

It was like being forced to play a rhythm game. Immediately after the barrage, as if for a finisher, its powerful tiger forelegs swung at me from both sides.

If I retreated, a slash awaited; if I stood my ground, a strike. So, I moved forward.

My raised blade bit into the Nue's left forearm, and the back of my left fist slammed into its thick right paw.

"*GRAH...?!*"

Bolstered by its own strength, blood spurted from the wound on its arm. The Nue's face twisted in pain, but its 'other head' had different ideas.

The snake head slithered towards me from my feet. My [Spirit Eye]'s wide field of vision caught it trying to coil around my leg.

But there was no need to dodge.

"*HISSS?!*"

The snake that tried to wrap around my leg was instead ensnared by a wire.

Erina-san had fired her grappling hook and was pulling on it with `Ukon`.

With both its forelegs and its snake tail sealed, the Nue's eyes burned with fury as it opened its large mouth.

Mana converged in its oral cavity. Sparks of electricity crackled between its fangs.

Judging that a lightning strike was coming, I relaxed my grip on the hilt and kicked its tanuki-like belly. The size difference sent my own body flying backward.

The Nue staggered but kept its aim locked on me, preparing to fire the lightning bolt───

*THOOOM...!*

At that very moment, a flail swung down from above and pulverized its skull. The force of the impact was so great that the ground beneath the Nue's feet caved in. A cloud of dust billowed out, but I blew it away with a gust of wind to confirm the enemy's status.

Its monkey head was completely crushed. The spiked iron ball was reeled back to its wielder by a rattling chain. Watching it out of the corner of my eye, I thrust my sword into the immobilized snake head.

The Nue has two heads. It doesn't disappear just because one part of its body dies. Of course, unlike a cockatrice, the connection between its bodies is weak, so it can't control the remaining part.

I pulled out my blade and took a ready stance. Cautiously, I watched as the mononoke before me turned into a pile of salt.

"No enemies in the area."

"Haaa..."

I exhaled at Erina-san's words and lowered my stance.

I checked my left gauntlet; sure enough, a deep claw mark was carved into it. If it had cut just a little deeper, it might have reached my flesh.

Of course, if it had dug in that far, an ice spear or a grappling hook would have pierced the Nue's neck before it could pull its claw back.

I re-materialized only the gauntlet, repairing it. Once I confirmed it was back to perfect condition, I turned to my companions.

"You two okay?"

"Of course!"

"Yes. I was more worried about you, Kyouta-kun..."

"The gauntlet stopped the claws, so there's no problem."

*Though, honestly, I was pretty freaked out.*

I'd heard it was a monster that specialized in surprise attacks, but I didn't expect to be hit the moment we walked in.

"*Glad to see the battle ended safely. Still, that was quite a fiery welcome,*" Aira-san commented.

"Yeah..."

I nodded at her words and glanced at the drop item Ukon had collected.

Pulled from the pile of salt was a small piece of fur. It was just a little bigger than the palm of my hand.

Getting just this for defeating that massive beast felt a little anticlimactic, but it sold for a high price, so I couldn't complain.

Apparently, it was incredibly durable against both magic and physical attacks. Furthermore, for reasons unknown, it was almost completely non-conductive to electricity.

It was in high demand, both as a material for equipment and for research in electrical engineering.

"Alright, let's resume the exploration."

"*Right.*"

After replenishing `Byakuren`'s mana, we started walking again.

Moving forward under the constant rumbling of thunder from directly overhead was quite stressful. It stimulated a primal fear.

"...Normally, when there's this much lightning, you'd want to be inside a building."

I nodded at Mia-san's wry comment and drew a knife.

"Yeah. But apparently, that's the trap..."

I threw the knife at a nearby longhouse. It pierced the wall, and a sound like the crack of a whip, *CRACKLE*, came from inside.

I could see a black mist through the hole in the wall. Even from here, I could tell it was charged with electricity.

"*For some reason, neither the storm clouds above nor the black mist spreading inside the longhouses emits lightning outwards. Well, to be precise, they are discharging at very close range... In any case, unless a Nue does something, they're harmless as long as you don't touch them.*"

"So if you saw the state of the ceiling and tried to take shelter inside a building, it would be a disaster..."

"*It would. If this technology could be deciphered, I wonder what would happen to the power generation industry.*"

Dungeons truly are strange places.

As I was thinking that, I spotted an SDF marker painted on the wall of a longhouse.

"Aira-san. We're currently at B-34."

"*Got it. Let's see... this dungeon has a large mansion in the center. Tell me which direction it's in.*"

"...Even knowing it's safe, flying up in the middle of all this lightning is terrifying."

"*Courage is a man's virtue. Do your best, Kyouta-kun.*"

"Should I climb up onto the roof?"

"No, no. As the eldest here, I should..."

"No... I'll go."

"*Be my guest.*"

"This isn't a comedy routine, you hapless university student."

Reluctantly, I kicked off the air as if climbing stairs and ascended to a position higher than the longhouse roofs.

Once I had enough altitude, I scanned my surroundings.

"Found it. From the direction we were heading, it's at the four o'clock position."

"*Hmm. In that case, continue straight, then turn left at the third intersection. Good work, Kyouta-kun.*"

"Yeah, yeah..."

I broke out in a cold sweat from the rumbling thunder, which felt closer now, and jumped back down to the ground.

I released a burst of wind just before landing to slow my descent. The feeling of earth through my boots was a relief.

This dungeon was really mentally taxing.

We proceeded as instructed. After a while, Erina-san's voice came through my earring in a hushed tone.

"*Kyouta, senpai. There are Nue two corners ahead. Three of them. They seem to be waiting in ambush.*"

"...Roger."

I replied in a low voice through my own earring and tightened my grip on my sword.

"*I know I sound like a broken record, but I'll say it again. Even with [Concept Interference], do not attack the Nue through the black mist.*"

"Understood..."

I replied to Aira-san, picturing the Nue's skills in my mind.

They had three: `[Wind and Thunder Magic]`, `[Transparency]`, and `[Lightning Eater]`.

They possessed a power similar to the 'Lefkos'' `[Fire Eater]`. I didn't know how my attacks would work against them when they were intertwined with the concept of electricity.

Noticing that our footsteps had stopped, the Nue emerged from the wooden walls, their `[Transparency]` still active.

They took one step, then another, closing the distance as we avoided eye contact.

When they were about five meters away.

"*SKREEEEEEOOW!*"

They all pounced at me, the one in the lead, at once.

───*An opening!*───

I instantly dropped my center of gravity and swung my sword, now cloaked in wind and flame, in a wide arc.

As the Nue shrieked from being burned all at once, six blades pierced the one on the far right.

"Sei... h!"

The wires connected to the blades were yanked powerfully upward.

"Hnngh!"

"*GAAH?!*"

That one was thrown into the air as if in a shoulder throw, then slammed back down to the ground.

I glanced at it and charged the one in the center. The one on the left was being engaged by the stone spears and the golems.

"*SKREEEEOOW!*"

The Nue let out a cry like the wind and swung its right foreleg down in a massive arc. Its movements were slightly stiff, likely due to the severe burns.

Before it could attack, I sliced its torso horizontally, then stepped in and destroyed its heart with a diagonal slash. Ignoring the foreleg that swung limply in the wrong direction, I shattered the snake head lunging for my neck with my left fist.

I finished the sequence of attacks as I passed through it and instantly turned around to check on my companions.

But it seemed no one needed my help.

A ninja sword was gouging out the eyes of the one that had been slammed to the ground, churning its insides. The snake that had tried to ambush from behind was sliced off as the blade was withdrawn.

The last one was pinned from both sides by Ukon and Sakon with forked staves, its torso and tail pierced by stone spears jutting from the ground. As a finishing blow, the iron ball slammed into its skull.

I approached my allies, my bastard sword held at the ready. Only after hearing Erina-san's "All clear," did I finally lower my weapon.

"Phew... Good work, everyone."

"Good work."

"Yup yup~. They turn invisible sometimes, but you can still hear them breathing, so they're easy to track."

"No, I think that's just you."

Seriously, what's with her ears? I'm sure her skills help, but how does she process all that information without her head exploding?

I've read in manga about people having hearing that's 'too good,' but that doesn't seem to be a problem for Erina-san.

"I managed to get the golems to grapple it before it turned invisible... Between this time and the last, it's terrible for my heart."

Mia-san wiped the sweat from her forehead with a handkerchief, a wry smile on her face.

Her scouting abilities were the only ones among us that were just above average, so it couldn't be helped. On the other hand, when we needed to deal with enemies over a wide area, we relied on her.

"*I'm just glad everyone's safe. But you know, seeing you all in action makes me think you could probably take down the boss monster here.*"

"We are not fighting it."

"*Of course not. If the professor found out I instigated you, she would undoubtedly kill me.*"

She said it jokingly, but Aira-san's face, reflected in the mirror attached to Sakon's chest, was twitching. She'd probably been given a stern warning beforehand.

"*To be honest, I'd love for you to investigate that central building... It's the only place without that black mist inside, after all.*"

"And it's also where the boss monster is guaranteed to be."

The boss monster here was called the `Raiju`.

Compared to a normal Nue, its appearance was unchanged, save for having two snake tails and being about three times larger. Legends often described it as resembling a weasel, but in this dungeon, it looked just like a Nue. Then again, some legends do say that the 'Nue is a type of Raiju.'

But its speed was on another level.

If only for a moment, the Raiju could apparently run at literal 'lightning speed.' I didn't know if that was true, and I had no intention of finding out.

Strangely, it only ever appeared inside the central mansion and in the sky directly above it, so it was best to let sleeping dogs lie.

"*Such a shame...! It's clearly an important facility...! And what's with its appearance? It looks just like a shinden-zukuri style mansion! What kind of lives did the inhabitants of this dungeon lead?! Or is it a fusion of multiple cultures?! Most of the others are Western-style! Why do ones from completely different cultural spheres pop up from time to time?! It's such a mystery!*"

"I don't know, and please spare me the lecture while we're exploring."

"*Grrr...!*"

I admit, I was curious about those things too, but my own life came first. I had no intention of poking the hornet's nest for the sake of curiosity.

Besides, when I told the SDF I was going to this dungeon today, they warned me so many times my ears were about to fall off.

If I went anywhere near that building now, I'd probably be kicked out of the 'B-Rank Candidates' program.

"More importantly, we're resuming our exploration, so please navigate for us."

"*Very well. I shall refrain for now. You may praise me through your tears of gratitude!*"

"THANK YOOOOU, SEEEENPAAAAIIII!"

"*My ears?!*"

Was that a sonic weapon?

It seemed Aira-san's eardrums were spared, so we continued our exploration.

After a few more battles, we placed a marker near the exit where the SDF was waiting. Then, we made our way towards the outer perimeter.

It was a dome-shaped dungeon. As the rocky wall was reflected in the mirror, Aira-san let out a small groan.

"*As I thought, this was not formed naturally.*"

"Well, obviously."

"*Tsk, tsk, Kyouta-kun. Confirming the obvious is a crucial part of research.*"

"...My apologies."

"*That's better. But you know, I can't see any strata in this wall. Instead, there are these strange marks. What are they?*"

"...Most likely, it's magic."

Mia-san's eyes were serious as she slowly traced the wall with her finger.

"`Civil Engineering Magic`... I think a great number of people used the spell simultaneously. For a single powerful magician to have done this, there are too many marks that look like seams."

"*Hmm... I wonder for what purpose this dome-shaped wall was created. To prevent intrusion from the outside? Or to prevent something from escaping to the outside? Either way, who, and for what reason... And when you consider the gates, the mystery only deepens.*"

"Sorry. That's enough speculation."

Erina-san's voice rang out, so calm it sounded almost robotic.

She was the only one with her back to the wall, looking up at the sky.

"A lot of Nue are heading this way. Probably more than twenty, less than thirty. They look ready for a fight. They're fast. And they're flying."

"Roger."

I answered Erina-san and shouldered my sword.

At the same time, the swarm of Nue came into view. They were riding on the black mist, their massive mouths pointed towards us.

Mana gathered in the mononokes' mouths. Lightning leaked from between their fangs as they took aim.

In an instant, they unleashed a volley of lightning spears. As they all shot towards me, I pushed off the ground with all my might and leaped into the air.

`[Concept Interference]`

"Ooooh...!"

I met the oncoming lightning head-on, wrapping it all around my blade.

*Heavy...!* By forcibly degrading the lightning, which should have no mass, into something 'tangible,' its contained mana was converted directly into weight, pressing down on my arms.

Returning it was impossible. But diverting it was.

I redirected the blindingly bright light towards a longhouse several buildings away. A deafening roar erupted as the roof exploded, but the lightning was swallowed up by the black mist inside, preventing a fire.

Their all-out volley had been blocked, and the Nue's momentum faltered. Just then, an earth dragon rose from the ground.

"*SKREEEEEEE!*"

The Nue immediately turned invisible, but even without looking, I knew Erina-san was giving Mia-san directions.

Multiple dragons made of earth latched onto the Nue with their jaws, slamming them down to the ground with their massive bodies.

I soared through the air and dove into the fray as they fought back with claws and fangs. I lopped off the head of a Nue that stared at me in shock, then killed its snake tail.

I kicked off the tanuki's back before it turned to salt and accelerated. I sliced off the arm of another Nue that had noticed me and raised its claw, then followed up with a diagonal slash.

When the blade reached the center of its chest, I twisted the hilt. I pulled the sword upwards in a 'V' shape, and as the giant's strength left it, an earth dragon brought its massive body down upon it.

Just after I created some distance, a strong gust of wind slammed the remaining snake tail into the ground.

With that at my back, I used the wind as a foothold and dashed towards my next target.

I thrust my sword into a Nue's skull with the momentum, twisting the blade with my whole body. I kicked the snake head as an afterthought and leaped again.

I felt like Yoshitsune doing his eight-boat leap, but I had to be careful not to end up like the Hare of Inaba.

I launched a surprise attack on the backs of the Nue, who were distracted by the dragons on the ground. I slit throats, split torsos, and leaped from tail to tail.

The battle was decided in about two minutes from the point of contact. As I breathed a sigh of relief that the enemies were gone, the sound of thunder right next to me made me jump.

...This dungeon was going to give me a phobia of lightning.

I was never a fan of it to begin with, but hearing it this close was bad for my heart.

I quickly descended, breaking out in a cold sweat at the *rumble-rumble* sound.

I might never want to come back to this dungeon again.

───*Of course, that thought was blown away by the amount of money I'd get for selling the Nue pelts.*

After returning from the dungeon, the number of zeroes in my bank account made my eyes glaze over. B-Rank Dungeons were incredible. How many Byakurens was that worth?

If B-Rank Dungeons were ever opened to the public, the price of these drop items might fall. I had to earn as much as I could now. It was good for leveling up, too.

I'm such a mercenary person. For a while, it seemed I'd be commuting between Utuq and the Nue dungeon, except when I had investigation requests for other dungeons.
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			Awakening Training

			When I got home from the Nue dungeon and consulted my dad about taxes, his eyes rolled back in his head.

"Son... I think you should probably just hire an accountant now..."

He threw in the towel. Well, yeah. Even I was taken aback by the number of zeroes.

Why does a high school student who isn't the heir to some major corporation or a member of a royal family have enough savings to buy several luxury foreign cars...? The Adventurer Dream is something else.

I'd like to think I'm in the top thirty adventurers, so it's not a position just anyone can reach. Still, I can understand why kids these days want to become adventurers.

And man, the materials dropped by B-Rank monsters are seriously expensive.

When I think about it calmly, they're 'rare items that have never been on the market before,' so I guess it's only natural.

Still, it's a little scary how my sense of money is getting warped. This is on a whole other level from 'how many game consoles or manga can I buy.'

...If I think about it too much, I'll either become arrogant or develop a severe case of misanthropy.

I'll ask Aira-san or Professor Arisugawa about the accountant situation. I've consulted with them before, so maybe I can ask them to introduce me to someone who could work for me exclusively.

Having come to that conclusion, I immediately asked Aira-san, and she readily agreed to talk to the professor for me.

She's usually a bit of a mess, but she's reliable when it counts...

"*Oh, by the way, Kyouta-kun.*"

"Yes, what is it?"

Just as I was relaxing my shoulders in relief, Aira-san spoke up as if she'd just remembered something.

"*Are you free this coming Saturday?*"

"Well, I don't think I have any plans to go to a dungeon that day, so I should be free."

"*...So you have absolutely no plans to go out other than for dungeons. I know how you feel...*"

"Guh...!"

I couldn't see her face, but I could tell she had a gentle smile on her needlessly beautiful features.

Damn it, I want to retort, but I can't argue with her!

"*It's okay, Kyouta-kun. Our bond is absolute. We're besties for life...!*"

"Sh-Shut up! Anyway! What is it? Is there something you want to do on Saturday?"

"*Oh, it's nothing much. Actually, there's something I'd like to ask of you.*"

"A favor?"

From the way she said it, it didn't sound like she was asking me to go to a dungeon.

I tilted my head, wondering what it could be.

"*Kyouta-kun. You know that class your parents are going to for Awakening training? Could you go and help out a little?*"

"...Excuse me?"

*No, seriously, what does that even mean?*

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　　＊

On Saturday, I found myself on a rare family outing, riding in the car driven by my dad.

If this were a trip to an amusement park or something, it would be a warm holiday memory... No, wait, a high schooler going to an amusement park with his parents is kind of weird. And embarrassing.

After about a twenty-minute drive, we parked in a lot near the station, then took the train for another twenty-five minutes.

From there, another fifteen-minute bus ride brought us to a building that looked like a temple.

Apparently, it was originally an abandoned temple that had been left to rot for several decades before the current owner bought and rebuilt it.

There was a verdant mountain a short distance away, and a glance around revealed prominent irrigation canals. It was a nature-rich area with many fields. The sound of cicadas coming from all directions evoked memories I didn't even have.

While I wouldn't call it scenic beauty, the reason we came to this place where you could fill your lungs with clean air was not for camping or mountain climbing.

It was for `Awakening Training`.

Under the guidance of an instructor, one strives to draw out their latent spiritual potential for a stronger body (stats) and to acquire supernatural abilities (skills).

...When you write it out, it sounds like nothing but a shady new cult!

Well, it's true that stories like that exploded in number after the `Day of Awakening`. Needless to say, most of them were nothing but scams.

I trusted that this place was legitimate, since Professor Arisugawa was the one who introduced us to it.

We passed through the impressive gate, walked along the stone-paved path and up the stairs to the entrance. It must have been a large temple originally, as the whole structure was quite magnificent.

"Excuse me. Yagawa here."

"Yes, come on in."

A woman in her sixties came across the tatami mats. After a brief greeting, we took off our shoes and went inside.

"Oh my... Um, are you okay?"

"Yes?"

The woman spoke to me with a worried expression, and I tilted my head, not understanding at first.

As I did, the strap of the Boston bag on my shoulder started to slip, so I grabbed it and put it back in place.

"It's just, that looks incredibly heavy... Wouldn't it be better to put it down first?"

"Oh, yes. Thank you."

I see, so that's what it was.

Slung over my left shoulder was the Boston bag containing `Byakuren`.

Since I got caught up in stampedes so often, I'd gotten into the habit of carrying it with me whenever I went far from home.

Carrying the full armor around would be too cumbersome, and I tried not to carry the weapon case unless I was going to a dungeon. If a police officer saw it, I might get my adventurer license confiscated.

The place the woman pointed to was a wooden-floored space where backpacks and other bags had been placed. I walked over and carefully set my bag down.

Just then, I sensed a familiar mana signature approaching.

"Hello, Kyouta-kun. Thank you for coming today."

"Not at all. Thank you for taking care of my parents."

Professor Arisugawa approached with a smile, dressed in a white blouse and a black tight skirt.

She was wearing a necktie and black tights in this heat. Yet, she wasn't sweating at all, which was a little unusual even for an Awakened Person. If I looked closely, I could see a faint layer of mana flowing over her skin; was she doing something?

I wiped the sweat from my own forehead with a handkerchief and shifted my gaze to the person standing diagonally behind her.

"It's good to see you again after just yesterday, Kyouta-kun. I'm happy to see your face again on our day off."

"Oh, right."

It was Erina-san in her high-class lady mode. To be honest, it was startling.

Today, too, she was dressed in a Taisho-era romantic style hakama. She wore a kimono of a cool, light blue fabric with a floral pattern, and dark navy hakama.

Her hair was tied in a ponytail instead of her usual pigtails, and a gentle smile graced her face.

Yeah. This feels super weird.

"Ah! Professor Arisugawa! Thank you for having us."

My parents, who had been talking with the other 'participants,' walked over at a brisk pace.

"Hello, Yagawa-san. On the contrary, I should be thanking you. Your son gets along so 'well' with my granddaughters."

"Oh, I'm so relieved to hear you say that."

"I was worried Kyouta might be doing something rude in a place with so many beautiful girls like Erina-san."

"Not at all. He's a very gentlemanly young man. To the point where I think he could be a little more mischievous."

Why is it so awkward when your parents talk to someone else?

And Mom. Regarding the 'rude things' part, I can't quite deny that. Sorry. But it's usually mutual, so I hope you'll forgive me.

"Kyouta. Try not to cause too much trouble for Erina-san or the professor, okay?"

"Yeah, I know..."

My dad came up beside me, looked back and forth between me and the smiling Erina-san, and clamped a hand on my shoulder.

Then, my mom whispered in my ear.

"Listen. You absolutely have to seize this chance!"

"Huh?"

"You're probably in your popular phase right now, so if you let this slip by, you'll probably never get married!"

"Isn't that an exaggeration?"

"We want to see our grandchildren... but we don't want to force our son. If you can't get together with Erina-san, we'll give up, so...!'

"Isn't that an exaggeration?"

This is important, so I'll say it again. Isn't that an EXAGGERATION???

What kind of negative faith is that to have in your son? Even I could get a girlfriend if I got serious, probably...

...Nope, can't picture it. The only thing that comes to mind is a honey trap from someone after my adventurer earnings!

This is terrible. I can't even imagine a scenario that would prove my mom wrong! If anything, I could easily picture myself 'making' a girlfriend with alchemy!

"Now then, Kyouta-kun, let's go get ready. Yagawa-san, we'll see you later."

"Yes! Please take good care of our son!"

As the professor gave a graceful bow, my parents hurriedly bowed their heads.

The moment the professor turned her back, both my mom and dad gave me a thumbs-up. No, what does that even mean? I mean, I get it, but I don't want to.

I returned it with a thumbs-down and followed after the professor.

...For some reason, the high-class lady mode Erina-san positioned herself three steps behind me.

"Um, Erina-san."

"Yes, what is it?"

"...Why are you speaking like that?"

"Just for fun."

"Thank god, it's you."

So it wasn't some doppelganger who had perfectly copied her appearance and mana. I breathed a sigh of relief.

In that case, her walking position must be her own form of 'play.' Thanks to my parents, it reminded me of stories about how couples used to walk in the old days.

"Thank you for today, Kyouta-kun."

"Oh, no problem."

The professor glanced back at me as we walked.

"I apologize for the sudden request. The Awakened Person who usually helps out here had to go attend his grandchild's birth and couldn't make it."

"Ah, so that's why."

"He's a user of healing magic, so he was quite insistent that if anything were to happen, he would heal his grandchild and great-grandchild himself. I understand he's worried, but I do think he could trust the hospital a little more."

"Ahaha... Y-Yeah."

"However, I can understand the feeling of being unable to sit still when a great-grandchild is about to be born. I suppose I, too, will have that experience someday. Hehe. When that time comes, I won't be able to laugh at him."

"I... see."

When the professor's grandchildren give birth, that would be Erina-san, Mia-san, and Aira-san.

...I'm worried in a different sense.

"When my granddaughters give birth someday, will you worry with me?"

"Eh? Ah, yes."

Caught off guard by the unexpected question, I nodded without thinking.

When one of those three gives birth... I might curse their husband to death out of jealousy, but it might be better if I'm there when the time comes.

If the worst should happen, I'll ignore the risks and use my `Sage's Nucleus` to save both mother and child.

"I'm relieved to hear that. I'm counting on you for my granddaughters, Kyouta-kun."

"I, uh, see..."

"Grandmother, it's still too early for that. I'm not even dating anyone yet."

Erina-san gave the professor a wry smile, her tone far more ladylike than usual.

In response, she also gave a wry smile.

"You're right. I shouldn't get so carried away at my age."

"N-Not at all."

"Oh, dear. We were about to walk past the owner's room. I seem to have gotten carried away, feeling like our 'family of three' was out on a sightseeing trip."

"Three...?"

"You're already like a grandson to me, Kyouta-kun."

"Oh, thank you...?"

Does that mean she's very fond of me?

I felt like Erina-san had closed the distance between us, but she's always had a small personal space, so it wasn't anything strange.

...If I didn't tell myself that, I might get the 'wrong idea.' This is all my mom's fault for saying those weird things.

I gave my head a slight shake to clear it of worldly thoughts as Professor Arisugawa called out to the other side of the sliding fusuma door.

"Sensei. I've brought Yagawa Kyouta-kun."

"Thank you. Please, come in."

"Excuse us."

The professor opened the door for me, so I gave a bow and entered, a little flustered.

"My apologies. I was in the middle of some research and couldn't come to greet you."

"N-Not at all."

There stood a perfectly bald old man.

His eyebrows and beard were long and white, and his back was stooped. Yet, for some reason, he gave off the impression of a 'man who has his act together.'

He was dressed in a black kimono, looking just like a Buddhist monk. I'd heard this building was a renovated abandoned temple, but...

"Ah, this attire. Well, I have the qualifications to call myself a monk, you see. A worldly one, though. I usually teach at a university."

"I, uh, see."

"My name is Yamadera Anji. It's a pleasure to meet you, Yagawa-kun."

"Ah, yes. The pleasure is all mine. Thank you for taking care of my parents."

I hurriedly shook the hand he offered.

It was a hand of just skin and bones, yet it felt strangely thick. Had this man practiced some kind of martial art?

"Hoh..."

Yamadera-san raised an eyebrow in surprise.

"You..."

"Yes?"

"Your martial arts are pretty sloppy. Just a step above an amateur, I'd say."

I was suddenly dissed.

"Um, well, it's mostly self-taught, so..."

"And yet, you're strong. What could it be? The suppleness of your muscles? The density of your bones? Hmm. Biologically, your arm is like that of a normal sports club member."

"Um..."

Yamadera-san started patting and prodding my body.

I have no interest in being touched by an old man. To be honest, it's creepy. What makes it worse is that I feel like his pupils are dilated, which is scary.

"Yes!"

He gave a loud nod and let go of me.

I breathed a sigh of relief, finally free.

"Yagawa-kun! Would you mind if I cut open your arms and legs a little?! I won't touch your brain or heart!"

"I mind very much!"

*What is this old man saying?!*

"Sensei. Please don't tease him so much."

"Ho ho ho. My apologies. I was just a little curious about this 'master adventurer' I've heard so much about. Please forgive me, Yagawa-kun."

Oh, so it was a joke.

...It was a joke, right? Let's just say it was a joke. For the sake of my mental health.

"No, it's alright."

"That aside."

Yamadera-san grabbed my shoulders with both hands. Now what?

"Are you interested in sperm donation? I'd like to combine it with a suitable egg and observe it."

"...Excuse me?"

"It's fine, no problem. I won't do anything like dissect the baby. I'll raise it properly. I just want to observe the growth process. It's a safe and secure───"

"Sensei."

A sudden surge of mana made me spin around.

There stood Professor Arisugawa, a smile on her face, her `Arcane Gear` deployed.

"That's enough joking around. He's using his precious day off to help us."

"Ho ho ho. I-It was just a joke."

The moment Yamadera-san let go of me, Erina-san, with a plastered-on smile, grabbed my arm.

She pulled me away from him. Huh? What? What's going on? What was that conversation about?

"That's enough for greetings. Let's get down to business."

Wiping the sweat from his bald head with a hand towel, Yamadera-san smiled at me.

"Awakening training. I'm counting on you to help out."

The mad scientist gramps gave me a meaningful, triumphant look.

...Is it really okay to leave my parents in this old man's care?

I instinctively glanced at Professor Arisugawa, but she quietly averted her eyes.
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			"Alright, as I explained beforehand, today’s Awakening training will begin with zazen meditation."

"Yes, sir!"

Behind the main temple hall, at the end of a covered walkway, was the former monks’ hall.

Inside, fourteen men and women nodded at Professor Yamadera’s words, each laying out a cushion and sitting in either a cross-legged or formal kneeling position.

It seemed they had changed while we were talking; they were now dressed in white kimonos, though they still wore shirts and sweatpants underneath.

I shifted my gaze from them to the incense burners placed in the four corners of the room.

A faint, a truly faint wisp of mana-infused smoke was rising from them. He was likely burning some kind of magical potion.

On top of that, a barrier had been erected around the building itself, making it difficult for mana to escape. As a result, the mana density inside was slightly higher than outside.

*So this is a training ground…*

"What do you think of my training hall?"

"Ah, yes. Well, this is my first time in a place like this, so I’m not really sure…"

Professor Yamadera whispered to me, and I kept my own voice low in response.

"But there’s quite a bit of mana built up inside."

"Indeed. I had one of the Awakened Persons who usually comes here set up the barrier for me. It’s not always active; I have them activate it an hour before training and dispel it when we’re finished."

"I see… to prevent the mana inside from stagnating."

"Precisely. Well, since I’m not an Awakened Person myself, I have to ask Arisugawa-kun to come an hour early to set it up for me."

Professor Yamadera gave a slight shrug and picked up a squeaky toy hammer.

*…That’s not the long, thin wooden stick I’ve seen in dramas.*

"This thing? In this day and age, using a real one would cause problems. This isn’t training to become a monk, after all, so I use this instead."

"I-Is that so?"

*Well, I guess it’s better than my parents getting hurt…*

"There are times I get nostalgic for the old days, but the modern era has its perks. This is one of them, you see."

With a small laugh, Professor Yamadera began to walk slowly behind the meditating trainees.

As he moved away, Professor Arisugawa came to stand beside me.

"Sensei is an odd man, but he is a trustworthy researcher. Please don’t worry, Kyouta-kun."

"Right… Um, why do you call him ‘Sensei’?"

"Oh, I haven’t told you, have I?"

Professor Arisugawa smiled faintly as she looked at Professor Yamadera.

"My children once attended his lectures. That’s what they called him then, and I’ve continued to call him Sensei ever since."

"I see."

*So, Eric-san and Aira-san’s mother.*

The Arisugawa family is complicated in so many ways, but they have these occasional moments of normalcy that always leave me unsure how to react.

"As I explained before, what Sensei is currently researching is the ‘elucidation of the Awakening process.’ This training is one part of that research."

"But I’ve heard rumors that there’s still no surefire method for Awakening training."

"That’s correct. Just because one undergoes this training, there is no guarantee they will Awaken. However, searching for an ‘environment that makes Awakening easier’ is also part of the research."

"I see."

It seemed like a long road, but there are few things in this world where the answer is known from the start.

It was likely this kind of steady, incremental work that built modern science. It’s a field I’m not really cut out for.

"This is also, in a way, an attempt to artificially recreate the circumstances of ‘confirmed Awakening cases’ published by the Dungeon Agency."

"Ah, right. I think I heard about a case where someone Awakened after spending time in a house filled with mana from an Awakened Person using their skills constantly."

"You’re well-informed. You get a gold star."

Smiling brightly, Professor Arisugawa made a tight fist.

She really didn’t look like she was in her seventies. Elves are amazing. She must be unconsciously wrecking the emotional stability of students at her university.

If I didn’t know her age or about her grandchildren, I might have fallen for her myself. After all, she looked like a beautiful woman in her mid-twenties.

"There are other patterns, as well. Some become aware of the flow of mana within their own bodies during ‘zazen’ or ‘meditation.’ Some clear their minds while standing under a ‘waterfall,’ causing them to release mana unconsciously. Others put their bodies under strain while ‘mountain climbing,’ feeling nature with their entire being and developing a stronger physique."

"It sounds like a lot of these are just like training methods for monks."

"That’s true. Perhaps that’s why it’s said there’s a relatively high number of Awakened Persons among those at temples and shrines. Of course, there are other methods of Awakening training besides these."

"Right. I think one was ‘activating a magic tool’ or something like that."

"Yes. Since a non-Awakened person can’t manipulate their own mana, they require the support of an Awakened Person. Or, they could use a Magi Battery from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club."

"…You’re right."

I remembered seeing an article on the news yesterday titled, "I Suddenly Awakened While Supplying Mana to My Golem-chan with a Magi Stand!"

Apparently, such cases were rare, but it was still an absolutely mind-boggling development.

What was truly wild was that this would only make everyone want a ‘love doll-type golem’ even more. Everyone would become desperate to get their hands on an erotic golem.

*Is this hell?*

It was only a rumor, but I’d heard about robberies and illegal gambling rings popping up, all centered on obtaining these love doll-type golems. The end of days was upon us… especially in terms of visuals.

"And then… I believe there were also old stories of people Awakening in a ‘Private Dungeon.’"

"Yes. Cases where they would intentionally trigger an overflow and have people hunt the monsters that came out."

*Private Dungeon*.

The term occasionally popped up in fiction, but it was exactly what it sounded like: a dungeon managed by a private individual.

Of course, it was illegal. If you discovered a dungeon and intentionally failed to report it to the government, you could face a prison sentence.

It was rumored that organized crime syndicates and semi-criminal groups, as well as organizations like Turohorse, owned dungeons like these.

In one past case, a university student found a Matango dungeon, deliberately caused it to overflow, and had his family and friends defeat the monsters to induce their Awakening.

One might think they’re just Matango, but if an overflow had happened unnoticed in the middle of the night, and they’d broken through windows to attack people in their sleep, there could have been fatalities.

A dungeon is too vast for an individual to manage. Above all, they can’t take responsibility.

Every last monster harbors an unnatural murderous intent towards humans. It’s more than mere obsession; they move with a sense of duty… as if it were a ‘mission.’

Having encountered overflows numerous times, that was how it seemed to me, at least.

But I digress. The triggers for Awakening are countless and vary from person to person. As of now, I’ve never heard of a foolproof method that guarantees Awakening.

"Um, that aside, there’s something I’ve been wondering about."

"What is it? If it’s something I can answer, I’ll tell you anything."

Professor Arisugawa smiled serenely, and I hesitated for a moment.

Steeling myself, I looked straight ahead.

"Why is Erina-san also playing the role of the one who does the hitting…?"

"…She is sensitive to people’s physical subtleties, so she is, in a way, suited for that role."

With graceful movements, Erina-san patrolled with a squeaky hammer in each hand.

She wore a smile so bright it was dazzling.

"*Kaatsu!* You have worldly thoughts!"

"Y-Yes!"

"Focus! Let’s do our best!"

The hammers swung with a light, cheerful sound.

With a level of energy that seemed like a fifty-fifty mix of her high-class lady mode and her usual self, the self-proclaimed ninja strolled around, looking like she might break into a hum at any moment.

*Well, I guess… it’s fine? Maybe?*

As the professor and I watched with uncertain expressions, the zazen session came to an end.

At Professor Yamadera’s request, I brought a magic tool about the size of a human head from the back room.

Its size and shape were like a tray, but it had markings and a needle, resembling some kind of meter. Apparently, the needle would move when mana was poured into it.

It was a simple magic tool, but for that very reason, it could be activated with an extremely small amount of mana.

"Alright, next, each of you will channel mana into this device. Most of you have done this many times, but since this is your first time, Yagawa-kun, I’ll explain things as a quick refresher."

"Please do."

"Basically, we non-Awakened cannot manipulate mana on our own. However, that doesn’t mean we don’t possess it. I want you to channel mana through us and into this magic tool."

"Understood."

I’d heard a rough explanation of this beforehand.

The process was similar to the Magi Stand created by the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. The difference, however, was that the supporting party’s mana wasn’t ‘colorless.’

How that would affect the Awakening training was an unknown.

"Place your hand on the back of the person using the magic tool, and channel your mana as if tracing the surface of their body… That’s what I’ve asked of the others who have come before."

"Right."

"But I want you to try a different approach. Using those ‘eyes’ of yours."

At Professor Yamadera’s words, a murmur went through the trainees.

My parents were among them, looking at me anxiously.

I was the one who had proposed this. I’d heard about this magic tool through Aira-san and suggested, ‘How about we try this?’

Things quickly escalated from there, and before I knew it, the decision was made to ‘give it a shot.’

All eyes were on me, and a cold sweat trickled down my cheek. This former monks’ hall had apparently been fitted with an air conditioner during its renovation. Thanks to that, it was painfully obvious that this sweat was coming from my own inner turmoil.

*Ah, my stomach is starting to hurt.*

"Come now. We’ll explain the theory as we go, so let’s start with a practical demonstration. I’ll go first, so if you would, Yagawa-kun."

"Y-Yes."

Perhaps sensing the mood in the room, Professor Yamadera took the lead and accepted the meter-like magic tool.

He sat on the cushion with a practiced air, not cross-legged… no, it was a half-lotus position, I think? The way monks sit.

I knelt behind him on one knee and placed my fingertips on his back.

"Um… even non-Awakened people have mana in their bodies. And it’s not like it isn’t being released at all. It’s just that they can’t open and close that ‘gate’ on their own."

All living things have mana, to a greater or lesser degree. This is an absolute. For that matter, even inorganic matter possesses mana, though its properties are different.

And people are, albeit unconsciously, releasing mana. In fact, a large part of what I perceive as ‘people’s gazes’ is me sensing their mana.

"This time, I’m going to interfere with everyone’s mana vessel from the outside and push the mana within outwards. It should only be a very small amount, so there’s no harm to your health."

In fact, unless you were using something like `Cursed Poison Magic`, it’s impossible to force out enough mana from the outside to harm a human body. The method is completely different.

With that magic, I think a non-Awakened person would die before they even got to use the tool. Seriously.

"Imagine a rubber container with a small hole, filled with water. The water is the mana… That’s the image. Now, I’m going to squeeze the container to force the water out."

"Hmm. Well then, give it a try."

"Right."

I transmitted mana from my fingertips, letting it flow into Professor Yamadera.

Normally, mana cannot be perceived visually. Most Awakened Persons manipulate it through a sixth sense of sorts.

But with my `Spirit Eye`, I could.

I gave Professor Yamadera’s ‘vessel’ a light push. Without resisting the force that tried to push back, I withdrew, and a tiny bit of his mana flowed out.

Now, if I just use `Concept Interference` to guide it a little…

"Hoh…"

Professor Yamadera let out a voice of admiration. It seemed the meter had successfully turned.

But, as expected, he didn’t Awaken on the first try.

"Um, are you alright?"

"Not a problem at all. It seems safe, so let’s have any volunteers give it a try."

Professor Yamadera stood up and offered his cushion. As the trainees exchanged glances, one person moved quickly.

It was my father.

My eyes widened in surprise, and he offered a wry smile in return. For some reason, I felt a little embarrassed and looked down.

"Alright, next up is Yagawa-san. The one on the receiving end just has to relax their shoulders and hold the magic tool like usual, it seems."

"Right. Well, go ahead."

"Okay…"

Feeling a little tense, I touched my father’s back.

It used to seem so big, but now it felt like a normal back. I wondered if a day would come when it would seem small to me.

The thought filled me with emotion, but I consciously pushed it away. I had to focus on the mana now.

*…Huh?*

As I pushed on his vessel, I felt a sense of… no. It was more like a sense of *unfamiliar familiarity*, and my brow furrowed.

How to put it… his mana felt incredibly compatible. Perhaps it was because we were parent and child, so our mana types were similar.

With that thought, I guided the mana towards the magic tool and—

In that instant, my fingertips touching his back were physically pushed away.

A hard, cold sensation traveled up my index finger. And then, mana stirred from within my father, rippling across the surface of his body.

Most of all, his clothes changed in a flash, and armor suddenly materialized around him.

There was no doubt. This was…

"`Arcane Gear`…?"

"Huh? Wh-what?"

Looking confused, my father set the meter down and examined his own palms.

I took another look at his `Arcane Gear`… and even from behind, it was plain.

On his head was a helmet that looked like an overturned iron pot, or perhaps a hat. A kettle hat, I think it was called.

He wore a gray hood underneath that extended down to his shoulders. His torso was covered in a thick, white garment that looked like it was stuffed with a lot of cotton.

Were his pants made of linen? And he wore leather boots that seemed to reach his thighs.

He had leather gauntlets on both arms, and a one-handed sword and a buckler hung from a sword belt at his waist.

He really gave off the vibe of a common soldier from medieval Europe. My own `Arcane Gear` is on the plain side, too, so I guess it runs in the family.

But more importantly than that.

"Awakened…"

"It happened…"

Father and son, we muttered in a daze.

*Wait, that easily? Seriously?*

As I stood there with my mouth agape, a hand suddenly gripped my shoulder forcefully.

I looked over to see Professor Yamadera beaming at me.

"So, still not interested in donating sperm?"

*This mad old man is still on about that.*

"N-Next, it’s my turn!"

"No, me!"

But Professor Yamadera was knocked aside as the trainees swarmed me.

They rushed forward with the force of a zombie movie, and my father and I were caught in the mob.

"Hey, calm down…! Whoa, who just grabbed my butt?! That’s not going to make you Awaken, you know!?"

A sharp clap echoed through the monks’ hall, where a fight was breaking out over the meter-like magic tool.

In the momentary silence that followed, a beautiful blonde girl slowly approached.

"Everyone, please calm yourselves. We still have plenty of time. Let’s do this one by one."

At the words of Erina-san, who smiled like a peony, the trainees regained their composure.

She wasn’t intimidating them, nor did she possess an overwhelming aura. It was just her perfectly natural posture.

And with it, the air in the room became hers alone.

"However, just as Professor Yamadera did not Awaken, this method is not absolute. Please, do not be disheartened if it does not work out today. If you continue to train diligently, the time may come when your efforts bear fruit."

"Y-Yes…"

After saying this with a smile, her gaze turned to Professor Yamadera, who had been sent flying by the group of older women.

The old man rubbed his lower back and smiled gently.

"Well, I understand everyone’s eagerness. Still, let’s take our time."

"Yes. Um, we’re sorry."

"Are you hurt…?"

"Ho ho. I have a black belt in judo, you know. A little tumble like this is nothing."

As Professor Yamadera laughed, the trainees formed a line with guilty expressions.

"Well then, Yagawa-kun. I’ll leave the rest to you today."

"Ah, yes."

"Also, I’ll give you my contact information later, so feel free to do your thing whenever the mood strikes."

"Professor Yamadera, please don’t overexert yourself."

Erina-san, who had approached without a sound, smiled at Professor Yamadera.

Then, she whispered something in a low voice. I couldn’t make out the words from my position, but sweat suddenly beaded on the old man’s bald head.

"Hohoho… Young lady, do people often tell you that you take after your great-grandfather?"

"No, not particularly. But I am honored that you would say so, Professor Yamadera."

Still smiling, Erina-san moved to stand next to Professor Arisugawa. The professor, in turn, looked at her granddaughter with a slightly surprised expression.

A hush fell over the former monks’ hall after this series of events, but we resumed the training with the magic tool.

However, after my mother also Awakened, the method showed no particular effect on the other trainees. It seemed that interfering with the vessels of non-blood relatives was difficult. The cause was likely the similarity in our mana properties.

In any case, my parents’ Awakening training came to an end in a most unexpected way. Even on the way home, the three of us couldn’t quite believe what had happened.

…Actually, more than my parents’ Awakening, my impression of Erina-san in her high-class lady mode was so strong that my reactions just couldn’t keep up with the day’s events…
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			*"Were you, by any chance, picked up from under a bridge?"*

"Would you prefer a sword or a fist?"

*"I’m sorry! It was a joke!"*

It was the night of the day my parents Awakened. A vein throbbed in my temple as I listened to the utterly thoughtless remark of a hopeless college girl.

"You know, there are jokes you can say, and jokes you can’t."

*"Yes…"*

"That kind of thing is seriously not funny. At worst, it could lead to a real fight."

*"Yes…"*

"Also, when you say things like that, it makes it hard for me to know how angry I’m allowed to get, so please just stop."

*"Yes, I’ll reflect on my actions…"*

*Arisugawa Aira is an illegitimate child! Born from her mother’s affair, she’s a half-sister to the younger one! Her real parents committed suicide together, and the letter her mother left her said, ‘You should die too’! On top of that, her communication issues stem from a complex about ‘not being loved by her parents’!*

…Her past is so heavy!!

It’s a bad joke no matter who says it, but when she says it, it’s just not funny…

*"Big Sis. Even I have to say, that was a bit much…"*

*"S-Sorry. But the difference in stats and skills between Kyouta-chan-kun and your parents is just too massive."*

I had asked Aira-san to use `Appraisal` on my parents, who had just joyfully Awakened today.

The results were:

*"They both have perfectly ordinary stats. As for skills, your father has ‘Mana Conversion: Wind’ and your mother has ‘Clairvoyance,’ just one each. It’s a mystery how a ‘SSR’ like you was born from two ‘C’s (Commons)."*

"Don’t compare my parents to the lowest rarity."

To be blunt, neither of my parents was very strong.

My dad’s `Arcane Gear` looked like a medieval common soldier’s, and his only skill was a one-trick-pony mana conversion. Looking at his mana pool, he wouldn’t be able to use it repeatedly.

My mom’s `Arcane Gear` was a set of black top and bottoms with a dark brown fur cloak, and matching leather gauntlets and hat. Her weapon was a sniper-type crossbow.

I looked up her skill, `Clairvoyance`, and it seems to drastically improve eyesight. Furthermore, it apparently grants a high degree of spatial awareness.

Both skills are strong in their own right, but on their own, they’re just ‘decent.’ In terms of both stats and skills, I’d say they’re ‘F-Rank.’

But still, the important thing is that they were able to Awaken.

Having average abilities means that if they try hard, they can pass the adventurer exam. After that, as long as they level up, they should be able to defend themselves to some extent.

"If anything, it made me feel the blood connection with my parents even more strongly."

*"Ah, you mean that Awakening method. Yamadera-shi is currently being bombarded with questions from the trainees about when you’ll be coming next."*

"Even if you tell me that… While it’s true that their mana was already flowing more easily thanks to Professor Yamadera’s training, I think the reason they Awakened so smoothly was because of our blood ties. It didn’t work very well for the others."

The mana vessel… a part of a person that is close to the ‘soul.’

Interfering with it isn’t that difficult. That is, provided you can accurately grasp the flow of mana and have the means to slightly alter that flow, even if it belongs to someone else.

However, applying significant force to the vessel itself is extremely difficult.

The soul is protected by the vessel of flesh, and further within, by the wall of the spirit. Pushing on the vessel to expel mana was a terribly nerve-wracking process. It’s one thing for a few people, but for more than ten, it’s really tough. I went through several rounds that day, so I was truly exhausted.

Among them, the only reason it was so easy with my parents was likely because our mana properties were similar.

I did the same for the others, but none of them Awakened. Well, maybe if I did it dozens, or hundreds of times, they might Awaken eventually. But in that case, they might as well stick to the traditional training methods.

*"I’d imagine so. I have no intention of seriously doubting your blood relationship with your parents. Furthermore, for the two years since you Awakened, you lived in the same house and ate the same meals as them. One of the known cases of Awakening involves spending a long time with a high-potential Awakened Person. It’s likely that a combination of factors led to this success."*

"That’s the rough theory that comes to mind, but…"

*"If everyone could be satisfied with that, there would be no quarrels, no murders, and no wars in this world!"*

"You’ve got a point."

Yep, I’ve decided. I’m not going to Professor Yamadera’s place for a while.

He was already someone I didn’t want to be too involved with, what with all the talk about sperm donation. Why on earth should I have to listen to an old man whisper such things in my ear?

…Though I admit, my resolve wavered for a moment when he offered to ‘take me to one of those naughty establishments’!

For the record, right after making that comment, the lecherous old monk got a serious scolding from the professor. The fire even spread to me, as I was told, ‘A minor shouldn’t be interested in such places.’

But I digress. I don’t care about that mad old man. I’m grateful he was conducting my parents’ Awakening training, but that’s that, and this is this.

"So, my parents are currently healthy. Is that correct?"

*"Yes. There was nothing particularly unusual about their stats. Yamadera-shi has some medical knowledge, but he didn’t say anything either, did he? And if there are no problems from your perspective with your eyes, we can conclude that your parents are in good health."*

"I see… That’s a relief…"

*"Kyouta-chan, you’ve been worried about that this whole time. What were you so concerned about?"*

I cleared my throat before answering Erina-san, who had long since dropped her high-class lady mode.

I had to switch gears myself, or I felt like I might start stuttering.

"It’s not very common, but some skills have been confirmed to have side effects. For example, a skill called ‘Rampage Eating.’"

*"Eh, what kind of skill is that?"*

"Apparently, it allows your jaw to open beyond its limits, and your chewing ability, swallowing ability, and digestive organs are all significantly enhanced. To the point where you can munch on thick steel plates. You also become more resistant to poisons and curses than a normal Awakened Person, so there’s no worry about food poisoning."

*"Whoa. It’s like something out of a manga!"*

*"That’s a power you’re not supposed to use on monsters, right…?"*

"Right. And what’s more, everyone who has this skill is apparently plagued by an ‘abnormal appetite’… Even people who were originally anorexic are now in a state of constantly eating something."

You could say that the body and mind are being pulled along by the skill.

It’s a bit of an occult-like story, but ever since the `Day of Awakening`, everyday life has been occult anyway.

The current leading hypothesis is that ‘skills reside in the soul, and the soul is beginning to overwrite the body and mind.’

The ‘shape’ of the soul can be influenced by the body and mind, but the ‘power’ of the soul surpasses both.

Honestly, it’s all Greek to me. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to understand its essence. But I can accept the ‘phenomenon’ and the ‘result.’

"I was just worried about what would happen if my parents ended up with a strange skill and got into trouble…"

*"Yes. It’s not just skills; there’s even a term now, ‘species accident.’ I hear it’s tough for people who’ve turned into rabbit beastmen. Infidelity, custody battles, and all that."*

And here she goes again with a story that’s hard to react to…

*"It seems that just because you Awaken, it doesn’t mean life is smooth sailing."*

*"It’s pretty obvious when you think about it! But I see. In that case, I can understand why Kyouta-chan was worried."*

"Yeah. Still, in today’s world, I thought it was better for them to Awaken."

I don’t know which has a higher probability: manifesting a weird skill, or encountering a monster overflow. But my parents have already had near-death experiences with monsters twice.

Even with the risks, they needed power.

*"By the way, how much did your parents’ appearances change? Their species didn’t change, so I imagine it wasn’t a dramatic transformation. I’ve only met them once before, so I can’t really tell the difference."*

"Ah, right. Their skin tone and hair quality have improved. My mom was happy that her ‘age spots disappeared.’"

At a glance, I’d say they look about five years younger. There’s a photo in the living room from a family trip when I was in elementary school, and they look pretty close to how they did back then.

My dad’s middle-aged paunch has shrunk quite a bit too. His belly is still a little soft, but he’ll probably get fewer scoldings at his health checkups now.

*"Hmm, hmm. I’d love for them to become younger in both body and mind and mass-produce a little sister or brother for you. That way, we could find out if ‘SSR’s like Kyouta-chan-kun are a standard drop, or just a fluke."*

"Don’t turn my parents into a gacha game. And besides, I’d hate to get a little brother or sister at my age."

If that happened, I’d seriously consider moving out. Why should I have to live in a house where my parents are holding their ‘nightly sports festival’?

…But then again, if I left home, I’d be worried if another overflow happened in the neighborhood.

"…In that case, I’ll have to soundproof my room as much as possible. And I’ll need to buy some good earplugs and headphones…"

At the very least… at the very least, I have to wait until they can properly defend themselves…!

*"C-Calm down, Kyouta-kun! It’s not like that’s a sure thing yet!"*

*"Kyouta-chan’s voice sounds like he’s dying…! I bet his face is all wrinkly right now!"*

*"Right. Shall I send a soft-shelled turtle hot pot set to your house? And some eel, and oysters…"*

"I’ll kill you."

*"Whoa, whoa, whoa."*

While putting a stop to the hopelessly rich and capable college girl, I nodded at the words of Erina-san and Mia-san.

They’re right. Even if my parents are a loving couple and have bodies that seem rejuvenated after Awakening, there’s no way they’d get that carried away!

No way! I want to believe!!

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

The day after my parents Awakened.

"To Ā-chan and Shī-chan’s promotion to D-Rank, cheers!"

"Cheers!"

We gathered at the Arisugawa residence for a small party with just our group.

The reason was just as Erina-san had announced: Busujima-san and the others had been promoted.

"Um… are you alright? Yagawa-kun."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"You just seem… tired."

"Hahaha. No, I’m totally fine."

Busujima-san spoke to me with a worried look.

The truth was, I was so worried about my parents having a ‘sports festival’ last night that I couldn’t get much sleep. This body of mine is ridiculously tough, so a night or two without sleep shouldn’t be a problem. It seems I was just mentally exhausted.

Still, I couldn’t let one of the guests of honor worry about something like that.

"Hey, Kyouta-chan! Did you have fun last night! With your parents!"

"Here you go, Aira-san. Tabasco sauce drizzled with Tabasco sauce."

"That’s just Tabasco sauce, isn’t it!?"

With a bottle of Tabasco in hand, I crept towards the hopeless college girl.

It’s fine. An Awakened Person can chug it and just have a sore throat for a while, unable to speak. I know because some idiot Awakened Person posted a video of it.

So it’s not a problem. Now drink up, you hopeless college girl…!

"It’s a joke, a joke, Kyouta-chan-kun…!"

"There are jokes you can say and jokes you can’t… I think I said this yesterday. Time for punishment."

"Sto-o-o-op! Help me, Mia, I’m being attacked by a ruffian!"

"Don’t make me sound like a criminal."

"Big Sis."

"Yes."

"Let’s just apologize, okay?"

"Yes. I’m sorry."

"You’re forgiven."

But there won’t be a next time. If she says something weird again, I’ll switch that bottle of booze she’s holding with the Tabasco.

Speaking of which, bringing alcohol to a place full of minors is… ah, it’s non-alcoholic.

"What’s the matter, Kyouta-chan-kun? Did you really think I could stand here sober in front of a bunch of high school girls? If you were to take this bottle away from me, I would simply curl up into a pill bug on the floor."

"What kind of threat is that?"

"Hee hee hee… My communication skill is a ‘point five.’ And that’s at full power, so rest assured."

"Where’s the reassuring part in that? Could you at least get it above ‘one’?"

"You think I have the communication skills of a full-fledged person?"

"…I’m sorry."

I sincerely regretted my own cruel words.

I gently placed the Tabasco on the table and lowered my eyes.

"Even if it’s self-deprecating, that reaction is a shock. And why did you even bring Tabasco in the first place?"

"I figured you’d say something thoughtless, Aira-san…"

"My words were predicted…!?"

She looked surprised, but how long did she think we’ve known each other?

…About four months. I was surprised myself at how short it had been.

We’ve been through so many intense experiences, and for better or worse, I’ve seen so much of her disappointing—or to put it nicely, endearing—side that it feels like we’ve known each other for a long time.

"Still, Big Sis’s social anxiety has improved quite a bit, you know?"

"Mia-san."

With a glass of juice in hand, Mia-san joined the conversation.

Dressed in a frilly blue shirt and black jeans, her good figure gave her a mature air.

Honestly, sometimes I lose track of which of these sisters is the older and which is the younger. Aira-san is wearing a hoodie and shorts now, but she usually wears a tracksuit. Not that the hoodie is any less casual.

"She can now say more than ten different words to people in her research lab! That’s wonderful growth!"

"Hey, hey, stop it, Mia. You’re making me blush."

"So it was less than that before…?"

And is ten words something to be happy about? Is it a miracle just to see a sign of growth?

"How did you manage to get through university life like that? I hear it’s tough for college students if they don’t have connections, with reports and all."

"Hmm? If you pay attention in about half your classes, things like that are a breeze. As for everything else, you just have to shut them up with your results. I can proudly say I haven’t borrowed Granny’s power."

*Or rather, is Professor Arisugawa the only one you can borrow power from…*

Beautiful, great figure, excellent grades, and a well-off family. With specs like these, you’d think she’d be getting offers from all over the place.

The fact that she’s either avoided or pushed them all away just goes to show how deep-seated her issues are.

"There are no struggles in university life aside from human relationships. Right, Mia?"

"Shut up, I’ll kill you."

"Mia!?"

Oh no, Mia-san is so mad she’s breaking character!

It seems the hopeless college girl’s comment touched a nerve.

"M-Mia? What’s wrong? Have you come to hate your big sister?"

"Just for now, it seems so. Shall I stuff my underwear in your mouth?"

"Why my underwear in my mouth!?"

"It’s a common thing."

"Calm down! That only happens in 2D!"

Mia-san slowly closed the distance, while Aira-san held her hands out in front of her and backed away.

Getting involved would be a pain, so I moved over to today’s guest of honor, Busujima-san.

"Well, sorry about that. Those hopeless sisters."

"Oh no, not at all. It’s fun to watch people messing around."

Busujima-san giggled. I’m sorry, but that might go beyond just messing around.

I vowed to stop them by force if things were about to get ‘R18G.’ If it turned ‘R18,’ I would do my utmost to escape the premises.

…And I’ll crush the desire to watch from start to finish with my reason!

"Yagawa…"

"!?"

A ghastly voice from behind made my shoulders jump.

I turned to see Ooyama-san glaring at me, her sharp eyes even more slanted than usual.

"I heard from Erina, you bastard…"

"Eh, what? Oh, congratulations on your promotion."

"Yeah, thanks."

"Thank you."

For a moment, Ooyama-san returned to normal, and Busujima-san didn’t seem to care about her friend’s state at all.

What is this? Is this normal?

"So, some old geezer you don’t even know asked you to ‘give him your sperm,’ huh…!"

"*Bffft*—"

Ah, this is normal.

Instead, Busujima-san and Mia-san choked and froze. In that moment, Aira-san hid behind Erina-san.

"Don’t mess with me. You won’t give any to me no matter how long I wait, but you’re going to give some to an old man? Is that all our bond means to you?"

"I have no plans to give any to either of you, though?"

"I thought I… would be the one to make weapons with your sperm…!"

"First of all, a young lady your age shouldn’t be repeating the word… uh, a man’s *that*."

Just listening to it is making me feel weird. Ooyama-san has a cute face, and she’s well-endowed.

Honestly, when she brings up topics like that, I don’t know where to look. Especially since I’m the only guy here.

…Let’s not think about it. If I think about the gender ratio, I’ll want to curl up in a corner of the room.

"Shizuku-san! Y-You shouldn’t say things like that so loudly!"

"Th-That’s right! It’s indecent! Ky-Kyouta-kun’s sperm! At the very least, let’s save such comments for the nighttime!"

"Mia-san. You’re not drunk, are you? Mia-san."

I took a few steps away from Mia-san, who had at some point snatched Aira-san’s non-alcoholic beer.

"And Erina-san. Why did you have to tell her something like that?"

"I thought it would be for the best!"

The self-proclaimed ninja puffed out her chest with her hands on her hips, a smug look on her face.

Her chest, which had a strong presence even through her kimono, jiggled with a *tayun*.

*Damn it, I have no choice but to forgive her…!*

"A-Ahem. Changing the subject, how did you two manage to clear the goblin dungeon? I believe that’s still the condition for promotion, right?"

"Y-Yes. We had Mokuren… the golem we got from Yagawa-kun in a trade, step on all the traps for us…"

Good, it seems Mia-san isn’t drunk yet.

The two relatively sane members of the group managed to change the subject.

"The so-called manly way of disarming traps. Well, the armor needed repairs afterward, though."

"I see. But without a scout-type, that method of disarming is necessary. Depending on the situation, it might be better to have another golem, don’t you think?"

"That would create a mana supply problem…"

"It’d be great if we could get our hands on one of those Magi Batteries from the club, but that’s impossible."

I breathed a sigh of relief as the conversation shifted to a more serious topic.

But then again, it feels strange that a conversation with words like ‘dungeon’ and ‘monster’ is considered a ‘serious topic.’

Two years ago, that would have been the stuff of games and manga. Now, it’s a topic for serious meetings among besuited bigwigs in the Diet and the UN.

How the world has changed.

I tilted the glass in my hand, moistening my mouth with orange juice.

If my parents pass the adventurer exam, I’ll have to help them level up. And in parallel, I need to earn money and experience in dungeons myself.

With school added to the mix, it’s going to be pretty tough.

"Kyouta-chan, Kyouta-chan!"

"Yes?"

Erina-san, with Aira-san still clinging to her back, approached me with her usual sun-like smile.

"Let’s start getting serious about preparing for the culture festival soon! Specifically, selecting Kyouta-chan’s costume!"

I could feel my face contort into a grimace.

*Seriously… we’re really doing this…*
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			Side: None

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. The Central Government Complex.

On one of its floors was the Dungeon Agency.

Here, once again, staff members were gathered around a long table and whiteboard in the corner of a room, holding a meeting.

"…It’s declining, after all."

"Yes, quite significantly."

At Director Akasaka’s murmur, another staff member nodded with a grim expression, a document in hand.

Before them, on stacks of paper and device screens, were the words:

*Trends in Marriage and Birth Rates Among Awakened Persons*

The management of dungeons and Awakened Persons was the job of the Dungeon Agency.

Therefore, it was only natural that such topics fell under their purview.

"Awakened Persons are considerably healthier than non-Awakened. They also tend to have a skin age far below their actual age… in other words, they have very good skin. Combined with changes in their physique, their appearances often improve after Awakening, but…"

"Still, the fact remains that the marriage rate for Awakened Persons is declining. Misunderstanding and fear of the Awakened certainly exist among the non-Awakened."

"Well, if you get into a fight and your partner accidentally hits you too hard, you’d think you could be killed in one blow. That’d make anyone hesitant."

"But isn’t that the same for marrying a professional athlete? A boxer, for example."

"Martial artists know how to hold back, and those from reputable gyms are drilled in sports ethics. Domestic violence still occurs, but it’s a small fraction of the whole. And that’s a fact that has permeated society to the point that even the general public knows it."

"Considering the percentage of Awakened who become adventurers and the current income situation for adventurers, many of them are high earners. And yet…"

"Could it be that they are avoided precisely *because* they are adventurers? The risk of dying is higher than in a normal life, and modern Japanese people generally have an aversion to conflict. Perhaps there’s a discomfort with a profession centered on violence, even if it’s against monsters."

"Adventurers aren’t public servants, so their social credibility is low. Their marriage rate is low even compared to police officers and SDF personnel."

"However, marriages between Awakened Persons, and between adventurers, are also rare. Despite there not being much difference in physical ability between spouses, the rate is almost the same as, or slightly lower than, that of Awakened and non-Awakened couples."

"In the case of adventurers, their dating pool is often limited to their own party or clan. Perhaps they avoid romance in such settings because it could interfere with their work."

"There’s also the possibility that some people don’t want to marry a fellow Awakened of equal standing precisely because they can have a dominant position over a non-Awakened person. Especially those who sympathized with Turohorse."

"If an Awakened adventurer couple had a fight, who knows what would happen."

"Umm. There are probably a lot of reasons, but isn’t the biggest one… *this*?"

A male staff member holding a tablet sent an image to each of his colleagues with a wry smile.

Displayed on their screens was what was clearly a product list from a website selling adult goods.

Normally, looking at such things during work hours would be inappropriate, not to mention a form of sexual harassment.

But everyone showed understanding and agreement. At the same time, their faces soured as if they had just chewed on a hundred bitter bugs.

"The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club’s love doll-type golem…"

Director Akasaka muttered, covering his mouth with his hand.

At the words spoken by their superior, several staff members looked up at the heavens as if it were the end of the world.

Unfortunately for them, all they saw above was a sterile ceiling and the light of fluorescent lamps. The sun was not there to watch over them.

"The model equipped with a high-performance Magi Battery for ‘non-Awakened users’ was released just recently, but a model with a standard Magi Battery… no, a *cheaper version* with slightly lower performance, has been on sale for much longer. As an ‘Awakened exclusive.’"

Slightly before the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club built their golem factory in Chiba, they had set up a small workshop.

There, to raise funds and for their ‘original plan,’ they had already begun creating love doll-type golems.

The selling price: 300,000 yen, including tax. But the quality was far beyond what you’d expect for that price. It was a perfect blend of reality and unreality, enough to kill the competition. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say they had recreated the pinnacle of ‘2.5D’ without any sense of incongruity.

Normally, it would be impossible to turn a profit at such a price point. But the absurdity of skills… and the results of their diligent research, made it possible.

It wasn’t that the alchemical skills of the club members themselves were overwhelmingly superior to those of other skill users.

Rather, it was the efficiency gained from an overwhelming number of trial runs. The simplification of processes. The intellect of the top two members. And above all, their organizational power. These factors allowed them to pull off such an incredible feat. It was an abnormality, like tap-dancing on thin ice without it ever breaking.

Currently, there were no alchemists who could defeat them as an ‘organization.’ That’s how far ahead their accumulated knowledge was.

The united libido of a group of perverts had made what could be called a miracle a constant reality.

"They all look like beautiful characters straight out of an anime. They even move and can do a certain amount of housework. And since they’re golems, they do whatever you want. Of course people are going to choose them over an actual person of the opposite sex."

The male staff member chuckled.

The staff member next to him pressed a hand to his forehead as if fighting a headache.

"I can’t say I don’t understand the sentiment, but…"

"And unlike the non-Awakened version, there’s almost no limit to the number of these. Even with a reservation, the wait is only a month."

"While the high-performance Magi Battery model has a wait time of over a year… What kind of production capacity does that organization have?"

"Apparently, they’ve streamlined the parts that can be made from molds by using machines and work golems. And, well, some Awakened from the Walkers have also been lending a hand."

The Walkers, a clan beyond clans, a guild that had outgrown its name. Their enormous leap forward was deeply connected to their alliance with the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

In fact, it could be said that this alliance was what made the Walkers the largest Awakened organization in Japan.

It was only natural for its members to cooperate with their allies in the club. Some even went to the workshop voluntarily.

(We will ignore the story of a certain cat-eared young man who was on the verge of tears when precious high-rank adventurers went off to make ero-golems.)

"Right now, production is heavily skewed towards male-oriented models, but it wouldn’t be surprising if that became gender-equal at any time."

"If that happens, marriage among Awakened will become a hopeless prospect."

"The same goes for the non-Awakened. The Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare and the Children and Families Agency are treating this as a major issue. If the mass production system for love doll-type golems for the non-Awakened reaches the same level as the Awakened version, Japan’s birth rate will decline even further."

"Japan’s birth rate is already on a downward trend… on top of that, due to dungeons, there have been not a few cases where municipalities in rural areas have become unable to continue existing."

"There have been many deaths due to overflows, but will the people who have been driven from their land be able to secure a stable life in the future? And will they get married and have children…?"

"Can’t we somehow make the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club stop or at least curb the production of love doll-type golems?"

"No, meddling there would be a bad idea."

At his subordinate’s suggestion, Director Akasaka immediately shook his head.

"They haven’t broken any laws. They must have some very capable lawyers. They navigate the loopholes so well that they leave no openings."

"Then…"

"Working behind the scenes is also not an option. The club has gained a reputation that is hard to criticize, having made significant contributions to the medical field. Any careless move could lead to a public backlash. What’s more, many domestic politicians are already on good terms with them. And the combat golems they produce are necessary for Japan’s future. We can’t have them fleeing the country."

"If anything, we’d probably get slammed by all the people waiting for their love doll-type golems. I don’t want to deal with any more complaint calls, man."

The male staff member with the tablet twisted his mouth in disgust.

They were already swamped with daily tasks, and on top of that, they had sent precious combat personnel to America as ‘bodyguards.’

The Dungeon Agency was already operating at the very edge of its capacity. They were barely holding on at the edge of the ring.

"However, the marriage of Awakened Persons is also necessary for the future of our country. We’ll let the other ministries handle the non-Awakened, but this is our job."

Director Akasaka placed his hands on the table and addressed his subordinates.

It was also a way of telling himself.

"The children of Awakened Persons, especially the children of two Awakened Persons, have a high probability of Awakening."

That was the conclusion drawn from the data collected over the two years and four months since the `Day of Awakening`.

"Furthermore, if the parents possess powerful skills, there is a tendency for those skills to be inherited by their children. From a dungeon-countermeasure perspective, we want high-rank Awakened to leave descendants. Even if that holds the potential to become a future source of conflict."

It was something that had been predicted, but now it was confirmed by numbers. That being the case, they had to tackle the matter with all their might.

In other words.

"We must somehow increase the probability of Awakened Persons marrying each other. To that end, I want each of you to propose ideas."

This was an initiative they had been working on for some time. But now, Director Akasaka declared, they must redouble their efforts.

His subordinates nodded in agreement, each of them throwing out whatever ideas came to mind.

Watching them, listening to them, and recording the content of the discussion, Director Akasaka used a part of his mind to mull over a condition presented to him by a ‘certain person.’

*—Was this situation also within your calculations, ‘Professor’?*

The passage of a certain bill, which she had presented as a condition for selling ‘that crystal ball’ to the government.

It was a proposal that Director Akasaka thought would be difficult to pass with his power alone, but with the current flow of events, it might be approved by the Diet with surprising ease.

Of course, opposition was expected, but by using the connections and weaknesses gained while dealing with the US and the UK, it was entirely possible.

However, what benefit would the professor gain from this?

Realizing this, a cold sweat ran down Director Akasaka’s back as he felt an ‘anxiety for the next generation.’

In his estimation, the professor was already an entity beyond the UK’s control. The timing of when this happened was currently unknown, but no one held her leash. Otherwise, would the UK have let go of ‘that crystal ball’?

The `Invisible Ninjas`. Including herself, a group of only seven Awakened Persons.

But with Yagawa Kyouta leading the way, three of them had qualified as ‘B-Rank Candidates,’ and the professor herself was on par with the candidates, only missing out due to a scheduling conflict.

The other four members also each possessed valuable abilities. Considering the proposal the professor made with all of them together…

"Professor… what in the world are you plotting…?"

His murmur did not reach his subordinates, who were deep in heated discussion. He did not let it reach them.

For now, he must deal with the problem at hand. The director turned his full attention to the meeting.

They had finally escaped the situation of constantly being on the back foot against the UK and the US, but they had not yet even managed to catch up to the professor’s shadow.

*—The children of Awakened Persons have a high probability of Awakening.*

*—The skills of the parents tend to be inherited by the children.*

Though he felt a sense of terror at the unknown picture the professor was painting, he sealed away his own heart.

Above all else, to protect this country, right now.
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			Several days had passed since my parents’ Awakening, and in early August, the heat and the cicadas’ chirping grew ever more oppressive.

My dad didn’t immediately quit his job to become a full-time adventurer—as expected—but he did start taking adventurer training courses online alongside his work.

It’s not something you can just commit to, betting your livelihood on being an adventurer. I’m going to school for the same reason, so I get it.

My mom, like my dad, was taking the online course, and they were planning to take the practical exam together the following weekend.

Still, I was worried.

My parents’ specs as Awakened Persons were perfectly ordinary. A far cry from me, who Aira-san had given the gacha-game-like high praise of ‘SSR.’

Would they be able to manage in a dungeon like that?

…They probably would be fine. After all, they were just like the majority of adventurers.

Still, every time I worried about the ‘what ifs,’ I had to remind myself, *I’m ten years too early to be this overprotective of my parents.*

I’d considered making them custom golems or gathering as many magic tools as I could to give them, but I had a feeling they’d refuse. As Aira-san once said, parents have their pride too.

In that case, there was only one thing I could do.

I discreetly placed a pamphlet for the `Walkers` on the living room table.

It was one of the world’s largest Awakened organizations, run by Yamashita-san, with whom I have a strange connection. Recently, they’ve been doing more community outreach and acting as a bridge between Awakened and non-Awakened, but at its core, it’s an adventurer clan… no, a guild.

They would have the know-how to train beginners, and they also have equipment and golems provided by the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.

They might be able to accommodate beginners who have just Awakened and want to balance it with work and household chores.

Frankly, I couldn’t think of any other clan that could. I’m not well-versed in that kind of information to begin with, and when I looked online, most groups were either too ambitious or filled with only young people.

Most importantly, I didn’t know if remnants of Turohorse were hiding in other clans. In that case, the `Walkers`, who are publicly in opposition to Turohorse, would be the safest bet. After all, it was Yamashita-san and his group who protected the people who escaped from there.

What’s more, he has consistently taken a negative stance against Awakened supremacism in front of the media. In that sense, he’s a trustworthy person.

The problem was whether or not to contact Yamashita-san and say, ‘My parents will be in your care’…

I decided against it.

To him, I’m a lifesaver. If I told him that, it would be like saying, ‘Show them special treatment.’ My parents wouldn’t want that either.

Besides, I wasn’t the only one who saved Yamashita-san. It would be wrong of me to act so indebted.

So, they would have to take the entrance test like everyone else and join normally.

Though, of course, none of that matters if they don’t pass the adventurer exam first. …Wait, doesn’t `Walkers` also help with exam prep?

The more I looked into it, the more I realized what a wide-reaching organization it was. It was the kind of guild that might be used in fiction as a ‘secret society that pulls the strings of society from the shadows’ in the future.

Or maybe they actually are working in the shadows… Nah, that’s too much of a chuunibyou thought. I’m not Erina-san or Busujima-san.

Everything depends on my parents. Whether they pass the adventurer exam, whether they join the `Walkers`. It’s not my place to meddle.

But if something happens, or if they ask for my help, I’ll step in.

*"No, that’s plenty overprotective, you know? Your whole line of thinking."*

"Seriously…?"

That’s what Aira-san said when I told her this story while waiting for Erina-san and the others to change at the store.

I touched my earring, my lips slightly pouted.

"You think so? In times like these, I think it’s normal to worry about your family."

After all, my parents have almost died twice. When they were caught in the Orc overflow, the blood drained from my face.

Then they were exposed to a demon’s cannon fire during the sports festival. I don’t think anything like that will happen again, but the thought that something might makes me anxious.

*"That’s true, but… If you ever have kids, you’re going to be a doting parent. So overprotective it would hinder their education."*

"You’d go that far?"

*"Of course I would. If your kid grew up and said they wanted to be an adventurer, you’d give them a custom golem and a bunch of magic tools, and then you’d probably go into the dungeon with them for a while, wouldn’t you?"*

"That would… depend on the circumstances."

*"The fact that you can’t deny it in this context confirms you’re a doting parent. You’ll either get on their nerves or spoil them rotten. It’s one of the two."*

"Guh…!"

Even I thought ‘that might be true,’ so it was hard to argue.

"But you seem like the type to be overbearing with your kids too, Aira-san."

*"Hah? I’ll be a good mother who maintains a perfect distance and handles everything perfectly, okay?"*

"Nope. You’d definitely have something to say about everything. I feel like you’d either be annoyingly clingy or overly strict."

*"What did you say?"*

It should be hard to imagine Aira-san as a strict education-mom, but for some reason, the image comes to mind.

If that were to happen, she’d probably get her own act together more, but this person’s love for her family seems so heavy that she’d likely do her best for her child’s sake.

Or, conversely, she might act like a friend to her child. If there was someone else she could rely on, she’d go beyond being the ‘good cop’ and just become another child herself.

*"…Let’s stop. A one-upmanship battle about future parenting between two people whose age equals the number of years they’ve been single is just too pointless."*

"…Yeah."

I mean, we don’t even know if we’ll be able to get married in the first place.

…Well, maybe? It’s probably just my imagination, nine times out of ten, but?

I think there might be a chance. A chance that I’ll end up with one of the girls I’m with now.

I mean, I don’t think a guy with nothing but power and money like me could be loved by them. But still, you know, our proximity and all?

If we’re both single in the future, maybe it’ll be like, ‘Hey, should we just get married then?’ on a whim…!

I think there’s a possibility!

Dad, Mom. If that happens, I’ll be counting on you with all my might…! Please, give me all your advice…!

"Sorry to keep you waiting! What were you two talking about?"

*"Sad news, Kyouta-chan-kun is being overprotective of his parents."*

"I’m not being overprotective."

I turned to Erina-san and Mia-san as they came out of the changing room, my mouth set in a straight line.

"I see. Kyouta-chan is worried about his mom and dad and wants to do a lot for them, but he’s afraid it might strain their relationship, so he wants to entrust them to a reliable place! But if anything happens, he’s ready to jump in with full force!"

"Are you a psychic?"

"*Chu chu chu*. I am a ninja!!"

Erina-san wagged her finger, a smug look on her face. Her tongue-clicking was so bad that for a moment I thought she had blown me a kiss.

Also, she’s not a ninja.

"Did you just think, ‘She’s not a ninja’!?"

"So you are a psychic…?"

"Ahaha. That was just because you were so easy to read, Kyouta-kun."

Mia-san smiled wryly.

Am I really that easy to read? In elementary and middle school, people used to say things like ‘You’re so sullen’ or ‘What are you angry about?’ and it was a real pain…

Let’s not dwell on it. There aren’t many good memories.

I shifted my focus and headed towards the gate room.

"Alright, let’s go."

"Yeah! `Invisible Ninjas`, move out!"

"Yeah, yeah."

I wish she’d stop using that name.

There was no one in the store, and not just because it was a weekday. That was because this was also a ‘B-Rank Dungeon.’

Lately, we’d been going back and forth between the Dungeon of Utuq and the Nue dungeon, but this time we were at a different one.

It wasn’t a particularly good match for us, nor was it a great place to earn money. But compared to other dungeons, it was close to home.

It would be a huge problem if the thinning of monsters here fell behind. It was obvious from the circumstances that the SDF was stretched thin, so we came here to help out.

Even the Arisugawa estate wasn’t at a safe enough distance. It was unanimously decided that we would thin out the monsters here.

The only problem was our skill level. But we believe we’ve overcome that with our daily leveling.

I’m currently Level 49. Erina-san and Mia-san are both over Level 40. We’ve gotten quite a bit stronger from our repeated trips to the two B-Rank dungeons.

One-on-one would still be tough, but if the three of us work together, we should be able to defeat a Minotaur or a Rey Cuelebre with some stability.

…Though it might get dicey depending on the situation.

In any case, we finished at the reception and stood before the white door. I deployed my `Arcane Gear` and activated my golem.

After getting ready and doing a final check, we nodded to each other.

"We’re entering the dungeon now. Please navigate for us."

*"Understood. The map is ready. If you have time, I’d like you to photograph some relics of civilization, but please prioritize your safety, everyone."*

"Roger."

*"Be just as overprotective of yourselves and your comrades as you are of your family!"*

"You’re so annoying…"

*"Also, you can spoil the cute Aira-chan as much as you want!"*

"You heard her, Mia-san."

"I-I suppose I can’t be helped, Big Sis…! I’ll buy you a bib, a diaper, and a pacifier on the way home…!"

*"That’s not it. That’s not the kind of spoiling I had in mind."*

"A baby bottle is… not necessary."

*"Of course it’s not necessary, but I’m afraid there might be a discrepancy in our reasoning, Kyouta-chan-kun…! Help me, Kyouta-chan-kun…!"*

"Go for it."

*"Thanks for the unenthusiastic encouragement! Damn it!"*

"Senpai!"

*"Erina-kun! That’s right, I have you! Give me a nice lifeline!"*

"I couldn’t think of a good joke! Sorry!"

*"You don’t have to ride this wave!"*

I heard the sound of something being slammed on the other end of the earring. It was followed by a groan of, *"My pinky…!"*

*You’re still like that even after becoming an Awakened Person…*

"From that sound, she probably hit her own knee and her pinky grazed the desk…"

"Whoa, as expected of Erina-san."

"Hmph!"

*"Thanks for the play-by-play…! I would have preferred a word of concern, though…!"*

"Don’t worry, Big Sis. I’m worried, and I’ll lick your wound when we get back!"

*"Yeah. I’ll just take the thought. It’s not like it’s a cut or anything."*

"That’s good… I’m relieved."

*"Am I a coward for thinking that her sincerity, with no trace of falsehood, is what makes it even scarier?"*

"Let’s stop messing around and focus."

"Roger that!"

"Y-Yes!"

*"I’m not entirely convinced, but fine. You’ll get yours later, Kyouta-chan-kun…!"*

I took a deep breath. A sensation like my blood was turning cold.

Proportionally, my thoughts became clearer. I wonder if you could call this a routine.

Confirming a hand on each of my shoulders, I stepped towards the white door.

Now—it’s time for work.
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			Beyond the white gate, the gritty sensation of soil came through my boots.

Feeling the slightly dry air, I looked around at our surroundings, illuminated by dappled sunlight filtering through the trees.

A light brown ground with sparsely growing weeds. Giant trees, rooted in the earth, stretched towards a false sky at wide intervals.

Looking up, I saw long, thick branches extending in all directions. Lush, thick leaves glittered in the light of a magically created mock sun.

It looked like a typical forest-type dungeon. But the air alone felt unusually dry compared to what I was used to.

I licked my lips slightly and drew the sword from my waist.

"We have entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration."

*"Alright. Proceed with caution. Especially you, Erina-kun and Mia. You have Granny’s medicine, right?"*

"Roger that!"

"Yes."

We nodded to each other and began to walk.

Our formation was me at the lead with Byakuren, then Erina-san, Mia-san, and finally Ukon and Sakon.

The monsters here possess abilities that are simply troublesome. In terms of compatibility, the girls needed to be especially careful.

We advanced slowly, cautiously. Despite being covered by a dome of rock, there was a faint flow of wind. The rustling of branches and leaves set my nerves on edge.

Dungeons were places used by humans or human-like beings. If so, was this wind blowing to circulate the air?

Even in tunnel-like dungeons, the oxygen concentration is almost the same as outside. They are thoroughly constructed to be hospitable for people.

I consciously corrected my wavering focus, turning my eyes to a piece of cloth I saw at the edge of my vision.

"Aira-san. I’ve found a marker. It’s ‘G-4.’ The pseudo-sun is in the five o’clock direction relative to our path of travel."

*"Understood. If you proceed straight for about two hundred meters, you should see a marker labeled ‘Q-8.’ Turn right at that point."*

"Roger."

I replied curtly and looked away from the cloth stretched between two trees.

And so, we began walking again, for about a minute.

"Wait."

At Erina-san’s word, I stopped and tightened my grip on my sword.

Normally, she would immediately report the number and direction of the enemy. But this time was different.

"Sorry, I can’t get a clear number or direction. Probably two or more. I think they’re approaching, but…"

I nodded in response to Erina-san’s hesitant words.

This was one of the reasons the enemies here were said to be so troublesome. Their stealth was so effective that it was difficult to track them even with her level of scouting ability.

"Understood. Erina-san, you and Mia get behind the golems. Byakuren, focus on defense and protect them."

I held my sword at the ready, spread my feet, and slightly lowered my center of gravity.

I scanned the dense forest, wondering where they would come from.

The forest of giant trees looked full of gaps, but it was natural that from one direction, it would be full of blind spots.

On top of that, there were spots that were hard to see due to the shadows of weeds and leaves. The ground of dirt and weeds also muffled footsteps compared to a stone labyrinth.

I was not letting my guard down in the slightest. I kept moving my eyes, trying to catch any trace of mana.

But it came suddenly.

A long needle, as thick as an arm. Its sharp tip was dull, black as if it swallowed light.

It came silently… no. It was faster than sound, closing in on me. From above and to my left rear.

An attack launched from an angle that was impossible to catch with normal vision, aimed at the nape of my neck.

Even for an Awakened Person, it was impossible to react after seeing it. My body lacked too much to move at the speed of sound.

Therefore, I moved *before* I saw it.

"Haaah!"

I swung my sword in a reverse diagonal slash towards my left rear, the wind enveloping the blade exploding outwards.

The tip of my sword shattered the tip of the needle, and a gale of wind sent the whole thing flying upwards.

Then, the being I was glaring at grinned and pounced.

I immediately swung my now-raised sword down in a diagonal slash to intercept its long claws, which were descending with the force of muscle and gravity. With a hard clang, the claws were severed, and the monster, thrown off balance in mid-air by the impact, twisted its massive body like a cat.

It landed without a sound, and I immediately swung my blade, but it leaped out of range with just its hind legs.

The false sunlight pouring through the gaps in the leaves illuminated the eerie monster.

A massive body, perhaps larger than a bear. On its face, as large as a human torso, was a face that looked exactly like a human’s.

The monster with blue eyes grinned with undisguised sadism. It had the orange mane of a lion and the reddish-brown body of a lion.

Powerful limbs and a long tail. An excessively long tail.

The tail, perhaps five meters long, was covered in an exoskeleton, with only the tip exposed skin. From there, another of the earlier needles slid out with a *slither*.

Its open mouth revealed three rows of shark-like teeth.

`Manticore`.

A name meaning ‘man-eater’ in old Persian. According to some legends, it is a monster that will not stop until it has devoured an entire army.

This monster, which closely resembled it, was a threat worthy of its name, especially in a forest.

The single needle that had emerged spread out like a blooming flower. It split into hundreds of pieces and shot towards me.

It was like a shotgun blast, but not as fast as the initial surprise attack. I swept them all away with a gust of wind and charged forward.

I shattered the ground beneath my feet and closed the distance to the monster in a straight line.

Immediately after, my ‘premonition’ activated. I met a needle coming from my right, diagonally from above, with the blade of my sword.

I parried the impact against the flat of my blade by spinning on one foot. I didn’t slow down. I kicked off the ground with my other foot, which I had lifted for a moment, and leaped at the Manticore before me.

"I’m counting on you!"

"You got it!"

That was enough to deal with the enemy who had shot the needle from the side. First, I’ll kill this one.

With astonishment in its blue eyes, the first individual whipped its scorpion-like tail.

"*BUBUBUAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA—!!*"

I dodged the horizontal sweep, unleashed with a roar like several trumpets blowing at once, by leaning forward until I was parallel to the ground.

Ignoring the tail that grazed my helmet, I swung my blade in a reverse diagonal slash.

At the same time, the Manticore was already swinging both its forelegs. Sharp claws closed in from the left and right.

It didn’t matter. I’ll crush them all.

A storm generated from me was released with my sword, shattering its claws and drawing a diagonal line across its face.

With a gush of fresh blood, the Manticore screamed and leaped back.

But before it could, I grabbed its mane by the jaw with my left hand.

I twisted my body and slammed it sideways onto the ground. Amidst the spreading dust and roar, I drew back my sword.

The human-like face of the Manticore contorted.

*—What an unpleasant face.*

I drove the tip of my sword from its eyeball to its brain, twisted, and pulled it out. The massive body twitched once. I let go and readied my blade again.

Keeping the reddish-brown body, which was turning white, in the corner of my eye, I checked behind me. There, Byakuren had blocked the shotgun-like needles with its tower shield, and in return, stone spears that had sprung from the ground had just pierced the monster.

"*Buh, ooh…!*"

A kunai embedded itself in the eyeball of the Manticore, which was gasping for air and spitting blood. The deep strike seemed to be the final blow, and it stopped moving.

Even after the two bodies had turned to salt, we remained vigilant for a few seconds of silence, and then,

"…Doesn’t seem to be any others."

At Erina-san’s words, I let out a breath and relaxed my shoulders.

Watching Ukon collect the drop items and kunai out of the corner of my eye, I turned to the two of them.

"Are you two alright? The Manticore’s needles are said to be poisonous, so don’t let your guard down even if it’s just a scratch."

"Yeah! I’m fine!"

"Me too. Byakuren acted as a wall for me."

At Mia-san’s gaze, I saw Byakuren holding a kite shield seven centimeters thick.

The surface of the shield, which possessed extraordinary strength, was covered in numerous small scratches. The poison could linger for a while even after the Manticore’s death, so I’d have to clean it thoroughly when we got back.

This time, Byakuren was holding a sword instead of a flail or a battle axe.

Even though the space between the trees was wide, other weapons were difficult to handle. Ooyama-san had forged it for me as a bonus when she repaired the one I broke in the Minotaur’s labyrinth, as an apology.

…Though she did demand I provide some of the materials since she was forging it for free.

Remembering her dilated pupils, a cold sweat ran down my back. It was only thanks to Busujima-san’s intervention that she had compromised on just a claw and some hair.

I shook my head to banish the memory and brought my focus back to the dungeon.

"All members safe, combat concluded. Resuming exploration."

*"Mhm. Good to hear you’re safe. But don’t let your guard down, okay? And Erina-kun, Mia, don’t touch the spots where the Manticore needles hit."*

"Okay!"

"Of course. Actually, should I wash Byakuren’s shield with water?"

"Ah, if you have the mana to spare, please do."

"Understood."

Mia-san twirled her fingertip, and a sphere of water the size of a human head appeared. The floating orb washed the shield clean, as if licking it.

I planned to wash it carefully later just in case, but for now, this would do.

"Thank you."

"Not at all."

*"But are you okay? Especially you, Kyouta-chan-kun."*

"Huh?"

At Aira-san’s unusually worried voice, I tilted my head slightly.

But I quickly understood what she meant.

*"The Manticore’s face is, well…"*

"I’m fine. Though it is… quite unpleasant."

I managed to turn what was about to become a grimace into a wry smile.

It couldn’t be helped; I chose to come here myself. I didn’t want to play the victim.

But still, it’s only human to want to complain a little.

"It’s still mentally exhausting, though. Its size and overall appearance make it clear that it’s a monster, but up close, that human face… it just gets to me."

When I killed humanoid monsters like goblins, I didn’t feel anything in particular.

But I couldn’t stand the eyes of the Manticore, which directed raw emotion at me. Although, I could vaguely sense from the mana it emitted that its values were different from a human’s.

Still, stabbing a blade into a face like that just makes my chest burn with irritation. I felt like throwing my sword away and washing my hands right now. I wanted to forget the sensation of cutting through flesh.

The only difference between it and the monsters I’ve killed so far is its face. I’m pathetic, I know.

*"…Right. For this exploration, we’ll skip photographing the ruins. The professor will understand if you explain the situation. You guys should just focus on thinning the herd and then return."*

"Roger… Sorry, you two."

"No. In a party, the vanguard’s condition is the benchmark for retreat. Besides, it’s normal to feel sick after fighting a monster with a human face."

"I’m fine too!"

"…Right."

After giving a small bow to Mia-san and the others, I took a deep breath.

*…Alright, I’ve reset. Think that way, Yagawa Kyouta.*

I put the Manticore’s drop item, a long, sharp fang like a knife, into my item box and started walking again.

The trade value of this fang is slightly lower than the drops from Utuq or the Nue.

In terms of mood, income, and difficulty, if it wasn’t a B-Rank dungeon that was relatively close to home, I wouldn’t want to come here.

We ended our exploration earlier than usual that day and returned.

It was a dungeon I didn’t want to remember, so I had planned to go to bed right away that day… but.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

*"For the heartbroken Kyouta-chan-kun… let’s pull an all-nighter and play games today!"*

*"Yeah!!"*

The hopeless beauty and the self-proclaimed ninja decided they weren’t going to let me sleep tonight.

"No thanks. Pulling an all-nighter to play games."

*"Don’t say that. All-nighters are what being young is all about, right? You can only do it while you’re young, you know?"*

*"That’s right!!"*

"You’re too loud."

*"Besides, for a lady to make a nightly invitation, only to be told, ‘I’m tired today, let me sleep,’ is an act unbecoming of a gentleman!!"*

*"That’s right!!"*

"Shut up, you fake lady."

*"Huh? I am a magnificent lady, you know?"*

*"That’s right, Kyouta-chan! Senpai’s bloodline and all that means she can properly call herself a young lady!"*

*"See, Erina-kun says so too! I win!"*

"Are you okay with that? She’s only acknowledging your bloodline."

*"Still resisting, are you! Fine, then try and defeat me! So, which game are we playing? You can choose first, you know?"*

"So you’re determined to make me play…"

*"Whoops. You guys are still little kids, so no naughty games, okay☆ That’s a promise with your big sister!"*

"Speaking of kids, were you okay? Mia-san really did buy those baby supplies."

*"…Please, let me forget."*

"Got it."

*"Senpai is talking with her grandma right now!"*

I won’t ask any more. Professor Arisugawa will handle it.

For a moment, an image of the professor ‘only steering the wheel without letting her step on the brake’ flashed in my mind, but it must have been a hallucination.

There’s no way the professor, a paragon of education, would do something like only changing the point of impact.

*"Now choose, gamer boy Kyouta-chan-kun!"*

"At least call me a hero."

*"Whoops, my bad. You weren’t a gamer, you were a wannabe mage! Even though you always become a sage!"*

"Erina-san. Want to play a racing game, just the two of us, starting now?"

*"I’m so-o-o-orry! I’ll apologize, so please don’t leave me out! Ah, my trauma… *urp*."*

"What a coincidence. In middle school, I was in a group of three friends, and when we were told to make pairs in class, I was the only one left… *urp*."*

*"What’s wrong with you two!? Is it an enemy attack!?"*

"No…"

*"The past… never disappears…!"*

*"What the heck is going on…?"*

After we played a ton of games, the professor stormed into Aira-san’s room and the party was over.

*"Do you have any idea what time it is, honestly!"*

*"Don’t just turn off the poweeeeeer!?"*

Serves you right, you hopeless college girl. That’s what you get for taunting every time you win in a fighting game. Go brush your teeth and go to bed.

…Though I was able to sleep soundly right after, so I’ll thank her for that at least.

The sensation that had lingered in my hands was now completely gone.
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			The More They Fight

			Inside the factory, amidst the hum of machinery, the sharp *click, click* of nail clippers echoed.

Normally, the sound would have been completely drowned out, but to me, it felt unnervingly loud.

*—Mmph…*

Well, that's probably because Her Majesty, the Chest, was being pressed firmly against me, heightening the sensitivity in my arm to its absolute maximum.

Ooyama-san sat with her back to me, cradling my forearm in her lap as she trimmed my nails. Being petite, her head was quite low.

It seemed like all I could see was the top of her red head, but I caught a glimpse of her ears, which were faintly flushed.

Her chest was firm, yet soft—a dense, magnificent presence. It was a sensation I still hadn't gotten used to.

"...Don't move."

"R-Right."

My own face felt hot. Her workspace was larger than the last time I was here, yet the air felt strangely thin.

The warmth radiating from Ooyama-san's body against my forearm also seemed a little higher than usual, which only made my heart beat faster. *Man, her chest is incredible…* Her bicep felt nice too, but the way her breasts were pressed against me with such a powerful *BAM!* was something else. Their firmness and softness were enough to make my brain short-circuit.

"Alright, all done."

"Ah… yes."

As my arm was released, the cool air brought with it a profound sense of loss.

*Farewell, magnificent assets… I eagerly await the day we meet again…*

I fought back the tears welling in my eyes and forced the corners of my mouth into a strained, stoic smile.

*—THE HELL IT IS! Get a grip, reason! Don't you dare crumble!*

My mind had been completely conquered by boobs. My thoughts were originating entirely from my lower half. At this rate, my brain was going to relocate to my balls.

*...What does 'relocate to my balls' even mean?!*

"Um, I'm not going to start trembling just because you're holding my hand, you know. You really don't need to hold me down anymore…"

"Huh?"

Ooyama-san, her cheeks still a little red, glared at me with those sharp eyes of hers.

She carefully sealed the lid on the jar containing my nail clippings and picked up a comb and a pair of scissors.

"Think about the value of your nails. What would you do if one went missing? Or is this some kind of jab about that spear you lost?"

"No, the spear incident was one hundred percent the culprit's fault, so I'm not worried about it. That's not what I mean. I'm talking about, you know, as a maiden…!"

"That's right. You tell her, Yagawa-kun," Busujima-san said, joining the conversation with a sigh from where she stood leaning against the wall of the workspace.

Erina-san had come with us today too, but she seemed completely absorbed in admiring the lineup of armaments slated for shipment.

"It's fine to aim for greater heights as a craftsman, but doesn't that make you a little too close to the opposite sex? And requesting… *that* of him? I think a little modesty is in order."

"I have a sense of shame, you know."

As Busujima-san's cheeks colored and her gaze darted away, Ooyama-san crossed her arms beneath her rocket-like chest.

What an imposing sight. Even through her jumpsuit, which was smudged here and there with soot, their sheer size was breathtaking, like something you'd see mounted on a battleship.

It seemed my thoughts were still on a vacation to my nether regions. I struck 'The Thinker' pose, hoping to somehow restore my brain function.

*On a side note, isn't it kind of hot how her jumpsuit is slightly open at the chest, revealing a black shirt and a sliver of a white valley? Could she be from a branch family of the Pervert Clan…?*

"It's just… fun, you know?"

"Wait, watching Yagawa-kun's sanity get ground to dust is…?"

"Only a little bit."

*So you do enjoy it a little?*

*Please, stop. My willpower might be as strong as orichalcum, but even it has its limits. You should reconsider before I turn into a beast.*

"Every time I strike the iron, every time I pour my mana into it, every time I forge a weapon from high-quality materials, I can feel my skills improving. It's like I've grown wings. I just wonder how high I can fly next. It's a feeling that's almost intoxicating."

"...Is that really okay?"

"I get tired of smithing sometimes, so it's not like an addiction or anything. I'm fine."

Ooyama-san let out a small huff.

Well, as long as it's not a state where she loves it so much she can't think of anything else, I guess it's not quite *Skill Addiction*.

Two years and four months had passed since the *Day of Awakening*. In that time, people had emerged who had become lost in their own skills.

Some were simply intoxicated by their newfound supernatural power, while others came to believe it was all they had. That was *Skill Addiction*. It was said they could think of nothing but using their skills, forgetting even to eat or sleep as they clung to their power.

It wasn't a direct result of awakening, but rather something rooted in a person's mentality and environment. In a way, it was like being trigger-happy.

There were various ways to deal with it, and it was rumored that many high-rank adventurers suffered from *Skill Addiction*.

*...And there were many addicts among the former members of Turohorse, too.*

Generally speaking, it didn't have a very good image. But of course it didn't; it was called an 'addiction,' after all.

"As far as I know, there's no better material than Yagawa. The more I use his body, the more I truly understand what it means to imbue iron with mana."

"...So, you're saying if you found a better material than Yagawa-kun, you'd become obsessed with that instead?"

"Who knows."

After a small shrug, Ooyama-san glanced over at me.

*What is it? I'm still dealing with a biological issue here and can't break out of 'The Thinker' pose.*

"But… this guy's reckless. If I don't make good equipment for him, who will? I'm not just gonna abandon him."

She made me sound like a kid who'd get lost if you let him go.

The only place I'd ever gotten lost was Tokyo Station. As for the labyrinth of life, well, there are fewer people who *haven't* gotten lost, so that doesn't count.

"I'm trying to make something interesting right now. You'd better look forward to it."

"Something interesting...?"

"Something fun?!"

Erina-san zipped over to Ooyama-san with a speed that seemed to generate a *whirring* sound.

Her eyes sparkling, the self-proclaimed ninja was met with a frown from Ooyama-san, who pushed her approaching face away.

"You're noisy. Don't get so close, you're suffocating."

"Ehh? C'mon, just tell me! No, wait! Don't tell me! This kind of thing is more fun as a surprise!"

"Yeah, you do that."

"Um… if it's equipment for me, could you please tell me beforehand? Including the price."

I finally managed to graduate from my 'Thinker' pose and straighten my back.

The memories of battles against formidable enemies I'd summoned in my mind had, for once, proven useful. My thoughts were shifting closer to those of an adventurer.

Seeing me now halfway in work mode, Ooyama-san grinned.

"Nope. I have no intention of telling you about *that* one."

"Why not…?"

"Try to understand, Yagawa-kun. She can't explain because she's torn between the desire to surprise you and the fear of failure if she announces it beforehand. Such a maiden!"

"Shut it, you anvil…!"

"I'll curse you, shorty."

Ooyama-san glared daggers at Busujima-san, who was smiling, but her eyes weren't.

Watching the scene, Erina-san crossed her arms under her chest and nodded knowingly. "You two are as close as ever! I think you first became friends after a fight, right?"

"Is that true?"

"Yep! At first, you didn't have a chance to talk and just ignored each other, but you had to interact for a class project. You argued then, but as Ā-chan and Shī-chan got to know each other, you started to see eye-to-eye—"

"Erina-saaan?"

"Your blabbering will get you disliked, you know."

"Fweeeh!"

Erina-san's cheek was stretched out by Busujima-san, while Ooyama-san pinched her butt.

The self-proclaimed ninja thrashed about, half in tears, before making her escape.

"That's mean, Ā-chan, Shī-chan!"

"It's meaner to bring up someone's youthful indiscretions without permission."

"We're all still young, though. We're in our glorious teens."

"Don't go blabbing about when we were kids."

"But we're still kids now?"

Erina-san stated the obvious with a straight face, prompting the Ā-chan and Shī-chan duo to slowly close in on her.

Just then, Ooyama-san's mother pushed aside the heavy curtain partitioning the workspace and entered.

"Sorry to keep you. I brought some barley tea."

"Perfect timing, ma'am! You're a candidate for this year's Best Ninja Award!"

Erina-san quickly hid behind the mother, earning a click of the tongue from Ooyama-san.

"You're gonna get it later…!"

"Now, dear. You need to realize that getting angry when you're treated like a child is what makes you a child."

"Yeah, yeah!"

"Shut up. …Hey, Mom. How do you know what we were talking about?"

"...Because I could hear you all the way outside?"

"Liar. How could you hear a normal conversation with all this machinery running?"

"…………"

As her mother subtly averted her gaze, Ooyama-san glared at her.

"Well, you know, I was worried you might do something rash in front of your 'beloved hero.' If you're going to *do it*, you should choose the time and place—"

"Shut up, you old hag!"

Her face turning beet red in an instant, Ooyama-san pushed her mother out of the workspace.

"Hey, I'm sorry. I'll leave the tea here, so come return the cups later!"

"I heard you, now get out of here! And tell Dad not to come over here either!"

"Don't you worry about that. Right now, the factory is split between those who are rooting for you and those who think it's still too soon, and the former is winning! They're too busy with their sabotage schemes and betting pools to be rubbernecking!"

"What are those idiots doing?!"

Ooyama-san, hammer in hand, vanished behind the curtain as the sounds of screams and laughter echoed from the factory.

After watching her go, I tilted my head.

"Um… I don't suppose…"

"Yes. She was talking about you, Yagawa-kun. The 'hero' part," Busujima-san said with a slightly embarrassed smile.

"To both me and Shizuku-san, you're a 'strange person,' for better or for worse."

"Isn't there a difference between a hero and a strange person…?"

Was I being praised or mocked?

I couldn't help but stare blankly. What was so funny about that? Busujima-san just giggled.

"I'm sorry. It's just that the gap is always so incredible."

"Gap?"

"Yes. When I first met you through Erina-san's introduction, I just thought you were a normal boy."

"Well, yeah."

Back then, I was a nervous wreck and only managed to hold a conversation by switching to my work mode after a little while. I'm still a bit nervous now, but I think I've gotten much better.

"But the next time I saw you, in the dungeon, you were an incredibly dependable senior adventurer. At the same time, you were so strong it was a little scary."

"…"

I could no longer say that I only seemed strong because of the level difference.

I was a 'B-Rank Candidate,' after all. As an *Awakened Person*, I prided myself on having considerable talent. It wasn't about excessive humility; you couldn't survive as an adventurer without that kind of self-awareness.

"And that overwhelmingly strong person was, outside the dungeon, just a normal boy… one who was very interested in girls but didn't know how to act around them. The difference was so confusing, I almost didn't know what to think. It was like, what is this strange creature?"

"Strange creature."

Mia-san had described me that way before, too.

My gaze instinctively drifted to Erina-san, who had her head poked through the curtain, yelling taunts into the factory. *Doesn't she seem more like a strange creature…?*

"And then, the sports festival. I was even a little jealous that your chest was bigger than mine."

"Hey, that was padding, you know?"

"Then the monsters descended from the sky."

*Excuse me, could you please not drop a serious bomb right after I make a joke? I can't keep up with the commentary.*

"Honestly, I was in too much of a state of confusion to even feel despair. Me, Shizuku-san… all the other students were panicking. Then, I saw you start to run."

"That was…"

"I still remember it now: the way your maid dress skirt fluttered, revealing those enviably beautiful legs."

"Could you forget?"

*And please stop dropping jokes like you're taking a breath. I need a comedy interval. Also, when it comes to beautiful legs, I think you're number one. Seriously.*

"From there, it was a masterpiece."

It was a memory that, for me, was dreadful in many ways, but Busujima-san spoke of her feelings from that time as if gazing at something far away.

"Effortless victory. The monsters we wouldn't have stood a chance against even in a hundred battles were reduced to mere pebbles before you. With every swing of your sword, a demon was cut down, and people were saved. It was like watching a myth unfold."

Her unfocused eyes finally turned toward me. This time our gazes met, and I could see the emotion in her pupils. All I could tell was that it was a positive emotion, but I felt a pleasant flow of mana.

"But still, you were human. You tried to protect everyone from the demon's bombardment and fell from the sky. You were buried under the rubble, unconscious."

"…It wasn't 'everyone.' I just protected my parents, and my friends as an afterthought. I'm not a hero."

She was overestimating me by a long shot. That kind of admiration was, frankly, a nuisance.

But it seemed there was more to it. I continued to listen to her.

"You're right. You weren't an invincible being. Even so, you got back up and fought for us. You could have escaped if it was just you, or even just you and your family."

"Well, that's…"

"Even if you're not invincible, you are a hero. At least, to us."

Busujima-san's quiet smile made me feel embarrassed.

I couldn't accept the content of her words, but she was just so beautiful. A pretty face really is an advantage. Her smile was so lovely that all I could do was swallow my rebuttal and look away.

"That… um…"

"I'm sorry, this must be embarrassing for you. Actually, it is for me, too."

Busujima-san also blushed, brushing her long hair back slightly.

An indescribable atmosphere hung between us for a few seconds of silence.

Then I remembered Erina-san, who was standing there with her hands on her hips, nodding silently.

"Oh, Erina-san was amazing too, of course! Yes, a hero. No, a heroine!"

"That's right! A ninja!"

"Aren't ninjas and heroes different things?"

"?!"

*Even if you give me that shocked look…*

Just as the atmosphere had been successfully muddled, Ooyama-san returned, stomping back with her shoulders squared in anger.

"Damn it…! Those loafers…!"

Her face still slightly red, she gently placed the hammer on a nearby desk before snatching a glass of barley tea and chugging it down in one go.

Then, she shot a sharp glare in my direction.

"You guys go home for today. Erina, you're done with your claw maintenance, right?"

"Yup! Oh, by the way, Shī-chan."

"What?"

"Based on what your mom said, does that mean at home you're—"

"Right, I'm killing you."

"Whoa, whoa, whoa."

"Tch."

Ooyama-san, who had been about to pick up her hammer again, lowered her hand with a loud click of her tongue.

"I'm about to fire up the furnace, so seriously, get out. You're in the way."

Her gaze shifted to a long, rectangular object connected to a gas cylinder. It seemed to be made of clay from the *Dungeon of Utuq*, and I could clearly feel its mana.

*Knowing Erina-san, she probably established a sales route out of friendship, but I doubt she'd sell it at a friend's discount. How did Ooyama-san afford it?* It seemed the entire factory was now focused on the equipment she was making. I guess that meant they were making good money.

Various media outlets had been reporting that the demand for mana-infused weapons was steadily increasing.

Should I be happy for my friend's success, or lament this dangerous world?

"And Yagawa."

"Ah, yes?"

Ooyama-san approached me, glaring up from below.

But there was no pressure. Instead, the pressure from her approaching chest made my heart pound.

"My mom said a lot of things… but forget them. Got it? And as for what I'm making right now, just look forward to it. Don't ask."

"Got it. …But please, at least tell me the price beforehand… right?"

"If I feel like it."

Ooyama-san smiled like a mischievous child, and I could only offer a wry smile in return.

With the rising demand, the prices of equipment made from drop items were also soaring. I could only pray it would be within a range I could afford.

"Understood. I'll look forward to it. I know I can entrust my life to your equipment."

I didn't use it personally, but all of Byakuren's equipment was handmade by Ooyama-san. During the demon incident, during the minotaur fight… if it weren't for her creations, I might have died.

There was no room to doubt her skill, and if she was making something for me, it was an honor.

I was worried about the price, but it was equipment I wanted so badly I could taste it.

As I nodded to myself, I suddenly felt a light punch in my stomach. Why?

"You…!"

"Kyou-chan's easy to read, you know!"

"Eh?"

*Wait. Does that mean all my thoughts about her chest were written all over my face? My mind is practically being read?! This is bad!*

"Ugh… I'm so happy to see Shizuku-san becoming more maidenly…!"

"Why are you crying?"

*No, Ooyama-san. I think you should cherish your friends, seriously.*

I gave a small nod to the blacksmith girl, who was giving a dubious look to Busujima-san as she dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. Modesty is important.

"Oh, and one more thing."

Ooyama-san pulled a piece of paper from her jumpsuit pocket.

*Hmm. Is this… a coupon?*

"You can use this at the convenience store nearby. Use it to buy some condo—"

"Maiden Power Injection!"

"Mwoh?!"

Busujima-san, dressed in a summery white dress with a loose belt, delivered a Thai kick right to Ooyama-san's rear end. A clean *smack* echoed through the room.

"What the hell was that for?!"

"Get your sense of shame back! As a person, let alone a maiden!"

"I'm not going to buy it with my own hands because it's embarrassing, alright?!"

"Please remember that what you're doing is plain sexual harassment! It still counts even when it's a woman to a man!"

As the two of them started squabbling, Erina-san turned her palms up and shook her head as if to say, "Good grief."

"They're almost too close, aren't they, Kyou-chan?"

"Ah, yeah. I guess so."

I decided to just leave it at that.



		
		
		
			Chapter 167: Interlude: Whose Finger is on the Trigger?
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 167

			Interlude: Whose Finger is on the Trigger?

			No Point of View

Somewhere in Tokyo.

In a verdant plot of land outside the 23 wards, a place not yet paved over with concrete, an unnatural structure existed, hidden away in a forest near the mountains.

It was a 'secret base' with no signs or nameplates, protected by layer upon layer of thick walls and high fences. The childish name, however, belied the fact that it was built with ambitions even more ruthless than the cruelest of children.

The interior was patrolled by golems and soldiers in civilian attire, among whom white-coated figures hurried about.

"Hey, what about that research data?!"

"Already sent to the home country! The original data is gone!"

"What's the status on material delivery? The catalyst we ordered?"

"We received a report from the adventurer we hired. They acquired it last night. It's being passed through several contractors, so it won't arrive until the day after tomorrow at the earliest."

"Here are the ley line measurement reports! We obtained them from a local shaman-type *Awakened Person*!"

"Good. Then we'll compare this with our existing data to predict future trends. I will personally go to the server room—"

The conversations, a mix of the occult and science, were conducted in English.

The researchers, a diverse group of various races and nationalities, all shared the same employer. While this was partly to accommodate their client, the convenience of using 'the world's most common language' was undeniable in situations like this.

Furthermore, it was convenient for them that the *Awakened Persons* serving as guards here—'with a few exceptions'—wouldn't understand the content of their conversations even if they overheard them.

Few Japanese people could perfectly comprehend the rapid-fire speech born of urgency or documents filled with technical jargon when it was all in English. In fact, even a native speaker would find many parts incomprehensible without a certain level of knowledge.

Roughly one in thirty people was an *Awakened Person*. And they only appeared in Japan. While a small number by global standards, it was still a population large enough to form a nation.

Thus, there was a certain number of them who lacked education, had weak ties to society, and yet belonged to a community—the kind of community that forced the *Dungeon Agency* to reject their applications for the adventurer exam the moment they saw their paperwork.

Such *Awakened Persons* were actively recruited and assigned to exterior security. Moreover, the walls had been reinforced using a torrent of drop items, each of which could buy several luxury cars on the open market.

Not a single mouse could get in, and if a dragon were to fly by, they could both hide and repel it. This laboratory possessed that much power.

An old man, hunched over, walked briskly down a hallway in this facility, followed by several researchers and bodyguards. Even the other busy researchers immediately pressed themselves against the walls to let him pass. The only ones who didn't were the silent golems.

"Tch."

The old man clicked his tongue as he nearly bumped into the back of a mannequin-like golem slowly carrying documents.

"What a bothersome wooden doll. If it at least looked like a young woman, it might have some charm."

"My apologies, sir. We'll move it at once."

The guards lifted the golem from both sides and moved it aside. After a small snort, the old man resumed walking.

When they entered an elevator, the old man's female secretary pressed the buttons from the first to the fifth floor in a strange sequence. The elevator then began to descend. The panel only showed buttons down to the second basement floor, but the steel box continued its descent even further.

"Are the materials needed to create the gate in order?"

"Yes. They are scheduled to be ready the day after the day after tomorrow."

"Too slow. Why do you think we chose this country as our testing ground? It's because it's easy to procure equipment and we're unlikely to face interference."

"My apologies, Doctor. The electronic components were gathered quickly as planned, but the catalyst needed for the additional experiments is taking time…"

"I'm tired of your excuses. Honestly, this is all because that ape Akasaka did something unnecessary. Putting drop items up for public sale… What are the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the CIA doing?"

"If we were to try and eliminate him, our movements would certainly be detected by other countries. Please, try to understand."

"Honestly. For this country to be such a spy paradise that it ends up with agents from every country but Japan glaring at each other…"

"I hear that's one of his self-preservation tactics."

"Nonsense. He's a man who walks on luck alone. He'll stumble soon enough. Of course, before that, this country—"

An electronic tone interrupted the old man. The elevator doors opened, and as they stepped into the hallway, they were met by a heavy, imposing door. A purple magic circle was drawn on its surface, flanked by an electronic lock and a rugged keyhole.

Faced with this door, protected by a combination of the occult, electronics, and analog security, the old man sighed in annoyance and approached the electronic lock on the right. His secretary went to the left, performed a fingerprint scan, entered a password, and inserted a key from her pocket. After a shared glance, they turned their keys simultaneously.

Following a *beep*, the secretary took a wooden tally-like object from her breast pocket. When she held it up to the magic circle, the steel door slowly slid open to the sides. A large, black-haired man welcomed the group, led by the doctor, with open arms.

"Welcome, Doctor. Sorry 'bout that, not sending anyone to greet you."

"Don't be ridiculous. As if I would let you out of this room without my permission."

The man just shrugged at the old man's glare. He was relaxed enough to be whistling, his tie loosened.

He had a well-built frame, standing nearly two meters tall, with a sharp gaze. Even under his disheveled suit, his toned physique was obvious. He was clearly not an ordinary man. Before the *Day of Awakening*, a sword scar had adorned his face, making his features even more menacing.

narrowing his blue eyes, the large man lecherously eyed the secretary standing beside the old man.

"Hah! In that case, I'd like some more gifts. Being cooped up in a place like this, I feel like I'm gonna go on a rampage from pent-up frustration."

"You're allowed to blow off steam at the designated establishment on the designated day. Don't be greedy."

Due to the old man's hunched posture, the height difference between them seemed nearly double. Yet, the old man showed no fear, not because he considered for a moment that the man would harm him. It wasn't trust or faith, but a confidence bordering on arrogance.

"You should be honored. The President has taken a liking to you. Not to your abilities or personality, but to your similar background. If not for that, I would never allow a ruffian like you in my laboratory."

The old man's words made the man scratch the back of his head, looking bored.

"Yeah, yeah. I've heard that so many times I'm sick of it. Mother was a police officer, died in childbirth. Barely ever met my father. How in the hell did that man manage to become president with a background like that?"

"Your parents were a common soldier and a cop in some rural Japanese town. The President's parents were a director at a major pharmaceutical company and an elite police officer with a promising future. It's only natural they'd be different."

"Hahaha. And then there's the difference in our adoptive parents, right?"

The man laughed flippantly before turning on his heel.

"Well, then. Now that we're done with the pleasantries, shall we get down to business?"

"Indeed. I must reclaim the time wasted on an ignorant and uneducated man like yourself."

Without looking back at the old man who had spat out those words, the man walked on.

And what they saw when they were led into the inner room was...

"Quite a sight. I don't even wanna think about the electricity bill."

Row upon row of iron towers. Not ten, not a hundred. In the vast underground space, the towers were erected at regular intervals. Atop each one, a long, silvery, oval-shaped object was mounted, gleaming dully in the light of the ceiling fixtures.

Looking down on these rows of iron towers, one would see that they were arranged to form a massive 'magic circle.'

A sinister smile spread across the old man's face at the occult-like scene.

"We've poured a budget into this that's incomparable to the first experiment. Furthermore, this time we'll be using a catalyst from 'the other side.' The planned second experiment was canceled, but I will undoubtedly succeed. I will bring this achievement back to America."

---This old man was by no means a renowned scholar.

After failing the entrance exams for a famous university multiple times, he finally passed, only to spend his student years struggling not to fail his classes. He was born into a wealthy family in a provincial town, not a prestigious one. He could get most anything he wanted, but he was always plagued by a sense of inferiority. That hadn't changed even after becoming an adult.

After graduating, he lorded over his colleagues at a job his parents had arranged for him, all while envying his peers who went on to brilliant careers.

But then, in the course of his hobbyist research, he had accidentally discovered 'a certain document' sleeping deep within a US military warehouse. And he had succeeded in deciphering it.

*Finally, my time to be recognized has come.*

With that conviction, he became unstoppable. No matter how gruesome a scene it would create. No matter how much blood would be shed.

His ambition—the ambition of *Doctor Tesla*—burned brighter.

"I will be the one to first set foot on the frontier…!"

An American naval base in a rural region. A single blueprint, gathering dust in a warehouse, forgotten and never digitized. When he took it into his hands, this story was set in motion.

* * *

Washington, D.C., America.

Three women stepped off a bus in the capital of the world's greatest superpower.

Saejima, a former Public Security agent and current employee of the *Dungeon Agency*, checked her watch.

"Alright, as planned, we'll take a taxi to the hotel and then head to meet our local 'guide.'"

"Yes, Saejima-san!"

Akasaka Yuune, her boss's daughter and still a high school student, replied energetically. Saejima's gaze wandered for a moment, as if at a loss.

But that gaze ultimately landed on...

"At last, we have arrived. In the city of chaos…!"

...a far more troublesome adult, posing dramatically.

Saejima shot a deadpan, exasperated look at Sakuraba, who was dressed in a sleeveless leather jacket and sunglasses. Initially, she had planned to wear a ridiculously flashy bandana and a multitude of silver bracelets. The other two had to desperately convince her that it would attract too much attention.

But that hadn't put a stop to her eccentricities.

"Now then. Let us see what America's card shops have to offer…! Follow me!"

"We're not going."

"What?! Are you sane, my soul sisters! Have you forgotten our purpose for coming here?!"

"... 'Sightseeing.'"

"Then why?!"

"Because it's not on the 'schedule.'"

"Sightseeing is for those who enjoy it most… Remember that well."

"We are not going."

"Kuh…! You stubborn fool…!"

Sakuraba removed her sunglasses, her face contorted in frustration.

Saejima's stomach began to ache from an anxiety that had crossed her mind at least thirty times since boarding the plane: *Is it really okay to have someone like this as our 'bodyguard'?*

Nominally, they were here for tourism, but of course, that wasn't the truth. They had crossed the ocean to carry out an extremely dangerous and important mission.

"Aargh! Then I shall take you by force!"

"Hey—"

"Wha—?!"

Sakuraba grabbed both Saejima and Yuune's arms and began to march forward. Just as Saejima opened her mouth to protest...

"Don't look back. We're being watched."

Saejima swallowed the words she was about to spit out at Sakuraba's calm voice. The 'B-Rank Candidate' adventurer continued.

"It's no surprise you didn't notice. They're likely projecting only their eyeballs in astral form. It's a method that even Yuune can't use to read their thoughts."

Yuune's eyes widened at Sakuraba's words.

"S-Someone like that… Does this mean they've already noticed us…!"

"I can't say for sure yet. But don't show any signs of distress. It's the same in dungeons—the ones who waver are the first to die."

"True. That makes sense."

After flashing a wry smile at Yuune, who had returned to her natural state in an instant, Sakuraba turned a bold grin on Saejima.

"So, what's the plan? Unfortunately, I'm not very experienced in person-to-person combat. I'd like you to take command, if you can."

"…………"

Saejima Takeko was not an *Awakened Person*. She couldn't sense the flow of mana, nor did she possess any skills.

But…

"Understood. We're changing the plan."

She had crammed her head with more knowledge about the abilities of *Awakened Persons* than anyone. Sakuraba's smile deepened in amusement at her words, and Yuune nodded firmly.

The three of them did not stop walking.

In both Japan and America, events were secretly unfolding. A bullet that could drastically alter the course of history was about to be fired.

What consequences it would bring for the human race of this world, no one yet knew.
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			Days passed, and it was now mid-August.

The chorus of cicadas echoed from all directions, and the afternoon sun beat down so intensely that the asphalt seemed to warp. The world was on summer vacation, but for us, high school had just resumed. We were busy with a backlog of assignments and classes.

Still, it wasn't a complete study-fest, which I suppose is because we're only first-years. I imagine it's hell for the third-years. Maybe the second-years, too.

And so, a little over a week has passed since we went to the *Manticore*'s dungeon. In that time, what have we been up to? Well…

*"Man, I was a real ninja today!"*

"What is a ninja?"

We've been doing nothing but dungeoneering.

I have my doubts about whether this is a good use of a high schooler's time, but if you look at it differently, you could say we're 'really dedicated to our part-time jobs.' So it can't be that unhealthy. This must be what they call youth.

…Actually, no. Since our lives are on the line, it's probably on the unhealthier side of things.

Still, here I am, playing video games in my room, so it's all starting to feel like a part of my daily routine. Humans adapt surprisingly well. When the extraordinary continues, it becomes ordinary.

"By the way, we were in the *Dungeon of Utuq* again today. Are those ruins really that important?"

*"Of course they are! I've told you before how closely religion and culture are intertwined, haven't I? If we can understand the local religion, we can make inferences about the environment and political structure—"*

*"Paisen, you're open!"*

*"D-Damn it!"*

The dynamite launched from Erina-san's ox-cart scored a direct hit on Aira-san's, causing a spectacular explosion on screen.

The latest installment we're playing, 'Matsuo Race 9 EX,' is still set in Heian-kyo, but the moment you have betting races with ox-carts, historical accuracy goes out the window. So, even if dynamite is being used in the middle of the city, and even if said dynamite has legs and can run on its own, it's all okay because Abe no Seimei, the bookie, probably did something with his onmyojutsu. Don't think, feel.

What's that? It's clearly a Mario Kart rip-off and not okay? Sorry, I don't know any plumbers…

"I've heard that before, but how much have you actually deciphered? I mean, how much do you understand about the culture of the people who lived in that dungeon?"

*"Is that really a question you should be asking while overtaking someone and shoving them onto the dirt track? Well, let's just say we're at a stage where we're starting to uncover some very important things, but I can't say much about it to outsiders."*

Through my earring, Aira-san continued, her voice unusually serious.

*"From our deciphering results, we've made an absolutely massive discovery. The achievement and its impact on the academic world are immeasurable. I personally don't care about fame, but I know there are people in this world who would risk their lives for it. Grandma is working on a paper with a bunch of other professors, so I can't talk about it, not even to you guys."*

"I see."

I nodded, satisfied with her explanation, and used the item I had just picked up.

*"Hey, could you not throw bombs while I'm talking?!"*

*"No way, Kyou-chan!"*

*"That's right, you tell him, Erina-kun!"*

*"If you're gonna throw something, it should be cow dung! That's your signature move, Kyou-chan!"*

*"Right! You're the one who rear-ended me in the first place!"*

"Hey, before that, could you please stop treating me like a cow-dung-throwing machine? The basic item in this game *is* cow dung."

*"Yeah. Thinking about it calmly, even for an ox-cart race, there's way too much cow dung in this series. Do the developers have some special memory involving cow dung…?"*

*"Apparently this item has been in the game since the first installment!"*

It begins with cow dung, and it ends with cow dung. That is Matsuo Race… That is the enlightenment I've reached after four months of playing. Yeah, that's just nonsense.

"I understand why you can't talk, so I won't ask until it's officially announced."

*"Please do. To be honest, I'm tempted to tell you guys. You're our exclusive field survey team and practically family. But this is a matter of principle."*

"Right. I think that's for the best, too."

How many people have to know a secret before it stops being a secret?

In any case, I have no intention of doing anything that would be a disadvantage to my client. The only reason I can sell items from a 'B-Rank dungeon' at such high prices is thanks to the professor.

For someone like me without any real connections, drop items of this rank are just too valuable to bring to the market on my own. Most places would turn me away, saying they can't handle them, and the ones that could are tied up in all sorts of obligations. It's impossible to find a buyer while juggling my schoolwork. I don't want to get ripped off, but I don't want to be tied down to some other group either.

Take the clay dropped by Utullus, for example. It's an item that could be used in warfare in the future. In the rooms of important figures who might be cursed, or in secret bases they don't want discovered by divination… an era is coming when that clay will be indispensable in such places.

Or perhaps, without my knowledge, that era has already arrived. Monsters are a huge problem in this day and age, but the most numerous enemy of man is, as always, man.

It's that important of an item. I can't understand why a dungeon where you can get something like that would be opened to the public, but there must have been some political maneuvering involved.

*"Let's change the subject. How are your preparations for the cultural festival coming along? I think it's supposed to be in September, right?"*

*"Of course, Paisen! We're all working as one to make it a success! We'll show you our one-night castle!"*

"Well, 'as one' is a bit of a stretch. There are only four of us."

*"When you think of ninjas, you think of shadow clones. It's not one times four, it's that plus another times one hundred!"*

"Alright, then show me your clones."

*"Heh heh heh… you've said it now, Kyou-chan! Go on, Paisen, show him!"*

*"Right, leave it to me. I'll go give Mia a silver wig."*

*"Huh. Senpai's chest and height are bigger than Paisen's. Kyou-chan would know in a second, right?"*

*"There's no way my little sister is bustier and taller than me!!"*

Aira-san's soul-shattering scream.

She's clearly bigger than average, so I don't think she needs to worry about it. Not that I'd say that out loud; it'd be sexual harassment.

*"Kuh, what a humiliation…! I won't forgive this, I won't forgive you…!"*

"There, there, calm down."

*"I won't forgive you, Kyou-chan-kun!!"*

"I had a feeling you'd say that."

*"For starters, I'll smite you all with the thunder of judgment from this Den-Den Daiko! Now, bear witness! This is the—"*

*"Ah."*

*"Huh?"*

Aira-san's character was running diagonally behind mine. The Den-Den Daiko in her hand vanished with a *poof*.

In its place, a familiar drum appeared in the hands of Erina-san's character, who was running a little behind the lead pack. Oh yeah, I forgot about that. The item that lets you steal another player's item while making you invincible.

What's that? A Star? No, it's one of Abe no Seimei's shikigami. It's a shikigami, and that's final.

*"...Ninjutsu: Art of Special Delivery!"*

*"My power of judgment, noooooo!"*

"Tough luck."

Aira-san ended up in last place after that. It goes without saying that she was sulking. No, I should be questioning this. The woman is twenty-one years old.

Anyway, to cheer up the disappointing university student, we played her favorite fighting game for about thirty minutes.

*"Fuhahahaha! Tremble! Cower! This is what it means to be truly strong!"*

"Ugh, so annoying."

She's the only one left on the battlefield, and she's taunting us like crazy by repeatedly crouching.

It's nice that she's recovered, but this is a pain in its own way. This is why you don't have many friends, you know.

*"Go home and suckle on your mommy's boobies!"*

*"Nee-san is going to suckle on boobies?!"*

*"Ah, sorry, Mia. That's not what we're talking about right now."*

*"I see. My apologies."*

"Hey, wasn't there someone really scary just now?"

This is weird. When I first met her, she was an intelligent, cool, and slightly mysterious older sister type… How did she turn into such a 'classic Arisugawa'? At this point, are the professor and Eric-san the only normal ones in that family?

"Um…"

*"Please don't ask. After a talk with Grandma, that child learned to apply the brakes. Let's not bring it up again, shall we?"*

"Ah, right."

*"Anyway, Kyou-chan-kun! Did you know? There used to be a marathon just for Awakened Persons, but now they're apparently holding an obstacle course version!"*

I nodded, sweating a little at the blatant change of subject.

Mia-san, what a terrifying child…!

"I know, or rather, I got an email about it from the *Dungeon Agency*."

*"Oh? Were you invited to participate?"*

"No. On the contrary, they asked the 'B-Rank Candidates' to refrain from participating."

*"Well, that figures."*

From what I've heard online, the purpose of this obstacle course is likely to let *Awakened Persons* blow off steam and to serve as a cautionary tale for non-*Awakened Persons*. If a bunch of 'B-Rank Candidates' were to run wild in the middle of that, it would likely kill the mood.

It sounds arrogant to say, but at worst, it would be like adults taking over a children's playground. A truly awful sight.

And there's one other reason.

"There are hardly any candidates you can put in front of a TV camera… So I guess it's unavoidable that they'd just ask everyone to refrain from participating…"

*"That figures!"*

I recall the *Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man and the Loincloth Samurai Geezer*, *the master and servant who take turns at S
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			On the Friday before the 'B-Rank Candidate' debriefing, now just two days away.

Mid-August was drawing to a close, with next week marking the latter part of the month. The summer sun beat down relentlessly on the earth, and I saw on TV that some cities and towns had recorded temperatures exceeding 40 degrees Celsius.

But such heat was no concern. Erina-san and I were in the air-conditioned principal's office.

The reason was to present our ideas for the cultural festival to the principal and get his permission.

"As detailed in the documents, the exchange between *Awakened Persons* and the local community will generate a significant flow of people, and furthermore, as an investment in the future by promoting mutual understanding, it is an extremely meaningful—"

Well, to be precise, I was just watching from the side as Erina-san, in her lady-like mode, handled the negotiations.

*…Do I really need to be here?*

I had absolutely nothing to do. Before this presentation to the principal, there had also been negotiations with our homeroom teacher and other classes, but Erina-san had handled all of them with the documents she had prepared and her silver tongue.

Our class has only four students. It's a special class in many ways, so we don't have things like class representatives. However, Erina-san had unilaterally pushed a sash on me that read 'I AM THE CLASS REP!'

As a result, I was being dragged around as the class representative.

Well, I did hear her reasons and agree to them, though…

* * *

Sometime earlier, during lunch break in the classroom, before we went to make our rounds.

Just as Busujima-san and the others had gone to the restroom, Erina-san had asked me to accompany her.

"So, we're going to get permission from the teachers and other classes?"

"Yep!"

It was a pain, honestly, but it was necessary. Having already agreed to the class's event, it was hard to refuse. Sitting in my chair, I reluctantly nodded to Erina-san, who stood in front of my desk.

"Alright. So, what kind of permission do we need?"

"I've compiled all of that in these documents!"

With that, Erina-san pulled a stack of papers about half as thick as a notebook from her *Item Box*. I took the bundle she offered and skimmed through it.

"...There's quite a lot here, and the content is pretty formal. It'd be difficult to have them read all this on the spot."

"I thought that might be a problem, so I gave copies to everyone we're meeting with after school beforehand!"

"Oh, right."

I didn't know how to react as Erina-san puffed out her chest proudly. She was remarkably well-prepared.

"So, all that's left is the presentation itself… I'm not very good at this sort of thing…"

"I've thought of that too, and I'll do the talking, so no problem! V-sign!"

The self-proclaimed ninja put a hand on her hip and flashed a peace sign.

My cheek twitched at the sight.

"…Is there any point in me going? Should I work on preparing the props and stuff in the meantime?"

"Nope. I need you there, Kyou-chan, so I want you to come with me."

"Why?"

"Ā-chan and Shī-chan aren't the only ones who think of you as a hero, you know. Everyone does, even if they don't say it out loud. So, if you show that you're properly involved in the cultural festival, a lot of people will be happy!"

"...Ah, so that's what this is about."

Finally understanding, I gave a small nod.

"So you want to show that I, a 'military asset,' have put down roots in the community."

"Exactly! You were the one who fought the hardest and did the most back then. If another stampede were to happen around here, everyone would feel safer knowing you're here!"

"And since we're inviting people to the cultural festival, having me in a prominent position will make the whole community aware of that. It might even spread through the other classes we've visited."

"Fewer students will transfer out of this school, and maybe more will even enroll! They'll think it's safer than a normal place because there's a 'C-Rank adventurer who will fight for the community.' Though it hasn't spread that you're actually 'B-Rank,' of course."

"...But I can't guarantee I'll live here forever, you know? And from what I've skimmed, there's nothing in these documents that addresses that."

Thanks to *Spirit Eye* and *Sage's Nucleus*, I'm a good speed-reader. I'd already confirmed there was nothing strange written in them.

"That's true! But the important thing is that 'everyone thinks that way'! I only plan on telling the truth!"

"Wow…"

This self-proclaimed ninja is planning to act like a con artist.

Erina-san crossed her arms under her large chest and puffed it out with a 'tada!' look. I averted my gaze from her and glanced around.

"There's no one in the hallway, so it's fine! The kids from other classes and the teachers tend to avoid this classroom anyway!"

"Yeah, right… Hey. I haven't guaranteed that I'll fight if there's another stampede, have I? I only fought last time for my family."

"That's just what they've assumed on their own!"

"This girl's unbelievable."

As I recoiled slightly, Erina-san leaned over my desk, her face close.

Her well-defined features, so close to mine. Her ample chest, emphasized by her forward posture. I instinctively turned my face away. She was as close as ever.

"But come on, Kyou-chan. You don't have any plans to move, and if more 'demons' show up, you'll fight, won't you?"

"...If I determine that I won't get in the way of the Self-Defense Force or the police."

I have no intention of meddling in a professional fight. It would only disrupt their coordination. But if it looked like they wouldn't make it in time, I'd probably jump in.

Back then, it was a monster I only defeated after a desperate struggle with the help of my comrades. But now, a demon wouldn't give me any trouble. I was confident I could take on not just one, but up to thirty of them without a scratch. As for lesser demons, a hundred or two hundred would be a rounding error.

I want to avoid risking my life for others, but if the risk is that low, helping out is better for my own peace of mind.

Levels are a cruel thing. A once-formidable enemy now seems like a mere grunt. This line of thought is a little dangerous. It leads to overconfidence. As I chided myself, Erina-san was nodding repeatedly.

"Uh-huh, uh-huh! So, you see, I'm not lying, and no one loses out, right? The people in this area can feel safe, and we get to do what we want for the cultural festival! It's a win-win! *Clank, clank!*"

"Win-win. It's not the sound of a robot moving."

I let out a small sigh at Erina-san, who was mimicking the sound of a humanoid robot's footsteps. She was reliable, but she could be a little scary at times. Still, she's fundamentally a good person, so I don't think she'd do anything unforgivably evil.

That said, she can also be a bit reckless. If left to her own devices, she seems like the type who would just keep charging ahead.

"Are you unhappy about this, Kyou-chan?"

"No. It's true that no one loses out."

"See? Everyone was so worried, wondering if you were going to move away. The SDF and the police have lost a lot of trust lately, so they really want a strong *Awakened Person* to stay in the area."

"Is that so? I can understand it, but it's a selfish argument."

"That's just how people are. Including us!"

"That's true."

If I were in their position, I'd irresponsibly think, 'Stay here and fight for us if something happens,' probably without offering anything in return. They'd just watch from a distance, maybe bow obsequiously if our eyes met. Or maybe they'd scurry away to stay out of my line of sight.

I'm a presence they don't want to get close to because I'm scary, but they don't want me to leave either. I've gotten used to that kind of treatment over the past month or so. It's not exactly comfortable, but it's far better than being treated with hostility.

"But still… Doesn't this feel a little… you know?"

"Similar to the ideology that *Turohorse* advocated?"

"...A little bit."

A local influential figure backed by military power. That's practically a nobleman. If they started collecting taxes in the name of protection money, they'd be a nobleman, period.

I think I saw it online or on TV once: 'A lowly thug is a gangster. A noble thug is an aristocrat.' A local instrument of violence, guaranteed by law, possessing a nobility called 'pretense.' To me, that's genuinely what nobles in the Middle Ages seemed like.

Of course, I couldn't say something like that in front of the Arisugawa family. I'd have no grounds for complaint if I got punched by actual nobility or their relatives.

"Those people were too hasty and didn't understand things like 'a noble's duty.' They were basically just a pack of bandits, so it's no wonder they were hated by society and got beaten down by other *Awakened Persons*!"

"I see."

"I see!"

A noble's duty. Noblesse oblige, was it?

The words have nothing to do with me. Professor Arisugawa is apparently no longer a noble, so it's not relevant.

But I have a feeling that it will be expected of me. And that's a little annoying. Well, even if it's expected of me, whether I answer the call or not depends on my mood, so I guess I can take it easy. There's no need for me to change to suit my surroundings, at least for now.

Still, nobility, huh…

I tried to imagine myself as a noble for a moment. Wearing an overly decorated riding outfit, astride a white horse. At night, I'd change into an even more decorated outfit, swirling wine in a glass while stroking a cat in my lap.

…Yeah, no. And my own image of a nobleman is pretty flimsy.

I don't wish to become one, and I doubt anyone around me seriously wants me to be one either. Maintaining the status quo is what everyone, including me, wants.

Of course, the best-case scenario would be for the SDF and the police to be able to completely suppress the dungeons. If society changes in that direction, I'd be overjoyed.

We live in an age of democracy; the feudal system is a thing of the distant past. Some countries still practice it, but Japan is different. A return to that era with *Awakened Persons* at the center would be, if it ever happens, in the far future. I don't know if I'll even be alive then, and I have neither the power nor the vitality to influence the course of society.

Future people can deal with future problems. As for me, it's none of my business. All I can do is establish a means of self-defense and save up money. Preparing for the near future is all I can manage.

* * *

Lost in thought, I realized the discussion with the principal had ended.

"Thank you for taking the time to speak with us despite your busy schedule. We'll be taking our leave now."

"Thank you for your time."

Following Erina-san, who exited with a graceful bow, I also left the principal's office. The moment we were in the hallway, her lady-like mode vanished, and Erina-san stretched her arms high.

*—bounce…*

They really are huge. What a magnificent pair.

"Alright, Kyou-chan! All conditions have been cleared! Now all that's left is to have a fun and exciting time at the cultural festival!"

I let out a small sigh at Erina-san, whose eyes were sparkling.

"Yeah, yeah. Good work."

"You're the main star of the show, Kyou-chan! So get fired up!"

"I'm starting to want to boycott this again…"

"Whyyy?!"

Most high school boys are resistant to cross-dressing. I wish she would understand that. It might be a funny story among friends, but being exposed to the public eye is just plain unpleasant. But it's a festival, and maybe if I just do it, people won't care as much as I think.

I guess I'll just have to chalk it up as another page in the book of my youth and give up…

Sighing again at my future cross-dressing self, I started walking back to the classroom.

* * *

On Saturday, the day after that personally agonizing decision.

The plan was to head to Tokyo today and attend the debriefing tomorrow morning. After that, I'd take the bullet train back here.

I thought this last time, but it's a bit of a hectic schedule. I wish they'd give a little more consideration to the *Awakened Persons* who don't live in the Kanto region. Just because they cover travel expenses doesn't mean it's an easy trip.

As I grumbled to myself, I had come to Ooyama-san's factory with Erina-san and Mia-san before heading to the station. Apparently, she had something to give me. I was here to pick it up before we left.

"Sorry to bother you."

"Not at all. But what is it?"

"…You forgot?"

Ooyama-san glared at me, and behind her, Busujima-san offered a wry smile. Those two really do seem to come as a set.

"Could it be, what you mentioned the other day…?"

"Yep. The prototype is done, so take it with you."

With that, Ooyama-san held out a paulownia wood box. The moment I took it, a sheet of paper that looked like an instruction manual was placed on top.

"Uh, thanks. This was surprisingly fast."

"It's just a prototype. You're meeting with the other 'B-Rank Adventurer' guys in Tokyo tomorrow, right?"

"Well, 'Candidates,' to be precise, including me."

"I figured you should have something imposing so you don't get looked down on there."

"Imposing?"

I'm not a feudal lord.

Ooyama-san huffed. Busujima-san, standing behind her, spoke with a wry smile.

"Shizuku-san was really fired up after you told her the other day that you could 'entrust your life to her equipment.' That's why it was finished ahead of schedule, and she wanted to give it to you as soon as possi—"

"Shut up…!"

Ooyama-san growled, glaring at Busujima-san. Her eyes were sharp, but because of her small stature, it looked like a small dog trying to be intimidating.

"If that's the case, I'll gratefully accept it."

"Right. By 'that's the case,' you mean because it's a prototype. And so you can stare down the other candidates."

"Haha… No, I'd rather not stare down those people…"

"What, you scared? Even though you're so strong."

"No. It's not a matter of strength…"

"It's more like a horde of monsters and demons…"

Mia-san and I averted our eyes, trailing off.

Ignoring us, Erina-san put her hands on her hips, looking full of energy.

"They're a super interesting bunch! I'll show you some pictures next time!"

"Don't. Please don't do that…!"

"Let's not spread cursed photos…!"

"…O-Okay."

"I think I get the picture."

Seeing how desperately Mia-san and I were trying to stop her, the other two seemed to understand. Willingly getting involved with that group would be mental suicide. Seriously.

"S-So, about the price…"

"I'll think about that after you've actually used the prototype. It might still need some fine-tuning. After that will be fine."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm not giving it to you for free. I used your nails and hair as materials, so I'm just giving you a bit of a discount, that's all."

"Thank you. I'll take you up on your offer."

"...And one more thing."

Ooyama-san took a step closer, her face sullen. Her large chest naturally came closer too, making me a little nervous.

"How long are you going to keep up that business-like face? Get used to us already."

"...I will give it my forward-looking consideration and do my utmost to comply."

"Seriously, get back to normal by the time summer vacation ends. Maybe I should wear a swimsuit for you again. With Aika."

"Me too?!"

Busujima-san's eyes widened at Ooyama-san's words.

"What's the big deal? It's not like your *Arcane Gear*, it's not some perverted outfit."

"You've said something you shouldn't have…!"

"Hmph, hmph."

Busujima-san, still smiling, a vein throbbing on her temple, began to squish and poke Ooyama-san's cheeks.

As much as I wanted to keep watching this heartwarming scene, we needed to head to the station soon.

"Ooyama-san, thank you very much. We don't have much time, so we're heading to the station now. Busujima-san, well… tough luck."

"Don't console me…! Why is my *Arcane Gear* the only one that's like that…!"

Busujima-san's face was bright red, her brow furrowed.

As I smiled wryly at her, Erina-san nodded sagely.

"You two really are close! This is a comedy duo!"

"We're not married, but if we were, would Aika be the husband…?"

"What are you looking at when you say that?"

"Eek…"

Ooyama-san slowly backed away from the now-expressionless Busujima-san.

"S-Speaking of married couples, Yagawa! Your parents are in Tokyo too, right?"

*What a blatant change of subject…*

"Yes. They left earlier. The *Walkers* are having a temporary get-together in Tokyo, and then they're all heading to the venue for the *Awakened Person* obstacle course."

"So you can't do any family sightseeing in Tokyo? That's a shame."

"No, not really."

At my age, being asked about family trips by a girl is kind of embarrassing. Like I haven't left the nest yet. I'm still supported by my parents, so that perception isn't wrong, but reason and emotion are two different things.

I averted my eyes slightly and saw Mia-san. …Emotions aside, maybe I should be a better son.

Seeing her ambiguous smile, I decided to leave the factory for good, and we headed for the station.

We took a local train to the prefectural capital, then boarded the bullet train. As I dealt with an excited Erina-san who wanted to buy a station bento and a pestering Aira-san over the telepathy link, we drew closer to Tokyo Station. I felt a little gloomy at the thought of having to navigate that labyrinthine place again.

With Erina-san and Mia-san chatting beside me, I turned my gaze out the window.

The sun had begun to set, and under the reddening sky, the lights of the city that never sleeps began to stand out.

Amidst that unfamiliar, yet not-so-rare scenery, a column of black smoke suddenly rose.

*—SCREEEEEEECH!!*

A deafening screech of brakes. A violent jolt shook the car, and screams echoed through the cabin.

And in that moment, I saw it with my own two eyes.

Under the crimson sky of twilight, there lay the city that was never supposed to sleep.

I saw the moment the light of civilization vanished from Tokyo.

And in its place… I saw a primitive, violent flame rising high into the heavens.

And in unison, a dense vortex of mana began to cover the forest of skyscrapers.

An outbreak had begun.
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			As the lights of civilization vanished outside the window, the interior of the bullet train was illuminated once more.

"—service has been suspended due to a power outage. The entire Tokyo area is experiencing a blackout, and as for the restoration of service—"

The announcement played, but it was difficult to hear over the surrounding clamor.

Regardless, I knew what I had to do.

Inversely proportional to the chaos around me, I felt a strange sense of calm wash over me.

Calmly, I was going insane.

"Erina-san, can you open the bullet train doors from the inside?"

"Sure can. You going?"

"Yeah."

"OK! Leave it to me, brother!"

"Huh? Wha… huh?"

I glanced at the confused Mia-san as I handed my luggage to Erina-san.

"I'm sorry. My parents should already be in Tokyo. I'm going to rescue them."

"I-I see… but wait! This is Tokyo! The Self-Defense Force and the police will be here in no time—"

Mia-san’s voice faded behind me as I made my way down the aisle. A crowd had already formed near the doors.

A man who looked like the conductor was in some kind of argument.

"P-Please wait, sir! We are currently assessing the situation—"

"Like I can wait! There’s another outbreak, isn't there?!"

"I'm an Awakened Person, I can tell! There are monsters out there!"

"We have to get off and run. We'll be killed if we stay here!"

"Distance! We need to get as far away from the outbreak as possible!"

The voices echoed through the car, creating an even larger wave of people.

In an instant, the doors were forced open manually, and passengers began shoving past the conductor and climbing out one after another.

I’m sure this would have been unthinkable in Japan before the *Day of Awakening*. But this country has suffered far too much at the hands of those monsters.

Perhaps I should have felt something about that, but right now, I could only think of it as convenient.

I rode the wave of people and quickly stepped down onto the gravel, deploying my *Arcane Gear*.

"Aira-san, how much do you know about the situation?"

"Not a damn thing! Apparently, the power is out across all of Tokyo. Hospitals and the like seem to have backup generators running, but the city's infrastructure is paralyzed. They can't even issue a proper evacuation order! More importantly, is an outbreak the cause?!"

"The cause is unknown, but there's definitely an outbreak. I'm heading to my parents now."

"As the eldest here, I'll try to stop you just once. Don't do it. This is Tokyo. The SDF and police will be here to help soon. There's no need for you to go."

"Sorry. I'm going."

"Hahaha! It's like talking to a brick wall! Fine, if they're anywhere, it'll be around the central government complex in Kasumigaseki! The *Walkers* personnel are scheduled to gather there for the time being, according to social media. It's the place you went for the briefing!"

"Right. Thank you."

My voice came out surprisingly low.

Even though a passion that felt like my brain was bubbling was burning inside me. Even though an anxiety so intense it felt like my heart would burst was swirling within me.

My vision was clear, my breathing steady.

But I could tell I was in a hurry.

The SDF and police might be on their way, but I couldn't imagine them being able to use heavy firearms in the middle of the city. On top of that, the mana I had sensed was clearly *B-Rank or higher*.

I could have probably spit out some logical excuse from that, but I wasn't in the mood to bother.

Right now, I had to get to my family as quickly as possible…!

"Kyo-chan!"

The moment I started to run, a piece of 'cloth' was thrown from behind me, and I caught it instinctively.

When I turned around, Erina-san and the others were there, having also climbed down onto the tracks. It seemed she'd come to deliver the paulownia box I had entrusted to her *Item Box*.

"It's handmade by Shī-chan! If you're going, you'll use it, right?"

"Thanks. It's supposedly a prototype, but I'll trust her."

With that reply, I donned Ooyama-san's latest creation.

*Swish.* I draped the white cloth over my shoulders. No, whether it should be called cloth was debatable.

Its shape was a 'mantle.' Edged in black, it fastened at my chest with a clasp. It had a substantial weight, but the way it fluttered in the wind was like any ordinary cape.

However, I knew this was made of 'metal.'

A masterpiece crafted by combining metals from drop items, melting them in a furnace made with clay from the *Dungeon of Utuq*, and giving it the thinness and flexibility of cloth.

Its name was *Flügel*. I couldn't say it was as light as a feather, but it wasn't a burden. Her work was impeccable as always. The name's a little… cringey, though.

I knew its function from reading the manual. Now it was just a matter of how well it would perform according to her design… but I had no doubts. I could entrust my life to it without a problem.

More importantly, would Ooyama-san forgive me for using a prototype in a firefight like this?

I'll do whatever it takes when I get back, even if I have to grovel.

"Well then, I'm really going now."

"Wait, going is fine, but hold on a second?! First, we need to know what kind of monsters are on the rampage—"

"I'm launching a drone now, I'll attach Senpai's mirror to it!"

"I'll pilot it!"

"I understand your haste, but we need information—"

"I'm going ahead."

"Wha—"

There was no time. Ignoring Aira-san's words, I kicked up gravel and broke into a run.

In a single bound, I cleared the fence beside the tracks and leaped, stepping on the wind. I gained altitude as I headed for my destination.

When I looked down, a horrifying scene unfolded below.

Amidst the flames, where screams and angry shouts mingled, stood a blue giant.

Its blue skin was like the surface of a frozen lake, something no ordinary creature possessed. It had hair like clinging ice and a beard like a bundle of icicles.

It wore a steel helmet with horns and a cuirass that looked like it was made from animal hide. And in its hands, it held swords and spears.

They were about six meters tall. These giants were killing people meticulously and mercilessly.

A truck, desperately trying to escape, slammed head-on into the blade of a giant that jumped in front of it and was torn apart.

A wave of people running for their lives down the sidewalk was engulfed by a blast of cold air from a giant's massive mouth. In an instant, their faces, frozen into statues of ice, were contorted in terror and agony.

A giant climbed onto the roof of a building where people had fled, stabbing its spear down from above again and again. Debris scattered, and eventually, the building collapsed, along with the people inside.

Death was spreading. Screams, shrieks, and wails were spreading.

Unconsciously, I clenched my jaw. Immediately after, my *Spirit Eye* reacted. At the same time, Aira-san's voice echoed from my earring.

"Those are 'Jötunn'! Based on their stats, I estimate them as *B-Rank*, but given their size—"

I didn't have time to hear the rest of her words. Twisting my body, I drew my sword. The moment I gripped it with both hands, it was right in front of me.

A giant. A monster of towering size, breathing icy vapor from the corners of its mouth, was flying through the air.

No, it hadn't flown. It had *jumped*.

"Their true potential is *A-Rank*! You must not fight them!!"

A roar echoed through the heavens.

The size difference was so vast that the one-and-a-half-handed sword I gripped looked like a needle. It collided with the greatsword wielded by the giant, and an impact like every bone in my body was shattering assaulted me.

"Guh…!"

That one blow was undoubtedly on par with the Minotaur. The same monster that had overwhelmed me when I was alone, leaving me helpless.

'Big' is 'strong.' As long as we're bound by the laws of physics, that is an absolute rule, even in this world where the supernatural has blended in.

The massive slash, which would have overwhelmed even the Utuq or the Nue, had struck me in mid-air. There was no way I could emerge unscathed.

If not for the wings she had given me.

—*Gichigichigichi…!*

A sound like twisting bundles of leather straps echoed from behind me. In that instant, a tornado pushed my body forward.

"■■■…!?"

The giant's eyes widened, and it let out a groan. In the brief moment our blades were locked, I flicked my sword upward.

Then, I spun sideways at full speed. Faster than its sword could be completely knocked away, I slammed a slash into the flat of its blade.

With a high-pitched sound like a massive amount of glass shattering at once, the giant sword broke apart. I flew through the scattering metal fragments and closed the distance. I drove the tip of my sword into the giant's solar plexus and poured in all the wind and fire I could muster.

As I flew, slicing its torso horizontally, the residual wind and fire erupted as if in an explosion. The burning Jötunn's body transformed into white crystals before it even reached the ground.

I glanced at the giant, now a pile of salt of equal mass, and let my mantle flutter in the wind.

"I can do this. With this *Flügel*…!"

"Are you serious, kid…!"

*Sage's Nucleus*.

It grants my own heart the same power as the Philosopher's Stone, the ultimate treasure sought by alchemists. And the ideal in alchemy is none other than 'perfection.'

Therefore, the concept of running out of mana does not exist. There is simply a limit to how much can be drawn at once from the sea of power that could be called infinite. With just myself as a vessel, soaring through the sky would consume most of my resources.

But, what if another vessel for drawing mana was available?

"Kyo-chan! We're gonna advance on the ground, so you go nuts up there!"

A little surprised, I heard Erina-san's voice from the earring.

"No, you two should just head back—"

"Don't be a stranger, Kyo-chan! A party is a community of fate, so to speak! We rely on each other, protect each other, and—"

"I will fight too! You fought for me when I was being stubborn, and when my sister was captured. I will repay that debt!"

"Y-You heard them. Fly as you please. I'll be your navigator and communications officer."

"Tch… thank you, all of you!"

"A party is like siblings! A party is family!"

"I'm charging in! Good luck!"

"Yes! Let's go, Erina-san!"

"You got it!"

I must say, I've found myself some good companions.

I kicked off the wind and accelerated. Releasing wind from the Flügel as well, I flew towards where my parents should be.

"Tch…"

I adjusted with my feet as I started to fly off in the wrong direction. It was tough without any practice. The only reason I could fly at all was thanks to the creator's skill. I offered another silent thanks to Ooyama-san for making it so intuitive to use.

"Based on the direction triangulated from Erina-kun's mirror, you should head in the ten o'clock direction from your perspective. At that speed, you should be there in no time, but…"

"That is, if there's no interference!"

Spears of ice, fired from almost directly below. I swerved left to evade the barrage that came like machine-gun fire.

Looking down, I saw five Jötunn looking up at me.

The moment I saw their raised right fists being covered in icy thorns, they were fired at high speed. A flurry of 'cannonballs' that, while not reaching the speed of sound, came close.

I rapidly accelerated sideways, then dove almost vertically towards them. They immediately took aim and met me with a barrage of ice bullets, but I evaded them with a spiral trajectory and wall jumps without slowing down.

Seeing me close in rapidly, the Jötunn abandoned their ice and drew the swords hanging at their waists. But it was too late.

"Ooooh!"

Maintaining my momentum, I plunged my sword into the forehead of the nearest one. It pierced its helmet, shattered its skull, and I poured wind and fire inside.

"■, ■■■…!"

I pulled my sword out, slicing horizontally, and moved to the next target. A Jötunn swung its blade upward with the momentum of drawing its sword, but I barrel-rolled under the slash and charged. I slammed a diagonal slash at its neck, tearing through its snow-cold skin and shredding the flesh beneath.

Three left! I'll finish this quickly!

"■■■■■—!!"

"■■, ■■■■!!"

An unknown language, or perhaps just a battle cry. The giant warriors leaped at me with weapons in hand.

With each step, the asphalt cracked, and their weight turned abandoned cars into scrap metal. I soared upward to evade the two blades swung from that mass.

Just as I escaped upward, another one, which had climbed onto a building's roof unnoticed, unleashed a chaotic volley from its ice machine gun.

Their aim is sloppy. Slower than the Manticore's needles!

I threw off their aim with a sudden deceleration followed by rapid acceleration, and in that opening, I climbed higher before diving steeply.

I pulled off the dizzying, reckless maneuver relying on my skills. Its arm couldn't track me in time, and as it fired wildly in the wrong direction, I assaulted the Jötunn, swinging my sword as I passed from its left shoulder to its left flank.

With the explosion of the fire and wind left in the wound at my back, I flew towards the ground. I changed direction almost ninety degrees and closed the distance on the remaining Jötunn, parallel to the road.

One of the two remaining giants fired its machine gun while the other, covered by its ally, charged at me with a sword.

"■■■■■■!!"

As the blade swung down, I flew just above the ground, raised my torso, and dragged the sole of my left foot on the road.

Sparks flew as the asphalt shattered. I broke through the cloud of dust kicked up by the passing giant blade, pivoting on one foot and spinning horizontally.

I slammed my sword into the massive shin that came into view on my path, shattering the bone.

A trail of fire followed as the giant's blood danced in the air. I passed under the Jötunn's legs and on to the next one.

"■■■■■■!?"

As it fired a volley of ice, I approached in a weaving, snake-like trajectory. I kicked off the ground and leaped, slicing the inside of its outstretched right arm.

Staggering from the wound to its inner elbow, the Jötunn thrust the sword held in its left hand.

But the difference in size was clear. If their advantage was strength and toughness, mine was agility, and I would exploit that difference to the fullest.

I circled around the tip of its sword, running along the inside of its arm to accelerate. I plunged my sword into the giant's eye and poured in all the fire and wind I had.

Kicking off the giant's body as it fell back screaming, I flew diagonally backward. Immediately after, the ice machine gun's fire pierced the spot where I had been.

"■■■■■■—!!"

It was the one-legged individual, now on one knee, attacking its dying comrade along with me.

As the Jötunn tried to stand using its sword as a cane, I charged forward without dodging, using my mantle as a shield.

Ice shattered on impact as I pushed through. The giant swung its sword as it fell, and I met its blade with my own.

As the shockwave shattered the windows of nearby buildings, I released wind from both my feet and the Flügel at maximum output.

"Haaaaaaaaa!"

"■■■■■■—!?"

I forcefully pushed through, delivering a horizontal slash to its throat. As the wind and fire left by the slash created an explosion, the fifth Jötunn collapsed.

"Now, I just have to…!"

Just as I muttered that, a rain of ice machine-gun fire assaulted me.

I instantly escaped upward, only to lock eyes with a swarm of Jötunn glaring at me.

There were about thirty of them. They must have been drawn by the sound of the previous battle, or perhaps they followed the scent of my mana.

Either way, there were far too many.

"Get out…"

The anger searing my mind, the anxiety swirling in my chest, finally rose to the surface.

The monsters trampling over people and the city. The safety of my parents, caught in the middle of it all. Emotion welled up in my throat.

"OF MY WAAAAAAY!!"

"■■■■■■■—!!"

My own roar collided with the battle cries of the giants.
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			"■■■■■■—!!"

Weaving through the barrage of ice bullets with barrel rolls and wall jumps, I closed in on the enemy group.

As I rapidly shortened the distance, the Jötunn who had been attacking like machine guns fell back. In their place, giants armed with swords and spears for close combat stepped forward.

So, they're intelligent!

"■■, ■■■■■—!"

I dodged a thrusting spear by dropping down, only for another spear to immediately press in. I evaded it to the left, and there was a building's glass window.

No people inside. Then!

I smashed through the glass with my body, entering some office. As I dashed through the room, filled with desks, computers, and documents, a giant sword thrust in in pursuit.

With the sweeping blade at my back, I sprinted. I leaped over desks, dodged piles of paper, and used them to accelerate.

I kicked off the concrete wall that loomed before me, forcing a change in direction, and headed straight for a window. Before the sword could complete its swing, I leaped outside again.

At the same time, I pulled the Flügel around me, completely concealing my body.

The materials Ooyama-san had put into this weren't just my own.

*Invisibility*.

A single moment of concealment was all I needed. Amidst the shattering glass, the giant's sword, which had been trying to capture me, sliced through empty air.

Once I was in its guard, it was all mine!

As I deactivated the invisibility, I redirected all of the Flügel's resources into acceleration. With the momentum of my charge, I drove my sword into the Jötunn's neck and channeled fire and wind into it.

I kicked off its massive shoulder to accelerate and swung my sword. Using the magical explosion that erupted behind me to gain even more speed, I slashed at another one.

"■■■■■■…!"

The enemy's reaction was swift. It pulled back its ready sword to defend its neck and head.

But it was too slow. I kicked off the wind with *Concept Interference*, slightly altering my trajectory. I sliced off the fingers gripping the hilt and descended in a spiral. In the process, I slashed its side and the back of its knee, then slid my feet along the asphalt to gain altitude again.

A Jötunn pushed aside its screaming comrade and thrust a spear at my back. I could 'see' it without looking. I evaded with a barrel roll and headed for the machine-gun squad that had fallen back.

It readied its icy thorns, but an ally is in its line of fire!

"■■■■■■!!"

"You're still going to shoot?!"

I used my mantle as a shield against the volley that ignored friendly fire. Glancing back for a second, I saw the injured one that had lost its fingers being used as a shield by another.

It's logical, but I don't like their methods.

As I forced my way closer, the Jötunn, realizing it was too slow to draw their swords, tried to grab me with their bare hands.

Dodging them, I dove into the center of the enemy group. Enemies on all sides. As the blue-skinned giants all turned to look at me, I gripped my sword at my waist.

"Rrrraaaagh…!"

All my mana into the blade and the *Ring of the Flame Horse*…!

For an instant, the flames enveloping the blade swelled into a sphere. As giant arms tipped with icy claws thrust out from all directions, I twisted my entire body and swung my sword.

—*SHRRIIIIIIEK!!*

The released flames became a heat ray, tearing through the surroundings. The crimson blade melted the ice claws, bisected the giants' bodies, and melted the curtain wall of the building beyond.

A half-second later, the Jötunn, now engulfed in flames, slowly collapsed as their torsos separated.

The remaining enemy troops immediately switched from swords and spears to icy thorns and attacked, but I ignored them and pressed forward.

Flying with the wind from the Flügel, I predicted the attacks from behind with my *Spirit Eye*. I dodged and weaved, moving my body left and right, up and down, to evade the pursuit and shake off the Jötunn.

As their numbers dwindled, the density of the barrage naturally decreased. I wove through the now much wider gaps and flew towards my destination.

"Aira-san! I know it's just from the earring, but do you know my current location?!"

"I'd like to say 'how should I know,' but I'm a genius! Go straight through the gap between the buildings! You should see a pedestrian bridge, turn right there!"

"Roger!"

If I flew too high, I'd be targeted again.

In the corner of my vision, I witnessed a helicopter—maybe from a TV station, or perhaps trying to evacuate—being shot down by an icy cannonball.

Rescue is… too late. Besides, the people inside were probably… at the moment of impact…

"Tch…!"

"I know this is late, but don't do anything reckless. You only have two arms and one head. Don't think you can save everyone."

"I know…!"

I clenched my teeth and accelerated.

I spotted the pedestrian bridge, and at the intersection, I kicked the wind and turned right.

In that moment, a road clogged with a massive number of cars and filled with people flooded my vision.

"Wh-…!"

It was obvious if I thought about it, but it was supposed to be summer vacation. It was only natural for the city to be crowded, and even more so in Tokyo.

There had been a major outbreak in the city a while ago, but the sheer number of people was on a different level compared to other prefectures.

But seeing it visualized like this was overwhelming. This many people still haven't evacuated…?!

As I flew over them, I felt many eyes on me from below.

Some had just happened to look up, others looked up as if pleading. Among them were children young enough to still be carried by their parents.

"Tch…! Aira-san, the SDF is—"

"Of course, they're heading out from every base, but it's difficult to have a firefight in a city. We don't even know where they're fighting."

"I see…"

The fire department and police seemed to be guiding people, but it was too slow. At this rate, this place was just a hunting ground.

As expected, screams erupted from the evacuating citizens. Jötunn had appeared on a building rooftop.

"■■■■■■—!"

The giants roared and pointed their icy thorns at the fleeing residents. In their path were an old man leaning on a cane and a baby on its mother's back.

"Damn it!"

I dove into the line of fire, intercepting with fire and wind. I swept away the raining ice bullets with a horizontal slash and flew towards the giants.

"Changed your priorities, have you?"

"It's on the way!"

Unfortunately, I'm not seasoned enough nor rational enough to make such cold calculations instantly.

I'm just pretending to be calm while going insane! Who could come to a battlefield like this sober?!

Burning away even the stray ice bullets as I gained altitude, I forced them to raise their angle of fire.

With the darkening sky at my back, I dove. Converting the flames cloaking my sword into propulsion, I broke through the storm of ice bullets.

"GAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!"

A beastly roar escaped my throat.

Ice cannonballs grazed my helmet and my shoulder. I swayed just enough to avoid direct hits, and using the momentum of my fall, I cleaved a Jötunn's skull with a downward strike.

The blade went all the way down to its crotch. An attack from another one came from the side, but I moved diagonally upward to avoid it, using the first giant, now turning to salt, as a shield.

For a split second, their line of fire and line of sight were broken. I burst through the crumbling salt at maximum output.

The volley of ice bullets resumed immediately, but it was 0.2 seconds too late.

"Too slow!"

Maintaining my momentum, I drove a thrust into its eye, leaving behind wind and fire as I twisted and pulled it out.

Without a moment's pause, I kicked its brow to change direction and accelerate, leaping to the next target. As that one drew its sword to engage in close combat, I too raised my own.

The two blades clashed. Amidst the deafening roar, its footing crumbled, unable to withstand the impact.

"■■, ■■■■!?"

One of the Jötunn's legs sank into the floor below. I kicked its chin to force its head up and plunged the tip of my sword into its throat.

I tore through skin and flesh, channeling fire and wind into the passage beyond.

There was no time to waste pulling out the sword. I pushed off the pommel to ascend, just as the Jötunn's neck exploded.

"Hah… hah…"

I reformed my one-and-a-half-handed sword in the scabbard at my waist and drew it, re-gripping the weapon in my right hand as I steadied my ragged breath.

My recovery couldn't keep up with my stamina consumption. The enemy's strength, the unfamiliarity of aerial combat, and perhaps most of all, the effect of the Flügel.

It's useful, but it seems to be quite a glutton. It's doing its job, but this is a little tough.

"Sorry, the route from here…!"

"Don't apologize. I happen to like that part of you, just a little. The direction those evacuees are fleeing is towards the government complex. Just follow their flow and you'll be fine."

"Yes!"

"But don't forget. You're more important to me than some strangers I don't even know. Don't you dare die saving some random person. I'll haunt you for sure if you do."

"Understood…"

My breathing steadied, and I let out a small laugh.

She's an oddball, a nuisance, and a bit of a letdown in many ways… but she's a good woman.

As I reaffirmed that fact and was about to take flight again, I spotted a car plowing into the crowd of evacuees.

My eyes widened in confusion as I saw a Jötunn chasing after the car. The evacuees must have noticed too, because screams echoed once more.

"Oh, come on…!"

The giant stopped and enveloped its right arm in icy thorns. The ice bullets it fired destroyed the car's right rear tire, and the vehicle scraped against the guardrail with a shower of sparks.

The Jötunn's attack didn't stop there. It continued to spray its cannon fire, turning its arm towards the evacuees.

"I won't let you!"

I dove in just before the ice chunk hit the rear of the crowd, blowing it away with wind and fire. I then channeled all my mana into both arms and extended a blazing tornado towards the enemy.

"■■■■■■—!?"

Engulfed in flames, the Jötunn flailed its arms. I closed the distance in an instant and pierced its solar plexus with my sword.

I then sliced diagonally upward, and with a spectacular spray of blood, the giant's body fell backward. Seeing its blue skin turn white—literally—I let out a small sigh.

"Just how many of them are there…!"

I wiped the sweat dripping from my chin with my palm, but the gauntlet only made it more unpleasant. I shook my head to reset my thoughts and ran towards the car that had crashed into the guardrail.

The fire department and police were there, but they seemed overwhelmed with guiding the evacuation. The civilians didn't seem to have the luxury of helping others either.

I don't have time for this…!

"Are you okay?! I'm opening the door now!"

Trying not to let my voice get rough with impatience, I hurried to the driver's side… ah, wrong side. This looks like a foreign car.

The driver's seat was on the left, and a large man in a black suit was getting out. The evacuees, who had been glancing over as they moved, gave him an even wider berth. He was that intimidating.

He was a man with brown hair, looking the part in a black suit and sunglasses. But his hair and clothes were too neat for a common thug.

As I was slightly taken aback, he spoke to me in slightly broken Japanese.

"Thank you for rescue. Are you, a *C-Rank Adventurer*?"

"Uh, yes. Sort of."

I'm a 'B-Rank Candidate,' but on paper, I'm still *C-Rank*. It's not a lie.

Besides, why ask something like that in this situation? I'm in a hurry. As I answered the man, I tried to look inside the car.

But he blocked my view with his large body. Why? Is he transporting something illicit?

"I want to hire you, as a bodyguard."

"Impossible. Ask the police."

"I will pay you. How about 300 million?"

"I don't care. The ones in the back are a woman and an old man, right? Sir, can you walk?"

Through his sunglasses, I sensed the man flinch at my question. He could block my sight, but he couldn't hide the flow of his mana.

I forcefully ripped open the back seat door. I wouldn't normally do this, but it's an emergency.

Truthfully, I want to go save my parents rather than deal with strangers. After that, I need to regroup with my friends and escape… The more I think about it, the more my impatience grows. I don't have time to deal with these people.

"I don't know your circumstances, but please evacuate for now. Let the police protect—"

"W-…! A-…! F-ing…!"

"What was that?"

The nervous-looking old man started shouting something at me the moment he saw me, and the other person, a strikingly sensual woman, just stared at me with her mouth agape, looking stunned.

What is this, some evil scientist and his secretary straight out of a movie?

I could sense irritation and hostility from the old man, and fear from the woman. But why? I'm the one who saved them, you know?

"…! D-…!!"

"Aira-san, what is this person saying?"

"He's being incredibly arrogant, introducing himself as Doctor Tesla."

"Huh? As in, the Tesla coil?"

"He's saying something about being its rightful successor."

"Right. If there are no external injuries, I'm handing you over to the police or fire department, whichever is closer."

I squeezed into the back seat and grabbed the old man and the secretary-like woman under my arms.

They were yelling something, but I ignored them. As I started to move, the man in black grabbed my shoulder.

Then, I felt something hard pressed into a gap in my breastplate.

"What is it?"

"This person is a VIP. If you don't want to cause international incident, you will follow my instructions."

"Didn't I say I don't care?"

This is probably a gun. But it's probably just an airsoft gun again.

Because this guy can't hide his panic. He's so mentally cornered, it's hard to believe he's seen any real action.

His stance is a bit like Erina-san's, so I think he has a black belt in some martial art. But I saw on TV that even thugs these days can be former boxers.

After fighting monsters, I'm not about to be scared by something like that. Most importantly, I have to save my parents. I don't know if he's some kind of courier or what, but I can't waste any more time on these people.

What's with all this 'VIP' and 'international incident' talk, anyway? If you're going to lie, at least make it a better one.

Thinking that, I tried to force my way forward, but my *Spirit Eye* reacted again.

"One thing after another!"

Apologizing internally, I dropped the woman I was carrying in my right hand and raised my sword. Screams erupted from where I pointed the tip, but they weren't directed at me.

A Jötunn was running through the gap between two buildings. It let out a battle cry and raised its weapon.

Seeing it, the old man and the man in black screamed. The woman started to smell faintly of ammonia. Oh, for crying out loud! This is getting so annoying!

Just as I was about to leap over the evacuees and attack the giant, another source of mana stopped the descending blade.

"Nnnngh!"

A pitch-black suit of full plate armor. The tower shield it held had perfectly blocked the giant's sword.

"*Sword Break*!"

The moment the mana unnaturally reversed its flow, the Jötunn's sword shattered into pieces from the point of contact with the shield.

As the giant lost its balance, another Awakened Person had, at some point, leaped onto its shoulder. A white kimono, black hakama pants, and a Japanese sword held at the waist.

"Secret Sword… *Kamikirimushi*!"

The blade was swung at high speed. A two-hit combo, which even my eyes could barely follow, sliced off the giant's head.

The first strike cut the flesh, and the second, swung without a moment's delay, precisely severed the gap between the bones… I think.

What a swordsman, no, a samurai. And that shield user too, these two are strong…!

Though surprised, they were likely allies given the situation. They turned to face me, and our eyes met.

…Hmm? I feel like I've seen their mana before.

I also recognized the face of the old swordsman, who had one side of his kimono shrugged off to expose his right shoulder. Hmm, where have I met him before?

"Hm. Could you be one of the *Invisible Ninjas*?"

"Uh, where did you hear that name?"

The man in the full plate armor raised his visor and looked at me.

The fact that he knows that embarrassing party name means there's a high chance we've met somewhere. Then again, that self-proclaimed ninja shouts it at the Dungeon Store all the time, so that's also a possibility.

"Your companion was handing out business cards, so I remember it well. I thought, 'another strong but weird one has shown up.'"

"What?"

…No way.

"Perhaps you don't recognize me in this attire."

"It can't be helped. We were too normal, we stood out in that place."

"Wa—"

Before I could stop them, the pair dispelled their *Arcane Gear*.

And what appeared was—skin-colored.

"Maybe you'll recognize me in the same outfit as last time?"

Put on some clothes.

"I've dressed up a bit, you see. I might have left an impression."

Don't think subtracting things makes you fashionable.

One was an old guy in a cowboy hat, a necktie, and Stars and Stripes boomerang briefs. A thick mat of chest hair, with star-shaped pasties covering the tips.

The other, from the neck up, was a handsome old man who must have been quite the lady-killer in his youth. From the neck down, he was a vagrant in nothing but a red loincloth and geta sandals. For some reason, he was also wearing black heart-shaped pasties.

They were a walking shocking video. I remembered. Or rather, I didn't want to remember.

As the monsters I had sealed in the depths of my memory and pretended to forget reappeared, my face went blank beneath my helmet.

"It's been a while, *Invisible Ninjas*."

"Ah, yes. Hello. To get straight to the point, could you please take this old man?"

There were many things I wanted to comment on, but right now, I didn't care. I was worried about my parents.

For their sake, I couldn't care less what happened to this rude old man, as long as he didn't die.

"Crazy! …! …! Monster!!"

I couldn't understand everything he was saying, but I caught 'crazy' and 'monster'.

It seems that even though we were born in different countries, we share a common understanding when it comes to these perverts. I felt a little sorry for him, but I'll have him accept that it's better than dying.

"My, he seems to be delirious. Leave it to me. I may not look it, but I'm half-Japanese, half-American. I'm quite fluent in English, you see."

The Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man flashed a brilliant smile.

"Please. Also, over there are a man in a black suit with sunglasses holding an airsoft gun, and a woman in a state of shock."

"Indeed. We must head there at once. There should be a police car nearby, so we'll take them there. Those two must be confused in this situation as well."

The loincloth-clad old man with long black hair tied back nodded deeply.

"I'm sorry to ask this of you so suddenly. My parents are in Tokyo. I have to find them."

"Your parents… I understand. Leave this to us!"

"Ah. A filial young man. I wish you good luck in battle."

"Thank you. Excuse me."

I thanked the two men, who were perfect gentlemen aside from their attire, took a few steps back, and leaped. Then, I gained altitude with the Flügel.

"…! …! Help! Help!!"

"He's terribly frightened… Is it the terror of being attacked by giants? It can't be helped. Bury your face in my chest so you don't have to look. You can even suck on my nipple if you need to."

"The delirious man and woman are over there, I see. Rest assured! You're safe now! Here, have some water and calm down. Oh, and I'll be taking this toy off your hands."

The Boomerang Man pressed the old man's face into his thick chest hair, rocking him as if he were a baby. The loincloth-clad geezer produced a water bottle from his loincloth and swapped it for the airsoft gun in an instant.

I spared the scene a single glance before flying towards the government complex.

"Say, Kyo-chan. Those guys—"

"I have my priorities."

"R-Right."

Come to think of it, that old man was clutching a briefcase as if his life depended on it. I wonder what's inside? …Well, that doesn't matter either.

In any case, if they've joined the evacuees, they should have plenty of protection.

I have no worries about their combat strength. I headed for my destination at top speed. The area around the Central Government Complex seemed to have become a temporary shelter. The police were guiding people from the vicinity.

No, it wasn't just the police.

"Everyone, please remain calm! Evacuate in an orderly fashion!"

"This shelter is being protected by the *Walkers*, the Self-Defense Force, and the *B-Rank Candidates*!"

"SDF relief units have already left their bases, so help will be here soon!"

*Walkers*.

The adventurer organization my parents had recently joined was helping the police with the evacuation.

The sight of it almost made the thread of tension I'd been holding onto snap. But not yet. I couldn't relax until I saw my parents.

As I desperately scanned the area….

"Is that…"

I spotted a familiar face and my eyes widened.

I approached the person who was guiding the evacuation with a megaphone from the top of a truck, descending from above, if a bit rudely.

"Yamashita-san!"

"…Huh?"

The guild master of the *Walkers*, Yamashita Hiroshi, was there.
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			What Arrived Was...

			"The *Invisible Ninjas*?!"

"Please don't call me by that name."

As I landed diagonally behind him, Yamashita-san’s voice cracked.

Did I startle him that much? But I couldn't worry about that right now.

"Excuse me. My parents are members of the *Walkers* and came to Tokyo today. Can you tell me where they're assigned?"

"Huh, uh, why are they members of our guild?!"

"I don't have time to explain. Do you know where they are? They're not from the main branch, but a sub-branch. I think the name of the branch was—"

Even as I questioned him, the stream of people arriving at the shelter was endless.

And so was the advance of the monsters drawn to them.

"■■■■■■—!!"

"T-They're here again?!"

"KYAAAAAAAA!!"

Screams echoed, and the laments of men and women, young and old, reached my ears.

I clicked my tongue and drew my sword, but another shadow moved towards the giants faster than I could.

"Dossseeei!!"

A young girl parried a descending giant sword with a greatsword as tall as she was. She wore an *Arcane Gear* that resembled a modified military uniform, and her hair was in twin side-up pigtails.

The size difference between her—a girl who looked no older than a middle schooler—and the giant wasn't just adult and child, it was more like adult and puppy.

And yet, she exchanged one, two blows, sending sparks flying, and on the third, she shattered the giant's sword. Then, in a single bound, she closed the distance, slashed the Jötunn's shin, and severed it completely.

"■■■■■■—!?"

As the giant fell forward, a stake of light shot out from a suddenly appearing magic circle and pierced its neck.

Looking over, I saw an elven girl in priest-like *Arcane Gear*. She spun her staff once, and as she struck the asphalt with its butt, a magical barrier materialized in the air.

As it blocked the incoming ice bullets, a gray-haired girl with black wings took flight.

Perhaps to match her hair, she wore a gray tube top, hot pants, and a black jacket. Dressed in *Arcane Gear* that didn't look suited for a warrior, she carried a massive scythe.

"Gonna kill you!!"

Baring her canines, she swung the scythe. Its blade became enveloped in black, and she reaped the heads of two approaching giants at once.

She ascended sharply to evade a thrusting spear, then immediately dove. She brought her scythe down from an overhead stance, cleaving a helmet in two, and without slowing down, she took the hand of the greatsword user running on the ground.

The two of them flew in a V-shape and charged at the giant reinforcements that were running towards them. Just as the greatsword user was thrown into the enemy group, her weapon split with a *crack*.

It hadn't broken. The blade opened to the left and right, revealing a 'cannon' that had been hidden in the center.

Gripping the crossguard like a handle with her left hand, the girl assumed a firing stance in mid-air. The storm of ice attacks fired to shoot her down was blocked by a black, haze-like magic and a barrier of light.

"Go!"

A ray of light was unleashed. With a high-pitched metallic screech that sounded nothing like cannon fire, a mass of high-purity mana swallowed the giants.

As a pillar of fire rose, the girl landed on the ground. A part of the cannon opened and closed, ejecting an empty shell casing.

"What is that…"

Those three are insane. I think they're the ones Director Akasaka had with him at the briefing, but… I didn't know they were this strong.

However, it seems they're defending the shelter.

The priestess-style girl began healing the evacuees, and the gray-haired girl summoned wolf-like familiars from the shadows to carry children and the elderly towards the building.

The girl with the twin side-up hair… was starting some kind of speech.

"Those with courage! Those with spirit, gather! Do what you can! Even if you lack the power to fight, there is still something you can do!"

Standing defiantly atop a double-decker bus, she raised her greatsword and shouted something.

It seemed she was recruiting people to help with the evacuation. People were being drawn to her speech, which, despite her girlishly cute voice, was filled with a dignified spirit.

Charisma, is that what it is? No, she's imbuing her voice with mana. Is she strengthening her 'Kotodama'? It would be quite effective on non-Awakened people. It might even be too effective.

It's scary, but I can't worry about it now.

"Yamashita-san, please. Tell me."

"W-Well. I, that is, I don't know everyone's assignments."

"Then who does?"

"Y-Your branch manager should be over there… a man named Kawada-san, he has glasses and a little mustache, with a face like a vice principal—"

"I'm in your debt. Well then."

I flew in the direction he pointed, searching for the man named Kawada.

I found a man with glasses and a mustache talking with some people in suits. He was wearing *Arcane Gear*, so he was easy to spot.

I landed in a steep dive next to the man, who was clad from the neck down in Sengoku-era warrior-style *Arcane Gear*.

"Whoa?! W-Who are you?!"

"Excuse me, do you know a married couple named Yagawa? They're my parents."

"Huh? The Yagawas? Now that you mention it, they did say their son was an Awakened Person…"

"Where are my parents? Please tell me."

"W-Well, they should be guiding evacuees on the east side, but…"

"Thank you."

"W-Wait a minute!"

He grabbed my shoulder, stopping me forcefully.

"You're a minor, aren't you?! It's dangerous, stay in the shelter!"

"But!"

"Your parents wouldn't want you to be here! Leave this to the adults and wait somewhere safe!"

"Let go of me. I don't want to get rough!"

"Calm down, Kyo-chan…!"

A restraining voice came from my earring, and I stopped the arm I was about to shake off.

That's right, calm down. I have to get this arm off me peacefully somehow.

The arm held my shoulder firmly, as if to say he would never let me go. This guy is a little strong. Can I shake him off while holding back? If I went all out, I could for sure, but there's a chance I'd injure him….

"Kawada-san. That boy will be fine."

"Huh?"

It was a man in a suit standing nearby who stopped him.

He held a tablet and looked at me with sleepy eyes.

"That boy is the top *B-Rank Candidate*. He's probably the strongest person here."

"But, he's still a child—"

Perhaps flustered, his grip loosened. My chance!

"Sorry, and thank you!"

"H-Hey, kid!"

I pulled away from Kawada-san's arm and kicked off the ground, soaring into the air.

"Aira-san!"

"Ten o'clock from your position!"

"Got it!"

I accelerated, flying over the evacuees.

A hellscape where smoke rose from all over the city and the roars of giants echoed through the gaps between buildings.

The thought that my parents were in the midst of that sent a cold sweat down my spine.

The bodies of those who died in outbreaks, which I had seen so many times before, flashed through my mind. Similar things were already strewn across the roads of Tokyo.

A man in a suit whose head was crushed by rubble. A young woman whose torso was severed. An elderly couple who had sunk into a pool of blood, holding hands. A blood-soaked baby carriage.

—Like hell I can just wait…!

"Hey! Kyo-chan! I heard from Senpai!"

"Erina-san! How are things over there?!"

"Erina-san and I are engaging the giants while moving on a different route. It's east of the central government complex, right? We're heading there!"

"Please do! You two be careful too!"

"You bet your sweet bippy!"

"Kyouta-kun, don't you do anything reckless either!"

"I'll do my best!"

As I flew, I scanned my surroundings relentlessly. I sharpened my senses to their absolute peak, determined not to miss even the faintest mana signature.

In that instant, I caught sight of moving humanoid mana signatures 500 meters ahead. Multiple of them.

"There…!"

I kicked the air with both feet, decelerating as I raised my torso. I twisted my body to change direction and took a shortcut through a building's window.

I passed through an empty office and shattered another window to get back outside.

Was it a group of evacuees? It seemed they were being led towards the government complex by other Awakened.

I descended and approached the Awakened Person guarding the rear.

"Excuse me, do you know a couple named Yagawa?! They're with the *Walkers*! They're my parents!"

"W-Wha?! Where did you, fly from?!"

"Please tell me!"

"Ah, um, they're still over that way, looking for people who were left behind…"

"Thank you!"

I looked in the direction he pointed and sensed a mana signature.

Not human! A giant!

"■■■■■■—!!"

"I-It's here?!"

"Hurry! Run!"

With the panicked evacuees at my back, I kicked off the ground and accelerated. At the same time, I released wind from the Flügel and charged.

There were four Jötunn. The one in the lead took a deep breath and exhaled an icy breath.

Its target is the evacuees! Don't you dare!

"Enough already!"

*Concept Interference*.

I caught the breath attack with my sword and deflected it upward. As I closed in, two spears were thrust at me, but I evaded them by moving diagonally up. I used a barrel roll to steady my body, which was about to be thrown off balance, and slashed the neck of the one that had breathed fire.

"Get lost, you monster!"

I slammed my left arm into the eye of a spear-wielder that had turned towards me, and without a moment's pause, I channeled fire and wind into it.

A short shriek echoed as a focused heat ray exited the back of its head.

Without waiting to confirm the kill, I kicked off its eye socket and retreated. I gained altitude just as an ice machine gun fired from the side.

"■■, ■■■■■—!!"

As I escaped upward, the remaining three fired their ice attacks wildly. I dodged them by accelerating sideways, drawing an arc into the shadow of a building.

My *Spirit Eye* had already confirmed there were no other people around here. No need to worry about my surroundings!

Listening to the sound of the wall crumbling, I descended behind the building and entered it.

They were firing without aiming, so there was no gap to exit. In that case…!

As ice bullets passed by me, ravaging the sparsely furnished room, I looked up. Then, I focused my consciousness on the Flügel, which was automatically drawing mana.

I won't stop the supply. Actually, this thing doesn't have a stop function. But I can pour more in.

—*GICHIGICHIGICHIGICHI…!!*

A sound like twisting bundles of leather straps echoed from the mantle. I'm sorry, Ooyama-san. I'm about to do something really reckless.

"Maximum, output…!"

*WHOOSH.* A gust of wind powerful enough to shake the entire building erupted.

In that instant, my body was *launched* upward.

"Guh…!!"

The sudden acceleration and the impact of hitting the ceilings, even though I was shielding myself with my left arm.

My consciousness nearly flickered out from the intense pain and G-forces, but I broke through a dozen ceilings and made it outside.

Looking down, I saw three giants on the ground, having lost sight of me in the dust cloud from the collapsing building. I charged towards them.

One of them noticed me, but it was too late. I plunged my sword into its eye as it came before me, piercing straight through its head.

Blowing away the blood with wind, I approached another wall with my momentum. I ran along the wall, shattering it, and left the giant sword that was swung at me behind.

The spear-wielder took a step back to secure its weapon's range, but I wouldn't let it. I dove in, pierced its side, and accelerated diagonally upward. I sliced its torso in a reverse diagonal cut, and the wind and fire I left in the wound exploded.

The last remaining one raised its sword, roaring.

"■■■■■■—!!"

"SHUT UUUUUUUUUUUUUUP!!"

I blocked the descending blade with my left gauntlet and, using the Flügel's acceleration, forcefully batted it away. My bones made a strange sound, but it would heal anyway.

I drove the sword, held in just my right hand, into the center of its chest, piercing its leather armor and reaching the skin beneath.

Then, I released my mana at maximum output. I twisted the hilt to face upward and flew so that the blade exited from its left shoulder.

The Jötunn was engulfed in flames on the ground. I spared it a single glance and abandoned my ruined sword. As I reformed it, I also repaired my left gauntlet.

"Hey! I can't see well, but isn't your fighting getting sloppy?!"

"…Sorry. I know I'm getting pretty desperate."

"I won't tell you to calm down. But take care of your body. You don't want to collapse in the middle of this, do you?!"

"Understood…!"

No time to wipe my sweat. I gained altitude, confirmed the location of the government complex, and flew in the direction I was told.

A few seconds later, I picked up a mana signature. This time, it has to be…!

"Dad, Mom!"

"Huh? …Kyouta?!"

My parents, who had just emerged from an alleyway, let out dumbfounded voices as I descended from above.

Seeing my dad, who still looked like 'The Generic Soldier,' and my mom, who had a strong 'Rural Hunter' vibe, I let out a sigh of relief.

I could tell at a glance that they weren't injured, and the tension drained from my shoulders as I landed on the asphalt.

Behind them were several dozen non-Awakened people and three Awakened. The three, a man and two women, stood protectively around the others, so they were likely adventurers from the *Walkers*.

"Thank goodness, you're both safe…"

"Wait, why is Kyouta here?!"

"You should still be on the bullet train at this time! Why did you come to Tokyo?!"

"Because I was worried…"

"'Because I was worried' is not an excuse!"

"Honey, save the lecture for later! Kyouta, you're evacuating too!"

"That's right, Yagawa-san family. Save the family squabble for later."

An elderly adventurer approached with a wry smile. His *Arcane Gear* resembled that of a foot soldier.

"S-Sorry, Leader."

"So you're Kyouta-kun. Your parents told me you're an adventurer. I don't know your level or rank, but since you can fly, could I ask you to do some reconnaissance from the air?"

"Understood."

I nodded and immediately gained altitude. I was glad my parents were safe, but I couldn't let my guard down.

Then, I touched my earring and called out to Erina-san and the others.

"Can you hear me? I've found my parents. We're heading to the shelter now. I'd like to regroup there."

"Okey-dokey, Kyo-chan! That's great!"

"Yes. Sorry to have worried you. But…"

"We can't let our guard down until we're safely out of Tokyo, right?"

"Exactly. I'm counting on you."

"You got it! Let's make the name of the *Invisible Ninjas* echo throughout the land together!!"

"Sorry, no."

"Whhhhyyy?!"

I ended the communication and looked around. If I flew too high, I'd be targeted, but if I didn't, I couldn't see my surroundings well. There are just too many tall buildings in Tokyo.

And so, as I began my aerial reconnaissance through my helmet.

I saw a truck flying towards us.

"EVERYONE, GET DOWN!!"

I shouted down as I went to intercept the truck. I caught it with my whole body, somehow managing to stop its fall.

But that wasn't all. Several cars were being 'thrown,' raining down on us.

"Tch!"

I deflected the truck sideways and dropped it, then drew my sword and unleashed a fiery slash. I blew up about six cars in mid-air, but three got past.

I stopped the ones on a direct collision course, but…!

The vehicles crashed into a building, creating a shower of debris. I glanced at my parents and the evacuees escaping from it, then turned my gaze to where the attack had come from.

"…………"

I lowered my altitude and landed on the ground. I put my feet down in a spot that was conveniently blocked by rubble.

"Dad, Mom! Are you okay?!"

"W-We're fine over here! What about you, Kyouta?!"

"I'm fine. But I think I'm out of mana from that interception. I don't think I can fly for a bit."

"What?!"

"Just wait! We're coming to you now!"

"No! Let's take another route to the shelter! It'll be faster and safer!"

"But…!"

"It's okay, I won't do anything reckless!"

"…We're trusting you!"

"We'll be angry if you're lying!"

"Yagawa-kun! Let's definitely meet at the shelter!"

My parents' voices and the voice of the man called Leader grew distant.

Listening to them through the rubble, I turned on my heel and faced the opposite direction.

"Well now, you terrible actor. Whose mana ran out, I wonder?"

"Who knows. But it was a necessary lie."

I re-gripped my sword and took a deep breath.

Then, I turned my gaze forward, to the giant shadow approaching me.

Its golden helmet was clearly visible even in the cloudy night. It wasn't because of the fires spreading throughout the city. The mana it contained glowed eerily even in the darkness.

Its total length must be over ten meters. The monster dragged its massive body forward, destroying the surface of the road as it advanced.

Its entire body was covered in metallic silver scales. From its powerful serpentine body grew a pair of hind legs that were small in comparison to its torso, yet as thick as logs from a human perspective.

In contrast, its arms were long and thick, with bulging muscles befitting its size, or perhaps even more so. In its right hand, it gripped a Western-style sword that glowed with an ominous green light.

A monster with the characteristics of a dragon. And yet, its face was not a dragon's.

"Grrr… grrr…!!"

A low, growling voice emanated from steel-colored lips. And a steel-colored face.

A man-faced dragon, with even its eyeballs dyed the same color. I held up the hand mirror I had taken out in my left hand.

"Aira-san. Appraisal, just in case."

"…As you might have guessed, it's a goddamn boss monster."

A voice laced with panic came from my earring.

"Did you stay behind to stall it?"

"I thought it was the only way."

I didn't think it was the kind of opponent that would let us escape if we turned our backs. A rear guard was necessary. And I was the only one there who could do it.

"Didn't you say you wouldn't do anything reckless?"

"That means I will do something reckless."

"That's sophistry."

"Sorry."

"Don't apologize, you liar."

The man-faced dragon roared from beneath its gleaming helmet.

"Fafnir. That is *their* name."

The evil dragon from Norse mythology. The monster slain by the hero Siegfried, or was it Sigurd?

In the legends, there was only one dragon.

"Honestly. You don't see a bargain sale like this every day."

Right now, they were filling a four-lane road before my eyes.

There have been cases where multiple boss monsters were spotted in the same dungeon at the same time. Such instances are rare, but they certainly don't have the decency to appear one by one.

But to think they'd appear by the dozen. It's almost laughable.

"I'll say this just once. Don't you die."

"Of course."

The moment I slowly raised my sword, multiple roars thundered.

That alone caused the surrounding buildings to crack, their walls crumbling to pieces. As the horde of dragons accelerated, I too took flight.

"I will absolutely make it back alive…!!"
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"Monsters are swarming the Metropolitan Disaster Prevention Center! They're requesting aid!"

"We have no forces we can deploy at will! Our only option is to ask the B-Rank Candidates…!"

"A long-term siege isn't realistic! Just get as many civilians inside as you can!"

"Sir! Another department is saying they have documents that can't be seen by the public, so they can't accept…"

"Tell them if they don't want to be physically set on fire, they'd better hide those damn documents and start letting people in!"

The Kasumigaseki Joint Government Building, Tokyo.

With the monster outbreak, the Dungeon Agency had been granted partial command authority over evacuation procedures.

The agency was busy on a normal day, but now its employees were running on triple speed, their minds and feet racing. Amidst the chaos, Director Akasaka, who had been running around just as much as everyone else, finally made it back to his desk.

While giving instructions to his subordinates via written notes, he shared information with General Marui Tadatsugu at the Prime Minister's crisis management center through a dedicated PC channel.

"So, the Dragon Killer Squad still can't make it."

"That's right. All four of them are currently in dungeons, culling monsters. We've contacted them with magic tools and ordered a temporary return, but it's going to take time. From there, they'll have to take a helicopter to Tokyo, so it'll be at least thirty minutes. Worst case, over an hour."

"I see. What about relief from other Self-Defense Force units?"

They spoke quickly, each aware that time was a luxury neither of them had.

"All SDF bases in the city are on high alert. We've received reports that they're completely tied up rescuing local residents. We've already lost contact with some bases. Reinforcements are coming from other prefectures, but the roads are crawling with monsters. Forcing their way through will be difficult."

"...And the Imperial Palace?"

"It's being protected by v*o*l*u*n*t*e*e*r a*d*v*e*n*t*u*r*e*r*s and a barrier device we had prepared for emergencies. It should hold for a while longer."

"Understood. How are things on your end, General Marui?"

"The Prime Minister's residence is also protected by an expensive barrier. It should hold. ...However, we have no forces to spare for your location. Can you make it over here? We should be able to accept some civilians."

"Impossible. We have no idea how many citizens would be sacrificed just trying to move a hundred meters. We'll wait for help here. Fortunately, the B-Rank Candidates and the Walkers are voluntarily assisting with defense and rescue efforts."

As he scribbled a note to his subordinate, emphatically warning them not to let this conversation be overheard by civilians, Director Akasaka continued.

"The nation's reputation is going to take a definite hit from this."

"It has been, ever since the Day of Awakening. We have no reputation left to worry about," Akasaka replied bluntly to the General's wry chuckle.

Just then, a powerful tremor shook the government building. As he clung to his desk to ride it out, a subordinate stumbled over to report.

"We have an approaching presence believed to be boss monsters! Approximately ten of them!"

"What?! All at once?!"

While there had been cases of multiple boss monsters being sighted in a single dungeon, a double-digit number was unprecedented.

As Director Akasaka's eyes widened in shock, his subordinate continued, breathless.

"We are currently under attack from the south! The B-Rank Candidates are engaging them!"

"...Unfortunately, we've spotted boss monsters here as well. Seven of them… tentatively named Fafnirs. They're latched onto the barrier and are trying to break it. It seems we won't be able to provide or accept any aid."

"It can't be helped. We'll evacuate civilians from the north side! The roads are likely unusable. Proceed with Plan B-4."

"This is terrible!"

Since the normal lines were down, the employee must have used the elevator running on the backup generator.

Even so, the sweat-soaked staffer leaned against a wall and shouted as if screaming.

"Another group of monsters spotted from the north! An adventurer reports fourteen of them, all potentially boss monsters!"

"What did you say…?!"

They did not know yet. They could not have known. It had only been two years and four months since the Day of Awakening. Research was still in its infancy.

They were unaware that when certain conditions were met, powerful individuals known as boss monsters were more likely to appear. Unaware that they would all converge on the same destination.

They had no way of knowing, for instance, what would happen when a large-scale vortex of mana formed at the confluence of leylines.

The more they fought, the more they protected, the more hardship and suffering washed over them.

The Awakened Persons fought out of goodwill, a desire to protect. They were not to blame. They were simply unlucky.

Even non-Awakened people can sometimes unconsciously sense the flow of leylines. It is in such power spots that humanity flourishes.

It was only natural that the country's most important facilities were clustered together in one such place.

* * * * *

"Aaaahhhhhh!"

"Hey, let me in! Inside!"

"We have to get out of here! Where's the car?!"

"Isn't the Self-Defense Force here yet?!"

Complete panic had erupted in the plaza in front of the joint government building.

Some scrambled to be the first inside the building. Others tried to find a car to escape. Still others, unsure of what to do, simply mimicked the actions of those around them. And some, having lost all hope of helping themselves, simply looked to the heavens and begged for salvation.

It was chaos. The crowds moved in every direction, and neither the police nor the fire department could manage them. In fact, some officers had been swallowed by the panicked mob and were now just as lost and terrified as everyone else.

"Calm down! Please, everyone, calm down!"

"Slowly, into the building! Don't get separated!"

"Form a line! We're making a line! Please follow it!"

"It's no use, we're all going to die…!"

"Hey, don't say things like that! If we give up…!"

"She's right, we are going to die! We're all going to die!"

"I have to get out of here! Hey, move it!"

"Stop! I have a child! Don't push!"

"Moooommyyy! Wheeere are yooouuu?!"

The mob had lost all sense of order. Their rationality and ethics were fraying at the seams.

"Damn it! If we have to, use force to restrain anyone who looks like they're about to lose it! And protect the children and the elderly! Form a human wall if you have to, but don't let them get crushed! We have to prevent a crowd crush at all costs!"

"Guild Master, that's reckless!"

"If we don't, people will die! Move!"

"R-Roger!"

The Walkers charged into the side of the collapsing crowd.

Some members embraced those who were thrashing about in desperation, holding them tight.

One hoisted a crying child, who seemed to have been separated from their parents, onto his shoulders, lifting them above the sea of people.

Another picked up an elderly man who had collapsed in despair, carrying him to prevent him from being trampled.

Led by their cat-eared leader who had been the first to charge in, the guild members physically stemmed the tide of people that was on the verge of collapse.

"Officer! Where should we go?!"

"Uh, well, that is…"

"To the upper floors of the joint government building! Just get as high as you can!" a Dungeon Agency employee shouted to Yamashita, holding a tablet high.

"Facilities like ours are reinforced with anti-magic materials as a countermeasure against scrying and curses! You should be safer from things like poison and curses inside than you are out here!"

"Got it! Walkers, listen up! Get the citizens into the building! First ones in head to the upper floors! Help the injured, children, and elderly! The agency staff will help us! Let's create a flow!"

Yamashita's voice, usually withered from daily stress, now boomed with a commanding presence that reached every person in the crowd.

"It's okay! Help is definitely coming! Not just the Self-Defense Force! A 'secret society' has already arrived!"

"...A secret society?"

A police officer, his eyes regaining a spark of light from Yamashita's words, blinked in confusion.

In response, Yamashita simply looked off into the distance and muttered.

"I'm counting on you, Invisible Ninjas…!"

* * * * *

South of the Central Joint Government Building.

Lined up there were Japan's most elite Awakened Persons. Adventurers who had reached a rank even higher than those that officially existed.

Before them stood a horde of monsters, kicking aside abandoned cars and crushing guardrails and traffic lights underfoot.

The creatures were dragons, clad in golden helms and wielding sinister, glowing magic swords. Despite the cold sweat running down their backs, the adventurers raised their weapons.

"We'll launch the first strike!"

"Right!"

"Leave it to me!"

A man with a mohawk, wearing a monocle and a robe like a Western mage.

A man with an afro, dressed in golden robes and a crimson sash in an Indian style.

A man with a pompadour, whose hair stuck out from the white cloth wrapped around his head, resembling a warrior monk.

Each of the three raised their weapon—a staff, a vajra, a khakkhara. Immense mana erupted from their bodies, taking shape.

"Blow them away, [Thunder Storm]!"

"The power that incinerates evil, [Agni]!"

"A steel hammer for our foes! [Vajra Rakshasa Fist]!"

A storm of lightning swirled horizontally across the ground. Through its center flew a beam of superheated energy and a fist of golden mana.

It was a barrage of grand magic, powerful enough to reduce several tanks to scrap with energy to spare. An aurora of light and a fiery explosion concealed the Fafnirs, and the resulting shockwave violently shook the surrounding buildings.

Glass rained down from shattered windows at the epicenter of the blast. Amidst the earth-shaking tremor, which felt as if a missile had struck, not a single one of the assembled champions believed for a moment that it was over.

"Here they come."

The mohawked man's voice, as he adjusted his monocle, was drowned out by a roar that shook heaven and earth.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!"

A steel giant burst through the dust cloud. While the four in the lead showed scorch marks and signs of bleeding, not a single one had fallen.

As the monsters let out a bloodcurdling roar, various data points appeared on the mohawked man's monocle.

"Detecting a high-density barrier on the enemy's surface! Aim for the abdomen, its defenses are weaker there! Abilities include a poison breath and a cursed blade! They even have self-regeneration, so avoid a prolonged battle!"

"Ooh!"

"Understood!"

"Kill them!"

With their replies—or by ignoring the call completely—the B-Rank Candidates began their advance.

In terms of numbers, it was a small clash, not even fifty combatants in total. In an age where battles involving tens of thousands were not uncommon, it was a tiny w*a*r.

But both sides were heroes and monsters from the Age of Gods.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!"

The blade swung down by a Fafnir pulverized the asphalt. A single slash sent cracks running for more than ten meters, reshaping the terrain.

Undaunted, a girl in a butler's uniform with cat ears closed the distance. With a rapier in each hand, she fearlessly dashed through the cloud of dust.

"Hah!"

With blinding speed, she ran up the steel-colored arm, and her blades flashed, striking the Fafnir's face in a rapid succession of cuts.

She plunged her blades into its eyes, nose, and mouth. But each strike only produced red sparks; no blood was drawn.

As if swatting a fly, the Fafnir swung its left arm. The girl kicked off its nose, leaping away to dodge, but the magic sword pursued her without a moment's delay.

However, the girl in the butler uniform twisted deftly in mid-air, using her twin swords to parry the massive approaching blade.

The magic sword was deflected, slamming into the ground at an odd angle. As it shattered the earth, sending up a massive cloud of dust and asphalt fragments, a golden light flashed.

"Seeeiii!!"

A noble lady in armor, her blonde hair styled into drills, unleashed a lance charge on foot.

The spiraling tip of her lance collided with the steel-colored scales, sending sparks flying as it spun. The thumb of the evil dragon's sword-wielding hand was gouged out in a spray of blackish-red blood.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!??"

The Fafnir shrieked in pain, but it immediately unleashed a blast of poison breath on the culprit who had taken its finger.

It was a surprise attack, a breath weapon from directly above with no wind-up. The noble lady couldn't react in time.

No, she felt no need to react.

"O, wind!"

"O, light!"

Two androgynous boys with faces as similar as twins sprouted fairy-like wings from their backs. Through their combined efforts, the evil breath was neutralized, dissipating before it could reach the lady.

Seizing the opportunity, the cat-eared butler dashed beneath the Fafnir.

"Yaahh!"

Sliding into the gap between its abdomen and the ground, she used her twin rapiers to shred the dragon's soft underbelly to pieces.

The evil dragon screamed and lost its balance. The lance-wielding lady charged its face as it stumbled.

"Waaar cryyyy!!"

Her pupils dilated, a ferocious smile on her face that was anything but ladylike, she delivered another lance charge. The unhelmeted armored lady literally tore half of the Fafnir's face off.

Another Fafnir was locked in a fierce exchange with a man dressed like a Spartan soldier from an opera.

"Nngh!"

"■゛■゛■゛■゛!!"

An oval shield deflected a downward swing of the magic sword, and on the return, the shaft of a spear parried a blade coming from the side.

The man was dressed only in a helmet, a cape, and briefs. As if declaring that his own forged muscles were the ultimate armor, he fearlessly pressed forward.

Sparks flew as they clashed three, four times, the distance between them slowly closing.

With an impatient roar, the Fafnir gripped its magic sword with both hands and swung. The man caught the blow by crossing his shield and spear, and the ground beneath his feet buckled with a deafening crack.

As every muscle in his body screamed in protest, he let out a triumphant roar from beneath his helmet.

"Now!!"

"Gaaaaaaaaah!!"

With a beastly war cry, a woman with only cloth wrapped around her chest and waist charged in, swinging an axe.

Her tanned skin was wrapped around a physique of rippling muscles that rivaled even the Spartan-like man's. A woman who could be called a true warrior, she swung her axe with all her might, slashing upwards into the Fafnir's abdomen.

With a sickening squelch, the blade bit deep, lifting the evil dragon's ten-meter-long body into the air.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!?"

A body that must have weighed dozens of tons was flipped over by a single blow. The giant crashed to the ground with a thunderous roar, leaving a trail of red as it rolled across the road, destroying everything in its path.

The man and woman clashed their axe and spear together, then reset their stances. The other group, the twin-like boys, also maintained their battle readiness, never letting their guard down.

There was no time to relax. Because.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!"

An evil dragon does not die from something like this.

Even with wounds that would have killed any normal creature three times over, they were all monsters from the Age of Gods.

Modern common sense did not apply; the gaping wounds were already writhing unnervously as the bleeding began to stop.

More importantly, the adventurers were severely outnumbered.

One Fafnir had already reached the position of the Hair Alliance, who were providing covering fire.

"Tch! It's close combat! I'm leaving the front line to you!"

"We'll cover you!"

"The rear guard is my stage, baby!"

"───We can't all fight up close!!"

As the three screamed and retreated, two men rushed past them.

"Ooooooooh! [Sword Break]!"

A large man clad in black iron plate armor blocked the descending magic sword with his tower shield.

The moment they connected, mana swirled, and cracks ran through the green blade from the point of impact.

But it wasn't enough to completely destroy it. A Yotun and a Fafnir possessed different levels of mana.

The evil dragon pulled its sword back and swung again. In response, an old man kicked off the armored man's back and leaped into the air.

"Secret Technique───[Great Horned Beetle]!"

It was an upward slash, unleashed while twisting his entire body in mid-air. A red line appeared vertically on the Fafnir's face, and with a spectacular spray of blood, it collapsed backward.

As the corpse transformed into a pillar of salt, the old samurai flicked the blood from his blade.

"Hmph. Those with Concept Interference, just cut them down! It's the easiest way to finish them off!"

"Are you three alright? Looked like you were in need of a front-liner," the armored man said, addressing the Hair Alliance as he stood beside the shouting old man.

"Y-Yeah. But are you sure? We saw you carrying an old man…"

"We left him and his friends with the Dungeon Agency. We really should have handed them over to the police, but they were being rather uncooperative."

"Honestly. The police officer was so paralyzed with fear from encountering the monster. To think that seemingly frail young man had more guts…"

The old swordsman recalled the pale-faced Dungeon Agency employee who had dealt with them, holding a tablet. He chose to ignore the fact that the poor man had looked ready to vomit after being saddled with a crazed old man, his secretary, and a bodyguard in a black suit.

"However… this is not good."

The old swordsman narrowed his eyes as he surveyed the battlefield before him.

The battle between the heroes and the evil dragons was a back-and-forth struggle. To him, the apparent stalemate looked grim.

"...At this rate, we'll be overwhelmed. Everyone, focus on supporting any allies who appear to be at a disadvantage. If only we had two more skilled fighters."

"Did someone call for two more skilled fighters?!"

A loud voice echoed across the battlefield.

However, its owner remained unseen by most. They could only sense the presence of the invisible speaker as they pounced on one of the Fafnirs.

"Toryaa!"

Claws imbued with [Concept Interference] tore away the steel-colored face. As the evil dragon retreated, gushing blood, its legs were suddenly encased in ice, halting its movement.

A moment later, a chained iron ball smashed into the side of its head. This, too, activated [Concept Interference], blowing its head clean off.

As two new presences and one golem appeared, the old man grinned fiercely.

"Hoh. So the other two from that time have arrived as well, Invisible Ninjas."

"YES! The Invisible Ninjas have arrived!"

Rinzaki Erina struck a triumphant pose while still invisible. Beside her, Miyoshi Mia, moving on a floating platform of hardened earth, joined them.

"The other two… Did you meet Kyouta-kun and the other one?!"

"Indeed. We heard they were looking for their parents, but we do not know their current location."

"Aira! Where is Kyouta-kun?! Is he okay?!"

Mia asked, her fatigue evident, speaking into the earring on her elven ear.

The reply from her sister was anything but clear.

"Uh, well, yeah. It's kinda…"

"Please be clear! Is he safe?! Does he need help?!"

"He's safe! No problems! He's fine!"

"If you say so…"

As Mia's brow furrowed with worry, Erina's claw-covered arm gently tapped her shoulder with a backhand, careful not to hurt her.

"No worries, senpai. More importantly, could you fill us in on the situation?"

"Of course. We are under attack from the south and north by monsters believed to be Fafnirs. We have split into 'three and the rest' to defend."

"Three people…"

"No need for concern. I judge that in a group battle, we would not be able to defeat those girls even if we all fought together."

The old man answered Mia's twitching cheek with a ferocious grin.

"I would like to request a match with them someday… but for now, let us focus on the enemy before us."

"Sounds good."

As they turned their gazes forward, the fierce battle against the evil dragons raged on.

Furthermore, those with sharp eyes could sense a large group of Yotuns approaching from beyond them.

But one among them, a girl whose senses were particularly sharp and whose scouting abilities were second to none, noticed another group approaching from a different direction.

"Ah."

"Erina-san? What's wrong?"

"This might be bad."

A rare bead of sweat trickled down the invisible, self-proclaimed ninja's cheek.

"They're coming… from the west side, too."

* * * * *

West of the Central Joint Government Building.

At the sight before them, the people who had evacuated into the building, and those who were helping them, all stood utterly stunned.

"You've got to be kidding me…"

Who was it that muttered those words? A police officer, a firefighter, a guild member, an evacuee?

Whoever it was, their words spoke for everyone present.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!"

It was a despair that seemed not of this world.

Steel-colored evil dragons with human faces. Bathed in their sinister mana, one person after another froze in place.

The undirected, naturally leaking malevolence was enough to do it. As their eyes, a solid steel color with no whites or pupils, fixed upon the crowd, looks of resignation spread across their faces.

It made no difference whether one was an Awakened Person or not. With the exception of a few, even the members of the Walkers, who had been shouting instructions for the evacuation, fell silent.

"Don't stop! Run! You have to run!"

Yamashita yelled desperately, pushing the backs of those who had frozen.

But he and the few others who hadn't given up couldn't possibly move them all. They couldn't reform the flow of people; it was as if their feet had taken root in the ground, refusing to move.

Amidst the stillness, a few figures darted out from the crowd.

"Look! It's monsters! A horde of monsters, terrifying creatures, are heading for the shelter!"

It was a news crew, camera at the ready. They had been planning to film the Walkers gathering at the government building and had been caught up in the stampede.

An announcer clutched a microphone in front of the camera. A sound engineer held up a boom mic. A female Dark Elf announcer chased after them, emerging from the crowd.

"W-Wait, you guys! This is bad! We have to run!"

"Hey, you lot! Run! Can't you hear me?!"

Yamashita rushed over next, but the male announcer, tears in his eyes, yelled back at him.

"Shut up! We're all going to die anyway! So I'm gonna get the best damn shot for our final broadcast! Keep the camera rolling! Don't stop filming!"

"You got it!"

"You idiot! Don't give up!"

"You guys on the crew, stop it!"

Yamashita forcibly grabbed the sound engineer and cameraman, tucking them under his arms, while the female Dark Elf tried to pull her senior announcer back.

But the announcer shook off his junior colleague, picked up the camera that had fallen to the ground, and continued to film the approaching horde of Fafnirs.

"Look at this! This is our final report! Goodbye, everyone! Goodbye! Ah, I wonder if this is connecting! I wonder if it's getting through! We're gonna die! We got some amazing footage for our last moments, didn't we?!"

The male announcer laughed hysterically. Yamashita moved to help him too, but it was already too late for everything.

The evil dragons were closing in with a speed that belied their massive size, trampling the asphalt road and kicking aside any vehicles in their way.

The one in the lead was already within range of the giant swords they wielded.

"───!"

"…! …!!"

Yamashita tried to raise his shield, but he had neither the strength nor the skill to block that blade.

The announcer was shouting something, but his voice was drowned out by the evil dragons' roars.

The people watching them, finally spurred by their survival instincts, began to flee again, but they were well within the range of the monsters' breath attacks.

They were doomed. They had no way to resist, only to be trampled underfoot.

As everything seemed to slow to a crawl, a sinisterly glowing magic sword descended upon their heads.

───In that instant.

A crimson flash streaked across the scene.

A brilliant, blinding red light, and a heat that lightly scorched the skin, brought screams to their lips. But even those cries were drowned out by a deafening roar that seemed to incinerate the very air.

The male announcer had fallen onto his backside. Before he could even question why he was still alive, his gaze was drawn to the back of the figure he saw through his camera's lens.

A white cloak with a strange luster. Its hem was tattered and stained with dirt and ash, covering the back of a young man.

To his left and right, the giant head and body of an evil dragon collapsed. As they tumbled to the ground with an earth-shattering thud, they transformed into salt of an equal mass.

The flames that lingered in the air vividly illuminated the scene.

"It's alright now."

His voice was calm, almost out of place on a battlefield.

To the evil dragons, it should have been nothing more than the arrival of another puny human. And yet, as if intimidated, the monsters had stopped in their tracks.

Confronted by over ten magic swords, the young man held only a single, soot-stained, one-and-a-half-handed sword, its blade covered in nicks.

With a sharp crack, the helmet he wore shattered. The cloth beneath it tore, revealing his black hair.

Paying it no mind, the young man pictured the faces of his parents, whom he had just 'leapt over', and thought of the whereabouts of his trusted allies.

The self-proclaimed ninja who could teleport was engaged in battle elsewhere. And unless he dealt with the enemy before him, it would be impossible to push through the evacuees and reunite with his two friends.

And so, taking a single deep breath.

"You will not pass."

Yagawa Kyouta stood firm, barring the path of the Fafnir horde.
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			A Lone Fight

			"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!"

Eleven roars combined, directed at me and me alone.

*That's fine. Just look at me. Don't let a single person behind me enter your sights.*

"Kyou-chan, I have to ask, how are you feeling?"

"I can still fight."

My physical and magical energy reserves were restored. All that was left was willpower and…

After a fleeting glance at my left hand, I stepped forward. As if in sync, the stalled Fafnirs began to move as well.

One step, two steps, then on the third I kicked off the ground. On the fourth, I shattered the asphalt and launched myself into the air, charging at top speed.

Facing me were eleven Fafnirs. Given the width of the road, only four could spread out. All of them raised magic swords as tall as they were, preparing to strike a single human.

I barrel-rolled twice to evade the four blades that came with a roar. As I passed through, I slashed the arm of the one in the center-right and the flank of the one on the left.

[Concept Interference].

My blade snared the mana cloaking their metal-silver scales, converting it into fuel for wind and flame. As I dove through the line of death in a red spiral, I felt two of the evil dragons topple over behind me with a scream.

But all four skidded to a halt, digging their swords and tails into the ground to stop, and turned to face me. The second wave, waiting in front, swung their swords in unison.

In response, I straightened up to decelerate and let their attack pass. As their return strokes closed in, I advanced with dance-like steps, weaving through the blades, and slammed my sword into the neck of the nearest one.

Siphoning its mana, my blade bit deep. I sent wind and fire coursing through the wound as I ran up the dragon's long neck. I shot past its steel-colored human face and continued to ascend. Once I was above the buildings, I turned my back to the cloudy sky.

I unleashed my Flügel at maximum output. Pointing the tip of my sword toward the ground, I glared down at my opponents.

The previous evil dragon's neck exploded. Ten remaining. I had to finish this before they turned their attention back to the joint government building…!

"Shhhh…!"

I grit my teeth, letting out a sharp breath. Shifting from a stance with my sword pointed at the enemy to one resembling *hassō-no-kamae*, I began my rapid descent.

As if to intercept me, the Fafnirs opened their great maws and began to gather mana. With barely any charge time, they fired deep green projectiles.

This wasn't just poison or a curse. It was a mass of mana, possessing physical destructive power.

However.

"I'll break through!"

I didn't slow down. I dodged with weaving, evasive movements and a corkscrew spin, descending in a straight line, aligning my axis.

I backhanded a projectile that came straight at me, my left fist accelerated by wind and fire, sending it flying back. I charged into the evil dragon's wide-open mouth. The tip of my sword shattered its front teeth and I plunged, body and all, deep into its throat.

I burst out from the back of its head. Just before crashing into the ground, I righted myself, pointing both feet toward the road. Before the full impact could register, I forced the Flügel to fire, propelling myself forward.

A searing pain, as if my legs had shattered, brought tears to the corners of my eyes. But the accelerating world wiped them away.

"■゛■゛■゛ッ!"

With a short roar, a slash descended upon me as I flew just above the ground.

I raised my sword to block it. As the blades scraped against each other, sending sparks flying, I slid between its legs.

"Haaaaah!"

Shattering my opponent's guard, I swung my sword in a vertical slash. I tore open its relatively soft belly and poured wind and flame into the wound.

The evil dragon's thrashing tail loomed before me. I rolled forward to evade it, ducking underneath. A moment later, the Fafnir's abdomen exploded and its head slumped.

Coming out of the roll, I dug the toes of my right foot into the ground and launched myself up with just the power of my knee. I landed on its back with my left foot, then immediately leaped again towards the back of its head.

I aimed for the nape of its neck, covered by the helmet, and delivered a mighty iron fist. The blow, augmented with [Concept Interference], shattered the helm and drove my fist into the gap between its vertebrae.

Its human-like face made me suspect as much, but just as I thought, there was no bone here. I forced my way through flesh, opened my hand, and supplied mana at maximum output, firing a heat ray from my palm. For an instant, its oral cavity lit up, and a moment later, the penetrating beam melted the cracked road below.

Before I could even confirm its death, I kicked off its head, pulling my arm free, and shot diagonally upward. A magic sword, swung to crush me along with its fallen comrade, descended on the now-whitening back of its head.

Eight left!

I entered a building on the side of the road from behind. Slipping inside through a window that had long since shattered, I kicked a nearby desk to change direction. In that instant, four swords plunged into the office.

As the building was torn apart around me, I slipped between the blades. Any longer and I'd be mincemeat. I took off my Flügel, imbued it with mana, draped it over a nearby chair, and flung it outside. The fuel would run out soon, but a few seconds would be enough.

In this city, lit only by the fires, the white cloak stood out. Just as the evil dragons' gazes were naturally drawn to the flying chair, I kicked off the ruined floor and launched myself outside.

I swung my sword in a sideways slash at the neck of a nearby evil dragon, following through. Kicking off the wind to accelerate, I leaped, leaving a green projectile that had just passed behind me in the dust.

"Tch…!"

Just before I crashed into the building on the opposite side, I grabbed the Flügel, ripping it from the chair. I ran along the wall and quickly draped the cloak over my shoulders.

As the pursuing magic swords tore the building apart, another evil dragon was waiting for me in front.

Seven left…!

"■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!"

I dodged a diagonal downward slash with a horizontal spin. I then slashed its right eye, followed by another full rotation to deliver an iron fist to the ruptured eyeball with my left hand, frying its brain with a heat ray.

Six left!

All the Fafnirs were positioned to sandwich me between them and the government building. Still, twelve steel-colored eyes were fixated on me.

If they had shown me their backs, I would have aimed there, but it seemed they knew that.

Releasing wind from the Flügel, I used the wind I had wrapped around my feet with [Concept Interference] as a base to come to a sudden stop. From the side, it looked as if I had slammed into an invisible wall with the soles of my feet.

Space itself seemed to creak.

"Oooohhhhhh!!"

I charged head-on into the horde of evil dragons, their swords at the ready. I dodged the giant blades coming from four directions, slipping through the gaps to reach the back row.

Two blades approached, one from the upper right, the other from my left. I tilted my body to pass through the gap between them and drove a thrust into the neck of the Fafnir on my right.

From that position, I spun my whole body, gouging flesh and tearing sinew.

The wind and fire I left behind exploded, propelling me sideways. I leaped at a nearby Fafnir.

"■゛■゛……!"

A metal-silver left arm was raised like a shield. Just before impact, I barrel-rolled to avoid it, only to see its great maw already open, aimed at me.

There was no time to dodge. I caught the approaching light projectile at an angle with my gauntlet, deflecting it.

"Ngh…!"

As the gauntlet shattered and metal fragments flew, I plunged my sword into its eyeball and poured in fire and wind. Amidst the shrieks, I placed my left palm on the sword's guard and swung it sideways.

That one also collapsed, an explosion erupting from its wound, which I confirmed as I circled around.

Four left…!

"Hah, hah…!"

I was out of breath. Not from fatigue. I wasn't getting enough oxygen. My body couldn't keep up with the sudden stops using the Flügel.

*This Flügel really is a wild mare! But that's exactly why!*

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!!"

The remaining evil dragons began to fire light projectiles haphazardly. The shelter was right behind me. Even if I dodged, people would die if I let them pass.

Then my only choice was to strike them down.

"Burn to ashes!"

Flames swelled into a sphere, swallowing my blade. From an overhead stance, I swung down, unleashing a crimson slash.

The inferno, wide enough to fill the road, collided with the magical projectiles. They clashed for only a moment. I forced my way through, extinguishing them all, and the flames, still raging, incinerated the two Fafnirs in the center.

The blast lasted only a few seconds. I charged through the lingering embers in the air, rushing the one on the far left.

It tried to raise its magic sword to intercept, but it was too slow. I plunged my one-and-a-half-handed sword into its neck and twisted with all my might.

───*CRACK.*

"Tch!"

With that simple sound, the blade snapped at its base. At almost the same instant, the two in the center, charred from the previous exchange, collapsed.

Through the newly opened view, my eyes met with the last remaining one. For half a second, I thought I saw its pupil-less eyes glance at my hand.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛───ッ!"

It roared and charged. Before I could react, my [Spirit Eye] showed me a premonition.

But it was too late. The one whose neck I had just gouged had abandoned its sword and grabbed me with its right hand.

"■゛, ■゛■゛……!"

"You bastard!"

I couldn't see its face from this position. But I was sure it was smiling. At the thought of taking me with it.

As if to cut down its dying comrade along with me, the last one swung its magic sword in a diagonal slash.

"Don't you dare mock me!"

I used the Flügel to unleash a gale, breaking free of the grip, and instantly raised my broken sword. The giant blade, over ten meters long, collided with my cracked sword guard.

*I can't block it…!*

The guard and hilt shattered, and the slightly weakened slash struck my right shoulder. The blade bit into my Flügel and breastplate, sending a tremendous shock through my entire body.

I was sent flying past the now-dissolving creature, slammed into the ground like a fly.

"Agh, ugh…!"

The impact was so strong my consciousness flickered. My vision spun. On the third bounce, I did a backflip, landing with the soles of my feet on the ground.

*Reconstruct the sword—no, no time!*

A follow-up thrust came at me. I drew a knife and leaped toward the tip of the extended blade.

I ran along the flat of the sword, using the Flügel's acceleration, and thrust the knife at its leather-armored solar plexus.

The armor was pierced, but the blade wasn't long enough. It broke through the scales, but only barely grazed the flesh.

I placed my left hand on the pommel just as the Fafnir flipped its blade, aiming the back of the sword at me.

It was an application of a 'wrapshot,' using the back of the blade to strike an opponent's back or thighs. Before the suicidal blow could land, I channeled all the fire and wind I had from my left hand into the knife.

The Fafnir's body began to burn from the inside out.

"■゛■゛■゛───ッ!?"

With a final scream, the massive blade passed over my head. Whether from pain or the impact, the monster's aim went awry, and its final blow only managed to crack its own steel-colored scales.

I released the melting knife and ascended, gaining altitude to survey the ground.

The wide road and sidewalks were covered in white crystals. Confirming the annihilation of all the Fafnirs, I slowly steadied my ragged breathing.

"Are you alright, Kyou-chan?!"

"Somehow…!"

I replied to Aira-san as I reconstructed my armor and weapon. Finally, I let out a long breath, returning to a state of readiness.

My [Arcane Gear] was fine now. But my other 'equipment' had been pushed too hard. It was near its limit.

───Especially the Ring of the Flame Horse.

It had performed well above its rank, but I had been channeling an amount of mana that far exceeded its capacity. It could fail at any moment.

*Even so, just hold on a little longer…!*

"No problems here. How are Erina-san and the others?"

"It's tough, but we're okay!"

"We should be able to manage!"

"I'm heading for support."

"Wait! There's still sound heading your way! Deal with it!"

"Tch, roger…!"

As Erina-san spoke, I spun around and drew my brand-new sword.

With the joint government building at my back, I took a stance and, sure enough, spotted an approaching enemy group.

Four Yotuns. Behind them, ten Fafnirs. I hadn't expected there to be so many left.

But judging by their mana signatures, this had to be the last of the boss monsters. This number alone could still inflict devastating damage on Tokyo, but the end was in sight… or so I hoped.

*Just one more push*, I told myself, steeling my resolve, and then I noticed.

The ten evil dragons had stopped moving and were entwining their massive bodies together.

"Tch…!?"

A chill ran down my spine.

*That's bad. I can't let that happen.*

My instincts, my [Spirit Eye], were screaming at me. I had to risk everything to stop them now.

Otherwise, I would die.

"Ooooooooooh!"

I let out a roar as if expelling all the air from my lungs and charged. I hoisted my sword onto my shoulder and flew at maximum output.

"■■■■■■───!"

The Yotuns stood in my way. They formed a spear wall, pointing their tips at me and thrusting in unison.

I swatted them aside with wind and fire as if they were a nuisance, and smashed my left fist into the face of the one in my path.

My uppercut-like punch caved in the space below its nose, and I fired a heat ray through my ring underneath. I left the giant falling backward and ignored the remaining three, pressing onward.

*Make it! Make it! Ma—*

*I'm not going to make it…!?*

"■゛■゛■゛, ■゛■゛■゛■゛……"

I thought I heard the Fafnirs say something.

In that instant, a green tornado erupted from the center of the ten entwined bodies. Thrown off balance by the gust, I saw it.

The moment the mighty evil dragons melted their bodies, mixing together to become a single life form.

Three giants roared and swung their ice-clad fists at my back. I shot upward to evade their attacks.

Twisting on a vertical axis, I kept my eyes fixed on the green tornado.

In that moment, the bodies of the blue giants who had been standing like a wall were bisected horizontally.

I reflexively raised my sword like a shield and was struck by an unbelievable impact. My arms screamed in protest, and though I was thrown off balance, I managed to deflect the blow upward.

"Th-This…!"

On the verge of falling, I fired the Flügel to regain control. I pulled up just above the ground and landed with the tip of my sword and the soles of my feet on the asphalt road.

I slid backward for several meters, gouging the surface of the road, before coming to a stop. As I immediately raised my one-and-a-half-handed sword again, the tornado finally dissipated and vanished before my eyes.

The grotesque 'egg' formed by the entwined steel-colored bodies was gone.

In its place, a being smaller than the evil dragons, but with a physique that was clearly not human, had appeared.

It was not scales, but steel-colored skin and rippling muscles. Its body, devoid of any reproductive organs, had the beautiful balance of a Greek sculpture, marred by the giant demonic wings sprouting from its back.

In its right hand, it held a two-handed sword. Its hilt and guard were crafted from gold, and a blue gem embedded in the hilt shone brightly. In contrast to its splendor, the blade was as black as molten night. Characters carved into the flat of the blade danced ominously.

But what drew the most attention was its head.

"Gi, gagaga…!"

"Gegegegegeh!"

Two heads sprouted from its body, which stood at a height of two and a half meters.

Of the twin heads, one wore a golden helmet, just like the Fafnirs. However, the head on the right-arm side, though its features were the same, wore no helmet.

───Bigger is stronger.

Unless a being completely defies the laws of physics, this is an absolute truth. While it's possible to overcome with superior quality, when on equal footing, the larger one has the advantage.

By that logic, this monster seems to have been significantly weakened.

But what is this?

Its steel-colored eyes gazed somewhere into the distance. Just like the evil dragons, its eyeballs were a solid steel color, with no whites or pupils. Just looking at them sent a chill down my spine, as if my heart had been seized.

Its density was on another level.

When ten beings of that size gathered and became one, how much power was packed into that body?

Tokyo, a city ablaze, transformed into a capital of monsters.

The 'demon' floating in the cloudy sky slowly, but surely…

Turned its eyes toward me.
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			The Final Flame

			"…Kyou-chan. Yagawa Kyouta-kun. Run. Run now."

Aira-san's voice came through the earring.

She was trying to stay calm, but she couldn't hide her agitation. Her voice was trembling slightly.

"Use the other adventurers and civilians as a shield. It's not your fault. I'm ordering you. Take your family and your friends and get out of here."

"I can't."

"Do as I say! Grandma's rescue won't make it in time. Prioritize—"

"We've made eye contact."

Her words were so sweet. If I could, I would gladly obey and run away.

But that didn't seem to be an option.

"If I turn my back, I'll be killed. Please give me information on the enemy."

Every time my feet threatened to retreat, my [Spirit Eye] showed me the future.

If I averted my gaze and my sword from my opponent for even a moment, I would die. But it wasn't just the skill. My intuition, honed by experience, had reached the same conclusion.

"Please. So I can live."

"…The enemy's stats are roughly one and a half times that of a Fafnir. It seems the fusion was quite reckless. Its basic skills are also unchanged. If anything, the barrier on its surface is gone."

"Understood. Thank you."

The demon, still hovering in the air, looked down at me with one of its faces while the other scanned the surroundings.

Its search must have finished. Both heads turned to face me.

"Fuuuhh…"

One deep breath. I still had time for that much.

*I'm scared. I want to run. I don't want to die.*

I forced my legs, on the verge of being consumed by negative emotions, to move forward.

"Here I go!"

With that step, I shattered the earth.

Spiderweb-like cracks spread in all directions. Leaving behind fragments of melted asphalt, I shot upward toward the demon.

"Gigigigi!"

"Hahahaha!"

A furious growl and a mad laugh echoed simultaneously. Both of the demon's faces twisted in rage as it, too, descended toward me, sword in hand.

In an instant, both our speeds approached the sound barrier. We collided head-on, our blades clashing with all our momentum.

A deafening roar, like giant blocks of metal smashing together, shook the air, and our blades sent sparks flying. My arm bones groaned, and I felt my sword being pushed back.

*Its physical strength is greater…!*

At close range, the mouths of both its heads turned to me.

"Kah!"

A point-blank shot while our blades were locked. I instinctively released the pressure on my sword and leaned back to dodge.

I kicked up at its right arm, but it wasn't enough to hinder its movement. It swung its longsword without pause.

As it aimed a slash at my torso, I dove down while upside down, trying to circle around behind it. But the demon twisted its body and swung its reptilian tail at me.

The tip of the log-thick tail had a sharp spike. It closed in on the side of my head, but I tilted my neck and let it slide off the curve of my helmet. A high-pitched sound rang in my brain.

As my vision wavered, the demon raised its right arm. With a slash descending on my head, I charged forward and headbutted the part of its blade near the guard.

My helmet cracked, but the slash was stopped. From that close-quarters position, I tried to aim a wrapshot at the back of its head, but its hard tail ensnared my blade.

"Gehyah!"

"Guh, aah!"

Before I could draw my knife, my body was swung sideways. A half-second later, I realized I had been thrown by its tail.

I lost my balance in mid-air and crashed back-first into the wall of a building. As dust and debris filled the air, I immediately crawled out of the small crater.

Light projectiles, fired from its twin heads, rained down on the spot I had just been. Each shot was like a tank shell, easily carving away at the supposedly reinforced concrete building.

I flew sideways at full speed, hearing the sounds of buildings being riddled with holes behind me.

The magical projectiles from its two mouths forced me to lower my altitude. As it wished, I dove diagonally downwards, toward the road.

Just before impact, I righted myself and shattered the asphalt with my heel. I spun horizontally to kill my momentum, kicking up a cloud of dust. The impacting projectiles exploded the ground beneath the road, creating even more smoke.

I dodged the barrage, which was fired with little to no aim, relying on my [Spirit Eye]. I knew for certain that if one hit, it would be enough to overwhelm me.

I tore a nearby road sign from its post, turning it into a makeshift spear. Moving in an 'S' pattern through the dust cloud, I hovered and hurled the sign at the enemy.

I didn't think it would be enough to wound it, but it seemed the creature was extremely wary of me. One of its mouths turned toward the sign and shot it down.

At the same moment, I burst out of the dust cloud. The head that had just fired was the unhelmeted one on the right. I circled around from that side and closed the distance in an instant.

"Gah!"

The left head roared as if annoyed, but its line of fire was blocked. Gaining a slight height advantage, I brought my sword down on its head.

"Kehya!"

Its own sword intercepted mine, and only sparks flew. Undeterred, I swung in a reverse diagonal slash, but it was blocked again. My return horizontal slash was caught on the hilt of its sword.

It forcefully deflected my blade, and its left elbow appeared before my eyes. My helmet was gone. I tilted my head to dodge, and its tail swung around like a roundhouse kick.

*I won't dodge this!*

"Guuh!"

I took the blow on my breastplate, released my right hand from the hilt, and firmly trapped the steel-colored tail under my arm.

I was now on its left side. I lunged with a thrust aimed at its neck with my left hand. If it hits, great. If it dodges, I'll follow up…!

"What—"

"Gi, gigi!"

The blade did indeed pierce the steel-colored skin. However, it was the cheek of the helmeted head.

The monster clamped down on the blade that had pierced its cheek with its teeth and violently swung its tail and neck.

*It's going to break my sword!* I instantly released the tail and kicked its side. I pulled my blade free and immediately followed up with a diagonal slash.

The demon deflected it with its left backhand and countered with its longsword, aiming for my neck.

At the last second, I thrust my left arm between us, blocking with my gauntlet. The armor cracked, and the blade reached the flesh beneath.

"Ah, gaaah…!"

It followed through, and my body was flung toward a building. The moment I managed to regain my balance, the demon charged, its sword raised high.

I blocked with my sword but couldn't stop it, and I was pushed into the building. My back shattered a reinforced concrete wall, and I tumbled into a deserted office.

Amidst scattered documents and desks topped with computers, a flash of light erupted.

I parried a longsword sweeping at my torso upwards and slid to its right side. I swung my sword in a reverse diagonal slash, but it kicked off the floor with its tail and leaped. In an inverted position, it kicked off the ceiling and unleashed a diagonal slash.

I took a half-step back to dodge, and its powerful arm cleaved deep into the floor. I stomped on its arm and brought my blade down on its neck from above.

But it stopped my wrist with its wing, and a moment later, it forcefully pushed my foot away.

I let the momentum carry me backward, escaping through the shattered window behind me. I was at a disadvantage in a confined space. Our physical abilities were too different.

Where I had the advantage was…!

"Gaaaaaaah!"

"Gehahahahaha!"

The monster burst through the wall, firing a volley of magical projectiles from its mouths. As I shot upward to avoid the storm of attacks, it followed, ascending as well.

But I was faster. With the murderous acceleration of the Flügel, I pulled away, left the projectiles behind, and used a twisting maneuver to get behind it.

"Gea!?"

"Haaaah!"

Before it could turn around, I drew a horizontal line across its torso. Blackish-red blood danced in the air.

*But it was too shallow! It's not just its mana, its body is physically too tough!*

It felt as if my sword, the one that had just cut it, was about to break. There was no time to reconstruct it. I had to finish this before I lost my weapon.

The demon turned to pursue me again, now exposing its back. It fired projectiles in that state, but this time, one of its heads kept its mouth shut.

It probably wouldn't fall for the same trick twice. I repeated a series of rapid ascents and descents, and in the process, several buildings hit by stray shots reached their limit and began to collapse.

───*DOOOOMM…!!*

With a heavy groan, a skyscraper began to tilt. As the top half started to fall toward the road, I dove headfirst into it.

I entered through a window, scraping along the floor as I turned around. I parried the projectiles coming from outside with my sword and charged the pursuing demon.

Believing it had the advantage in a head-on clash, it took the bait. The right head let out a triumphant laugh, and it swung its two-handed sword in a diagonal slash.

But I didn't engage. Just before our blades met, I barrel-rolled. I let its sword swing through empty air, kicked it in the back, and escaped from the building.

The building crashed to the ground, its upper half reduced to rubble. Amidst the rising dust and the earth-shaking tremor, I slipped into a relatively intact building nearby to hide.

As expected, the demon emerged unscathed, blowing away the debris. As its twin heads scanned for me, I charged from its blind spot. This time, I would finish it…!

"Kehah."

"Tch───!"

I heard its laugh and saw the premonition from my [Spirit Eye] at almost the same instant.

I retracted the thrust I had intended to pierce its heart from behind and took evasive action to the right. A moment later, its twin heads rotated 180 degrees and fired intercepting shots.

"That's insane!"

I tilted my sword several times to deflect the projectiles, but I couldn't parry them all and took a hit to my left shoulder. I lost my balance from the strong impact.

Thanks to the Flügel, I wasn't bleeding, but some of the muscle was crushed. As I was left exposed and defenseless in mid-air, reeling back, the demon approached me head-on.

The helmeted head filled with resentment, the bare head with a mocking sneer. And the longsword, raised high with a single right hand.

"Damn it—"

*Left arm, block, won't make it. Dodge, impossible. Dea—!*

I was going to be cut down. The moment my mind was consumed by terror, something flew in from the corner of my eye.

"Tch!?"

"Huh?"

Something hit my right shoulder, and my body was knocked aside. In response, the demon retracted its sword and changed its stance, as if on guard.

Though thrown back in mid-air, I somehow managed to regain my posture. What hit me was… an arrow?

Both the demon and I, by a strange coincidence, turned our heads in the direction the arrow had been fired.

On the roof of the Central Joint Government Building, now about 300 meters away, I spotted two familiar faces.

"Mom…?!"

My eyesight, which surpassed that of an average Awakened Person, caught sight of my parents, their faces pale, shouting something.

*Did they try to provide support and misfire? No, that's not the problem.*

"Jiiih!!"

"Wa—"

The demon's focus shifted to my parents.

Spreading its demonic wings, it flew towards the government building. I gave chase, but I was a fraction of a second too late.

*This is bad, that's…!*

The previous shot was likely my parents' ultimate attack, an arrow from my mom imbued with wind by my dad.

But it couldn't even scratch my [Arcane Gear]. It was useless against the demon.

The reason it flew straight for them was because my parents' mana signature was similar to mine. The monster, unusually wary of me, was now baring its fangs to eliminate any potential threats.

A second shot was fired, but it flew off in a completely different direction. This time, the demon continued its advance without any evasive maneuvers, gathering mana in its mouths.

I was almost there, but still…!

"Get away!"

My scream surely didn't reach them. My mom stood stunned, and my dad held her protectively in his arms.

And then, a merciless magic projectile was unleashed upon them.

"Ah───"

I reached out with my left hand. It wasn't enough.

In a world that seemed to move in slow motion, I thought I saw my parents' eyes turn to me.

With faces that were a mixture of tears and a smile. And their lips.

I thought I heard them say, *'We're sorry'*. And then even their faces were washed out by the light of the projectile.

───And then.

"Like hell I'll let youuuuuuuu!!"

A 'shuriken', scraping along the government building's wall, gathering the mana infused within it to fly at an incredible speed, smashed the magic projectile from below.

The `Daisharinmaru`, having self-destructed from the extreme acceleration, shattered in mid-air. The moment I saw it, my reaction and the demon's were completely different.

"Gii!"

The demon spread its wings to brake sharply, turning one of its heads towards the ground.

As for me.

"Go get 'em, Kyou-chan!"

"Ooooooooooh!!"

With my companion's words at my back, I charged at maximum output.

I was already right on top of it. It instantly swung its sword in a sideways slash as it turned, but I ascended to dodge.

A downward slash from above tore through its steel-colored right arm.

I felt it sever flesh and slightly graze bone. The monster let out a scream and a roar simultaneously as it swung its wounded right arm.

Even with a severe injury, its sword speed surpassed that of a Minotaur. But!

"Shiii!"

I slammed a reverse diagonal slash into the same spot I had just cut. This time, I severed the bone, sending its arm from the elbow down flying.

It immediately fired a projectile from its mouth, but faster than that, I used the momentum of my swing to hook my left toes onto the demon's right thigh.

The projectile, fired from a slightly tilted body, only grazed my right ear.

I flipped my one-and-a-half-handed sword and brought it down in a diagonal slash, aiming for the left neck. The blade bit deep into its base.

"Gi, aaaaaa!?"

"Oorah!"

I gripped the hilt with both hands and put all my strength into it.

*CRACK.*

A sound.

My sword broke in half, and at the same time, its left neck was severed. The wound was scorched, and instead of a spray of blood, red flames danced.

*Not yet!*

"Gehyaa!"

My back was left defenseless, with no time to stop the momentum of my swing. The demon, having lost its right arm and left head, raised its left hand.

Its sharp claws could easily pierce my unhelmeted head.

But I wouldn't let it. I unleashed wind from my Flügel at maximum output, blowing both myself and my opponent away.

As the impact sent my organs jolting, I forced myself to turn around. I held my broken sword at the ready and charged again.

I wouldn't give it time to dodge. A projectile from its mouth blew off my left ear, but I flew on, closing the distance.

*Leave even the pain behind───accelerate!*

I forcefully pierced its steel-colored skin with my broken sword and unleashed more wind. As it groaned, the demon met my attack, digging its five fingers into my side.

As my vision flickered, I placed my left hand on the hilt.

Under my gauntlet, I heard my ring crack, screaming in protest.

"Shatter!"

I supplied an excessive amount of mana to the blade, to my right arm. Wind and fire groaned, and in that instant, they burst forth in a flash of red light.

I had no feeling from my right elbow down. Amidst the black smoke, the demon and I were thrown in opposite directions.

In a state that was more falling than flying, our gazes met. We were both still alive.

"Hahahahahahahah!!"

"Aaaahhhh!"

The demon, laughing madly, flew with its tattered wings. In response, I let my Flügel stream behind me.

Both our left arms were pulled back, closing in on each other's chests. The demon had the advantage in reach.

Just before its hand reached my chest, I touched its steel-colored spear-hand with my freshly healed right arm. I couldn't stop its momentum. But even as my pinky and ring fingers were crushed, I managed to deflect it. Its claws scraped against my breastplate, sending sparks flying as they passed by my side.

In turn, my left arm plunged deep into the demon's carbonized chest.

My arm sank in up to the wrist, reaching its heart. Even so, the demon creaked its neck and turned its mouth toward me.

Mana gathered.

"Burn."

The same was true for me.

"Flame Horse!!"

An excess of mana enveloped my left arm.

Burning away flesh and bone, melting my gauntlet, and finally shattering the magic ring.

Supplied with more mana than it could contain, it had finally reached its limit. Its final, furious neighing erupted from within the demon.

"Hiiiiiiiiiiinn!!"

The sound of fire, like the neighing of a horse. My vision was dyed red, and a pillar of fire engulfed me.

I couldn't stay conscious. The pain I had left behind seemed to catch up, a searing agony piercing my brain.

Likely from the sudden and massive blood loss, I finally succumbed to gravity and began to fall.

But just as I thought I was caught by something, I crashed onto something soft with a *thump*.

I felt something cold against my cheek. Was this snow?

I managed to crack my eyes open slightly and saw that a mountain of unseasonable snow had cushioned my—our—fall. In the corner of my vision, I caught sight of an elf running towards me, out of breath.

Then, the person supporting my back was.

"Thank you. Partner."

"Anytime!"

My vision was still blurry, but I knew my self-proclaimed ninja partner was grinning from ear to ear.

My physical wounds were healing. I placed a hand on the snow-covered ground and pushed myself up.

With Erina-san's help, I stood up just as a steel-colored object fell to the ground.

Where had the asphalt gone? The demon was lying face down on the exposed earth, where broken water pipes were visible here and there.

Having lost its limbs and wings, the monster slowly turned its face toward me.

Its steel-colored face was still smiling.

"Ka, kakaka…"

Its skin turned white. Like the snow at its feet.

As the demon dissolved into salt, I took one deep breath. Then, I turned my gaze to the roof of the Central Joint Government Building.

My parents were leaning over the fence, looking down at me. Dad probably couldn't see, but Mom could with her skill.

To let them know I was safe, I raised my right fist high. In response, Mom waved her arms frantically.

Oh, she almost fell and Dad had to catch her. Please, don't die now after all this.

───Oooooooooooh!

"?!"

The sudden noise made me jump. What was that?!

I looked in the direction of the sound and saw a crowd of people cheering in front of the government building. Why were they outside the building…?

I didn't really get it, but it was kind of scary. Erina-san had turned invisible again, so I couldn't use her as a shield. And where did Byakuren go? With its huge body, it could have blocked their view.

Mia-san was leaning against a tattered roadside tree, catching her breath. It seemed she had been through a fierce battle as well.

But.

"Suuu…"

I redeployed my [Arcane Gear]. I constructed my armor and weapon, and drew my sword.

Then, I took a stance with my back to the government building.

"■■■■■───!!"

"Well, that's quite a lot…"

A horde of giants was heading my way.

It seemed the Fafnirs were finally done, but these were running towards me with spears and swords, shaking the ground.

"Erina-san, can you still fight?"

"Yup. I'll bring Byak-chan out now!"

Byakuren, which she pulled from her Item Box, was kneeling on the ground, motionless. It had many wounds, but the damage was minor. Out of mana, probably.

I touched its shoulder and sent it some of my mana. Its eyes lit up, and it stood, raising its iron ball.

"Erina-san, protect Mia-san. She's at her limit too. I'll take the front line."

"Okay! And, Aira-senpai! Kyou-chan's fine, so calm down!"

Erina-san touched her ear and giggled. Ah, so I'd dropped my earring at some point.

I didn't have time to remember where I'd lost it. The enemy would be in range soon.

I hoisted my sword onto my shoulder and lowered my center of gravity. The Ring of the Flame Horse was gone. Could I protect the building?

I could sense that adventurers were already engaging giants in other locations. I couldn't expect reinforcements.

A drop of sweat trickled down my cheek. Now, how long could I hold out…!

I swallowed my anxiety and was about to step forward. In that instant.

Steel filled my vision.

"...Huh?"

It wasn't a demon.

Something had streaked across my field of view, moving faster than the speed of sound. It stopped, revealing its true form.

Thanks to my [Spirit Eye], I could 'see' it, but my brain couldn't keep up.

"...A katana?"

A blade with a visible hamon was weaving across the entire road, its length and angle impossible.

It would make sharp turns just before hitting the ground or a wall, changing direction as it extended. It looked like crystals under a microscope.

It was an unbelievable sight, but I was even more terrified by the mana overflowing from the blade. This was, could it be…

While I stood there, stunned, the blade shattered. It broke into millimeter-sized particles, which dissipated into motes of mana before they could touch any people or the ground.

[Arcane Gear].

Or some kind of skill. That's what my eyes told me.

The giants I had seen in the distance all collapsed at once. From the numerous holes in their massive bodies, I understood that they had been pierced repeatedly by the mysterious blade.

The sound of them falling echoed from what seemed like all over Tokyo.

The sounds of battle in the city suddenly ceased. Only the sound of fires consuming something in the buildings remained; otherwise, there was silence.

On instinct, I looked up.

Under the cloudy sky, illuminated by the flames on the ground, were a single helicopter and a single person.

The person was falling, letting gravity take them. Normally, it would be a fatal drop. But neither I nor Erina-san made a move to help.

Strangely, we couldn't imagine 'him' failing to land.

With a soft *thud*, a sound that was impossible for someone who had fallen from higher than a skyscraper echoed.

For some reason, the person landed right in front of me. He was dressed like a vagrant.

Messy hair, an overgrown beard. Grimy skin, a faded indigo kimono, and black hakama with torn hems.

He wasn't wearing shoes or even tabi socks; his bare feet were planted on the ground.

But the katana he held in his hand was pristine.

"Hello. Nice to meet you."

"Yes. Nice to meet you."

His voice was calm, belying his appearance.

In response, I answered with the utmost caution.

This person had surely annihilated the giants. He must be a reinforcement. It would be proper to thank him.

But I didn't know when he might attack me. That premonition kept me from bowing my head.

The way he stood, as captured by my [Spirit Eye], was exactly like a predator before its prey.

"Pardon my rudeness. This is sudden, but would you care to have a deathmatch with me right now?"

It was a statement unbecoming of someone who had come to the rescue. My internal alarm bells went up another notch.

"...No, thank you."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"...I see."

As I replied cautiously, the tension suddenly drained from his body.

With a somewhat disappointed look, the person sheathed his katana.

"Hmm… should I ask that 'trio' over there? They seem stronger in person-to-person combat, but, hmm… You don't feel like coming at me either, do you, little lady?"

He turned only his head to ask Erina-san, who had, at some point, gotten behind the mysterious person while invisible.

"…………"

"Ignoring me, huh. Kids these days are so difficult."

"Hah…"

In a complete change from before, the mysterious person now exuded a calm atmosphere that matched his voice.

He deactivated his [Arcane Gear], changing into camouflage fatigues.

"Huh?"

"Well then, I'm heading back to work. Firefighting and rescue are someone else's job."

It was unmistakably a Self-Defense Force uniform.

He scratched the back of his head, looking bored.

"Yeah. Sorry for being late. Anyway, I cut… or stabbed? All the moving enemies. So you can relax. But the buildings might collapse, so be careful of that."

"Um… thank you very much."

"No, no. Hey, you sure you don't wanna fight?"

"I'm sure."

"I see."

He slumped his shoulders in disappointment again and began to walk away.

"Ah."

Then, as if he'd just remembered something, he turned back with a carefree voice.

"Can I get your names? You guys seem strong, so we might end up working together someday."

I didn't know what kind of face to make at his innocent smile. Who *was* this guy?

My brain, exhausted from the intense battle, couldn't keep up. He didn't seem to be an enemy, but he was unsettling.

For better or worse, he was otherworldly. It was as if he existed in the same world as us, but was somehow different.

The only thing I was sure of was that he was overwhelmingly stronger than me.

"...We are—"

"The Invisible Ninjas!!"

"Shut up, you idiot."

"!?"

*Don't mess around while you're invisible. The people in front of the government building are still watching us.*

I glared at the self-proclaimed ninja, who for some reason looked shocked.

"Right, 'Invisible Ninjas.' Got it."

"Wait."

"Well then, I really have to get back. See ya."

"Wait."

"Oh, I'm 'Miyamoto.' Be nice if you remembered that."

"That's not it."

"Later. ───Until we meet again."

"That name is…"

He said what he wanted and then leaped away.

With just a slight bend of his knees, he jumped higher than a building in a single bound. He leaped nearly 300 meters into the air and grabbed onto the helicopter.

What was terrifying was that he had timed it perfectly to catch the helicopter just as he lost his momentum. This person had complete mastery of his own body.

*Well, then did you hear me trying to stop you? Could you at least have acknowledged my denial? You definitely heard me.*

As the helicopter flew away, the sound of sirens began to echo from all around. It seemed the rescue efforts were finally beginning in earnest.

"...Haaaaah."

I plopped down onto the ground and deactivated my [Arcane Gear].

I was just… tired. Body and soul.

Too much had happened, and the places that had healed were still screaming in pain. Honestly, I just wanted to pass out right here.

But it was a little too soon to faint. I had to say this one thing.

"Thank you, everyone…"

"You bet! A party is a family! A party shares a common destiny!"

"I'm so glad you're safe, really…"

Mia-san came to my side, and Erina-san, still invisible, wore a smug look. From the earring on her ear, I could hear a frantic Aira-san.

I thanked my companions, who were more than I deserved.

And then, this time for real, I closed my eyes and collapsed.

Finally, the long day was over.

From the cloudy sky, raindrops began to fall, one by one.
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A week has passed since the Great Stampede assaulted the Tokyo metropolis—a day when giants ran rampant, dragons roared, and demonic beings flew through the sky.

It was now late August, and the temperatures were soaring. Even as the world's common sense crumbled, global warming still raged on with full force.

...I hear that the people who lost their homes in the incident are having a very hard time in the shelters.

Tokyo's population is massive to begin with. Even though the number of people emigrating has increased since the 'Day of Awakening,' not everyone can just build a new life for themselves in a foreign country.

Still, as the saying goes, when one door closes, another opens. All sorts of organizations have stepped up to support the victims.

The most significant aid came from the United States.

President Fudge Valentine had been gradually moving to abandon Japan, withdrawing fighter jets and warships from our bases. But it seems he was human after all; he shed genuine tears over the disaster.

He has promised a substantial amount of relief supplies and the construction of temporary housing.

He was even more 'America First' than the previous president and had earned the scorn of other nations, so I was never a fan of his. But after this, I've decided to change my opinion of him, just a little.

Next were the 'Walkers' and the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.'

Surprisingly, even the founding members of the club, who usually shy away from the spotlight, have come to the disaster areas to help with the recovery.

As expected, alchemy truly shines in times like these. Working alongside the Walkers, they are rebuilding the city at a remarkable pace.

And, of course, the government is also providing various forms of support... though it hasn't been as prominent as the others. Then again, maybe that's just how administration works.

In any case, although the wounds from the Great Stampede—which claimed three hundred thousand lives between the dead and the missing—are deep, people have managed to start moving forward once again.

* * *

When I mentioned all this at the Arisugawa residence.

"Well, I suppose it's also because the public has found an unexpected sense of hope. The supply chains haven't broken down, either," Aira-san said, stirring her iced coffee with a straw in the living room.

The ice cubes clinked softly against the inside of the glass.

"Hope, you say?"

"Mhm. Part of it is that people have started to get 'used to' negative situations and information, but positive news came out at the same time. For example..."

"The exploits of the 'B-Rank Candidates,'" I finished, cutting into Aira-san's sentence.

"...Yeah. I won't deny that."

"I thought they were just a gathering of crackpots and weirdos, a veritable parade of freaks. But when it counted, they were a reliable bunch."

"They were. During the battle, they were all extremely composed and very reassuring," Mia-san added with a nod from beside Aira-san.

On another note, hopeless college girl number one was in a T-shirt and shorts today. Number two was wearing a sleeveless blouse and a miniskirt.

Her slender white arms and her shapely legs—well-proportioned despite their healthy thighs—were dazzling.

I hate summer, but I could learn to like this part of it.

"And after the battle, those who could still move went straight to helping with rescue efforts and treating the injured."

"Which only made their... festive behavior afterward all the more shocking..."

"Indeed..."

After that battle, I had regained consciousness within a few minutes and spent my time wandering through the rubble all over Tokyo, searching for survivors.

There were people I managed to save, and there were those I couldn't reach in time. If I had used more of the Nucleus's power, could I have saved more lives?

...*No, that's not something I should be thinking about right now.*

Getting back on topic, once the amateurs who were just strong had done all they could and enough firefighters had gathered, we were all dismissed. We had already confirmed the complete annihilation of the Jotnar and Fafnir.

Director Akasaka mentioned something about letters of appreciation later, but everyone was so exhausted that most of us just tuned him out.

The problem was what came after.

'The battle is over. Finally, I can be free of these stuffy clothes. Oops, my nipple pasty is crooked. Must have happened when I let that old man suck on it, I suppose?'

'Even if it burned, I'm finally in Tokyo. I must dress in a stylish manner. Behold, this loincloth! It's actually see-through, you see.'

'Working like a horse made me realize... I'm going to become a horse for a bit! I need to get some human-sized tack!'

'My lady! In that case, how about we take turns every 500 meters!? I want to be a horse, too! There's no law that says a cat can't become a horse!'

'Phew. Well, I suppose we'll get back to our missionary work.'

'We formed a temporary alliance this time, but from now on, we're rivals again.'

'Who is the true Hair Master... one day, we shall settle this!'

'*Phew.* As I thought, that Arcane Gear that exposes my nipples is just too embarrassing. Having armor on feels much safer.'

'You think so? I, for one, want to show off this chiseled body to the masses. Yes, with samba!'

Etcetera, etcetera.

There were plenty of other perverts, each of whom switched off their limiters and turned into a bizarre biker gang.

I don't think I'll be forgetting the look on Director Akasaka's face in that moment anytime soon—a look of utter resignation. I never knew 'despair' could be so clearly written on someone's face...

"Fortunately, they weren't caught on camera in that state..."

"If they had been, they would have been labeled either as 'tasteless pranksters' or 'people clowning around to try and lighten the mood.' The fact that they were all completely serious is what isn't funny."

Why is it that I'm the only sane 'B-Rank Candidate'? And most of them are totally oblivious, with a tendency to think that *they* are the normal ones and all the other candidates are perverts.

This self-proclaimed ninja and hopeless college girl number two sitting next to me are pretty out there, too, honestly. Am I the only sane one here?

"Well, thanks to their valiant efforts, public opinion is leaning toward revising the Dungeon Law, and adventurers are being seen in a much more favorable light. A few... a few? A few eccentricities should probably be overlooked, right?"

"Could you please not say that while questioning it yourself?"

I think it's a bit of a stretch to dismiss *that* as 'a few eccentricities.'

"Anyway. Speaking of 'B-Rank Candidates,' Kyouta-kun—"

"But you know, I wonder why the stampede even happened. They started mandatory inspections of vacant houses and increased patrols all over Japan from the end of June."

I tilted my head, once again cutting Aira-san off.

"Right? It's so weird. I think it was a forest near a farming village outside the 23 wards, wasn't it? But I heard places like that were being investigated the most thoroughly," said Erina-san, in her usual kimono today. She rested her chin on her hands, her elbows propped up on the table.

And her chest was resting on the table, too. My sincerest thanks.

"The investigators are only human, so there are bound to be mistakes and oversights, and they're probably short-staffed. But as someone who almost died, I really wish they'd cut me some slack."

"Mmm. That's true, but... something feels off about it."

"Off?"

"...Nah. It's nothing."

"Oh, okay."

One moment Erina-san was furrowing her brow in thought, and the next she was flashing a bright smile. As always, it's impossible to tell what she's thinking.

"There's a lot of speculation about that online. Some say it was a secret government experiment, others say it was negligence. Occasionally, you see a post claiming 'a mysterious group was seen fleeing in all directions from where the gate appeared,' but it's all unsubstantiated information."

"I see. So, I guess the simplest explanation is that it was an oversight due to a lack of manpower... huh."

"That might be the most 'boring' conclusion. However, Kyouta-kun. The hope I mentioned earlier—"

"Speaking of which—"

"Hey! Face reality!"

"I refuse!"

Aira-san shoved her tablet screen in my face, but I whipped my head away with all my might.

It's okay to run away, I'm only human...!

"It'll be easier if you just accept it, you know?"

"Want some katsudon, Kyouta-chan?! C'mon, confess!"

"I will not yield!"

"Excuse me, what is happening right now?"

Mia-san, please, stay just the way you are. Even among the hopeless, you're one of the relatively better ones...!

Also, what do you mean, confess? Seriously, what? And why are you holding a desk lamp, Erina-san?

"Um, Kyouta-kun. Personally, I'd like to properly understand your stance on this, so I would appreciate it if you could grasp the current situation soon. It's been a week, after all."

"...Yessir."

Chastised by Mia-san, I reluctantly turned my gaze to the tablet.

On the screen was the back of a boy with his Flügel unfurled. In other words, me. Seeing myself from behind feels... strange.

Emblazoned across the image Aira-san had chosen were these words:

'The Mysterious Knight Who Saved the People! Who Are the Invisible Ninjas?!'

"Oh..."

Why... Why did it come to this?

"Hey, you're pretty popular, Kyouta-kun! What was it again? 'You shall not pass,' was it? A true hero!!"

"So annoying..."

"I saw it, Kyouta-chan, your way of the ninja!!"

"I think I have the right to punch you, you know."

"!?"

At this point, I'll just accept the fact that I was caught on a TV camera. There's nothing I can do about it.

The broadcast signals were down at the time, but the camera crew that filmed it uploaded the footage to the internet later.

Sure, there are all sorts of issues, like portrait rights and the fact that they shouldn't be uploading footage shot with company equipment without permission. But according to the guy from the TV station who was holding the camera:

'Shut up! I witnessed destiny! Look at my art!'

He was clearly delirious, and I hear he's in a hospital now.

The real problem is that even though I had the professor request the image be taken down, it's already spread across the sea of the internet, copied and shared everywhere.

"Shī-chan and Ā-chan printed it out and made it into a poster! Let's go see it sometime!"

"So there were enemies among my own allies...!"

What really gets me is that various media outlets are broadcasting my words from that moment with a 'Well, it's already out there, right? We won't use the image!' attitude, and it's just agonizing.

This is so embarrassing! Why did I say something like that back then?! Right, it was to steel myself and to reassure the panicking people! Dammit!

'The heroic struggle of a courageous boy. His phenomenal combat abilities are...!'

'You see, the adventurer system was necessary after all. I've been saying so from the beginning.'

'However, from the video, it's highly likely he's still in his teens based on his voice.'

'The Invisible Ninjas. There's a rumor that it's the name of a secret society that moves in the shadows of society...!'

'There are many things we should discuss, but one thing is clear. He, and his companions, saved many lives. They fought those monsters with everything they had, you see.'

Please stop discussing and analyzing this so seriously. I'm going to die. Of embarrassment.

And what the hell is this about a secret society? What idiot took the ramblings of a self-proclaimed ninja seriously?

"Also. Shī-chan said, 'I have something to talk to you about regarding the Flügel. Be prepared.' Just so you know."

"...Got it."

Covering my face with my hands, I nodded at Ooyama-san's message.

Is she going to chew me out for half-destroying the prototype? No, knowing her personality, that's unlikely.

Ooyama-san is the type of artisan who would tell you to break the tool if it means the user survives. That's why I can entrust my life to her work.

"She said, 'Don't use it in ways not written in the manual!'"

"...Roger that!"

So *that's* what it was about.

The Flügel was originally meant to be a sort of 'acceleration device'; flight was not its intended purpose.

I just read the manual and thought, *'Hey, I bet this could work,'* and tried flying by relying on its high output.

And what do you know, it worked surprisingly well. My [Spirit Eye]'s kinetic vision, corrections from [Concept Interference], and accelerated thinking from the 'Nucleus.'

By combining various things, I was able to achieve results you wouldn't expect from a first-time attempt.

That being said, I'm starting to feel like I deserve to be scolded by its creator.

"Anyway, now I'm really looking forward to the cultural festival, hero-kun! All sorts of people will come, having heard the rumors about you. You should let them see you in the spotlight!"

"I want to boycott...!

"You can't, Kyouta-chan. You've already told so many people you'd do it."

"Dammit...! Dammit...!"

"My condolences, in a way."

I've already announced to the teachers and every class that I'll be participating in the cultural festival.

Skipping out now would look really bad. I thought about using the excuse of being traumatized by the stampede, but even my socially inexperienced self knows that having a 'top-tier adventurer be mentally unstable' would be a bad look.

My origins and personality are painfully ordinary, but on the outside, I'm a 'B-Rank Adventurer Candidate.' I am, at least, aware of my own combat strength.

My level went up quite a bit in that battle, too. I feel like I could probably take down a battleship now. Not that I know the specific definition of a battleship, so it's just a gut feeling.

Anyway. It feels conceited to say it, but I'm what you would call a powerful person. If someone like that might go crazy and rampage, the neighbors probably wouldn't be able to rest easy.

Honestly, it's a pain to be that considerate of the local residents... but more than anything, Erina-san is looking forward to the cultural festival.

I owe her a debt I can never repay. When I think about that, what's the risk of my cross-dressing appearance being broadcast nationwide!

...Sorry. It's still really hard...!

"Um. So, Kyouta-kun, is it okay for the Arisugawa and Rinzaki families to continue refusing all media interviews for the time being?"

"Yes... please and thank you..."

"Grandma's connections have spread even further lately! Don't worry, we'll keep the relatively decent media outlets away. Can't say the same for the underground ones, though."

"Apparently the Dungeon Agency is taking care of those. It's part of the 'care package' for the 'B-Rank Candidates' who participated in that battle."

"...I have a feeling they just don't want the public to know the reality of those who are being called 'the hope of Japan' online. A lot of the candidates are... not exactly prime-time material."

I let out a deep sigh as the family of perverts discussed things.

Ah, if only I had a time machine, I'd destroy that TV camera...! How did it come to this, really?

For now, the professors and others are fending off the interviews, but I have no idea what will happen at the cultural festival. Please, I just hope nothing weird happens.

As I sighed again with a distant look in my eyes, the clock on the wall caught my eye.

"Ah, it's almost time."

"Oh, right. I'll turn it on now, then."

Aira-san said, turning on the living room TV with the remote.

The reason we all gathered here today was none other than to witness 'Professor Arisugawa's research findings' as people who were involved. We could have watched it at home, but we were invited since it was a special occasion.

On that day, the professor had tried everything she could to come to Tokyo as reinforcements. But she was all the way in Kyushu at the time and couldn't make it.

Lately, she'd been traveling from Hokkaido to Okinawa, and sometimes even to universities and research institutes overseas.

She'd been frantically meeting with various university professors and experts for 'a certain announcement.' We haven't been told the specific details yet.

Apparently, the names of renowned researchers are listed on the paper, and it's drawing attention from all over the world. There are predictions about the announcement's content online and on TV, but none are confirmed.

Of all of us here, only Aira-san knows what the paper is about.

She placed the birdcage containing Sana on the table. It had been a few days, so I stuck my fingertip through the bars of the cage and gave her some mana.

I had a feeling this little one was involved. In that case, that paper must be about...

The screen switched from a studio to a podium somewhere.

Professor Arisugawa walked confidently into a space lined with countless cameras.

Dressed in a suit, she gave a calm bow before bringing her cherry-pink lips to the microphone.

'Thank you all for gathering here today. I will now present the results of our analysis regarding the civilization whose remains were left within the dungeons.'

A stir went through the crowd on the other side of the screen.

Those of us here, except for Aira-san, were also a little surprised. We had suspected it, but did she really manage to decipher it?

"Just to be clear, we haven't figured everything out. But this is a major step forward," Aira-san said, glancing our way with a cynical smile.

'What I am about to say may seem unbelievable. However, I want to state first that this is a conclusion we reached after discussions with numerous distinguished researchers.'

Professor Arisugawa operated the laptop on the lectern.

An image of the text recorded in the 'Dungeon of Utuq' was projected onto the screen behind her.

'The dungeons, which have brought us so much hardship. They are...'

After a brief pause, Professor Arisugawa closed her eyes.

'...the factories of a certain empire that prospered, and then perished, in another world.'

She began to speak of an incredible 'truth.'
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'That nation was an island country surrounded by the sea. Its form of government is thought to have been similar to the Roman Empire.'

'However, that country possessed highly developed magic. It was home to a great number of magicians who were exceptionally talented, even for the other world.'

'They created powerful magic. A magic to create living beings from the salt of the sea.'

'Using this magic, the empire greatly expanded its territory. By commanding vast numbers of monsters, they attacked and destroyed their enemies from land, sea, and air.'

'Having thus become the most powerful nation in the world, the empire was destroyed overnight. Not by an attack from another country, but by their own mistake.'

'On the verge of world conquest, the empire had fallen into a state where its economy could not function without invading other nations.'

'And so, they plotted a large-scale teleportation magic in their homeland... in other words, an invasion of another world.'

'With their superior skills, the empire finally created a massive gate connecting to another world. But this very act was the trigger for their destruction.'

'A storm flowed in from the connected world. The mana-infused wind and rain forced the gate open, lightning shattered the barriers, and a tsunami swallowed the island.'

'A magician who escaped the empire's main island wrote that they had connected to the primordial world. That they had connected to a world before continents were born.'

'Whether that is correct is unknown, but what is certain is that all communication and teleportation between the empire's bases in various regions and the homeland became impossible.'

'Afterward, battles broke out between imperial forces across the land, each vying for the next emperor's throne. Furthermore, the countries that had been occupied, and those that had been threatened by the empire, launched attacks on the imperial army.'

'After much bloodshed, the imperial army was completely annihilated. They had killed too many people, and in that world, concepts like human rights did not yet exist.'

'The dungeons... which were both weapons factories and mining sites for the empire, were completely sealed off as accursed places. Perhaps this was also because monsters continued to spawn and attack anyone other than the imperial army.'

'Unlike the gate that connected to Japan, the entrance on the other side was a physical one. That is likely why it could be destroyed by physical means.'

'Thus, the only entrance left in the dungeons was the teleportation gate that should have connected to the homeland. But that, too, could not be used.'

'Those left inside the dungeons could do nothing but pray to their gods as they met their end.'

'That is all we have discovered through our research so far. If there are any questions, I will take them.'

'—P-Professor! This is all too fantastic! Is the truth about the dungeons really...!'

'That is how we have judged it. Of course, it's possible that this conclusion will be overturned by new discoveries in the future. However, at present, we believe this is the most likely theory regarding the history of the beings who created the dungeons.'

'Is there a possibility that Japan could also be destroyed, like that empire?'

'That is unclear. Until we can determine why a gate connected to Japan, we cannot even begin to make a prediction.'

'Why do the monsters look so much like the beings from our myths? Is there some connection between the empire and this world?!'

'The connection between the empire and this world is unknown. However, we believe that the resemblance of the monsters' appearances and abilities to the beings described in our world's myths is related to the concept of the collective unconscious in analytical psychology.'

'From the dungeon's environment and the artifacts left behind, we believe the inhabitants of the other world are biologically almost identical to Earthlings. There are differences, such as magic, but physically, they are similar creatures.'

'Generally, human imagination is influenced by past experiences and the stories and myths passed down in the groups to which they belong. But if you trace the origins of myths, you could say they stem from the deep psychology of the human species itself.'

'...To state only the conclusion, similar creatures will imagine similar things. Even in this world, there are many myths and stories with common points that exist in countries far apart.'

'This also holds true in the other world, and we have hypothesized that the empire produced monsters based on various myths to create a psychological impact on their dominated territories.'

'Then what about the Awakened? Why did the Awakened appear? And you mentioned the collective unconscious, but does the knowledge of magic that flows into one's mind upon awakening also come from the collective unconscious?'

'There are still many unknowns regarding that as well. First, we believe it is highly likely that the collective unconscious I mentioned earlier and the acquisition of magical knowledge are unrelated. The collective unconscious that appears in stories and the one mentioned here are two different things.'

'The empire gained a great military force in the form of monsters, but it seems that was not enough to conquer the world. They wanted a force that could overwhelm others on-site, in addition to the monsters.'

'That was the Awakened. They developed a technique to interfere with the mana in the atmosphere and the leylines, manifesting the power of the soul dormant within humans.'

'The reason only the Awakened can enter dungeons is likely because they were important production bases for them. And when the dungeon connected to Japan via the gate, the formulas left inside flowed over to our side.'

'As a result, we believe that people with the aptitude were Awakened. The empire also built cities within the dungeons and had children there. It seems that non-Awakened could live there to some extent with barriers and such, but to awaken them as soon as possible, a mechanism to promote awakening was incorporated into the dungeons.'

'And the knowledge of magic is also related to the atmospheric mana and leylines I mentioned earlier. By placing finely divided magical knowledge upon them, it becomes possible to share that knowledge at the moment of awakening. This allows them to create combat-ready forces in an instant.'

'However, please do not forget that these are merely hypotheses. We have not yet gathered enough information to state anything with certainty.'

'Professor. Do you already know the name of that empire?'

'...Some of you may hear this name and think it's absurd. But as a result of deciphering their characters, the empire's name was written like this.'

'—Atlantis. That is the name of the nation that drowned in its own power.'

* * *

Director Akasaka and Jack quietly watched the broadcast from the TV mounted in the bar.

Tilting his glass, the British secret intelligence agent glanced for a moment at his old friend beside him.

"That's cold, Yuusuke. You already knew the contents of this announcement, didn't you? After all we've been through, why didn't you tell me?"

"She was originally a citizen of your country. I simply assumed the information had been shared."

"We're in different departments. Your country isn't the only one that struggles with bureaucratic divisions."

Turning their gazes back to the TV, the two men probed each other's intentions.

Director Akasaka had already concluded that Professor Arisugawa and her group were likely no longer under British control.

Otherwise, the lack of coordination between them and MI6 was inexplicable. In fact, the professor's group had even been obstructing their movements.

On the other hand, Jack... the British side, wanted to maintain the misunderstanding among other nations that Britain held the reins of the 'Invisible Ninjas.' Their strategic value had grown that immense.

They had always been a difficult group to handle, being the private army of a former duchess's daughter. But now, their strategic value was immeasurable.

Britain, and the world, had underestimated the danger posed by a 'high-level group of Awakened' acting with high intelligence and strategic planning.

—It was all a misunderstanding, but it was no longer a matter that could be dismissed as such.

Once power and results are demonstrated, they become 'fact.' Yagawa Kyouta and the others had shown too much of their power.

No matter how much they denied it, the world's intelligence agencies would now recognize the 'Invisible Ninjas' as an eerie secret society that did not hide in the shadows of society. They had judged that such caution was necessary.

"More importantly, Yuusuke. Not even going to order a drink? This is a bar, you know."

"Milk will be fine. I have work after this. I can't drink when my subordinates are working so hard."

"You're so serious."

With a wry smile, Jack finally turned his handsome face toward Director Akasaka.

"Changing the subject, the UN has finally made its move."

"...As I thought."

"It seems China pushed for it quite hard. They've vehemently criticized the Japanese government's weakness and want to place the management of dungeons and the Awakened under UN control... which effectively means under the influence of China and Russia."

*And Britain has a large hand in it too, I'm sure.*

Akasaka stopped himself from voicing the retort, nodding slightly without letting it show on his face. If he were in the same position, he would make moves that would benefit him no matter which way things turned.

"If possible, I'd like to keep 'that dungeon' a secret between us."

"Of course. We are dear friends, after all."

'The Minotaur's Dungeon.'

The crystal ball-like magic tool secured by Professor Arisugawa's group. With it, large-scale transport of personnel and supplies was possible within that dungeon.

Its offshore location was, in a way, convenient. It could only be reached by ship, but that made it harder for information to leak. With sea routes available, there were countless ways to move people and goods.

Britain, too, wanted to keep this information from getting out.

They maneuvered to ensure they had a certain level of benefit no matter 'who' won. And one of those scenarios included a victory for Japan.

"However, Yuusuke... you're a terrible man yourself."

"Whatever could you mean?"

"It's obvious."

Jack pointed a sharp index finger at Akasaka, a bold smile on his face.

"You're here talking with me, yet you're going to meet with 'another man' after this, aren't you? What a sinful man you are."

"Unfortunately for you, I cherish my wife and child. I'm not interested in that sort of thing."

"What a coincidence. Neither am I."

The glass of liquor and the glass of milk clinked lightly together.

Their game of cat and mouse continued for a little while longer.

* * *

Washington D.C., United States.

In the Oval Office of the White House, President Fudge Valentine wore a grim expression.

"Still no sign of Doctor Tesla's body?"

"Sir. It is most likely that he died in Kasumigaseki, but there are many bodies that are not intact..."

"I don't care about him at this point. Just recover his research data."

"Yes, Mr. President."

At the CIA Director's response, President Valentine stroked his beard nervously.

"Honestly... if only he hadn't been consumed by his pointless desire for fame and insisted on 'delivering the most important research data in person.'"

The old man known as Doctor Tesla had, in his own mind, been living in obscurity for his entire life.

Then, suddenly, he received what others saw as undeserved recognition. What he himself saw as a proper evaluation. As a result, he had grown paranoid, fearing that others would steal his achievements.

"We have embedded elite agents within the relief teams being sent to Japan. Please wait a little longer."

"Good. I'm counting on you."

"However..."

"What is it? Is there a problem?"

"...No, sir. It's just, even if it is to insert my men, was it necessary to provide this level of genuine support?"

"What are you talking about?"

The President frowned, glaring at the Director.

"If we did that, even more Japanese people would die. I do not wish for them to die."

"That may be..."

"My tears at the press conference were not a lie. I was truly saddened by the deaths of the Japanese people."

President Valentine placed a hand on his chest and closed his eyes as if in prayer.

A single tear trickled from his closed eyelids.

"What a tragedy. How could one not weep when three hundred thousand innocent lives have been lost?"

"............"

"This is all the fault of that man, Akasaka."

When the president opened his eyes, the flames of a powerful 'righteous indignation' burned within them.

"If he hadn't interfered, this experiment could have been conducted safely and securely in the Middle East. That man is responsible for the deaths of three hundred thousand people. And yet, he continues to live shamelessly...! How utterly disgraceful...!"

In a fit of rage, President Valentine slammed his fist on the desk.

"We must not let the sacrifices of our allies be in vain. We will open the path to the frontier, and we will seize everything that lies beyond."

"Yes, Mr. President."

President Fudge Valentine was sane.

The CIA Director was the type to thoroughly investigate what kind of person his superior was. Therefore, he had meticulously reviewed President Valentine's background and ideology.

And for that reason, he was certain that the President was making this statement in a completely sober state of mind.

"We will avenge those three hundred thousand lives, and Doctor Tesla...!"

And that is precisely why he was terrified. For this man, this state that could only be described as insane was his normal.

He reveres life, yet he tramples it underfoot for profit without a second thought.

With the same finger that pulled the trigger of tragedy, he pens condolences to the ally upon whom he selfishly forced the risk.

And on top of that, he has no intention of stopping his trampling. Not as a mental defense mechanism, but with a sincere heart, he shifts the blame to others.

There was no telling when this man's wrath would be directed at him. In the first place, a normal person's mind couldn't even predict where the landmines were.

*I've ended up with a terrible boss*, the CIA Director thought, forcing down the hand that was about to clutch his aching stomach.

"And one more thing... you are certain that 'the wedge has been shattered,' are you not?"

"Yes, sir. We have confirmed the remains of the wedge that was taken. The culprit is still under investigation."

"I see..."

With a murmur, the President leaned back in his chair.

"The culprit is undoubtedly an Awakened. Otherwise, a whale would not engage in such bizarre behavior as fleeing from machine guns without diving while holding a human in its mouth."

"Given that there was no whale carcass, we suspect a transformation ability."

"Indeed. The technology of the frontier certainly never lets one get bored."

With that, he looked at his smartphone screen.

Displayed on it was an elven woman in a suit. A beauty who looked to be in her mid-twenties, despite having three grandchildren.

"...I am now more certain than ever. The land beyond that gate is one that America must pioneer."

* * *

Somewhere in Kanagawa Prefecture.

There is a house located two train stations away from the 'Walkers' headquarters. It's a peaceful town, surrounded by fields.

The house has a perfectly ordinary appearance, and the man who recently moved in is good-natured, already well-liked by the local residents.

The fact that he is an employee of the 'Walkers,' who actively engage with the community, has also helped him earn their trust.

—And so, none of the neighbors suspect a thing.

That the house has a basement, where three men and women are being illegally interrogated in separate rooms.

As the sky began to blush with dawn, a man in a dress shirt emerged from the basement.

"Hello, Yuusuke. Good work."

"Yes. Thank you, Chris."

Former Ambassador Chris offered Director Akasaka, who was loosening his tie, a glass of iced tea.

Taking it, the man who had just been engaged in unspeakable acts quenched his thirst.

"I didn't know you did this kind of work, too. Using your subordinates is part of a boss's job, you know."

"Unfortunately, the people I can entrust with this sort of thing have been sent to America. They should be returning soon, but I'll have to handle it myself for a while longer."

"You look like you're the one being interrogated, not the other way around. Lack of sleep, I take it."

"...I'm only human, after all."

Akasaka wiped the sweat from his cheek with his arm and let out a small sigh.

"I've been able to confirm the story you told me before. And I've obtained even more information."

"That's excellent news. However, I'd appreciate it if you didn't do such bloody things in my house. The smell of grilling at this hour is not very pleasant."

"Oh? But I believe I was the one who prepared this house. Out of my own pocket."

"Oops, was that what you call 'waking a sleeping snake' in Japan?"

Chris shrugged his shoulders dramatically with a wry smile.

"So? Was my beloved America innocent?"

"No. It was as black as night."

"...I see."

Sadly, former Ambassador Chris placed his iced tea cup on the table.

"That's a shame. From the bottom of my heart."

"My condolences."

"...No. You are the victims. You don't need to worry about me."

After a small shake of his head, he looked directly at Akasaka.

"When this is over, and my identity is ready... I'll go back to America again."

"Returning to your old job?"

"That, and I'm looking beyond it."

In response to Akasaka's question, former Ambassador Chris puffed out his chest.

The sound of his pectoral muscles straining against his shirt could be heard.

"I'm going to become president, Yuusuke. I will, without fail, bring back the America of old. The world's policeman."

"...Is that so. I won't hold my breath, but I'll be cheering for you."

"Hmph. I'm sure you're aiming for the Prime Minister's seat in the future, aren't you, Yuusuke? In that case, it's a race."

"If so, should I become Prime Minister first, I'll bill you for this house with triple the interest."

"You can talk. I'll be the one to get the president's seat first and pay you back at the proper market price."

The moment they both smiled defiantly, Chris's shirt burst open.

A button flew off with force and struck Director Akasaka square between the eyebrows.

"Oops, a button."

"Oof...!"

Former Ambassador Chris laughed heartily, revealing his hairy chest. In contrast, Director Akasaka pressed his forehead where the button had hit him and let out a small groan.

"W-Was that on purpose...?!"

"Of course not. Though I do find it amusing."

"Honestly..."

Just as Director Akasaka shot a resentful glare at the former ambassador, his smartphone rang.

It wasn't his work phone or his personal phone, but a third one used for another purpose.

His expression shifted in an instant as he quickly scanned the message displayed on the screen.

"Hmm, a code."

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't peek at my phone."

"Don't worry about it. We're friends, aren't we?"

Director Akasaka let out a disgruntled sound, but the corners of his mouth were turned up in a smile.

The sender was a subordinate he trusted. She had sent word that the operation was a success.

His daughter had intentionally been caught in the enemy's surveillance net, transformed into a whale, and escaped. Exposed to machine-gun fire and shelling, she had spat out the object in her mouth at the last moment and escaped by transforming into a dolphin.

And with her as a decoy, the 'real target' had safely left America. The message said they were now en route via Mexico.

The 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club' had spent their days and nights researching in order to create their ideal wives with their own hands.

Therefore—it was a simple matter to create a fake body from cells collected from an existing person.

Faking a corpse was child's play, as long as some damage was acceptable. The only drawback was that while female bodies could be made quickly due to having plenty of data, male bodies took a little more time.

Soon, the body of the old man calling himself Doctor Tesla would be ready. A perfect 'corpse trampled by a giant,' indistinguishable from the real thing even with modern science.

"You're wearing the face of a villain, Yuusuke."

"You can't protect a country just by being a good person."

"No doubt about that. But I'll just say it doesn't suit you."

"...I'll take that to heart."

Director Akasaka gave a wry smile to his friend, whose mouth was set in a firm 'heh.'

This Chris Mackenzie, former ambassador to Japan, was a man who hated dishonesty. Still, he was also a patriot who had done many things for his country.

Being called out by such a man, he couldn't talk back.

"And one more thing, Yuusuke."

"What is it?"

"A rumor is going around at the 'Walkers' that you 'used your authority to order a love doll from the Enthusiasts Club.'"

"What?"

"You're being treated as a pathetic pervert whose lust has run wild due to exhaustion. It doesn't seem like there's any danger of the fake corpse being exposed, but I heard that some volunteers from the 'Walkers' are planning to send you adult magazines as relief supplies soon. You'd better prepare to act pleased so you don't arouse suspicion."

At the former ambassador's words, Director Akasaka quietly looked up at the heavens.

Gazing at the cream-colored ceiling, he murmured.

"Give me a break... please...!"

Sensing the many emotions packed into those words, former Ambassador Chris managed to hold back his laughter and remained silent.

Akasaka felt a sharp pain in his stomach, but he was sure it was just his imagination.
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● Characters

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 56 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 103 (Growth Potential: A) Durability: 103 (Growth Potential: A) Agility: 106 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 106 (Growth Potential: A)

Skills

[Spirit Eye]

[Mana Conversion: Wind]

[Concept Interference]

Unique Skill

[Sage's Nucleus]

Notes: The protagonist of this work. Originally had average looks, but due to the effects of his awakening, he now has the face of a generic light novel protagonist. A standard introvert.

He has no intention of it, but as a skilled adventurer, he holds considerable influence in his local area.

In this chapter, he was selected as a 'B-Rank Candidate.' By inadvertently standing in front of a camera, his back was seen by the entire world.

Fortunately, due to pressure from the Dungeon Agency, the Arisugawa family, and the Rinzaki family, his face and name have not been widely publicized, but since his party name, 'Invisible Ninjas,' has spread, it is only a matter of time before he is identified.

In fact, various parties have already taken notice of the uniqueness of his 'Unique Skill,' but due to his little-known yet formidable reputation, he has become an existence that no one can touch.

Currently, he possesses the strongest combat power within the category of 'adventurers.' However, he is still a step behind the 'Dragon Killer Squad.'

'Rinzaki Erina' LV: 50 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 78 (Growth Potential: C) Durability: 78 (Growth Potential: C) Agility: 97 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 87 (Growth Potential: B)

Skills

[Invisibility]

[Five Senses Enhancement]

[Spatial Magic]

Notes: The heroine-like figure of this work. A self-proclaimed ninja. A beautiful girl with blonde twintails and a large bust. She is ladylike when in 'ojou-sama mode,' but otherwise generally high-tension. An extroverted introvert.

She looks like she would be good at English, but in reality, she is not very skilled at it. Her writing is fine, but she focuses too much on intonation, often resulting in strange pronunciation.

Like Kyouta, she was selected as a 'B-Rank Candidate.' She works to help Kyouta fit into the local community while also acting in a way that would allow him to cut ties with the area at any time for his own convenience.

She seems foolish at first glance, but she is actually diligent.

'Arisugawa Aira' LV: 20 Race: Half-Elf, Awakened Person

*Status and skills are unchanged, so please refer to the Chapter 5 settings.

Notes: The second heroine-like figure? An introvert who is only brave when at home. She can't hold a proper conversation with anyone other than family or people she can look down on. However, she has recently shown signs of recovery.

Her appearance is that of a silver-haired, large-busted half-elf, a cool and cruel beauty.

Her hobbies are drinking and gaming. Her special skill is fighting games. However, as an Awakened Person, she cannot actually get drunk from normal alcohol. She just 'feels' drunk.

She has the talent to do anything besides exercise if she puts her mind to it, but she is fundamentally lazy, so that talent is rarely displayed.

In this chapter, she discussed what she would be like as a parent with Kyouta, and it was judged that she would likely be one of two choices: either a tiger mom or someone who plays games with her kids.

'Miyoshi Mia' LV: 52 Race: Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 74 (Growth Potential: D) Durability: 74 (Growth Potential: D) Agility: 97 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 100 (Growth Potential: A)

Skills

[Civil Engineering Magic]

[Water-Ice Magic]

[Mana Conservation]

Notes: The third heroine-like figure? When she first appeared, she was a beautiful woman with a shadowy past, but now she's a runaway train. How did this happen?

She directs a gaze of mixed affection and sexual love toward her older sister, Aira. However, this does not mean she is a lesbian.

Perhaps due to a complex about 'geniuses,' or for some other reason, she looks at Erina and Kyouta in a similar way.

She is a buxom beauty with blonde hair in a bob cut. She looks mature, but she is actually 18 years old.

She purchased a light truck and drives it around because it's convenient for transporting her homemade golems, 'Ukon' and 'Sakon.'

As an Awakened Person, she cannot get drunk from normal alcohol, but she can get tipsy from non-alcoholic beer. When drunk, she starts to annoyingly pester those around her. Also, she remembers everything that happens during that time perfectly. After all, she only feels mentally drunk; physically, she is completely sober.

She is usually a relatively sensible person, but recently her brakes have broken in various ways.

'Ooyama Shizuku 
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			The Tokyo Incident. That's what they were now calling the great stampede, when the giant, the evil dragon, and the magus went on their rampage.

Today marks the tenth day since that battle, which left three hundred thousand people dead or missing.

The scars of the devastation still remain, but people's daily lives must go on. I'm one of them, and my feet carry me leisurely toward school.

Maybe it's because I left home a little earlier than usual, but the air felt a bit fresher.

Then again, it's August, so it's still hot. At least it's a little more bearable in the morning.

"The search for the missing continues, and their families are watching on, hoping they can at least give them a proper burial—"

As I passed the bus stop, I overheard a voice coming from a salaryman's smartphone.

He seemed to be watching the news. Normally, it would be just another everyday scene I'd walk right past.

"The Invisible Ninjas, and the B-Rank Candidates. If it weren't for their desperate fight, the damage would have been far greater—"

"..."

But I couldn't help but stop in my tracks, my expression hardening.

I instinctively almost peered at the man's phone, but that would be a serious breach of etiquette. I held back, my face twisting into a bitter look as I started walking again.

Perhaps sensing someone had stopped right near him, the salaryman seemed to glance back at me.

He let out some kind of strange noise at the sight of my back, but I pretended not to hear.

*The Invisible Ninjas.*

I have no connection whatsoever to a group with such a moronic name. I maintain that pretense to protect my own peace of mind. I really wish they'd let me change it.

The closer I got to school, the more people there were. The number of stares directed at me increased, and I started to feel more and more uncomfortable.

So much for the refreshing morning air. Fighting the urge to turn around and go home, I changed into my indoor shoes at the lockers.

I wish people would stop suddenly falling silent and averting their gaze the moment I walk past them while they're cheerfully chatting with their friends. It's not like I'm going to bite their heads off.

Listening to the distant shouts of the sports clubs and the chirping of cicadas, I headed for the classroom.

I put my hand on the door and slowly opened it.

"Morning."

It was still a little early, so I thought no one would be inside. I said hello anyway, just because.

But to my surprise, it seemed someone was already there.

"Morning!"

A bright voice, one that could blow away any gloomy thoughts.

I looked up at the sound of it and saw a beautiful girl standing with the morning sunlight pouring in from the window behind her.

A stunning face, lit by a smile as bright as the sun. Her long, sparkling blonde hair was tied in twin-tails, which swayed gently with her movements.

Her summer uniform couldn't hide a body that was both youthful and distinctly feminine. Her figure, which seemed to embody a man's every desire, created a gap with her innocent expression that felt like poison for the eyes.

And yet, I couldn't tear my gaze away from her emerald eyes.

The girl, who looked like she could be the goddess of summer herself, thrust her hand out toward me and declared,

"Let's do some ninja stuff together again today, Kyo-chan!"

"Could you maybe not, at least in the morning?"

*Give me a break, you self-proclaimed ninja.*

As Erina-san gave me a thumbs-up, I set my bag down on my desk with my mouth pressed into a thin line.

Whatever she found so amusing, she crossed her arms under her chest with a smug look on her face. I let out a small sigh at my friend and party member. I think I've gotten far too used to this routine.

My day had begun just like any other.

...That aside, I wish she wouldn't emphasize her chest so much. It's seriously bad for my concentration.

I fought the urge to press my palms together and bow my head in reverence.

* * *

After enduring classes taught by teachers who were either overly considerate or surprisingly devoid of emotion, I chatted with friends during break, and then it was time to go home.

There were no preparations for the cultural festival today, so I headed straight home.

The front door was locked, and a note was left in the living room. It seemed Mom was out at the Walkers' branch office.

This has become more common lately, so I carry my own house key now. Everyone seems to be busy since the Tokyo Incident.

It's to be expected, I suppose. It was a disaster that could have threatened the very existence of Japan.

The ironic thing is, the reason so many people can continue with their daily lives is thanks to the dungeons, the very source of the problem.

Of course, there was also foreign aid, the efforts of the Walkers and the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, and the hard work of the government.

But more than any of that was the wealth, technology, and sheer *potential* that the dungeons produced.

Professor Arisugawa's announcement. That Japan was now connected to another world through a dungeon gate.

It was a preposterous story, but things like that hadn't been unusual since the Day of Awakening. ...Though something on this scale was certainly rare.

Untapped resources. Untouched markets. Investors, blinded by the possibilities, are all starting to make their moves.

Of course, there were also those who focused on the dangers. Even if we could clear a dungeon and emerge on the other side of a sealed entrance, would the beings we find there be willing to trade?

What if they possessed technology superior to ours, and a barbarism that exceeded our own? In that case, they might decide to launch an invasion, just like the disastrous Atlantis Empire.

President Fudge Valentine of the United States, in particular, has been strongly pointing out that danger. And yet, his country has the most investors involved in this matter.

The world moves according to various motives. With no way to influence these grand currents, all I can do is enjoy my own peaceful life.

"Alrighty."

I changed in my room and slung my bag over my shoulder. I flipped over my mom's note in the living room and left a message of my own on the back.

"Hello, Erina-san?"

"'Yessir! This is the Invisible Ninjas!'"

"...Can we stop with that introduction?"

"'Nope!'"

"I see..."

When I called out through my earring, I heard Erina-san's overly cheerful voice.

"I'm ready, so could you come pick me up?"

"'Okay-okay! Oh yeah!'"

"You seem even more hyper than usual."

"'Well, of course! Grandma is working hard, our name is getting out there! If I don't get hyped now, when will I, Kyo-chan!'"

"Definitely not the latter. Seriously, not that."

"'Oh, come on, Erina-kun. The only time Kyo-chan-kun gets excited is, of course, when it's something lewd—'"

"Be quiet."

I cut off the disappointing university student's interruption and headed for the entrance.

Just as I was putting on my shoes, I sensed the familiar fluctuation of mana on the other side of the door.

"'It's me, Erina-san! I'm right outside your house!'"

"Got it. Coming out now."

"'Can I teleport behind you?'"

"...Did you put a marker inside my house?"

"'Nope. I haven't, so can you come out walking backward? I'll go back for a second and then teleport again!'"

"Denied."

"'Aww.'"

When I opened the door normally, Erina-san was standing there, dressed in a Taisho-era-style hakama.

"Alright, let's get to it! Invisible Ninjas, move out!!"

"Right, did I lock the door..."

"Invisible Ninjas, move out!!"

"Yep, it's locked. Sorry to keep you waiting. Let's go."

"Invisible Ninjas, move—"

"I'm not saying it."

"Say it!"

"'Hah! This must be one of Kyo-chan-kun's psychological tactics! Erina-kun, this is where you employ the 'playing hard to get is a sign of affection' strategy—'"

"Stop it, you'll disturb the neighbors."

"'Kay.'"

"'Am I not getting treated a little too casually here!?'"

I entrusted my luggage to Erina-san's Item Box and, with a slight feeling of tension, took her hand.

Averting my eyes from her beaming smile, I stepped into the transfer gate that had formed before us. From here on, I need to switch gears. As soon as we meet up with Mia-san, we're heading straight into the dungeon.

With that thought, I squeezed my eyes shut for a few seconds.

*Alright, it's time to get to work.*



		
		
		
			Chapter 180: A Former Foe
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 180

			A Former Foe

			After changing in the Dungeon Store's locker room and making a quick trip to the restroom, the three of us headed to the gate room.

I was used to assembling Byakuren by now, and I got it activated quickly.

I deployed my Arcane Gear, gave everything a final check, and touched my earring.

"Aira-san. We're ready."

"'Good. The other two are ready as well?'"

"Yup!"

"Yes, Nee-san."

"'Excellent. A C-Rank dungeon may no longer be a threat to you all, but I want you to be careful nonetheless.'"

"Understood."

Confirming that Erina-san and the others had placed their hands on my shoulder, I stepped through the white door.

It was the same as always, yet a feeling I'd never get used to. The ground suddenly vanished beneath my feet, but there was no sense of falling. The sensation was unsettling.

But a moment later, the feeling of hard-packed earth reached me through my boots. Planting my feet firmly on the ground, I gave our surroundings a quick scan.

We were in a forest. Thick, tall trees grew from the light-brown earth. Branches extended from about seven meters up, sprouting vibrant, deep-green leaves.

The trees were spaced far apart, wide enough for two or three cars to drive through side-by-side. Only a few sparse weeds grew on the ground, leaving no place to take cover.

I drew the one-and-a-half-handed sword from my hip and touched my earring with my left hand.

"We've entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration."

I glanced back at Erina-san and Mia-san, and we exchanged nods. Byakuren, Ukon, and Sakon all seemed fine as well.

"'Understood. In that case, let me know when you find the SDF's paint markings.'"

"Will do."

Thanks to the false sunlight filtering through the gaps in the trees, visibility wasn't an issue. We proceeded with caution.

We might be over-leveled for this rank, but we couldn't let our guard down. After all, we were experts at punching above our weight class.

About thirty seconds after entering the dungeon, I spotted a white cloth wrapped around a thick tree trunk, with yellow letters and numbers painted on it.

"Aira-san. We've found an SDF marker. Current position is E-5. The artificial sun is in the seven o'clock direction from our position."

"'Hmm. Give me a moment... okay, I've got it. Proceed diagonally forward to Ukon-kun's right. If you continue for a while, you should find another marker.'"

"Understood. Resuming exploration."

I nodded in response to her telepathic message and started walking again.

Then, about three minutes after we entered the dungeon, Erina-san finally issued a warning.

"Wait. I hear footsteps approaching from the two o'clock direction. There are probably five of them. Judging by the sound, they're not human."

"Got it. Byakuren, forward."

"Ukon, Sakon. Shields up, advance a few paces."

I raised my sword at Erina-san's words and sent the golems forward.

Immediately after, we could all hear the footsteps.

*Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud!*

The powerful sound of feet stomping the ground. A faint vibration traveled up from our own feet.

Before long, the figures of the monsters approaching us through the trees came into view.

"'Vooh! Vooh!'"

"'Fwoooooooh!'"

The lower body of a horse, the upper body of a man. But their faces were neither human nor beast, but a mixture of the two.

Centaurs. It had been several months since we last fought them, but it didn't feel that long. The monsters made no effort to hide their hostility, drawing back the weapons they held.

They unleashed shortbows and javelins. Propelled by the acceleration of a horse and the strength of a superhuman, their projectiles had enough power to easily pierce steel armor.

But at this point, that was nothing to us.

I wreathed my sword in wind and swung. In a single flash, I swept aside and shattered every approaching arrow and javelin.

Next, Mia-san lightly tapped the ground with the butt of her staff. In that instant, a mass of stone spikes erupted from the ground directly in front of the charging Centaurs.

"'Bwrah!?'"

"'Hee-hee-heeinnn!'"

With horse-like cries, the Centaurs slammed on the brakes.

Those that couldn't stop in time were skewered on the spikes, while the others either reared up or drove their spears into the ground to halt their momentum.

Either way, the monsters had exposed a fatal opening.

"Hya!"

Into that opening flew Erina-san's throwing stars. Byakuren's iron ball. Mia-san's ice lances.

The Centaurs were reduced to silent chunks of meat in an instant, their red blood and flesh all transforming into white salt.

While remaining wary of our surroundings, I glanced at the piles of salt to make sure there were no survivors.

"I don't hear any other enemies. All clear!"

"Phew..."

I let out a small breath at Erina-san's words and relaxed my shoulders.

"Ukon. Collect the drop items."

At Mia-san's command, the golem trudged toward the piles of salt. The stone spikes retracted back into the ground.

"'Good work, everyone. It's been a while since you fought them, but it seems you had no problems.'"

"Yes, we're fine."

"No problemo!"

"I'm fine as well. ...Though it does bring back memories of that battle, which is a little complicated."

Mia-san said with a wry smile, but her eyes held a hint of darkness.

Part of it was self-deprecation for her recklessness back then, but more than that, she was likely remembering the tragedy she witnessed that day. All memories of the stampede were drenched in blood.

I, too, remembered the bodies of the victims scattered on the roadside, and felt a wave of nausea.

*No good.* I gave my head a small shake, pushing the memory to the back of my mind. This wasn't something to dwell on during an exploration.

While I was lost in thought, Ukon seemed to have collected the drop items. Erina-san took them and stored them in her Item Box.

"I wonder if this coin was used in Atlantis, too."

Erina-san held a single coin up to the sky, letting the false sun shine on it.

The gleaming gold coin was engraved with some kind of unfamiliar pattern.

"'Most likely. The process of creating a monster requires a core. Perhaps there's something like a mint in the dungeon's underground mechanism that creates these cores before mixing them with salt... Or maybe placing gold inside a monster causes it to transform into this shape. We don't know for sure yet.'"

"I see. If we ever manage to get to the other world beyond the dungeon, maybe we could use this money."

I gave a small nod at Erina-san's words, keeping an eye on our surroundings.

"True. If we connect to the other world the professor mentioned, it could be used for trade. Even if it's from a fallen nation, it's more likely to be recognized as currency than gold coins from our world."

"'That may be so, but depending on the situation, you could be treated as remnants of Atlantis. Well, we'll have to leave that to the diplomats.'"

"Good point."

I pulled my focus back to the dungeon and we resumed our exploration.

From there, we fought and annihilated several more small groups of Centaurs. We finished placing a marker near the exit and spent the rest of the time simply wandering through the labyrinth.

About an hour and forty minutes had passed since we started. Just as the thought of returning was starting to cross my mind, the moment we had been waiting for finally arrived.

"Hm, four Centaurs approaching from the one o'clock direction."

"Understood."

I readied my weapon at Erina-san's word. A few seconds later, I could hear the Centaurs' hoofbeats myself.

The monsters skillfully ran in formation through the gaps between the trees. They raised the bows in their hands and loosed a volley of arrows at us.

A powerful bowshot, strong enough to overturn a car. The moment after I swept the arrows aside with wind, Mia-san made stone spikes erupt in the Centaurs' path.

Against any other group, that would have stopped them in their tracks. But this group, while letting out cries of surprise, turned as if they had planned to do so from the start.

They turned their backs to us and fled.

—But, they twisted their bodies to fire arrows back at us, staying just far enough away that we wouldn't lose sight of them.

"A trap, I see."

"As obvious as they come."

A grin naturally formed on my lips.

Centaurs are relatively intelligent monsters, but not enough to employ tactics like this.

That means there's a *commander*. Even as I told myself not to be careless, I couldn't suppress a smile at the presence I had been waiting for.

I thought it would take days to find it, but what a stroke of luck. We were fortunate.

"You two, you're making the same face Nee-san does when she's playing a fighting game."

"'Mia?'"

"Ah, really?! ...My apologies, I'll be more careful."

"'Hey, Kyo-chan-kun. What's with that shocked tone? You should be happy! You managed to make a face similar to mine, the super cool beauty, Aira-chan!'"

"When you're prepared to abandon all dignity, I guess!"

"'I'm the one who's shocked now! In what way have I abandoned my dignity! I am a perfect lady 24 hours a day, 365 days a year!'"

"Let's chase them before they get suspicious."

"Right."

"Sorry, Senpai! Talk to you later!"

"'How dare you, peasants! Don't think you can beat me in a war of words! Look forward to round two. Just be sure not to resort to a real fight. Yes, we are human! We can talk this out!'"

"Could you please be quiet for a moment?"

"'Yes.'"

We chased after the Centaurs, who continued to fire arrows as they fled, for about thirty seconds.

Making sure not to catch up to them, we soon saw an open space beyond the trees.

"'Be careful. I think there's a clearing ahead, but there's a small hill there.'"

"Got it."

I nodded at Aira-san's warning and tightened my grip on the hilt of my sword.

Immediately after, we emerged into a clearing that felt unnaturally open for a forest. To our right was a hill that looked like a pile of rocks, covered in moss and weeds.

And at its summit, a brilliance that rivaled the false sunlight held its ground.

"'Brrrrrrruuuuuaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!'"

White fur covered its entire body. A head that was a mix of horse and man, with eyes that burned with the light of intelligence.

Its frame was the same as the other Centaurs, but it was at least twice as large. A mane that looked like it was made of flames, and a spear with a golden tip.

"Lefkos!"

The enemy group that had been fleeing turned around to face us.

At the same time, Lefkos and the five Centaurs it led charged down the hill, closing the distance in an instant.

But that was expected.

"Earth!"

Mia-san created a giant hole at the base of the hill. The five Centaurs were unable to stop in time and fell into the sudden pitfall.

But Lefkos leaped gracefully. It jumped so high it seemed to fly, and aimed its spear at us from above.

In response, I also leaped into the air. I could leave the enemies on the ground to my companions.

My Flügel is currently under repair, but I can fly this far on my own. Using a burst of wind and the strength of my legs, I soared into the air and slashed at Lefkos.

"'Voooooh!'"

"Hraah!"

Our paths crossed in an instant. I sliced off the golden spearhead hurtling toward my face and got above the white monster.

This was a formidable enemy that I was once overwhelmed by alone. Looking down on it, I drew back my left iron fist.

"Hmph!"

*Squelch.* At almost the same time I felt a disgusting sound and sensation through my gauntlet, the massive white body slammed into the ground, spreading a red that was not flame.

By the time I landed, the other Centaurs had already been dealt with. Those that fell into the hole were pierced by ice lances, and the group that had turned to attack us was repelled by an iron ball and throwing stars.

But it wasn't over yet.

"'Grrr...!"

It had lost half of its head and both legs on its left side. Its bones and internal organs were surely crushed as well, yet Lefkos stood up.

It gripped its spear in a reverse hold with its right hand and condensed all the flame it could muster.

"'Buaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!'"

"Yeah."

Faced with a final throw that would scorch the earth, I swung my sword.

"I knew it."

*I knew you were that kind of guy.*

[Concept Interference].

[Mana Conversion: Wind].

The blade, swung like a bat, collided with the golden spearhead, deflecting the spreading flames upward. The stalemate lasted for a second. The one-and-a-half-handed sword shattered the spear, and the wooden fragments burned to ash before they hit the ground.

Beyond the flames that momentarily flared up, Lefkos stood with its arm having completed the throw.

With no strength left to even raise its arm, it glared at me with its remaining eye.

If looks could kill, this thing would have killed dozens.

But I met its gaze head-on. I closed the distance in a single step and, as I ran past, I sliced its torso in two.

Slowly, the sundered white giant collapsed to the ground. Confirming that it had turned to salt, I let out a small breath.

The air was still hot. As always, it packed some serious firepower.

"No sign of any other enemies. Battle over!"

"Understood. Is everyone uninjured?"

"I'm fine."

"Me too!"

"Good."

Just as I gave a small nod, a voice came from my earring.

"'Well, I knew you wouldn't be a match for it considering your ranks, but it was so intense that even watching through the mirror on Ukon-kun gave me a bit of a fright.'"

"It's Lefkos, after all. That's to be expected."

I picked up the ring and scattered the salt with a gust of wind.

A simple design: a golden ring with a red gemstone. Its brilliance even sparked a sense of nostalgia.

I felt a strong sense of relief at having my equipment, lost in the Tokyo Incident, returned to me.

"Sensing the presence of a boss monster and then engaging it for the drop item... We could get our adventurer licenses revoked for this."

"Ah, well..."

I gave a vague smile at Mia-san's words.

She's right, and I wouldn't normally do this. But without this, I'd be anxious if another stampede were to happen.

It's a piece of equipment that performed far beyond its rank, so I really wanted to secure it.

"Man! I was so surprised that Lefkos was waiting for us!"

"'Curses! Even with my eyes, which have been compared to the sea itself, I couldn't see through its plan...! What a strategist you are, Lefkos!'"

"You don't need to act right now. You two are terrible actors."

"That's mean, Kyo-chan!"

"'That's right! I demand an apology! Take it off!'"

"Quiet, you."

"T-Take it off!"

"Mia-san, you don't have to play along with the joke."

Mia-san's cheeks were red, perhaps embarrassed by doing something she wasn't used to. Her gaze was also somewhat shifty.

She doesn't have to go that far to be the comic relief. We already have two of them, and the straight man can't keep up.

"For now, let's head back for today."

"Sounds good!"

"'When they ask you about the drop items, hold up your B-Rank Candidate documents like an *inrō*. Your promotion is already decided. A little mischief will surely be overlooked.'"

"Yes, my lord!"

"Don't say 'Bow before me' now. You're the one who's supposed to be brandishing the documents."

I averted my gaze slightly from Erina-san, who was performing a perfect dogeza.

Since her rear was facing me, I could see her butt under her short kimono.

She says she doesn't mind since it's an inner layer, but the tight black fabric was alluring. A firm, yet slightly large behind. I almost gulped at its beautiful curve and her white skin.

I'm a certified breast man, but I like butts too. In fact, I like the female form in general.

*It can't be helped...! I'm a guy...!*

My gaze was also drawn to her breasts, which were pressed against her own knees and spreading sideways. What is this creature, a theme park of lewdness? This must be the pervert clan...!

Remembering my fight with Lefkos to banish my worldly desires, we teleported near the exit with Erina-san's magic. We returned and completed the necessary procedures.

They obviously weren't pleased that we fought a boss monster, but it seems they let it slide, saying it was 'an accidental encounter that was difficult to avoid.' Thank goodness.

Thanks to that, the drop item wasn't confiscated and came into my possession. I'm definitely doing something wrong, so I do feel guilty.

However...

"I wonder how many times we can get away with this."

"'Twice... no, three times should be the absolute limit! Even the SDF and police would find thinning out this dungeon to be a pain!'"

I'd like to have a spare if possible, so I plan to do it again.

Mia-san was making a very sour face. It wasn't just a thin line; her mouth was shaped like Mount Fuji.

The store for this dungeon was just built a short while ago. This was once a town burned down in a stampede, and the area around the gate was hastily developed.

So, today was our first time coming to this dungeon. Until now, if I wanted to get a spare 'Ring of the Flame Horse,' I would have had to travel to another prefecture.

That was obviously difficult, but from now on, I can use this place as a supply point. If I can get a few extras, I'll have enough to send one to Ooyama-san's place for 'experimentation.'

I'm sorry, everyone at the Dungeon Agency. This is a pretty gray area, but I'll be coming back...! I'll do my best to thin out the monsters too, so please forgive me...!

By the way, I feel no guilt towards Lefkos. Monsters are the ultimate pests, so search and destroy is the basic principle. There is no mercy.

I'm gonna keep killing you, so keep that ring polished and wait for me, Lefkos!!
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			Betrayal

			The night of the day we went to the Centaur dungeon.

In my room, I was glaring at the screen of my game console.

"You little... just stay still!"

"'Fuhahahaha! Too slow! You're too slow, Kyo-chan-kun!'"

Aira-san's triumphant laughter echoed from my earring as my robot—humanoid on top, tank on the bottom—battled her machine on screen.

*Armored Oxcart—known as AG.*

*Hurled into a parallel future by Abe no Seimei, Matsuo finds himself thrown into a struggle between various organizations over a mysterious energy source known as G-Energy, all taking place on a single planet.*

*To find a way back to his own time, Matsuo becomes the pilot of a humanoid robot and begins working as a mercenary.*

*Using parts from defeated enemy robots, he can freely customize his own machine. On this steel planet that reeks of gunpowder, will he be able to return home safely...? And what is the true nature of the G-Energy, which feels so strangely familiar in Matsuo's hands...?*

What? You think it sounds like Armored C●re? My body doesn't crave conflict, so it's probably something different.

Anyway. I was in an online battle with Aira-san in that game.

"Darn it, if I could just land a hit! Go down!"

"'Heh, if you can't hit me, it doesn't matter!'"

The lightweight humanoid robot she controlled zipped around acrobatically, continuously dodging my attacks.

I kept firing my machine gun and cannon, but she dodged left and right, while her dual machine guns and missiles chipped away at my machine's health.

"Just... fall apart!"

"'Too slow!'"

I tried to accelerate and close the distance, but her machine circled to my side and delivered a kick.

I lost my balance, left defenseless. Her lightweight machine then went full throttle and charged in, and before I could react, it sliced me apart with an energy blade.

My health hit zero, and my machine exploded.

"N-No, my beloved machine...! Impossible, I've cleared so many missions with this...!'"

"'Kukuku... It was a good machine, I'll admit. But on the battlefield, mobility is what counts.'"

"Damn it...! Damn it all...!"

"'Fufufufu... hahahahahaha! Speed! You lack speed!'"

"'Wow, Senpai! That's the complete opposite of you in real life!'"

"'Heh. Erina-kun, let's not talk about real fights. It hurts my pride. —I don't fight battles I can't win!'"

"'Okay.'"

I put the console on my desk and let out a small sigh.

"So, what's this about? Suddenly wanting to play AG."

"'My body craved conf—'"

"So, you were just in the mood for this game today."

"'Well, there's that. But it was also for practice.'"

"Practice?"

I thought maybe she was entering a tournament, but knowing her personality, that seemed unlikely.

"'It's a secret for now. But man! From your usual high-speed combat, I thought you'd be a tough opponent, Kyo-chan-kun, but I never expected you to be such a slowpoke! A total disappointment. Or maybe I was just too strong!?'"

"So annoying."

It's true that my skills have improved my dynamic vision and thought processing speed.

But when it comes to controlling something with a controller, there's always a slight delay.

Awakened Persons have perfect control over their strength, even on a subconscious level. It's rare for them to accidentally shatter an alarm clock in their sleep or crush someone in a hug. ...It's not 'zero,' but it's rare.

So even if I use the controller intuitively, I generally won't break it. Therefore, this delay is simply because I'm not good at this sort of thing.

I came up with a bunch of excuses, but in the end, it was just as she said: I suck.

That aside.

"Sorry for not living up to your expectations, Aira-san."

"'No, no, it can't be helped. It's my fault for challenging you without considering our difference in skill. I'm sorry, Kyo-chan-kuun! For bullying a little noob♡ like you♡.'"

"Well, you're a loner who's always cooped up, while I actually have friends at school. It's only natural there'd be a difference in our practice time!"

"'*Gasp*.'"

I heard a sharp intake of breath through the earring.

I won.

"'Th-That's not true...! I'm '†solitary†,' not a loner...! A-And just the other day, I had a nice chat with a girl from my research lab...!"

"Was that conversation about anything other than your research?"

"'...*sniffle*.'"

"I'm sorry, I went too far."

I broke out in a cold sweat as the disappointing university student started to genuinely cry.

*She's so fragile...! Why did she try to act all high and mighty with that level of durability?*

"'Aww, Kyo-chan made Senpai cry.'"

"No, I'm really sorry. That was out of line on my part, too."

"'I'm not a loner...! I have you guys...!"

"That's right. You have me, Erina-san, and Mia-san, too...!"

"'But Senpai and I are family, so doesn't that mean your only friend right now is Kyo-chan? Ā-chan and Shī-chan don't really talk to you much, Senpai.'"

"'Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!'"

"Erina-san! Not now! This is not the time to hit her with sad reality!"

"'Huh? Come to think of it, Kyo-chan, don't you have any guy friends?'"

"'*Gasp*.'"

Ah, I'm dead. My heart just died.

I got up from my chair, moved to my bed, and sat there hugging my knees. Reality is so cruel.

"'H-Huh? What's wrong, you two? Are you not feeling well?'"

"'*sob, hic*...! *sniff, nghhh*...!"

"I apologize for getting carried away... I'm sorry for being a piece of trash that speaks human words..."

"'What's really gotten into you!?'"

After that 100-ton hammer blow to my glass heart, I stared up at the ceiling.

My friends from middle school, whose phone numbers and emails no longer work, wherever you are... I desperately want to see you right now...!

"Okay, let's just drop this topic! Yeah, let's talk about something else!"

"'Y-Yeah, good idea! I'm really sorry! So please don't cry, Senpai!'"

"'*sniffle*... *hic, sob*... *ungh*..."

A university student, being comforted by a high schooler, somehow managed to reboot.

I considered pointing that out for a moment, but she looked like she'd cry all night, so I restrained myself.

"'You're popular, Senpai! You're beautiful and smart! And... you get good grades!'"

"You're very pretty, Aira-san! And I heard you get good grades in school, too!"

"'...Wait a minute. Are you two trying to say that all I have going for me is my face and my brain?'"

"...That's not what we meant."

"'...Yeah!!'"

"'That's it, I'm drinking! Come forth, Storong Zelo! Guide me! To hell with my day off from drinking!'"

"P-Please drink in moderation, okay?"

"'How can I not drink after that! Sana-kun, you must eat this Kyo-chan-kun brand cookie!'"

"...Huh?"

Apparently, Sana-san was there with her.

I've deciphered most of the characters by now, so the professor told me I can read the 'Atlantis' script without the spirit's translation.

Come to think of it, what's going to happen to Sana-san from now on?

"Sana-san is there with you? Were they watching you play the game, too?"

"'Yup. Lately, whenever I'm playing AG, they're always watching next to me. Can't really tell what they're thinking, though.'"

"I see. ...Could this be related to that 'practice' you mentioned earlier?"

"'Hey, hey. I said it was a secret. Prying into a woman's secrets is not very admirable, you know.'"

"...Sorry."

"'That's why you're not popular, Kyo-chan-kun! You socially awkward virgin!'"

"Are you ordering a real fight?"

"'I am sorry from the bottom of my heart.'"

"'Hm? Kyo-chan is popular, you know?'"

"Eh?!"

"'So loud!'"

My eyes widened to their absolute limit at Erina-san's words.

The disappointing university student was muttering something like, "M-My eardrums...! My precious eardrums, Kyo-chan-kun...!" but I ignored her. There were more important things at hand.

"What do you mean, Erina-san...?! If this is a lie or a joke, I'll cry and scream without any shame, just like that disappointing girl over there! I'll make a scene as pathetic as that pitiful creature...!"

"'What did you just say?'"

"'Um, well. Grandma and my parents are stopping any reporters from getting to you, Kyo-chan, but a certain announcer has been sending some really passionate love calls.'"

"I-I see, I see."

My mind conjured up the image of the female Dark Elf announcer I saw on TV the other day, the one who'd been caught up in the Tokyo Incident. I remembered her saying on the show that she was there when I was fighting at the Central Government Building.

She became famous for Awakening on camera during the 'Day of Awakening' and is now a flagship personality for her network.

Being a Dark Elf, she's quite beautiful and has an amazing figure. C-Could it be? A flag with that beautiful announcer...?!"

"S-So, what did this person say? Was it a request for an interview?"

"'Yup. They want a private, exclusive interview with you at a hotel.'"

"At a hotel?! A private?! Exclusive interview!!"

My mind painted a very pink picture of an interview with the beautiful announcer.

*'Please, tell me everything about you...♡'*

*'Yes! Of course!'*

*'Thank you♡ In return, I'll show you everything about me, too...♡'*

A bathrobe slips to the floor. And revealed under the lights is a buxom, dark-skinned—

Something like that! Something like thaaat!!

"'Calm down, Kyo-chan-kun!'"

"Oh, your hearing's back."

"'Luckily, my eardrums are intact. More importantly, Kyo-chan-kun, it's obviously a honey trap! It's a trap!'"

"I don't care if it's a trap! I don't care!!"

"'Get a grip! Remember that you're an unpopular, socially awkward, damn virgin!'"

"Isn't that going a bit too far?"

"'...Don't do anything rash, Kyo-chan-kun!'"

"Even so, I want to have that exclusive hotel interview! Even if hell awaits me on the other side!"

"'Eh, you want to meet them that much? That's kinda surprising.'"

"Yes! What's this announcer like?!"

I was almost certain it was that Dark Elf—no, Dark Erof—announcer, but I needed confirmation.

If so, then I could charge ahead with a clear conscience!

"'Umm, they said they often get called sexy by the opposite sex.'"

"Uh-huh, uh-huh."

"'And that they're such a passionate fan that they wouldn't mind being held by you, Kyo-chan.'"

"Uh-huh, uh-huh!"

"'Oh, and they're apparently very confident in their butt!'"

"Uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh!"

"'That was the self-introduction from a m-a-n i-n h-i-s 4-0-s!'"

"Pardon?"

"'Wow, what a terrible pronunciation.'"

"'A man in his 40s?'"

"Really?"

"'Really!'"

"...I see."

I took one deep breath. My pre-battle routine for dungeons and stampedes.

Okay, I'm calm now.

"You tricked me...! You... you tricked me...!"

"'What are you talking about!?'"

I can't trust anyone anymore.

I pulled the covers over my head and soaked my pillow with tears.

"Toying with my heart... the pure heart of a high school boy...! You're a monster! A demon! A self-proclaimed ninja!"

"'Huh? Huh? Um, I'm sorry?'"

"'Don't worry about it, Erina-kun. There's only one thing we can do for him right now.'"

Aira-san's gentle voice came through the earring.

"'Let's laugh at him! Laugh at this delusional, socially awkward virgin! Fuhahahaha!'"

"Erina-san. Tell the professor that Aira-san broke her no-drinking day."

"'I don't really get it, but okay!'"

"'Wait! Please, wait! It was my fault! I apolo—gah! Grandmaaa!'"

Evil has been vanquished, but a deep wound remains in my own heart.

So this is the taste of victory. How bitter, and how salty.

"'So, what are you going to do? Are you going to meet him?'"

"Like hell I will!"

...Wait a minute. That self-introduction, is that announcer okay? Did he hit his head during the Tokyo Incident?

Come to think of it, I think I saved a man in his 40s when I incinerated Fafnir. Could it be him? ...No, probably not.

It was probably just a prank by Erina-san, or Aira-san who put her up to it.

There's no way a pervert on the level of a B-Rank Candidate could exist, after all!
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			Resolve

			Over the weekend, Erina-san and I paid a visit to Ooyama-san's place.

As always, Busujima-san was with her. I really do have a strong impression of those two being a set.

"Anyway, here's the repaired and improved Flügel. Take it."

"Thank you."

Looking up at me with her usual sharp, narrow eyes, Ooyama-san handed over a wooden box.

I took it and checked inside. The Flügel that had saved me during the Tokyo Incident was nestled there, looking good as new.

"There are no visible changes. I just improved the mana 'flow' a bit, but it's still in the prototype stage. If you have any suggestions for improvement, let me know. I'll see what I can do."

"That's a big help."

"But."

She pointed a finger straight at me. Her sharp eyes narrowed even further, and a displeased wrinkle formed between her brows.

"I don't know the first thing about aerodynamics or any of that stuff. This wasn't designed for flying. If you use it for something outside of its specs again, I'll punch you."

"Please wait a little longer before flying, okay? Shizuku-san has been studying that stuff like crazy lately just to meet the performance you're looking for—"

"Shut it, Anvil."

"You take that back, Shorty!?"

The mismatched pair glared at each other. They're as close as ever.

"Ah... sorry. I don't think I can promise not to fly."

"...Well, if you get caught up in another stampede or something, I guess I can turn a blind eye."

"They say what happens twice will happen a third time, but this is getting ridiculous..."

The three of us looked off into the distance.

In May, my parents almost died in an Orc stampede and I had to go rescue them. Then, I was sent as reinforcements for Mia-san, who was caught in a Centaur stampede.

In June, there was the Lesser Demon attack during the sports festival, and then the Cuelebre stampede while I was helping with Aira-san's training.

In July, on a trip, we got lost in a Minotaur's labyrinth, and in August... or rather, just the other day, I nearly died in the Tokyo Incident.

Looking back on it, it's all been a little too intense. Sometimes I feel like a seasoned veteran, but then I remember it's only been a little over four months since my first real battle against Zombie Kobolds. What is this, a monthly life-or-death crisis?

I can't imagine anything else happening, but I've developed a habit of not being able to relax unless I'm prepared for the worst.

"It might be rude for me to say, but are you cursed...?"

"If anyone is, it's probably my parents..."

After all, I've gone to the rescue on many of those occasions.

By the way, according to my parents, Yamashita-san has been caught in four stampedes. One of the reasons the Walkers are so well-regarded by the public is probably because he and his companions have stepped up to save lives each time.

...He's been involved so often that a 'Yamashita-san is the mastermind' theory has started floating around.

It's obviously too ridiculous for most people to believe, but I still feel like the Walkers are going to be treated like a secret society in the future...

Well, with the recent online posts about sightings of the Invisible Ninjas during the stampede, we're not exactly in a position to talk. Fame is a scary thing.

As I was thinking that, the self-proclaimed ninja nodded with a smug look on her face for some reason.

"It just means we've been doing a lot of ninja stuff!"

"Is your idea of a ninja *really* a ninja...?"

"Why the formal tone!?"

"I'm sensing a bit of emotional distance, I guess."

"Then what's *your* idea of a ninja, Kyo-chan! Answer me!"

"Someone who hides. In modern terms, a spy or a public security agent."

"Oh, Kyo-chan..."

Erina-san shook her head and shrugged, as if to say, "You poor thing."

Ugh, that subtle annoyingness. I can feel the blood connection to Aira-san.

"First of all, ninjas, and this is very unfortunate... very unfortunate! But they weren't all like the ones you see in anime and manga."

"Is it important enough to say twice?"

"It is. You probably imagine them secretly scouting enemy castles at night, infiltrating other domains as medicine peddlers or walking shrine maidens, or carrying out assassinations and preventing them."

"Uh, ah, yeah."

Isn't that a normal ninja? ...Wait, what's a normal ninja?

I nodded at her words, but the self-proclaimed ninja clenched her fist with a serious expression.

"But that's a shallow understanding. So shallow, Kyo-chan...!"

"Is it?"

"It's as shallow as a travel plan made by someone who doesn't usually travel...!"

"Sorry, that's a little hard to understand."

"It's as shallow as Senpai's real-world experience...!"

"Wh-What...?!"

"You guys are surprisingly harsh to her sometimes."

As I staggered from the shock, Ooyama-san commented with a deadpan expression.

Well, the gap between the aspects of her you can respect and the aspects you have to learn from as a cautionary tale is so extreme that the only way to describe her is as a 'disappointing university student.'

I mean, she's a likable person, don't get me wrong. And I owe her a lot. She's just disappointing, that's all.

"First of all, ninjas weren't originally called 'shinobi,' or 'those who hide.' Their true nature was that of mercenary groups. They took on requests, chose their battles based on payment, and acted as foot soldiers or raid parties on the battlefield. You could call them jacks-of-all-trades when it came to rough business. Among them, some ended up being retained by specific warlords, that's all."

"I-I see."

"And doesn't this sound similar to something?"

"...?"

"Yes, to adventurers in fantasy stories!"

"No, not really? You just said 'mercenaries' a moment ago."

There are stories where mercenaries and adventurers are the same thing, sure. But there are also stories where adventurers aren't allowed to get involved in politics, so it's a toss-up.

"In other words, we adventurers are ninjas!"

"You really forced that one, didn't you?"

"Wh-What was that?!"

"She said it herself."

Just as I thought she'd raised a hand with a triumphant smile, she immediately moved to the left and struck an exaggeratedly surprised pose.

After playing both parts, she turned to me with a smug look.

"That's all for today's ninja lecture! Join me again next week, and let's! Ninja!"

"Don't act like this is a weekly thing. This is the first time I've heard it. And there won't be a next time."

"But I think the 'adventurer equals ninja' theory is a strong one!!"

"Isn't that a bit of a stretch...? No, before that."

I posed a question that popped into my head to the still-smug Erina-san.

"If you're saying the word 'ninja' doesn't represent their true nature, then isn't the name 'Invisible Ninjas' weird? You're flat-out calling yourselves ninjas."

"..."

Oh, for once, Erina-san was silent and expressionless outside of a dungeon.

Then, her emotions erupted from her eyes.

"You idiot, Kyo-chan! I'm done with you!"

She shouted that and activated her [Invisibility] skill.

"Hey, shouldn't you go after her? She looked shocked, even if it was for a dumb reason."

"She's right. It was a pretty silly reason, but she might be hurt..."

"No."

I shook my head at the two surprisingly harsh girls.

"It's fine. She's moving around by moonwalking while invisible. Slowly circling us."

"Pow!"

"Alright, we can just leave her be. Oh, if you touch my workbench or tools, I'll kill you. And if you mess around in the factory outside my workspace, I'll kill you too."

"Erina-san, please watch your step."

"Okay!"

Ignoring the self-proclaimed ninja who replied with a listless voice, we returned to business.

"So, Ooyama-san. About what I mentioned on the phone."

"Well, I'll take the job, but..."

Looking at the 'Ring of the Flame Horse' I took from my pocket, Ooyama-san scratched her red head.

I had gone to the Centaur dungeon about three times since then and finally managed to get another ring.

My senses have been dulled by the stampedes, but boss monsters don't normally appear that often. It was incredibly lucky to get a spare—an 'experimental' one—in such a short time.

Ooyama-san took it and examined the ring from various angles before her mouth turned down.

"This is still going to be really difficult. Modifying a completed magic tool is like someone else taking a hammer to a finished sculpture."

"I figured..."

Despite their appearance and abilities, magic tools have a structure as precise as electronic devices.

Sometimes they can be handled roughly without breaking, but that's a different story from tinkering with their insides.

Malfunctions are to be expected, and in the worst-case scenario, it could cause an accident.

"The better the magic tool, the less 'leeway' there is. Even if the modification is just a simple performance boost, there are limits. Besides, this kind of thing is outside my specialty."

"I know. I'm well aware of that. But I have nowhere else to turn. There aren't many craftsmen as skilled and trustworthy as you."

Magic tools with performance exceeding the 'Ring of the Flame Horse' rarely make it to the market. Normally, people who get such items use them themselves, or some corporation or country snaps them up before they ever reach the open market.

I've been fighting more B-Rank enemies lately, but even C-Rank is not a level that ordinary adventurers can easily reach. In other words, there are very few Awakened who can create magic tools better than this.

Ooyama-san, who created the Flügel—a very specialized yet abnormally high-performance magic tool—is an incredible exception.

"...You're overestimating me. Any 'Awakened craftsman' would get better if they practiced with your materials. The skill just settles in."

"Even so. Of all the craftsmen I know, you're the one I can entrust my life to the most. I know I'm asking the impossible, but I need your help."

"...Honestly."

Ooyama-san let out a small sigh and crossed her arms under her chest.

*Wait a second. This is a serious atmosphere, so please don't unconsciously emphasize your chest. The gravity of those rocket boobs, which defy your small frame, is pulling in my [Spirit Eye]...!*

I know I'm sexually frustrated. But please forgive me. The environment, the environment is to blame...!

"I'll do what I can. But you're going to help, too. Providing materials, test-driving the magic tools, and so on."

"Of course. And also..."

"What now, got another impossible request?"

"No. Well, depending on the situation, maybe...?"

"Which is it?"

I gave a wry smile to Ooyama-san's exasperated look.

This really is a case-by-case thing. It could even just be my own needless worry.

But it might also be an act that carries considerable risk. To be honest, I'm still hesitating.

And yet... I know it's necessary if we're all going to 'survive' from now on.

"Unlike before... I intend to provide materials other than my nails and hair."

The moment I said that, Erina-san stopped her moonwalk and turned to look at me.

Ooyama-san's eyes widened, and she pulled a convenience store coupon from her pocket.

"Please put that away. This is a serious moment."

"...The one for the drugstore!"

"Let's just listen quietly. Come back, maidenly heart."

"Right."

After Busujima-san firmly gripped her shoulder and made her put away the coupon and point card, I extended my right arm as if asking for a handshake.

It was August, a summer day. So I was in a short-sleeved shirt, my forearm bare.

"I'm going to offer my blood."

[Sage's Nucleus].

If this unique skill became known, powerful people might come flocking to tear out my heart.

And the blood flowing through my veins is heavily influenced by the Philosopher's Stone. If any alchemist or magic tool craftsman with a certain level of knowledge or skill were to see it, they would undoubtedly realize the secret of my heart.

"...Are you sure? You were pretty against giving blood before. Like you were trying to hide something."

"I was. But now, we've become too prominent as adventurers. The cover of being just one among many Awakened can't be used anymore. The moment we drew attention, I realized that hiding this secret would be impossible."

There are about four million confirmed Awakened in Japan. The amount of data registered with the Dungeon Agency is staggering.

Even if you narrow it down to 'unique skill holders,' there are still tens of thousands. Scrutinizing the skill details of that many people would require a dedicated organization and a considerable amount of time. Especially since the Awakened can lie.

In fact, I've been telling people around me that my skill is one that 'clears my head as if I've become a sage, and gives me an unbelievable amount of willpower and mana.' I haven't lied, but I haven't told the whole truth either. I've deliberately used phrasing that could be misunderstood.

However... once I became a B-Rank Candidate, that defense became useless. I'm now one of only a few dozen people.

"The reason I can live a normal life right now is probably thanks to the Arisugawa and Rinzaki families. And ironically, because of my strength as an adventurer."

This might be conceited, but I think I could probably sink a battleship head-on right now.

To capture someone like that would require considerable preparation. Even if they took my parents hostage, they'd first need to determine if I'm the type of person who would walk into their research lab for their sake. And they'd need to be prepared to restrain me.

I feel like I'm walking on thin ice. That's why I felt I had to make up my mind.

"I'm going to reveal the truth to those I can trust. In the coming days, I'll tell my companions, my friends, my parents, and the professor everything."

We need power. Not just pure violence, but all kinds of power.

"So, please. Lend me your skills... so we can survive."

I held out my arm, and Ooyama-san stared at it, her eyes wide as saucers. Next to her, Busujima-san was also frozen in surprise.

After a few seconds of silence, Erina-san took her hand and my hand and forcibly placed them together.

She then placed Busujima-san's hand on top, and finally her own. It was like we were forming a huddle before a game.

"You got it, Kyo-chan!"

"...Damn. I haven't even answered yet. You're a handful."

"What's the harm? You were going to say yes from the start, weren't you, Shizuku-san?"

"Don't know."

"Thank you... really...!'"

I bowed my head while our four hands were still piled together.

Erina-san gave me a sidelong glance.

"But Kyo-chan, that was careless. Even if you trust Shī-chan's family, you should have said this somewhere more private."

It was quiet today on the other side of the thick curtain surrounding Ooyama-san's workspace. It was a day off, and no one else had come in.

But Erina-san was probably trying to say that her parents or a worker checking on tools might have passed by.

However.

"If there were any other ears, you would have told me, right?"

"—...That's true!"

I tilted my head as if to say, "Isn't that obvious?" and she blinked for a moment before nodding emphatically.

I was wondering what that was about when I saw Busujima-san and Ooyama-san looking back and forth between us with sly grins.

"Um, is something...?"

"Shut up, you smooth-talker."

"I agree. That was unusually smooth of you."

"Smooth-talker...?"

What are they saying about this pure-hearted boy with a no-girlfriend-since-birth record? I'm gonna cry.

"That's right, Kyouta. It's about time you called me by my name. Aika, too."

"Indeed. If we're going to share secrets, that's the least you can do, Kyouta-kun."

"Eh? No, I'm still nervous about it..."

"That's the spirit, Kyo-chan! We're all friends!"

"Ehh..."

My hand was gripped tightly, leaving me no escape.

It wasn't long before I resigned myself and called them by their names.
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			Interlude: The Gears Don't Stop

			Side: None

Tokyo, Kasumigaseki, Central Government Building.

The building, which houses the Dungeon Agency on one of its floors, was as bustling as ever, with people from various professions rushing about.

But recently, the area around it had become even more frantic.

The 'Tokyo Incident' had left approximately 300,000 people dead or missing. Many lives were lost, and the search for the missing was still ongoing.

And the damage was not limited to human casualties.

"Hey! Coming through, make way!"

"What? No can do! Take a detour!"

"We're short on materials over here, what's the deal!"

"They say there's a surplus of steel beams on the west side. Maybe they were sent there."

"Aaaall right! Aaaall right!"

"It's hot... Hey, don't forget to stay hydrated!"

Roads, buildings, water pipes, and other infrastructure. The things necessary to keep the city running had been thoroughly destroyed.

Tokyo is Japan's largest city. Its restoration was a matter of urgency, and it was only natural that requests were sent out to multiple companies.

However, even with large companies taking the lead, on a project of this scale, it was inevitable that coordination would suffer. Missing paperwork and communication breakdowns were occurring all over the place.

It seemed as though this would cause the construction schedule to be delayed—or so one might have thought.

"Mana recovered! I'm heading back to level the ground!"

"Senpai, the psychometry results are in! The location of the ruptured water pipe is—"

"Heave-ho...! Where should I take this steel beam?"

"Uoooooh! I am a human air conditioner!!"

"I'll send you an image via telepathy, please work according to that."

Awakened Persons who had worked in civil engineering companies were playing a major role.

In regular companies, Awakened are often alienated by their colleagues due to their powers, leading to a high turnover rate. Of course, there are places where it works out, and some companies even actively hire the Awakened.

But most companies didn't know what to do with them. While it would be more efficient to hire them, many companies passed on them due to the feelings of their other employees.

Furthermore, employment support centers like Hello Work often recommended 'adventurer' as a career path for the Awakened, and there weren't many openings for them in ordinary companies.

Amidst all this, civil engineering companies had been eagerly hiring Awakened Persons.

If their level was high enough, they could become human heavy machinery, and depending on their skills, they could dramatically improve work efficiency.

The companies that had hired many Awakened were the ones that were most active in the post-stampede reconstruction. Naturally, other companies followed suit, and now civil engineering has become the number one employment destination for the Awakened by a large margin.

Incidentally, the ones most pleased by this trend were the Dungeon Agency. Post-stampede cleanup was part of their duties, and if the Awakened found employment, it would also reduce skill-related crimes.

Recently, they have even started cooperating with various companies to support them in working as part-time adventurers.

But I digress. The reconstruction was progressing at an overwhelming speed compared to before the 'Day of Awakening,' rather than being delayed.

However, there were some who were even more active than the civil engineering companies.

"The 'Club' is coming through! Make way for them."

"Whoa, that's a crazy number of golems, as always... Why are they raccoons?"

"Excuse me. We're about to start transmuting, so please move to the side."

"Huh? Eh, such a wide area!?"

"...If I asked them directly, I wonder if they'd give me an eroi... I mean, a golem."

The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club and the Walkers, who were supporting them.

A suspicious group, completely covered in black hoods and robes during the hot August weather. As you got closer, you could hear the 'Voooh...' of a fan's rotation. The members of the club were performing alchemy one after another, shortening the work time.

Moreover, their golems, which had physical abilities on par with average Awakened, lumbered around carrying materials, allowing them to smoothly transport goods to places inaccessible to trucks.

While the club was an extremely helpful presence, they generally didn't talk to others. The non-Awakened members of the Walkers were often called upon to act as intermediaries.

This clan, which could be called a de facto guild, had a higher percentage of non-Awakened compared to other clans. This was partly due to the policy of their representative, Yamashita, which was 'harmony between the Awakened and non-Awakened,' but also simply because being Awakened or not didn't matter for administrative work.

Since the 'Day of Awakening,' it wasn't just the Awakened who had lost their jobs or had difficulty finding employment due to dungeon-related reasons. In fact, there were probably more non-Awakened in that position.

The Walkers had become a safety net for such people.

The Awakened members of the Walkers were mostly cooperating in the search for the missing. In particular, most of the headquarters personnel were out, and the founding members were also participating in the activities.

For these reasons, the reconstruction was proceeding very smoothly. Despite the busy atmosphere, the site was full of life.

Conversely, inside the Central Government Building...

* * *

"I've summarized the proposed amendments to the Dungeon Law. Please review them."

"I've spoken to the Metropolitan Police Department about the excessive media coverage of the B-Rank Candidates."

"Regarding the giant's dungeon, it seems the store construction is finally complete. General Marui of the GSDF is apparently heading there for an on-site inspection."

The officials were holding a meeting with dead eyes.

It couldn't be helped. Pulling three or four all-nighters in a row was the norm. Most of them had lost count of the days since they had last gone home.

At the head of them all was Director Akasaka. Though people were saying, 'Is this guy going to die from overwork soon?', the intensity in his eyes had only increased as he checked the documents in his hand.

"Good work. I'll review it later. It looks mostly fine, so I'll just make some minor adjustments here."

"With Saejima-kun gone, coordinating with the police might be a bit of a hassle. I have a colleague from my time who holds a high-ranking position at the MPD. He's a sarcastic guy, but I'll reach out to him as well."

"General Marui is... understood. I will also make the 'necessary' arrangements."

As his subordinates worried—'Is this guy Awakened?', 'He's not drinking some crazy magic potion, right?', 'Whoa, his pupils are dilated'—he too was holding on by a thread.

Everyone was desperate. As the meeting progressed, Director Akasaka's expression soured slightly.

"Also, I want to share this information with everyone. China and Russia will soon officially announce that they believe Japan should be placed under UN administration. It's unlikely to pass at the UN, but there should be some significant movements. I want everyone to be on alert."

"Ugh, seriously?"

At the director's words, a male employee holding a tablet gave a wry smile.

"If I remember correctly, the United States is clearly opposed to this, right?"

"That's right. The United Kingdom is passively opposed. France is neutral."

"However, even if the other permanent members of the Security Council oppose it, China and Russia are likely to move on their own."

"I agree. What kind of demands do they have?"

"I've sent a summary to everyone's terminals. They probably don't expect all of them to be met, but..."

"...Ugh. They're dead set on building a military base in Japan."

"And look at this, they're trying to seize a port too."

"Are they trying to loot a burning house, at a time like this...?!"

"They want us to submit a list of all Awakened to the UN and for Japan to force them to participate in international dungeon clearing..."

"They probably don't expect all of this to pass. Making unreasonable demands at the start is a basic negotiation tactic."

"Director, what are the higher-ups saying?"

Director Akasaka gave a small nod to his subordinates, who were all expressing their dissatisfaction and anxiety.

"Yes. Even the ministers are showing their disapproval. However, it seems those with many 'friends' on the other side have already started to make their move."

"...We might not be able to refuse this on our own."

"Our country has been greatly aided by support from neighboring countries. Until we repay that, it's going to be very difficult."

"It'll be tough until we can at least establish food production using dungeons and skills."

"The fact that we're getting complaints from China through diplomatic channels about Japanese Awakened teaming up with the mafia and disrupting public order is also a problem."

"The issue in the Middle East has also been brought up. Besides that, the friction with Awakened who have gone abroad is also being seen as a problem. Annoyingly, there are parts of it that we can't deny."

"Investigating the facts is a top priority. For now, the United States is acting as our shield, but we can't rely on that forever."

"That country is pretty shady in its own right. That Awakening support center, for example."

"That's just how diplomacy is. It's normal to prioritize your own country's interests."

"...That's all from me. Everyone, back to work."

"Yes, sir!"

As a cleaning lady collected a trash bag full of empty cup noodle containers and coffee cups, they started moving again.

Their eyes were still dead, but that was not an unusual sight in the government building these days. The lights stayed on late into the night in every ministry.

Director Akasaka passed by the cleaning lady, returned to his desk, and sat down. Pretending to take out his smartphone from his pocket, he checked the piece of paper that had just been passed to him.

"...Hmm."

As if nothing had happened, he drank the lukewarm coffee that was on his desk.

Then, while putting the lid on the empty container, he placed the piece of paper with the message inside it.

"Excuse me, could you throw this away too?"

"Yes, of course. Oh, I'll separate the plastic lid here."

"I appreciate that. I'll take you up on your offer."

"Not at all. Keep up the good work, for the sake of this country."

"I will. I will do my utmost. So that your cooperation is not in vain."

After exchanging business smiles, the director thought to himself as he headed back to his desk.

*The cards are all dealt. Now, it's just a matter of how to play them.*

Shaking his head to clear the fuzziness from lack of sleep, Director Akasaka let out a small sigh.

"...I won't be able to do this unless I rest somewhere first."

"Director, you have a call from the chairman of the Enthusiasts Club."

"Understood. I'll take it immediately."

For now, he'd have to apologize to his returned subordinate and his collaborator, but he'd have to put them to work right away.

With that resolve, he picked up the receiver.

* * *

At sea. Near the 'Minotaur's Labyrinth.'

A JMSDF patrol ship was sailing there. On the bridge stood a man with a shaved head and a generally round build.

"Well now, sorry about this. I know I shouldn't be asking for your help."

"Not at all. We help each other in times of need. It was you who helped us first."

"Indeed. We will repay the debt of you rescuing us when we were on the verge of being shipwrecked during our long-distance swim."

"Rescuing people in distress at sea is a matter of course, especially if they're our own countrymen. You don't have to be so formal. Well, if that's the case, I won't hesitate to rely on you."

"Leave it to us."

The two men, one in a fundoshi and the other in a Stars and Stripes boomerang brief, nodded powerfully at Vice Admiral Kadokura, who smiled with his round eyes narrowed.

It was pure coincidence that they, B-Rank Candidates, were here. The vice admiral rubbed his shaved head, wondering if this was good luck or bad.

Glancing at them, another B-Rank Candidate, one who was here by design and not coincidence, chuckled nihilistically. It was Sakuraba Sakurako, a woman in a white tuxedo who had been sent here by Director Akasaka immediately upon her return to the country.

"Good grief. I came aboard expecting a card game, as one does with sailors... To find a man of your rank, who I wouldn't expect to see in the field, what kind of trouble awaits us?"

"About that. It seems the 'Panda Country' has caught wind of this dungeon. They might be paying us a secret visit."

Vice Admiral Kadokura said it casually, but the expressions of the other crew members were tense.

Everyone was breaking out in a cold sweat at the thought that they might be heading into actual combat.

"The army has had it rough lately, and we've lost a lot of men and money too. This was the only ship we could move immediately, politically speaking. And I came along in case there was a need for a discussion between higher-ups."

"In that case, is our job to be your bodyguards?"

"That's part of it. But it's more a matter of—"

"Contact on the radar!"

A sharp voice echoed through the bridge, and Vice Admiral Kadokura quietly handed a pair of binoculars with a blue cloth attached to Sakuraba.

She took them without a word and peered in the direction the crew indicated.

"Oh my."

In the distance, through her binoculars, she saw a single ship heading toward them.

There was no flag or anything to indicate its affiliation. Instead, a flag that asserted the 'other party's intentions' more clearly than anything else fluttered in the wind.

"A sailing ship flying a pirate flag. They have quite a sense of romance, don't they?"

Accompanied by a thick fog that made it difficult to see even a few meters ahead, the galleon was approaching the JMSDF patrol ship head-on.

Its appearance seemed to say, 'We don't care if you shoot. In fact, please do.' Vice Admiral Kadokura, who was also looking through his binoculars, gave a small shrug.

"It may look like that, but I want you to follow standard procedure for the initial response, Captain."

"Yes, of course."

They hailed the approaching galleon by radio and speaker to stop, but of course, it didn't decelerate. In fact, it even began to accelerate by 'pushing its sails with mana.'

Vice Admiral Kadokura touched the collar of his life jacket as if adjusting the collar of a suit.

"Alright, my apologies, civilians. Would you be so kind as to handle this as peacefully as possible?"

"That depends on them. But yes, let's at least respond with a smile."

"Let us clash with all our might. Rest assured, I will not kill unless ordered."

"Indeed. Upon this Stars and Stripes, I shall deliver the hammer of justice."

The three of them nodded, deployed their Arcane Gear, and left the bridge.

The battle that would not be recorded in history, the battle that Vice Admiral Kadokura would later tell General Marui had 'decided the fate of Japan, and of the world on the other side'—was about to begin.

What they would accomplish, and what they would lose. That, no one yet knew.
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───The truth of the [Sage's Nucleus].

When I told them, everyone's reaction was calmer than I'd expected.

'Huh. Well, I kinda figured. You're you, Kyouta-kun, so it doesn't matter to me.'

'I see... It's all right. If any unsavory types were to come after you, I would fight with all my strength. You're like family to me now, Kyouta-kun!'

'...First, thank you. For trusting me that much. And I swear, I will never speak of this without your permission.'

'I'm just gonna run to the convenience store and the pharmacy.'

'Is that so. Yes, of course I am surprised. But rest assured. I have more connections than you might think. I will not allow anything untoward to happen to you, whom I consider a grandson.'

'Honestly, I'm still trying to wrap my head around it all, but...'

'...even so, your mother and I are on your side...!'

'Yep, got it! So business as usual! Let's build a ninja village together!!'

...Granted, there was a dwarf who got a fist to the head from her friend, and a self-proclaimed ninja spouting nonsense at the end.

But all in all, I'm blessed with good people in my life. And that's exactly why I don't want to lose them.

I sincerely hope it will be decades before I have to attend the funeral of someone close to me.

For that purpose...

"Well then, shall we depart?"

"Wait, that's weird. I think my ears might be playing tricks on me."

We were at the Dungeon Store. Our objective, of course, was to level up Aira-san.

The person in question currently had her arm locked tight by our resident self-proclaimed ninja. A preventative measure against escape.

On a side note, Erina-san's magnificent chest was pressed against Aira-san's slender arm, its shape deforming in a way that was visible even through her kimono. Honestly, I was incredibly jealous. I wanted to trade places with her, that hopeless co-ed.

"It's okay, Paisen!"

"Right, Erina-kun. He didn't mean 'depart' as in 'depart this life,' did he?"

"Yep! You probably won't die! Probably!"

"Someone, send a rescue team. I need to be saved from these barbarians... a princess in distress...!"

"You're less of a princess and more of a loafer, don't you think? And who are you calling a barbarian?"

"Shut up! I'm not a loafer! I'm busy with university this-and-that, research this-and-that, grinding in my games, and plotting how to sweet-talk Granny into giving me some of her wine!"

"Erina-san."

"Yep, got it all on tape!"

"Evidence secured. You wouldn't want the professor to hear this, would you?"

"Y-You fiends!"

Well, the professor was already aware of Aira-san's plan and was preparing a forced etiquette lesson as compensation.

*Let's suffer through that 'constructive hell' together...!*

Misery loves company. I am no exception. You, too, shall taste the violence of irrefutable logic...!

"What was that? I just felt a wicked aura from you, Kyouta-kun. Not a pervy one. Something more... insidious..."

"Hahaha. You must be joking. Come on, hurry up and get ready."

"Are you sure you're joking? You haven't set some kind of elaborate trap, have you?"

"Alright, let's go, Paisen! Let's go ninja!"

"Wait a minute, Erina-kun. I'm getting the distinct scent of a nefarious plot..."

After sending the hopeless co-ed off to the women's changing room with a pleasant smile, I headed into the men's.

I changed quickly, made a trip to the restroom, and then leaned against a wall near the changing rooms to wait for them.

When they emerged a short while later, their expressions were a study in contrasts.

"This is exciting, Paisen!"

"Hmph... I want to go home so badly."

Yep, same as always, and just as I predicted.

"Well, you know, Aira-san. After this is over, I'll play any of your favorite games with you. Fighting games, racing games, whatever."

"I'll get snacks and juice, too!"

"Ngh... If you're going to go that far, I suppose I have no choice. As an adult, I shall brace myself."

The methods of persuasion were clearly meant for a grade-schooler, but since they worked, I'll call it a win. I am, however, slightly concerned for her future.

We passed through reception and entered the gate room. In front of the white door, I activated Byakuren, and we equipped both it and Aira-san's golem, Renge, with their weapons and armor.

"Still, this feels rather momentous..."

"Hmm?"

Aira-san rubbed the area under her nose, looking somewhat embarrassed.

"This time, I will finally set foot in a 'D-Rank Dungeon.' I have become one of the more powerful adventurers."

"I see."

She had just been approved for promotion the other day.

Her level was already high enough. Her stats didn't quite match, but she couldn't level up properly in E-Rank dungeons anymore.

Apparently, she and Renge had cleared a Goblin dungeon without issue, and she'd completed the subsequent paperwork and everything else with no problems, officially making her a D-Rank adventurer.

Although, it seemed she left all the fighting to Renge. Her original goal was self-defense, so as long as she gained speed and durability, it was fine.

"Even you get happy about promotions, Aira-san."

"Of course. I, too, have aspirations of being an adventurer. It's just that the hassle outweighs it."

"Hassle..."

I couldn't help but smile wryly at her very characteristic comment.

Well, as long as it kept her motivated, anything was fine. I finished checking our equipment and moved to the front.

"Alright, place your hands on my shoulders. We're entering the dungeon."

"Mm."

"Alright! Invisible Ninjas, move out!"

'Everyone, please be careful!'

"Understood. We're heading out."

I stepped through the white gate.

Instantly, the familiar, strange sensation washed over me. It vanished just as quickly, and I felt the solid stone tiles under my feet.

We were in a corridor about three meters wide and high. Faint drafts slipped through cracks here and there, and the damp air brushed against my skin.

Using the SDF-installed lighting fixtures on the upper walls as our light source, I scanned the interior and confirmed there were no enemies nearby.

And then.

"Ghk, ugh..."

"Here's a motion sickness bag."

"Easy does it, Paisen. Slowly, okay? We'll keep watch, so don't you worry."

'Oh, sis, you poor thing...!'

"Bleeeaarghghgh."

Drawing the sword at my waist, I instructed Byakuren to watch our rear. I turned my back to them and kept my eyes forward.

Including the solo explorations she'd done, Aira-san had passed through the gate more than five times, but... it seemed she'd never get used to that sensation.

*Honestly, no wonder she hates coming to dungeons,* I thought, feeling a little guilty.

But this was necessary. Leaving my unique skill aside, the world was a dangerous place. The power to defend oneself was essential. This was a time to be cruel to be kind.

I really wanted to do a lot for my parents, too, but that didn't seem possible right now. First things first, I'd start with leveling Aira-san.

"Ugh... I think I've settled down a bit."

"Here, Paisen. Water. Let's rinse, okay?"

"Thank you..."

Now that Aira-san seemed to have recovered, I spoke to Mia-san through my earring.

"We should be able to start exploring soon. Please handle the navigation."

'Understood. Now, sis. It might be tough, but let's do our best!'

"Okay... I'll do my besht..."

Just as I was about to start walking down the stone-paved floor with a groggy Aira-san in tow, Erina-san's sharp voice cut through the air.

"Wait, an enemy's approaching. Just one. From the front."

"Got it."

I fixed my gaze straight ahead, shifting my mindset.

At the end of the stone corridor was a simple wooden door. It had no knob; the type that would open with a simple push.

I, too, sensed mana on the other side. It was very close.

"The monsters here have sharp senses! It probably picked up the sound and smell!"

"That is profoundly humiliating."

"Well, you can take out your frustration on this."

I handed my sword to Aira-san, then clenched my fists and lowered my center of gravity slightly.

Right on cue, the door opened, and a monster appeared.

*'Grrr...!'*

A beastly growl, and coarse fur covering its crimson body. Eyes as red as blood shone with particular intensity in the artificially lit corridor.

A bear-like physique, standing on two legs and glaring at us. Its face was relatively hairless, revealing features closely resembling a goblin's.

A large monster, baring fangs that possessed the luster and strength of iron.

Hobgoblin.

A creature without a goblin's intelligence, but with monstrous strength that far surpassed it, began to charge toward us.

*'BUAAAAHH!!'*

Spraying saliva, the Hobgoblin thundered across the stone floor.

The sight of that giant, clad in an armor of fur and muscle, closing in at nearly forty kilometers per hour was quite intimidating.

I stepped forward, pulling back my fist.

*'VOH!'*

"Hah!"

The Hobgoblin's huge, swinging right arm collided with my left.

Visually, the size difference was overwhelmingly in its favor.

*'GYAGIIH!?'*

But this was a battle between an Awakened Person and a monster, and that difference was about to be overturned.

If it were a Jötunn, things might be different, but the gap in stats is far more significant than the gap in size. My iron fist shattered the Hobgoblin's claws and pulverized the arm beyond them.

I followed up as it reeled back. I grabbed its left arm with my right and pulled it in with sheer force.

I had no experience with grappling, but I made up for it with brute strength. As I crushed its arm, I grabbed a handful of fur on its back with my left hand.

*'GAAAH! GAAAA!!'*

The Hobgoblin thrashed desperately, but I compensated for the weight difference by using wind to press down on its body from above. Even if I could overpower it with strength, restraining it was a bit tricky.

Small cracks formed in the floor beneath my feet as I anchored myself. With both of the monster's arms shattered and its torso immobilized, it was helpless. Its legs were too short compared to its long arms to land a kick, and it couldn't bite unless it was much closer.

Which meant...

"Aira-san, if you please!"

"This still looks absolutely barbaric..."

What can I say...?

Safety first, and besides, it's a monster. I'm sure from an outsider's perspective, this scene is utterly devoid of honor, but I generally prioritize practical results over such things. Not that I have any particular principles, so it's case by case.

In any case, there's no reason for us to show chivalry or bushido to a man-eating monster.

"Go on, give it a good stab."

"A good stab!"

"R-Right. I feel a bit guilty, but... uoooh!"

Aira-san lunged forward as if tackling it, thrusting the sword. It easily pierced the Hobgoblin's hide and sank deep into its chest.

...The tip of the sword emerged from its back, just a little above my hand. That was a bit scary.

With her strength and skill, I knew it wouldn't be a problem even if it hit my gauntlet, but to me, this view was more unnerving.

*'V-Vooh...!'*

"Hm, it's not dead in one hit. Then, one more."

*'GAAAAAAAAAAAH!'*

"Oof..."

This time the tip poked out between my fingers, and I felt my blood run a little cold.

It reminded me for a moment of when the Majin blew off my fingers. The adrenaline had numbed the pain back then, but now that I was calm, it was pretty terrifying.

I didn't let my guard down until the fur I was holding turned to salt, waiting for the Hobgoblin to breathe its last.

I looked down at the monster, which had formed a small white mound at my feet, and picked up the dropped coin. Along with the salt on it, I used wind to blow away the salt on my palm.

"Good work, Paisen!"

"Heh heh heh. I was surprised how easily it went in when I stabbed it..."

'Ahaha... It's not a person, so I suppose it's fine.'

Erina-san used a small brush, like one from a barbershop, to dust the salt off Aira-san where the blood had spattered.

We couldn't risk causing a stampede by leaving salt residue behind. We couldn't take responsibility if other adventurers got caught up in it, and if it was judged to be intentional, even a prospective B-Ranker like me would have their license revoked in an instant.

Lately, intentionally causing a stampede was considered tantamount to an act of terrorism. From my own experience, I completely agreed.

"Aira-san, can you keep going?"

"Yes. I'm fine enough to pray I'm not a serial killer. It's been a while since I last directly killed a monster... but I feel a terrifying lack of disgust."

"It's a monster, so it doesn't count."

One of the requirements for being an adventurer is whether you can fight or not.

That includes physical aspects and skills, but also the mental side. Aira-san's physical abilities might be pathetic, but her mind seems to be fine.

Well, after witnessing so many stampedes and all that, it's to be expected.

"Alright, we'll continue leveling up in the same way. As I explained beforehand, I'll generally be the one to restrain the enemy. If two appear, Byakuren will also hold one in a full nelson, so we'll deal with them one by one. There's no need to rush."

"Mm."

"If there are three or more, Erina-san and I will thin them out for safety, so please stay behind Byakuren and Renge for protection. And please, don't get careless and rush forward."

"I know."

"Alright then, let's aim for 'C-Rank Promotion' and do our best!"

"...Huh?"

"Now, let's resume our exploration. Mia-san, we're moving forward, so let us know when you spot the paint markings."

'Yes, leave it to me!'

I had wanted to level up my parents using this method, but... I'll leave that to the Walkers.

They have all sorts of know-how. Best to leave it to the experts. I'm sure they'll train them safely and efficiently.

"Wait. I, promotion, first I'm hearing of this."

"Eh? But at your level, even in D-Rank, your progress will start to stagnate soon, you know?"

"C-Rank, top tier of adventurers. Me, desk work specialist."

"Don't worry, in a few days B-Rank will be the top tier."

"Reassurance, where? Me, weak. You guys, gorilla, different."

"Why are you suddenly speaking in broken sentences? And who are you calling a gorilla?"

"Thought I'd make it easier for gorillas to understand..."

"I'll sentence you to punishment by candy apple."

"What is punishment by candy apple!?"

Professor Arisugawa had requested this, including the C-Rank promotion. If it came down to it, I wouldn't mind aiming for the rumored 'level cap.'

"Let's do our best, Paisen!"

'Well, I don't expect you to get that far in one go, of course. Let's take our time, sis! I'll come with you next time!'

"Someone, someone call a lawyer. I will protest this injustice to the bitter end...!"

"Just hurry up and go. We haven't even started moving yet."

Aira-san was escorted away, held on both sides by Byakuren and Erina-san. Fortunately, this dungeon had no traps, and Hobgoblins were monsters without ranged attacks.

Their raw physical abilities were greater than an Orc's, but as a hunting ground, it was perfect.

"Oh, and be careful of the Hobgoblins' fangs and claws, they have poison. I did get a potion from the professor just in case."

"Granny!? Granny's behind this, isn't she!? Damn you, Granny! I'll—get—you—for—this!"

The hopeless co-ed's voice echoed through the dungeon.

In a normal exploration, this would earn her a fist to the head, but for now, it was convenient. We let her scream and continued our exploration.

* * *

Later on, the hopeless co-ed tried to sweet-talk the professor into giving her some wine, only to find herself seated next to me as a 'reward' after the etiquette lesson. The look in her eyes was astonishingly dead.

*Let's savor this hell together, shall we...?*



		
		
		
			Chapter 185: The Professor Would Never Click Her Tongue
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 185

			The Professor Would Never Click Her Tongue

			Chapter 127: The Professor Would Never Click Her Tongue

" "

" "

We were burnt to a crisp... turned to white ash...

In the Arisugawa family living room, the hopeless co-ed and I were in a daze, our souls practically leaking from our mouths.

I don't want to see a fountain pen for a long time. I never thought I'd be handed a ridiculously expensive-looking one and forced to 'practice writing letters.'

If, and only if, that were all, I might have been able to accept it as a necessary skill for my future as a working adult. Even if I'd just be sending emails instead of writing on paper, the phrasing would be useful.

But why in English...?! And not just any English, but full-blown Queen's English...!

Even Aira-san, who was supposed to be good at English, was getting corrected on her expressions and phrasing, so I'm guessing we were made to write some extremely formal stuff.

What was that about? Did she want us to write letters to her family back home? Even if I'm a major sponsor for my employer, I'm just an adventurer. We're not in a relationship where I'd need to send letters.

The previous lessons were obviously useful for the future or would affect my English grades, but this one was completely baffling. I didn't understand the intent.

However, my English grades have improved significantly thanks to the professor. I should probably trust that this was necessary, too.

Glancing at Aira-san, who was still white-eyed and open-mouthed, I took a sip of my barley tea.

The room was air-conditioned, but the tea felt like it was directly cooling my boiled brain. It was delicious.

I placed the glass on its wooden coaster and breathed a sigh of relief.

"You two worked hard! How was it?"

"Hell."

"So simple."

How else was I supposed to describe it?

I gave a dry laugh to Erina-san, who had just entered the living room with a beaming smile.

"Getting constantly corrected without a hint of malice or insult, all in the name of goodwill and sound logic... What are you even supposed to do about that..."

"You can only get better, I think!"

"So simple."

If it were that easy, I wouldn't be struggling.

...But considering I'd probably improve if I did struggle, I suppose the professor is a good teacher, all things considered.

"Can you believe it, Kyouta-kun?"

"Oh, she's back to life."

"Even though she's such a demon, she's apparently the number one professor whose lectures students want to attend at the university. And that was her reputation even before she published that paper on the other world. It seems the world is full of people besides you whose brains are in their pants."

"Well... the professor is stunningly beautiful. Both her face and her mannerisms."

Having been raised so well, she has a natural elegance.

Every one of her movements is more graceful and flawless than even Erina-san's. On top of that, she kindly imparts her knowledge with goodwill and fairness, so it's no wonder she's popular.

I bet she was a very popular teacher even before she became an elf, back when she looked her age.

"You've both worked hard. Here are some cookies."

"Thank you, my sister. I love you from the bottom of my heart. They smell wonderful. I'm being saved from hell..."

"Oh my. It seems you still have the charm to be this delighted by my baking."

"Gah, the old hag!?"

Following Mia-san, who was carrying a tray of cookies, the professor, who had been clearing away the inkstones and paper, entered the living room.

I straightened my posture while still seated and gave a small bow. The professor smiled sweetly at the hopeless co-ed beside me, who had just made a rude comment.

"It seems you still have plenty of energy. We could probably cram a little more in."

"Nooo!? I'll overflow! Other knowledge will spill from my ears! And I was up all night figuring out the most efficient way to grind in my gacha game!"

What is wrong with this person?

The hopeless co-ed shook her head violently, her long hair flying. With the motion, her chest, wrapped in a t-shirt, bounced from side to side with a *thump* and a *wobble*.

Ah, my brain is recovering. But staring like Mia-san would be bad, so I forced my gaze forward.

"...Well, that's enough for now. I did make you help quite a bit when I was writing that paper, after all."

"Alright! Nice one, past me! It was worth cutting my game time by an hour!"

Aira-san pumped her fist triumphantly. With that motion, her chest bounced again, and my eyes, along with Mia-san's, were drawn back to it.

This is bad. I have to use the hopeless co-ed number two as a cautionary tale and activate my willpower with all my might.

"Now then. Since today's lecture is over, let's move on to the next topic."

The professor pushed up her glasses slightly and turned her gaze toward me.

Her outfit, a green one-piece dress with a thin white cardigan, gave her the look of a literary girl.

Her eyesight should be excellent due to her Awakening, but apparently she can concentrate better during lectures with glasses, even if they're just for show.

"About the matter of 'Alchemy' we discussed the other day. May I see that book?"

"Yes. I'll get it out now."

I partially manifested my [Arcane Gear] and took out a single book.

The four of them stared with curiosity at the object I deliberately kept dematerialized during dungeon explorations and stampede battles.

"Hmm. So this is the 'textbook' you mentioned, Kyouta-kun..."

"It looks like a simple leather-bound book. There's no title."

"It's as thick as a dictionary... If its appearance is anything to go by, it should be around three thousand pages."

"Is this what you read to make Byak-chan?"

"Yeah."

I nodded in response to Erina-san, who was dressed in an indigo kimono.

I haven't been able to read this book all that often, but I have been trying to commit its contents to memory by occasionally transcribing them into a notebook.

In the beginning, I was quite enthusiastic about it, treating it as 'fantasy knowledge.' It was a good break from studying for exams.

Of course, it got tougher as I read on. The content is simply difficult. It's easier than what the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club has made public, but it's still like a chemistry textbook. And most of the knowledge isn't very useful for school tests.

"Kyouta-kun. May I photograph the contents of the book?"

"Umm... ah..."

Even I understood that this was the goose that laid the golden eggs.

She was a benefactor, but I hesitated to show it to her so easily. After revealing the truth about my 'Nucleus,' I felt like I should share this as well... but the fact that I still hesitated showed how indecisive I am.

"As payment, you may do as you please with my granddaughters. Not just for one night, but for three days and three nights."

"She sold her own granddaughters!?"

"Ahaha..."

So the professor tells jokes, too. I managed a polite laugh beside Aira-san, whose eyes looked ready to pop out of her head.

Yes. I knew it was a joke, but hearing it in a room full of such beautiful women was awkward. Given the gender imbalance, I had no idea what the correct reaction was...

"Alright, senpai! Let's tempt him with the sexy pose we came up with!"

"Wha-!?"

Mia-san started to fluster at Erina-san's absurd suggestion.

What is this self-proclaimed ninja saying?

I should stop her from making someone else do something ridiculous, but I decided to wait and see.

It's definitely not because I was intrigued by Mia-san's so-called sexy pose! My willpower is made of orichalcum!

...Though I'm not religious, maybe I should visit a church confessional.

"U-Umm..."

Mia-san, in her sleeveless white shirt with a thin ribbon tie and blue skirt, suddenly untied the ribbon. What's more, she unfastened three buttons.

Seriously!?

"Ooh... la-la...!"

Mia-san leaned forward, smiling at me as if to show off her deep cleavage.

Her long elven ears and magnificent breasts were faintly flushed. Her cheeks were even redder, and despite the air conditioning, a light sheen of sweat had formed.

What is this, the very personification of lewdness?

"Come on, senpai! Now for the 'ooh-la-la!' part!"

"Th-That's so old-fashioned! 'Ooh-la-la'!? This is just too much!"

"Ehh? It's knowledge from the future if you're looking at it from the Sengoku or Edo periods, you know?"

"It's the Reiwa era! And that was from the Sho-o-o-wa e-e-era!"

Mia-san shot upright to protest against Erina-san, pulling her chest back. The impact caused her massive breasts to sway with a *sploosh♡*.

She didn't seem to notice, but her magnificently endowed chest had swayed so much that another button had come undone.

A button-bone, not a chuck-bone. Next to me, the hopeless co-ed took a hit and cried out, "A button to the knee!?" but I didn't care.

Black...! And a mature one, with lace...!!

The white, voluptuous cleavage and the corner of the enormous bra that was now visible. Right now, I was truly glad I was sitting in a chair.

I quietly offered the alchemy book to the professor.

"Please, accept this offering...!"

"No. The payment is insufficient."

"Please refrain from any further jests. My willpower might shatter along with... other things, and I'll be forced to flee this place."

In which case, I wouldn't be able to stand and walk, but would have to roll away curled up like an armadillo or a pill bug.

If I did a full-power roll in that state, I could break through walls to move. I couldn't imagine the damage it would cause.

My orichalcum willpower is screaming in agony!!

"...Very well. I will compensate you later with money or some form of connection. Also, I have already prepared a contract stating that the knowledge in this book will not be disclosed. It's a document I had inscribed with magic through a contact, so it is binding both legally and magically."

"Thank you."

From the bottom of my heart, thank you.

Mia-san, who had been re-tying her ribbon and fastening her buttons, seemed to notice one was missing.

She turned as red as an apple to the tips of her ears and looked at me with teary eyes.

"D-Did you see...? I mean, did you look...?"

"Um... I'm sorry."

"No...! I mean, for showing you something so unsightly..."

"It wasn't... um... never mind."

An awkward silence fell as Mia-san, covering her chest, turned her back to me and left the living room. Even from behind, I could see the side of her breast. What a historically significant chest...!

But I also felt guilty. Her breath had become a little ragged, and her pupils were wide open, whether from anger or shame. I felt like I should apologize properly later.

It was an accident that I saw, but I should have looked away immediately. I'll reflect on that.

"There, there, pain go away."

"Ugh... You're the only one who cares about me after I took a button to the knee, Erina-kun...!"

"To think Paisen would have to switch careers to a city guard...!"

"Ah. Mia... What a terrifying child...!"

Meanwhile, the hopeless co-ed next to me was exaggerating her pain, but with her level and stats, there's no way a button, no matter how powerfully launched, could have done any damage.

She kept glancing at me, dabbing the condensation from her glass of barley tea near her eyes. Is she trying to fake cry?

"Aira-san."

"Ah, Kyouta-kun. I'm sorry, but this is the end of my adventuring career. I'll be watching over your exploits from the rear from now on...!'

"No, Paisen! I'll be lonely!!"

"Hee hee. You and I will always be connected...

"When should we schedule the next leveling session?"

"Show some more compassion, you heartless, good-for-nothing virgin!?"

"Should we go tomorrow, you frail, gloomy introvert!?"

"Huh? We're not going right now?"

"Erina-kun???"

Could it be that this self-proclaimed ninja is naturally sadistic?

"...Due to certain circumstances, I would like to request some time."

Putting that aside, I'd rather not. Not now. Right now is absolutely not the time. Seriously.

"This is convenient for me, so I won't say anything. Just stay there, unable to stand, Kyouta-kun."

"...? Did you take a button to the knee too, Kyouta? Want me to rub it?"

"Please don't. I will die."

Right now, please don't be kind to me. My mental state will die from guilt, and due to certain circumstances, my social life will die.

For a moment, I thought I heard the professor click her tongue with a 'tch' at our conversation, but it must have been my imagination.

There's no way the professor, such an elegant and respectable adult, would ever click her tongue.



		
		
		
			Chapter 186: B-Rank's First Job
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 186

			B-Rank's First Job

			Chapter 128: B-Rank's First Job

Late August. Erina-san, Mia-san, and I had come to the prefectural government office.

"So this is..."

With the room bearing the 'Dungeon Countermeasures Division' plate behind me, I gazed at the license I had just been given.

'Adventurer License (B): Yagawa Kyouta'

So read the card. Proof that I now stood at the highest rank for adventurers.

Its appearance was no different from my previous license, a simple design like a driver's license. As it was a government-issued item, that was to be expected. As long as it worked at the store reception, that's all that mattered.

Honestly, this kind of simplicity suited me better. It was also nice that I could use the same license case as before.

"That was surprisingly normal paperwork, wasn't it?"

Mia-san chuckled softly beside me. Today she wore a navy blue one-piece dress with a dark brown belt at her waist. With her great figure, she looked good in anything.

I nodded in reply, placed the license in its case, and slipped it into my pocket.

"Well, I'd be in trouble if they made too much of a fuss."

"They were apparently planning a big ceremony in front of the National Diet Building in Tokyo!"

"That would have been awful...!"

I furrowed my brow and pressed my lips into a thin line. What kind of public execution is that?

We started walking toward the elevator to head down to the first floor.

At first, the plan was to go to the joint government building that housed the Dungeon Agency again... but somehow that turned into a ceremony in front of the Diet Building.

I breathed a sigh of relief that it had been changed to us receiving our licenses at our respective prefectural offices. Seriously, getting jerked around with changing locations was a pain, but avoiding another trip to Tokyo was a huge plus. My reports on adventuring activities were also done via email and phone.

'They were probably politicians who wanted to use the 'B-Rank Adventurers' as a way to boost their own popularity. Ever since the Tokyo Incident, the candidates who were there that day have been treated like heroes.'

Aira-san chuckled over the earring.

'The Dungeon Agency or someone must have put a stop to it. Whether it was to protect the adventurers' personal information or to keep the heroes' identities hidden, I don't know.'

"Broadcasting that on national television would have been a new form of terrorism."

"It was... a very colorful cast of characters..."

"If that had happened, we were planning to fight back by all equipping flags and sashes. I was worried we still wouldn't win, so I'm relieved!"

"I'm relieved now for a different reason."

"Same here."

Erina-san, dressed in her usual Taisho-era romantic style with her long blond hair in a ponytail today, beamed a radiant smile.

Ugh, her looks can't quite cover up her quirkiness.

'Well, another reason was probably that all the candidates collectively announced they wouldn't attend the award ceremony.'

"On the internet and TV, they were quoted as saying, 'We simply followed our own sense of justice,' but..."

'Some of them probably did say that and refuse, but the reply you all sent to the Dungeon Agency was different, wasn't it?'

"Yes."

I had also declined the award ceremony, and I remember saying my reason was 'I don't want to stand out and get chased around by the media.'

To think a day would come when I'd say something like that... Back in April, I couldn't have even imagined it.

If I told my past self, he'd probably give me a deadpan look and say, 'Tell your dreams to your pillow.'

The elevator arrived, and we got on to head down.

"You don't think TV crews and magazine reporters are waiting on the first floor, do you...?"

"Who knows? At least, I didn't see anyone pointing a camera this way. No one hiding them in their bags or shoes, either."

"...Are you always that cautious?"

"I'm a ninja!"

The self-proclaimed ninja gave a smug thumbs-up in the elevator, where we were the only passengers.

Seriously, her spirit and skills in that regard are truly ninja-like. Though I have no intention of dropping the 'self-proclaimed' part.

"Well, if you're worried, I put a mark at the station, so we can use a ninjutsu to teleport there."

"Ah, yeah, please do. Is that okay with you, Mia-san?"

"Yes. I don't have any other plans."

"If we were a little earlier, we could've seen 'Fierce Battle at 30,000 Feet! Cyborg Ninja VS Jet Shark' at the theater."

"...Is there anything they haven't done with sharks at this point?"

"I wonder...? I'm not an expert on sharks myself..."

'In that community, calling yourself an 'expert' is a high bar. If you wander into a forum with half-baked knowledge, you'll either get torn apart by their expertise or dragged into the abyss. Source: me.'

"What have you been doing?"

As we chatted, we reached the first floor.

Feeling the distinct presence of my license, I started for home.

* * *

The day after renewing our adventurer licenses.

We immediately visited a 'B-Rank Dungeon.'

However, this time we weren't at the one with Utuq or the Nue, but a different dungeon entirely. The reason being...

'Heeey there. I'm counting on you, kids. As your client, I'll be watching closely to make sure you're working hard.'

"So annoying."

'Hmph. You think a verbal jab like that will work on me? It's no more painful than stabbing the space between my nail and flesh with a toothpick.'

"Sounds like it hurt quite a bit..."

We were here at the request of this hopeless co-ed.

"But what are you even going to use the drop items from here for?"

Having finished changing first, I waited for Erina-san and the others near the changing room and asked through my earring.

The items dropped by the monsters here aren't in particularly high demand. Even for research purposes, I can't imagine she'd need that many.

'That's a secret for now. But let's see. It's related to the game we played last night, perhaps?'

"What? It's related to that 'Melee-Only, Showboating, Trash-Talk Festival'? It sounds like something awful, so can I decline the request?"

'Hahaha! Calm down, Kyouta-kun! Let's be calm! And to think you were holding such a grudge over me kicking your butt in AG...!'

"No. I'm not angry that I lost even though you were only using melee weapons. That's because I'm weak. However..."

I recalled the words of this hopeless co-ed I'd heard over the telepathic link last night.

'Oh my? Are you holding back for me? You can come at me with everything you've got, you know, Kyouta-kuuun.'

'Boom! And another boom! Your movements are getting sluggish, Kyouta-kun. Did my voice melt your little brain? Hah, this is why virgins are so easy. Hey, virgin! Vir-giiin!'

'Noob♡ Noob♡ Your bullet pattern's full of holes♡ You want me to kick you that badly? Can't be helped! Come on, come on! You should be saying 'thank you for kicking me'!'

That, for about an hour. While trash-talking, she'd repeatedly shoot my destroyed mech as a matter of course. It was a series of simply scummy moves.

I did say 'I'll play any of your favorite games with you,' but come on.

"I considered, about three times, starting a real fight and knocking your front teeth out, you know? I'm being pretty serious."

'I am sincerely sorry.'

"You're forgiven."

Well, if she was going to apologize, I'd let it go.

That said, the reason this person doesn't have any friends probably has something to do with her personality, doesn't it...? At the very least, the fact that she doesn't have any friends or acquaintances even online must be because of this side of her.

If anything, I have to praise her high level of information literacy for not getting doxxed.

'W-Well, you know. I had a few drinks then, so I was feeling a bit bold.'

"Yeah, yeah. It's fine. So, if it's related to that match... are you planning on making something?"

'Well, it's hard to explain with just words, so I was planning to show you the blueprints while we talk. That book that was with your [Arcane Gear]. I want to consult with you about that and about purchasing the drop items we got from the Tokyo Incident.'

"...It's going to be quite expensive, are you sure? My share can be paid later, but if you need Erina-san's and the others' shares too, you'll have to negotiate that yourself."

'Kyouta-kun. Does anyone ever tell you you're a total pushover? I bet you're the type to end up blowing all your money on some hostess.'

"What are you talking about? You're the one who's a total mess."

'You fiend! What do you know of a maiden's heart?'

"At the very least, I believe it's something you are not equipped with."

'What did you say? To say such a thing to a sheltered young lady such as myself...! Well, don't worry about the money. I have my savings from my allowance and my salary from research assistance. And since what I'm trying to make is what it is, Granny will be chipping in as well.'

"The professor?"

Professor Arisugawa is soft on her family, but she knows when to be strict. That means this isn't just some vanity project.

Its purpose is probably...

"If the professor is involved, then you're making 'insurance for an emergency,' right?"

I heard a quiet chuckle over the telepathic link.

'Don't go digging for all the details. It's best to save the fun for later, you know?'

"Right, right. We're about to start work now, so I won't ask any more."

The door to the women's changing room opened and a familiar face emerged, so I ended the conversation.

"Sorry to keep you! Kyouta, what were you talking about?"

"About how Aira-san has a terrible personality."

'Kyouta-kun!? You're still holding a grudge about yesterday, aren't you, Kyouta-kun!?'

"Don't say that, Kyouta! Paisen has her good points, too!"

'That's right, tell him, Erina-kun!'

"It's just that she has way more bad points!"

'Damn it! I'm surrounded by enemies!'

"It's alright, sis."

'Mia! That's right, I have my sister!'

"No matter how much of a hopeless person you are... I'll be by your side...!"

'Is it really that bad that you have to say it with such grim determination!? I see! Alright, sis is gonna have a good cry now!'

"That would be a pain, so please do it later."

'*Pien*.'

Ignoring the hopeless co-ed wailing through the earring, we passed through reception and into the gate room.

There, I deployed my [Arcane Gear], activated the golems, and after getting everything ready, did a final check.

"Aira-san. We're about to enter the dungeon. Are you ready with the navigation?"

'Mm... Other than the tears blurring my vision, I'm fine...!'

"I see. Please make sure to wipe your tears."

'Waaah! Erina-kun, Kyouta-kun's being so cold to me!"

"Paisen."

'Yes?'

"Pull yourself together, okay?"

'Yes.'

Perhaps pressured by Erina-san's smiling command through the earring, the hopeless co-ed fell silent.

As I thought, the family hierarchy for that hopeless co-ed is...

"It's okay, sis. When we get back, I'll lick... I mean, wipe away your tears!"

'Okay, I've stopped crying! I've pulled myself together! Don't you worry!'

"Understood. We're going through the gate now, so you two, hands on my shoulders."

One with her usual smile, the other with a disappointed look, my companions placed their hands on my shoulders.

After visually confirming the golems were connected, I stepped through the white door.

Even though my adventurer rank has gone up, I'll never get used to the strange sensation of entering this dungeon.

That sensation soon faded, and I felt the hard floor through my boots. The lantern-style LED light hanging from my waist illuminated our surroundings.

Walls and a ceiling made of stacked stone. A damp, iron-smelling wind flowed gently through the gaps.

With the lights attached to the golems and my own lantern, I could clearly see both ends of the passage, which was wide enough for two lanes of traffic.

At regular intervals were jail cells. Sturdy-looking iron bars, slightly rusted, and beyond them, six-tatami-mat sized rooms with only a simple bed and a broken bucket.

This place was a prison. And likely one where merciless punishments, illegal in modern Japan, were carried out. It was a place that reeked of blood.

I averted my eyes from what looked like human nail scratches carved into the back wall of a cell and touched my own earring.

"Aira-san. We've entered the dungeon."

'Mm. I know I'm the one who requested this, but please be careful. Safety first.'

"Understood."

I took a deep breath. Drawing the sword at my waist, I began to walk, my [Flügel] swaying.

Our footsteps echoed strangely in the passage as we slowly moved forward.
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The passage was wide, about three lanes across, and roughly five meters high.

It felt quite spacious, but the six-mat jail cells lining the sides had normal ceilings, around two meters high.

I walked along the stone floor, the iron-scented wind an unpleasant presence.

"...Spotted the paint. 'H-11'."

I illuminated the yellow letters and numbers painted by the Self-Defense Force with my artificial light and reported to Aira-san through my earring.

'Mm... Alright, proceed straight and take a left at the second intersection. It's a straight shot for a while from there.'

"Got it."

I answered curtly and tightened my grip on the hilt of my sword.

I realized I was a little more tense than usual. Probably because I had a bit of a history with the monsters that appeared in this labyrinth.

Again, I took a single deep breath. I shifted my focus, releasing the unnecessary tension.

I proceeded down the passage as instructed and approached the second intersection. But the moment I turned left, Erina-san's sharp voice and my [Spirit Eye] warned me of danger.

"Enemy attack!"

"Tch!"

Faster than my brain could process what her voice and my own vision told me, I raised my sword like a shield.

A split second later, a torrent of light filled the passage. An aurora of black and red clashed with my blade, and I blocked it with [Concept Interference].

"Ngh, you...!"

Parrying it was impossible, but...

"Hraaaaaaah!"

With a vertical slash, I tore the aurora asunder, scattering it. The remnants smashed into the stone walls and ceiling, scraping away the rusted iron bars.

Beyond the dust-filled corridor, I saw two red shadows.

Bat-like wings flapped, blowing away the cloud of dust that enveloped them. Their muscular black bodies were covered in a crimson, protector-like exoskeleton, and thick, reptilian tails grew from their waists.

Their faces were smooth and featureless, with only a mouth and eyes gashed open. Two twisted horns added to their sinister appearance, and combined with the tridents they held, they looked like a child's drawing of a devil.

Though their weapons were different, I knew this monster. A creature that had turned a moment of my daily life, however unpleasant, into a living hell.

"Demon..."

*'■■■■■...!'*

As if in response to my whisper, the two monsters let out short growls. One of them began to charge at me.

One step, two, it accelerated, and on the third, it leaped. Spreading its wings wide, it flew, hugging the high ceiling as it closed in.

Meanwhile, the other one pointed its left hand at me and began firing a barrage of light bullets from its fingertips. It was a suppressive fire, with little aim.

Deflecting them with my armor, I ignored the one above and charged forward.

*'■■...!'*

The wide view of my [Spirit Eye] caught the Demon that was tracking me and changing direction.

But an iron ball slammed into its back as it turned, smashing it onto the hard floor. It should have been wary of more than just me.

Shielding my face with my left gauntlet, I used the acceleration from my [Flügel] to close the distance in an instant. I deflected the remaining volley of light bullets and entered its range.

*'■■■■!'*

To avoid my left gauntlet, it unleashed a thrusting attack, rotating the spearhead as it aimed for my face. I dodged by bending my forward leg, then slashed up from below, severing the demon's right arm.

Without pause, it swung its left claws, but I parried with a return stroke and slammed my left iron fist into its jaw like an uppercut.

*'■■, ■...!?'*

I felt its exoskeleton jaw shatter, crushing the flesh beneath. Before its airborne body could escape, I swung my blade with one right hand and bisected its torso horizontally.

Keeping it in my vision, I moved closer to the wall to check on the other one.

My concern was unnecessary. The one that had charged with its spear had been impaled through the stomach with ice and had its face smashed in by a claw.

I confirmed both demons had turned white and let out a small breath.

"Phew..."

"Sorry, I was a little late noticing them."

Erina-san said apologetically as she retracted the wire of her claw.

"No, it's fine. Do you know why?"

"They probably noticed us first and held their breath, minimizing their heartbeats. From now on, I'll use scent as the primary basis for scouting."

"I'm counting on you. And, is everyone okay?"

"I'm fine!"

"Me too."

"Good."

Still, it made sense for the enemy to notice our approach due to our footsteps, but to think they could silence themselves to that extent.

I looked down at the demon that had turned to salt and narrowed my eyes.

I no longer struggled against them like I used to, but they were certainly still troublesome opponents.

Just then, Ukon lumbered over and collected the drop item from within the salt.

It was a red skull. Not a human one. It was made of a slightly transparent, crystal-like material, with twisted horns of the same substance growing from its temples.

Their drop item, a 'Demon's Skull.' It had the same morbid shape as the one I'd obtained during that stampede.

"Aira-san, the battle is over. We're currently where you instructed, just past the left turn at the intersection."

'I see. In any case, I'm glad you're safe. Stay on your guard from here on out.'

"Yes."

I glanced at the skull as Erina-san placed it into her [Item Box].

The ability of that 'magic tool' was to store mana. Hearing that alone made it sound similar to the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club's [Magi Battery], but unfortunately, releasing the stored mana was extremely difficult and inefficient.

As a result, it was deemed unsuitable for powering golems or for being carried as a mana tank. Currently, it had no more value than a macabre piece of art.

And yet, Aira-san wanted it. Not just one or two, but a significant number of them.

I wondered what on earth she planned to make. Since the professor also approved, it probably wasn't anything strange... well. It might be strange, but it probably wasn't anything bad.

'Hmm? Kyouta-kun, were you just thinking something rude?'

"No, not at all."

'Is that so. Very well. Oh, and when you get back, would you mind playing another round of AG with me?'

"If you promise not to trash-talk at all."

'...I'll do my best.'

"This woman..."

How deeply ingrained is her need to trash-talk? She's really in a bad way as a person.

Oh, wait, she was always like that. I guess it can't be helped, I sighed and gave up.

"I'm sorry, Kyouta-kun. I don't usually play games..."

"No, no. There's no need for you to apologize, Mia-san. I don't know the point of these matches, but I'm treating it as part of the job."

'Wait. You've been playing with me with the same feeling as playing a round of business golf on a holiday...?'

"As far as AG goes lately, yes."

'Hee hee... I think I might cry.'

"By the way, I haven't been able to make a ninja mech I'm satisfied with, so I don't play that game!"

"Ah, right."

We continued through the labyrinth with its gloomy atmosphere, making such conversation.

I tried not to think about it too much, but I occasionally caught sight of unnatural black stains in the back of the cells.

A prison guarded by demons. I didn't want to imagine the kind of end the inmates met.

"Whoa, there's a strong smell of iron coming from slightly to the right of our direction of travel. I think there are three Demons lying in wait."

"Got it."

'From your position, they're probably inside a cell. To think they were once the guards, and now they're the prisoners.'

I slowed my pace and cautiously approached the group of enemies.

The sound of our footsteps echoing in the corridor clearly changed its rhythm.

"They noticed that we noticed. They're coming."

"Understood."

Just after I answered, my own eyes detected three sources of mana bursting out from the darkness ahead.

*'■■■■!'*

Two of them spread their wings and shot forward, hovering just above the floor as they thrust their left arms toward us.

As they fired a barrage of blackish-red light bullets from their fingertips, the third one leaped into the air and dove at us in an arc.

"Byakuren!"

"Forward!"

At my and Mia-san's command, the golems moved to the front.

Byakuren's armor and the angled shields of Ukon and his partner deflected the light bullets. Fierce sparks flew, and a hard sound echoed through the passage.

I ran up their backs and used the momentum of my jump to launch myself into the air. The Demon that was flying near the ceiling thrust its trident at me as I came face to face with it.

I parried the approaching spearhead with my left gauntlet and, as we passed each other, slashed its torso. It wasn't a clean bisection, but I could sense with my mana that the self-proclaimed ninja had finished it off without me having to look back.

Without pause, I moved to get above the remaining two, and one of them turned its arm toward me.

I dodged the incoming light bullets with acceleration and a barrel roll, then dove sharply. Using the momentum, I severed the opponent's left arm and, with a return stroke, sliced its torso in a reverse diagonal cut. I felt the blade, which went from its side to its shoulder, destroy its heart.

Immediately, the other one turned to me, drew back its spear, and lunged.

I dodged it with a horizontal spin and swung my sword at its neck. The demon tried to stop me by creating a mana barrier with its left palm, but my [Concept Interference] tore through it and the demon together.

I watched the two at my feet turn to salt before finally relaxing my stance. I checked on the other one just in case, but it seemed that fight was over as well.

"No enemy presence nearby! We're all clear!"

"Got it."

I let the tension leave my shoulders and lowered my stance.

I was now able to defeat a once-formidable enemy with such stability. It made me feel a small sense of accomplishment, a sign of how much stronger we had all become.

It wasn't good to feel that way during an exploration, but I still felt the corners of my mouth turn up slightly.

'Looks like things are going smoothly. As expected of my elite unit.'

"Thanks for that."

'Go, Invisible Ninjas!'

"Shut up."

"V!"

"Don't you cheer."

My head, which had been getting carried away with a sense of accomplishment, cooled down.

I was grateful for that, but I really wanted to change our party name. It was quietly painful that this ridiculous name had spread online and was being associated with pictures of my back.

I wanted something more normal. For example, the three of us on the field team plus Aira-san makes four. We could just line up the first letters of our last names... Something like that would be fine.

When I looked at Mia-san, she just gave a resigned look and slowly shook her head.

I decided it wasn't worth bringing up in the middle of a dungeon exploration and swallowed my words.

"Let's resume the exploration. Navigation, please."

'You got it. Do your best, Invisible Ninjas!'

"Which hand would you like me to punch you with, left or right?"

'I don't want either!?'

"Don't worry. It's just a survey."

'That's a lie!!'

───From there, the exploration proceeded smoothly.

After dealing with the Demons, we completed marking the area near the exit. After about an hour of walking through the prison-like dungeon, we arrived in an open space.

"Is this... a cafeteria?"

'Probably.'

It was as large as a gymnasium, and in the back, I could see what looked like a kitchen.

But naturally, the tables and chairs that had once been lined up were decayed, most of them scattered as debris across the floor. The kitchen area was also empty, with no fire in the hearth and no signs of life.

Did even a prison guarded by demons serve its prisoners meals outside their cells? Or were there human guards besides the demons? Either way, now it was just an eerie space.

I cleared a path for those behind me by sweeping aside the wooden debris on the floor with wind. As the light from my lantern and the golems illuminated the area, I tightened my grip on my sword.

I had no proof, but based on my experience...

"Enemies are coming. Six of them, approaching from that door over there!"

"Got it!"

Enemies often appeared. Replying to Erina-san's words, I shouldered my sword and got into a ready stance.

About two seconds later, the demons burst into the cafeteria, smashing through the wooden door. The three in the lead began to gather glowing mana in their mouths, but before they could, a stone spear and a storm of flames flew toward them.

Their chests and stomachs were gouged out, and they were burned to a crisp. The remaining three, who had entered slightly behind, separated to the left and right, spears in hand.

Without hesitation, I charged toward the group of two. I kicked aside the wooden debris scattered on the floor and took flight.

I would close the distance and cut them down in one go. That's what I thought.

*'■■■■...!?'*

One of the demons dropped its spear and began to struggle. It clawed at its chest with sharp talons, letting out a silent scream.

A mysterious mana began to swirl around that individual. This was...!

"Mia-san, the fog!"

"Yes!"

I accelerated, trying to behead it before 'that' could emerge, but the other one charged in, blocking my path.

It held its spear horizontally, using its own body as a shield.

"Get out of my way!"

I cut down the demon, weapon and all, with a diagonal slash—but I was a second too late.

The vortex of mana swelled violently, forcibly pushing me back.

The red-exoskeletoned demon, at the center of that vortex, had changed its form.

Its entire body was covered in a black robe. At its neck, it wore a white ruff, like those worn by nobility.

In its right hand, which looked like nothing but bone and skin, it held a black, leather-bound book, which it opened silently.

But it was what was above its neck that drew my gaze. The monster exuded an overwhelmingly powerful presence.

Its head had no skin. It was a face of exposed muscle fibers, pulsing with a blood-red mana. It had no eyeballs; an eerie red light glowed from the depths of its sockets.

Above its head, a ring of masks floated, each displaying a different expression. They were so exquisitely crafted that they looked as if they had been peeled from the faces of living humans.

Dantalion.

A great demon, spoken of in the 72 pillars of Solomon. A duke of Hell.

And, a 'B-Rank Boss Monster.'

'───, ──────'

With a voice that I could hear but not comprehend, the great demon held its book toward me.

Instantly, a furious torrent of mana assaulted me. This wasn't like the attacks from the other demons; it was a demonic blow that reached directly into the human brain.

I immediately covered my earring with my left hand to prevent damage to Aira-san. Unlike the curses of the Utuq, this was a form of 'telepathy.' The chance was low, but it could potentially reach her.

That one action meant I couldn't dodge or defend in time.

I was swallowed whole by the flood of mana, thick with malevolent thought.

Well, not that it worked on me.

"Hmph!"

*'───!?'*

Without slowing down at all, I closed the distance and smashed my sword down through its cranium, masks and all.

The blade bit deep, reaching its neck, and I kicked its stomach to forcefully wrench my sword free. Pitch-black blood sprayed into the air as Dantalion's body collapsed with a thud.

Just to be sure, I stabbed my sword into its heart area a couple of times and confirmed with my [Spirit Eye] that the flow of mana had completely stopped.

"Aira-san, are you okay?"

'I'm fine. I took my own precautions before sending you all into that dungeon.'

"That's good to hear."

Victims of Dantalion's brainwashing became unable to speak human language, so the fact that she could talk meant she was fine.

According to SDF intel, its victims would laugh madly while harming themselves and their allies.

I glanced over at the remaining one; that battle seemed to be over as well. The Demon, surrounded by the three golems, was being beaten to a pulp before turning into salt.

"Are you guys okay, too?"

"No—pro—blem!"

"We're fine!"

The fog cleared, and they appeared. As Ukon and Sakon collected the drop items, I rejoined them.

"Sorry about that. I couldn't take it down before it appeared."

"No, no. Safety first."

"Yeah! But since we ran into a boss monster, we should probably head back for now."

"Right."

The rules for adventurers don't change just because your rank goes up. If you encounter a boss monster, you avoid combat if possible and retreat. Even if you defeat it, you're obligated to report it to the SDF immediately.

It was a shame, as we could have explored for a little longer.

'Hahaha. It's nostalgic to think about how you were on the verge of death against that Minotaur...'

"Well, I'm just a good matchup against it, that's all."

Dantalion. Its ability was to teleport through allied demons, but its offensive methods were brainwashing and death curses—attacks that had no effect on me. Its stats were also heavily skewed toward magic, with physical abilities on par with a C-Rank monster.

It was strong, but it really depended on the matchup. One-trick ponies like that are prone to these kinds of accidents.

After collecting the items, we quickly returned using Erina-san's teleportation.

As for Dantalion's drop item, it was an object that destroyed the personality of anyone forced to wear it as a mask, making it one of the few items for which 'sale is prohibited.'

When we brought it to the store, its immediate destruction was ordered, and of course, it wasn't worth a single coin. We did get a subjugation reward, though.

It truly was a terrifying monster you wouldn't want to encounter...
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The footsteps of the end were drawing near.

I looked up at the heavens to see a cloudy face, as if it were about to burst into tears. The cawing of a crow echoed from somewhere, and the thick, sticky air licked at my skin.

Ah. Why do humans repeat the same mistakes? When faced with the misfortune of others, we are either indifferent, take pleasure in it, or offer sympathy but look the other way and pass by.

But I have no right to condemn it. For I, too, have averted my eyes from disasters that befell others, treating them as someone else's problem.

Is this, then, a punishment? Is this the scythe of judgment, brought down upon the sinner who feigned ignorance?

If so, then the executioner is undoubtedly her.

A girl with a smile like the sun and hair of flowing gold. She turned her breathtakingly beautiful face toward me, her innocent eyes piercing my very being.

Her cherry-pink lips parted, and her cheerful voice announced that the day of my execution was fast approaching.

"The cultural festival is almost here, Kyouta!"

"Just kill me now."

It was September. With the cultural festival just a few days away, I stood before the entrance of the Arisugawa residence in the sweltering heat.

Why didn't I go in right away? Because, you see, I wanted to escape from reality...

But Erina-san, with her sharp senses, must have noticed me, for she came out to greet me. And, with barely a hello, she made the aforementioned statement.

This is very painful.

"Come on, come in! Shii-chan's already inside!"

"Yeah..."

"You're not looking so hot. A late summer slump?"

"Yeah..."

Erina-san, in a purple kimono adorned with golden leaves, peered at my face with concern.

I wish she would direct even a little of that kindness toward the feelings of a high school boy about to be paraded around in women's clothing in front of a large crowd.

"Well, relax in the living room! I'll bring some snacks and drinks right away!"

"Thank you..."

She pushed me firmly from behind and led me to the living room.

The moment the door opened, I sensed a strangely heavy atmosphere. The two women sitting opposite each other were in complete silence, and one of them was sweating bullets.

Seeing us enter, the sweating woman—Aira-san—put on a broad smile.

"Well, well, well! You're late, Kyouta-kun! Wait right there, I'll prepare some tea and sweets for you! You and Erina-kun just sit and wait."

"No, no! Paisen is the one who has something to talk about with you two, so I'll get it!"

"Ah, yes. Please do."

"Leave it to me!"

Aira-san, who had stood up from her chair, plopped back down at Erina-san's words.

As Erina-san breezily left the living room for the kitchen, I gave a small bow.

"Hello. Sorry to keep you waiting."

"N-No. It's fine. It's fine."

What's fine?

"Yo. I already read through the request form."

"Ah, yes."

Leaning back in her chair, Ooyama-sa... Shizuku-san flipped through a rather thick booklet.

A request from Aira-san. I didn't know what she planned to make, but I had heard that my and Shizuku-san's skills were needed. I got the gist of it after returning from the Demon dungeon, but the detailed discussion was for today.

The reason it took so long to schedule was that we needed to prepare for the cultural festival.

The 'props' were finished quickly, thanks to a so-called alchemist and a dwarf craftsman, but there were other things that required practice and so on.

But I digress. Today's client was Aira-san, so I was about to sit next to Shizuku-san.

Just then, for some reason, Aira-san was staring at me and shaking her head slightly.

When I tilted my head in confusion, she repeatedly darted her eyes between me and the empty seat next to her. She seemed to be trying to tell me, 'Sit next to me.'

I see. I understood the reason for the heavy atmosphere I'd felt upon entering and her excessive sweating.

This person was nervous because she didn't know how to act around her 'cousin's friend.'

Up until now, whenever Shizuku-san or Busujima-sa... Aika-san were around, Aira-san would embolden herself by pretending she was drunk.

But this time, she wasn't doing that. Most likely, Professor Arisugawa had confiscated both her alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks, telling her to 'learn to talk to people sober for once.'

As someone who also struggles with social skills, I could deeply sympathize with Aira-san's plight.

I offered her a gentle smile and a small nod. In response, her eyes lit up as if she had seen a beacon of hope.

And then they filled with despair as she watched me sit down next to Shizuku-san.

"...!? ...!!"

Even if she gives me that 'You betrayed me!? You of all people!!' look, I can't help it.

Today, we are the client and the contractors. As a contractor, it's proper for me to sit opposite her with Shizuku-san, who is in the same position.

This is for Aira-san's own good. I must be cruel to be kind.

Well, I have my own personal reasons, too.

*It's a little see-through...*

Aira-san wasn't in her usual tracksuit or t-shirt, but a proper white blouse and black jeans.

While it was still midsummer hot in early September, the living room was pleasantly cool thanks to the air conditioning.

However, the sweat from her nervousness had dampened her blouse, making the skin and the blue bra underneath slightly visible!

If I were to sit next to that living embodiment of lewdness, that scion of the pervert clan, it would be the end. I had no confidence that I could discuss work properly. About ninety percent of my rationality would have to be dedicated to not staring at Aira-san's chest.

If you must blame something, blame your own lewd body...!

This was a necessary measure to ensure a serious work discussion. A booklet had been prepared for me as well, and I lowered my gaze to its cover.

'The Strongest! Aira-chan's Super-Secret Plan!!'

"Is she an idiot?"

"Please refrain from verbal assault the moment we begin."

I couldn't help but grimace at the world-endingly bad taste.

Seriously... Was she always this hopeless...?

"Wait. There is a reason for this, deeper than the ocean."

"Let's hear it."

"I couldn't think of a good name, so I went for a joke."

"Even as a joke, it's shallow, you fool."

Don't think you can just slap on an exclamation mark and '-chan' to make it work. That joke has been overused so much it's about to catch fire from friction.

"Here you go! I brought iced tea!"

"My dear Erina, are you planning to do something indecent to us!? To turn into a beast and—"

"Shut up, you hopeless of the hopeless."

"I-I've been demoted from 'co-ed' to just 'hopeless'...!?"

"Shii-chan, why does iced tea mean beast?"

"Beats me. I don't get her vibe at all. She suddenly started talking a lot. Did I do somethin' to make her hate me?"

"Nah. Paisen can only talk to people she can look down on, or people she sees as family!"

"Hmph... Erina-kun. Wait. Um, a little more, you know..."

Ah, Aira-san was shrinking more than ever. I forcefully tore my consciousness away from the gravitational pull emanating from the valley of her breasts, which were being pushed together from the sides.

This is bad. I must return my gaze to the booklet with the idiotic cover...!

"Here, you go."

"Ah, thanks."

A glass of iced tea was placed before me, along with a wooden coaster.

A glass filled with stick-shaped baked sweets was placed in the middle of the table, and Erina-san took a few steps back, holding the tray.

"Well then, I'll leave you young folks to it..."

"Erina-kuuun!? Wait. Don't leave me. Besides, you're younger than us. So sit next to me and protect my heart...!'

"Sorry, Paisen."

Erina-san's eyebrows furrowed into a sad shape, and she gave a wry smile.

"Granny told me to stay in my room with Senpai until your business talk is over. So, I'll come back when your discussion is finished!"

"Don't say that! Come on, just a little longer! Just for a little bit!"

"Well then everyone, I wish you luck! ☆"

"Don't leave meeeeeee!"

Ignoring Aira-san's anguished cry, Erina-san left.

"Rinzaki Erina makes a cool exit...!'

Correction. She made a hopeless exit. The level of coolness in that old man's exit is something a normal person could never imitate...

After a wistful glance at the closed door, Aira-san turned back to us.

"U-Umm, well then, umm..."

"Calm down, Aira-san."

"Silence, boy! Do you know my suffering!?"

"I actually kind of do."

"Right!?"

"...People she sees as family, huh."

Shizuku-san glanced between me and Aira-san, then grinned.

"I see, I see."

"Shizuku-san?"

"Don't mind me. Arisugawa-san. No, I'll call you by your first name. Aira-san. Please begin."

"Y-Yesh."

The fact that the most composed person here is a high school girl.

I averted my gaze from the cold-sweating Aira-san and silently cheered for her efforts.

*Work mode. Work mode solves everything. At first, just say what's necessary with polite language and a smile. Leave the difficult stuff for later. For now, that's enough...!*

I couldn't make eye contact since I couldn't look up, but I hoped my thoughts would reach her.

With that in mind, I also picked up the booklet.

* * *

Thirty minutes later, Aira-san, having drained her iced tea to replenish her lost fluids, let out a huge sigh. Then, all the strength left her body as she went limp.

She seemed to have burned out. Still, she had managed to hold a proper conversation in the latter half, so this was a huge step forward.

I gave her a mental standing ovation as I closed the booklet and put the ballpoint pen I'd brought back in my pocket.

"The points we need to hash out are pretty much these, right?"

"We won't know the rest 'til we actually try it. This is gonna be a pretty big contract, so I gotta have my old man and woman look over the paperwork."

"Do you think you can make it at your... at Shizuku-san's factory?"

"The 'size' ain't a problem. We can probably handle the technical side, too. But, Aira-san, are you an expert in physics and electrical stuff, too? You seem to know more about it than me, or even my parents... Actually, based on all the calculations and stuff you mentioned, you're pretty much a pro in that field."

"This person can do pretty much anything at a first-class level. Except for exercise and communication."

"Wow... Wow..."

I glanced at the hopeless beauty, her eyes unfocused and her mouth hanging open.

If it weren't for all the stuff with her mother, maybe her communication skills would have been average...

But as I thought that, I couldn't imagine an Aira-san who could be composed and sharp in front of people. In my mind, she was a hopeless co-ed.

"Are you done talking?"

"Ah, yes."

The living room door opened, and Erina-san came in.

Her timing was impeccable. Could she have been eavesdropping with her skill?

It seemed she was worried about Aira-san after all.

"Let's play then! Senpai was busy studying and wouldn't play with me, so I was bored."

No, I take that back. This self-proclaimed ninja was just looking for a chance to come play.

"Oh, that's right! Kyouta, is it true that Paisen has been bothering you in the game lately?"

"Well, yeah. I really wish she'd do something about that trash-talking habit."

"Without trash-talking... what is a winner..."

"She's saying that even when she's broken..."

"She probably means it from the bottom of her heart."

Shizuku-san and I looked at the hopeless co-ed with exasperated eyes.

She was still making a dumb face with her brain overheated, but it seemed she could still hear us.

"I see. Okay, then I'll make Paisen wear the clothes she refused to wear before because she was embarrassed, so please forgive her for that, okay?"

"Huh...? You don't have to do that."

"It sounds fun! And I think it's related to our discussion today!"

"Listen to me."

"Give it up, Kyouta. Once Erina's like this, she won't listen."

With a beaming smile, Erina-san picked up Aira-san and carried her into the next room. What on earth was she planning to make her wear?

Five minutes later, as Shizuku-san and I were discussing the request, the two of them returned.

"Sorry for the wait!"

"Yeah. What were you even doing?"

Shizuku-san sent an exasperated look toward Erina-san, who had returned with a huge smile.

With her kimono sleeves tied back, she wiped her brow as if she had accomplished a great feat. Not that she had broken a sweat.

"Glad you asked! Come on, Paisen, your entrance!"

"E-Erina-kun. Do I really have to appear before people dressed like this...!"

"It's fine, it's fine! It's okay, I promise!"

"Hey, wai—"

Erina-san went back into the next room for a moment, then returned, pushing Aira-san from behind.

"!?"

Seeing Aira-san's outfit, I almost burst out laughing.

To put it simply, she was dressed in 'a pilot suit from a robot anime.' And a very tight-fitting one at that.

From the shoulders down and from the thighs down, the material was black, but her torso and crotch were made of a white material.

The thin fabric shamelessly revealed her outstanding figure, and Aira-san, who seemed to have regained some of her sanity, was blushing furiously.

There were metallic decorations on her ears, forearms, and the tips of her breasts, giving it a somewhat sci-fi feel.

But more than that, it was erotic. The way she desperately tried to cover her chest and crotch with her slender arms only made it feel more obscene.

"Erina-kun...! Isn't this one of those 'How do you protect yourself in that pilot suit!?' kind of things...!?"

"It's okay, Paisen."

"What's okay?"

Erina-san gave Aira-san a confident thumbs-up.

"Your skin exposure is almost zero...!"

Is that the problem?

"I, see...!'

Ah, her brain's still boiled.

For some reason, the hopeless co-ed was suddenly convinced and puffed out her chest confidently. Her magnificent bust bounced with a *fwomp*, and my head followed its motion up and down.

I cannot resist this gravitational pull...!

"Now that you mention it, the only exposed skin is my face, and all the important parts are covered! There's no problem at all!"

"That's right!"

"What was I so embarrassed about! Hah, it seems my head was in the gutter!"

"Yep!"

As her chest bounced, the metal parts on the tips naturally bounced as well. In the center of each was a round, blue glass piece, which only served to mark the 'summit.'

In terms of sheer size, Erina-san and Mia-san were larger. And due to her height, Shizuku-san might have a larger cup size.

But Aira-san's were shaped in a way that deserved to be called 'beautifully magnificent.' Erina-san and the others had beautifully curved breasts, but hers were on another level.

And her crotch area was completely unprotected, or rather... Isn't that fabric a little thin? If it wedged in just a little more, I feel like I'd see a shape I shouldn't see.

From my seated position, it was difficult to stare at that area. But the vision of my [Spirit Eye] was extremely high. If I concentrated, it surpassed a telephoto lens.

I was more grateful for this skill this year than I ever had been...!

"Kyouta."

"Hwah!?"

A voice from beside me made my shoulders jump.

"N-No, this is..."

"Take this."

A convenience store point card was quietly slid onto the table.

"The discount coupons are probably expired, but I've got a decent amount of points saved up...!'

Hey, don't give me a thumbs-up.

The self-proclaimed ninja wore a smug look as if she had accomplished her mission. The lewd, hopeless co-ed started striking cool poses. The harassing dwarf was looking at me with expectant eyes.

What is this situation? Somebody explain it to me...! Mia-san... no, she'd probably just go wild, so she's out. Professor! Please explain, Professor! This chaos is mainly your granddaughter's fault!

"Alright, Kyouta-kun! Since we're at it, let's have a photoshoot! I'll recreate scenes from the anime, so you take the pictures!"

"Understood!!"

I nodded on instinct. I took out my phone and, while on one knee, started hovering with wind from [Mana Conversion].

I see. What Shizuku-san had once said about 'skill proficiency'... I felt like I understood it not with my head, but with my senses.

As I flew freely around Aira-san like a humanoid drone, I strongly felt my understanding of the skill deepen.

Putting that aside, I decided I would somehow store these photos offline.

───That night.

Aira-san, now fully back to her senses, utterly destroyed me in the game. But I had no choice but to accept it meekly. She was completely silent the entire time, without a single taunt.

And not a single word about deleting the photos.

Thank you... From the bottom of my heart, thank you...!
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			The time for the final act has come...

No, I should just brace myself. I'm tired of complaining every time. Besides, the show's about to start.

The high school cultural festival. In middle school, it was just singing in a chorus at some auditorium. But my first year of high school was different—it was the same kind of vibrant festival I'd seen in anime and manga.

Well, calling it 'just like anime' or 'vibrant' might be a stretch; it was rough around the edges and a bit of a mess here and there. But that chaos was exactly what made it feel like a real festival.

So why not just let go and enjoy it? My first high school festival. What’s the big deal about cross-dressing once or twice? It’s just like dressing up in a costume and hitting the town for Halloween. Not that I've ever actually done that.

That's what I told myself as I shifted my mindset.

"Kyouta, are you ready?"

"I'm fine."

"...Well, yeah, um. Good luck."

"Right. You too."

I answered Shizuku-san, who had come to get me, and stepped out from behind the blue tarp partition she was holding up.

Then, I walked around our event tent—which we had made to look like a circus tent occupying a corner of the schoolyard—to the front.

These shoes were hard to walk in, and this skirt felt alien. The face guard made it a little hard to breathe.

Still, this was a festival. I was going to make it a huge success...!

I was clad in a Gothic Lolita outfit of black cloth and white frills, the very one Ito and his friends had brought me as a 'thank you gift' a while back. In my hand, I held a slightly modified parasol.

I had a wig that extended my hair to my waist, and my left eye was partially hidden by my bangs. My mouth was covered by a black demon's face guard, its golden fangs glinting in the sunlight.

Effectively, only the area around my right eye was visible. This would at least keep my shame to a minimum.

Just as I had practiced countless times, I walked with the delicate steps of a proper lady, twirling my parasol.

Alright, time to head into battle!

"Okay, please form a single file line!"

"We'll be handing out numbered tickets, so please remain calm!"

"Hey, isn't that one of the kids from the infamous 'Invisible Ninjas'!?"

"Huh, no way! But was there a girl like that? I remember a girl with black hair, but her chest and back were..."

"She's gorgeous! Who is that?!"

"Idiot. You can't even see her face. Don't be fooled. Though she definitely has an incredible aura."

"I heard the 'Invisible Ninjas' had an attraction around here... is this it?"

"Haaah...! Haaah...! She's wearing it...! My... *our*...! Kyoukooo...!"

Isn't this crowd a little too big?

There were clearly more people here than the total number of students at our school. Nearly half the schoolyard was filled, and the teachers we'd asked for help were desperately trying to organize the lines.

When Erina-san had gone to the staff room almost a month ago to ask for assistance, I had tilted my head, wondering if we'd really get that many visitors.

Apparently, her judgment was spot on. Are the locals around here just that bored...?

The sun beat down on me mercilessly as I walked with my parasol. It felt like a spotlight was following me, and I couldn't seem to relax.

A clear sky with just a few scattered white clouds was welcome, but this crowd size was completely unexpected.

We were only scheduled for the morning... can we even get through everyone?

Well, my job remains the same. I stood at the entrance and waited.

Then, I prompted the first group of customers with my gaze. They appeared to be a young couple, and they approached hesitantly.

"*Welcome, aspiring adventurers... heroes, one and all.*"

As the voice echoed from my crimson choker, I performed a curtsy, just as Erina-san had taught me.

It was hard for them to see, but I'd had Aira-san attach a telepathy mirror to the choker. Aika-san was watching the situation through it and providing the voice.

The couple just stared blankly, likely at my unusually tall stature for a woman. Was this outfit really that strange?

Just as I was starting to worry, Aika-san's voice continued.

"*From this moment, we shall guide you through a replica of the labyrinth we have prepared. As the sign there indicates, you must strictly adhere to the following three rules.*"

*Okay, I think this is where I'm supposed to release a bit of mana to intimidate them, right?*

I carefully released it, making sure not to convert it into wind, just enough for even a non-Awakened person to notice, but not enough to cause any harm...

I used my [Spirit Eye] to check the flow of mana from my body, making fine adjustments. I'm really not good at this sort of thing.

"*First, do not stray from my back. You must not move too far ahead, nor may you stop. Second, if you begin to feel unwell, please inform me immediately. At that point, the labyrinth tour will conclude. And third, try not to touch the walls. Should you touch them... I wonder what might happen?*"

This is it! Erina-san told me to 'laugh' here. Even if my face is hidden, the eyes are the window to the soul. My expression will get through!

Alright, just like I practiced!

...A grotesque grin spread across my face.

...I'm so glad I'm wearing this face guard.

I felt my own heart grow cold as I switched to a customer-service smile.

Ah, the customers look pale. It must be because my face was so creepy.

"*Silence will be taken as consent. Now, you two... please, enjoy the abyss of the labyrinth.*"

Also, isn't Aika-san a total chuuni? She must have written this script.

With a twirl of my skirt, I slipped through the thin purple curtain. The couple, who followed in a slight panic, gasped as they saw the interior.

"N-No way..."

"You've got to be kidding me..."

Apparently, the result was satisfactory.

The floor was still the dirt of the school grounds, but on either side were walls of piled, pale yellow stones. The path was about three meters wide, with the ceiling at about the same height.

Speaking of the ceiling, it was painted pitch black and adorned with eerie red patterns.

A mysterious vortex of mana filled the interior. The sense of unease, which even a non-Awakened person could feel on their skin, gave the visitors a taste of the extraordinary.

Of course, it was all just a cheap set.

The walls were just thin boards and blue tarps covered with a paste made by using alchemy to break down brick blocks from the hardware store.

Since that alone wasn't impressive enough, Shizuku-san had touched it up so it would at least be convincing at a glance.

The ceiling was also made of cloth, a mere facade. But unlike the walls, it wasn't just for show.

"*Now, follow me.*"

I began to walk slowly, and the couple followed behind me.

They clung to each other as if they were in a haunted house. Tsk! Show-offs!

A few seconds after we started walking, I heard Aika-san's hushed voice from my earring.

"*Kyouta-kun. Please.*"

I didn't answer with words, but instead came to a stop.

With the startled couple behind me, I leisurely raised my parasol like a rapier.

"*Please step back. It seems our reception has arrived.*"

"Huh?"

Ignoring their confusion, I channeled mana from the tip of my foot into a 'kettle-shaped head covered in stone' that Shizuku-san was quietly pushing through a gap in the wall.

I'd made golems countless times. I could now form one easily without a cheat sheet. Focusing on the transmutation circle carved on the reverse side, I connected a thread of mana to the materials prepared on the other side of the wall.

In the blink of an eye, a hulking form made of earth took shape. It was as if it had sprouted from the ground.

"W-Whaaaah!?"

"What is that?! What's happening!?"

"*There is no need to panic. Let's see, you could call this...*"

The golem sluggishly rose to its feet and swung its massive, earthen arm.

Its fist flew towards me with the speed of a pro boxer.

"*...merely a weakling.*"

I blocked the earthen fist with the tip of my parasol.

There was no need to put any strength into it. In fact, if I did, the parasol would break.

Having so easily stopped the punch from the giant, the couple let out another cry of surprise.

These people are great customers.

I flicked the golem's massive arm up with the tip of my parasol, took a step forward, and thrust into its torso.

The parasol pierced through it as if it were thin paper, and with a light sideways flick, the earthen giant crumbled to pieces.

In the dim light, with only the eerily glowing patterns on the ceiling as a light source, I lightly rested the parasol on my shoulder and gave it a graceful twirl.

While the customers' gazes were directed upward, the kettle head was pulled back behind the wall by a string.

"*Are you unharmed, brave heroes? Yes... this is merely a trial tour. We wouldn't let you suffer so much as a single scratch.*"

Alright, another smile here! I won't mess it up this time. My best customer-service smile!

...Aren't they even more put off now?

As I turned back and smiled, the couple stared at me with caution, as if they had just seen a monster.

*No, you've got it all wrong. That golem looks strong, but the inside is almost completely hollow so that it wouldn't hurt anyone even if they bumped into it...*

And the parasol that looked like it pierced through with brute force actually has a transmutation circle carved on its tip, which simply used alchemy to disassemble the golem's makeshift body.

I wanted to explain all that, but it would completely ruin the atmosphere we'd built.

Maintaining my smile, I gave a small bow and resumed my dignified, ladylike walk. I felt like muscles I never use were screaming in protest, but I pushed through with sheer grit.

After walking for about five minutes, the woman in the couple voiced a question.

"H-Hey... isn't it too spacious in here? It's completely different from how it looked from the outside..."

"Yeah... U-Um, miss? What is this...?"

"*...*"

...Oh, 'miss' is me.

It took me a moment to realize the college-aged couple was talking to me.

I hurriedly spun around.

"*Ahahahahahahaha!!*"

"!?"

*What's wrong, Aika-san!? Did Erina-san do something!?*

The couple let out a small shriek at her sudden burst of laughter.

"*Ah... my apologies. Yes, yes. There is no need for concern. This is a labyrinth. A false labyrinth of our own creation. In that case, kukuku... wouldn't twisting a bit of space or two be necessary to provide proper hospitality?*"

Oh no, Aika-san's chuuni soul is exploding.

Well, she isn't lying, but her phrasing... it's just so... reminiscent of that phase where one thinks 'silver hair, black coat, eyepatch, bandages, and wrapped in chains' is the coolest thing ever.

I had steeled myself for the cross-dressing, but I never expected to be tormented from this direction. This ad-libbing is painful.

For now, I reluctantly struck a chuuni-esque pose to match the atmosphere.

"S-Space...!?"

But this couple... they reacted perfectly, their faces paling in terror.

This is bad. I think I'm starting to like these two.

"*Hee hee. Well, there is no need to think so deeply on it. As long as you remain behind me, I promise I will return you to the outside. So please... do not... leave my side.*"

I delivered the last line with just a hint of loneliness. Oh no... I'm a natural...!

My voice sounded like that of a young child, drowning in their own power, yet seeking someone who wouldn't be afraid of it. Busujima Aika... what a terrifying girl!

The couple fell for it hook, line, and sinker, staring at me with solemn expressions. These people aren't plants, are they? They're giving nothing but perfect reactions.

"*Then let us proceed. The tour... has only just begun.*"

I turned on my heel with grace and began walking again, the couple following close behind.

By the way, it's Erina-san who's actually twisting space. Using the patterns drawn on the ceiling as a medium for her space magic, she's making the interior about five times larger.

Naturally, it's an incredibly advanced and delicate spell. If mana were to run rampant inside, it would be easily dispelled, and she can't move while casting it. That's why we made meticulous preparations and limited the event to the morning.

And so, the first group of customers completed their ten-minute labyrinth tour right on schedule and arrived at the exit.

"Is it... over?"

"We're... we're alive...?"

I'm starting to feel a little concerned about these people's hypersensitivity.

The couple clutched each other's hands tightly, as if they had just finished a desperate escape. Um, you know this is all fake, right?

We specifically designed it so there was absolutely no real danger, so could you please not act like it was some 'dangerous attraction'? I'll get chewed out later.

"*Thank you very much for participating in our tour. Entry is limited to one time per person. You will likely never visit this place again.*"

As I stood in a farewell pose with an elegant bow, the couple spun back around as if struck by lightning.

"Aren't you... coming with us?"

*Uh, no way in hell? I have to backtrack to the entrance to get the next customers?*

"*I have my duty. Please, pay me no mind. And you... please, enjoy your peaceful, ordinary lives.*"

And now Aika-san is saying something cryptic...

Is it me? Am I the weird one for not being able to get into this flow...?

The boyfriend looked like he still wanted to say something, but his girlfriend touched his shoulder and gave a small shake of her head. Then, they both bowed to me.

"Please, take care...!"

"Maybe someday, again...!"

"*Yes... if we are able, in a land untouched by conflict.*"

After seeing the couple off, I turned with a flick of my skirt to head back to the entrance.

...Yeah. What am I supposed to do with this?

"Aika-san."

"*Fufufu... what is it, my other self? This banquet has only just begun. Let us dance and revel to our hearts' content...!*"

"...Right."

I'm not going to say another word.

On a separate note, Shizuku-san, who occasionally peeks her head out from gaps in the walls, is making a really strange face.

Her lips are pressed into a thin line, and she's trembling slightly, as if trying to hold back laughter.

This... looks like we'll be hearing Aika-san's screams later.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

After that, our event, dubbed the 'Labyrinth Experience Tour,' continued to run smoothly.

With so many people, there were bound to be accidents. However, most of them were within our range of expectations.

A young man who was about to flee in a frenzy, I instantly got ahead of him, gently caught him, and calmed him down.

A young boy who sobbed as he charged at a golem, I caught him in my arms with a smile and patted his head to soothe him.

A guy who pretended to trip to try and hug me, I lightly sidestepped him. ...Though he almost fell over from the momentum, so I ended up catching him like a princess.

Some youths spouting nonsense about wanting to join the [Invisible Ninjas], I silenced them with a release of mana.

My annoying sisters, my parents, the Ooyama couple, and the Professor all came by to check on things, and I managed them all with my customer-service smile.

Ito and the other cross-dressing boys came by asking for a photo together, which I reluctantly agreed to.

For the sake of her reputation I won't mention her name, but one female student wet herself after seeing my sword fight with the golem, but Erina-san immediately covered for her. She took her to safety, so it wasn't a problem.

Maybe her trauma was triggered, because said student let out a scream, but it's not a problem, I said it's not a problem.

And so, despite a few minor incidents, our attraction came to a successful end.

I was exhausted. Not physically, but mentally drained.

We were originally supposed to close at noon, but the flow of customers never stopped, and we ended up running two hours late.

On top of that, we could only guide one group at a time for the first hour. After that, we were handling four to six groups simultaneously. If it weren't for the accelerated thinking from my [Sage's Nucleus], my brain would have definitely crashed. When panic broke out at the back of a group, I had to kick off the air to circle around, which required a lot of focus.

I only had time for a jelly pouch to fill my stomach, and I had to make a full-speed dash to the bathroom, avoiding people. I say this without trying to sound arrogant, but I doubt even another B-Rank adventurer could have done the same thing.

I thought my initial guess was wrong and Erina-san's was right, but in the end, we were both too optimistic.

We put up the 'Closed' sign at the entrance, and the four of us finally gathered behind the event tent.

"Goo' job... that was... so tiring..."

"Yeah, you really did great...!"

I nodded emphatically at Erina-san, who looked like a melted ice cream cone.

She had been maintaining the spell from behind the scenes the entire time, and she looked completely exhausted. We'd designed it to minimize her mana consumption, but half a day was still too long. She was truly the unsung hero. The only time she probably dispelled the magic was when she was helping that one student.

Next to Erina-san, Shizuku-san was grinning at us.

"Still, you two seemed to be having a lot of fun, Kyouta and Aika."

"Well, I just decided to roll with it halfway through."

"Forget... Please, just forget it...!"

The pervert-turned-chuuni high school girl covered her face with her hands and trembled. The ears peeking through her long black hair were bright red.

"Oh, and Aira-san, thanks for broadcasting for us."

"*Not at all. I got to see something interesting, so I'm satisfied too.*"

Through the telepathy, I could picture the smug face of that good-for-nothing university student. Looks like I'll be teased about the cross-dressing for a while.

"By the way, are the senpais still here? Should we meet up?"

"*Huh? Why would I have to linger in a space filled with overly bubbly high schoolers? I left as soon as I saw your attraction.*"

"'Bubbly'...?"

"*I'm with my sister... Sorry. Since I'm so busy with dungeons, I have to use times like this to study.*"

"No, no. We were glad you could come see us. Though it was also embarrassing."

"*Hey, why is your response to me so different?*"

I ignored the first good-for-nothing university student and stretched lightly.

My whole body felt weary from overusing muscles I don't normally use. More than anything, I just wanted to change out of this getup and back into my boy's uniform.

"Well, I'm going to get changed. The three of you can-"

"Aika!"

A man and a woman appeared behind the event tent, cutting me off.

They were a well-dressed, middle-aged couple, and they approached us with smiles.

I had a feeling I knew who they were, and when I glanced at Aika-san...

"They're... my parents..."

she said, her face a bitter mask of confusion and irritation.
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			Parent and Child

			The arrival of the Busujima couple seemed to freeze the air.

They must have noticed, but the couple approached without hesitation, their faces beaming with a good-natured friendliness.

"It's been a while since we've really talked like this, Aika. Are you feeling alright?"

"Your father and I have been so busy. We're sorry, sweetie. Are you getting along well at school?"

"...Yes. I'm fine."

Aika-san replied in a flat voice, her expression grim.

Undaunted, the Busujima couple turned their gaze toward the rest of us.

"And you must be our daughter's friends? It's a pleasure. Thank you for always looking after her."

"Our daughter can sometimes say the strangest, most poetic things. I hope she hasn't been a bother?"

"Not at all. In fact, we are always in Aika-san's debt. She is a calm and loyal person, and a very reliable friend."

Erina-san took a step forward, positioning herself between Shizuku-san and the Busujima couple.

In her 'proper lady' mode, the couple's smiles deepened.

But... hmm? Something feels off. It's like they're being wary...?

"Is that so! Well, as a parent, I'm relieved to hear our daughter has formed such strong friendships."

"That's wonderful to hear. Oh, I've been remiss. My name is Rinzaki Erina, and I have the pleasure of being Aika-san's friend."

"Oh, how very polite of you. I'm Aika's father, Busujima Tatsuhiko."

"And I'm her mother, Busujima Hanae."

"Tatsuhiko-san, Hanae-san. It's an honor to meet you both. However, it is a shame."

Erina-san's gentle smile suddenly shifted to a troubled expression.

At the change, the couple's shoulders twitched almost imperceptibly.

"Our class attraction just ended moments ago. It's a pity; I would have loved for you both to enjoy it."

"Ah, ahh. I see."

"We're very disappointed as well, but we can't expect special treatment just because we're her parents. We'll look forward to next year!"

—Hmm?

"I'm relieved to hear you say that. Please, do come to next year's festival as well."

"Yes! Of course, we will!"

On the surface, the three of them were having a pleasant conversation, but behind Erina-san, Shizuku-san's sharp eyes were narrowed even more than usual, and Aika-san's own eyes were clouded over.

What is this atmosphere...?

"...Father. Mother. Everyone is tired after finishing the attraction. Please, let's leave it at that for today."

"Ah, right. That might be for the best. Well then, at least take this."

With that, Aika-san's father... Tatsuhiko-san, pulled an envelope from his pocket.

"What's this?"

"Well, you see, my company has recently started handling products for adventurers."

"Father...?"

"—I see. I will take a look."

Aika-san stared at her father with disbelief, as if she'd realized something. Erina-san, on the other hand, showed no outward signs of surprise—as expected—and took out the contents of the envelope.

Peeking from behind her, I could see it was a flyer for dungeon exploration gear.

"With dungeon-related incidents on the rise these days, we at our company have been racking our brains, trying to find a way to contribute to society. And so, we thought, why not try to help all of you adventurers?"

"We've gathered opinions from various adventurers and used them to develop a range of products. What do you think? As a token of our gratitude for all you've done for our daughter, we'd like to gift you any of the items listed here."

"Of course, we know that alone isn't enough. At a later date, we will also-"

"That's enough!"

Aika-san's shout cut off the Busujima couple's rapid-fire speech.

An aura of ferocity, unimaginable from her usual calm demeanor, radiated from her. With the faint glint of tears in the corners of her eyes, Aika-san glared fiercely at her own parents.

"A-Aika?"

"...Calm down. Your father and I are just talking to your friends-"

"You mean the [Invisible Ninjas], don't you? Not *my* friends."

"W-Well..."

Overwhelmed by Aika-san's anger, or perhaps the mana she was unconsciously releasing, the couple took a step back.

By the way, it's really hard to react when you drop that name in the middle of a serious scene. Can we please change it?

"You always treat me like I don't exist...! But as soon as you find out my friends are the [Invisible Ninjas] who are all over the news, you show up like this? Don't... Don't be so pathetic...!"

"P-Pathetic? How dare you say that! You're still living under your parents' roof!"

"I can support myself now! I have nothing to do with either of you!"

"A-Aika, calm down. We didn't approach Rinzaki-san just because she's part of the [Invisible Ninjas], you know?"

"If not for the [Invisible Ninjas], then what!? Because Erina-san's parents run a trading company? Or because her grandmother was once British nobility? Either way, you're just using me to make more money!"

"That's enough! You have no idea how much weight the name [Invisible Ninjas] carries in the world right now to be saying such things!"

"So it *is* about the [Invisible Ninjas]! What do you think your daughter is to you!?"

"You just said you had 'nothing to do' with us! And besides, the [Invisible Ninjas] are—!"

Um... can we stop repeating '[Invisible Ninjas]'?

The tonal whiplash is killing me. I just can't take this seriously when such a stupid name is mixed into a serious conversation.

Oh? You're wondering how I can stay so calm while being dragged into a family fight?

...After hearing about the Arisugawa family's drama, most parent-child squabbles don't even faze me anymore.

"That's enough! We are speaking with the [Invisible Ninjas]. Aika, you will step back! We will listen to what you have to say later!"

"Oh, really! If you want to talk to the [Invisible Ninjas] so badly, then don't use my name! You people aren't my parents—!"

Oh.

"Excuse me!"

On instinct, I forcefully interrupted Aika-san's words.

My voice came out louder than I expected, and everyone present turned to look at me.

A bead of sweat trickled down my forehead. The noise of the cultural festival seemed to fade into the distance.

"W-What is it? Um, and you are...?"

"Ah, h-hello. My name is Yagawa Kyouta. I'm, uh, friends with Aika-san..."

"Yagawa... could you be the famous 'Ace of the Invisible Ninjas'!?"

What is that? I really, really want to deny it.

Sensing it would only complicate things, I just offered a vague smile to deflect. Not that they could probably see it under the face guard.

"My apologies for my appearance. I'm cross-dressing as part of our attraction."

"I-I see. My apologies."

"I thought you were just some unaffiliated model..."

Why would an unaffiliated model be here? The Busujima couple is clearly flustered.

...Yeah, they are. They're definitely flustered.

I stared at their mana with my [Spirit Eye], carefully choosing my words.

"Um, first of all, I'd like to say something."

"Y-Yes. What is it?"

Under my face guard, I took a slow, deep breath.

"If you're thinking, 'My daughter is close to a dangerous organization and I'm worried,' it would be much quicker to clear up the misunderstanding if you just said so from the start..."

"Eh?"

Aika-san looked at me, stunned, as if I had said something completely unexpected.

Next to her, the couple's cheeks twitched in a flicker of agitation, a reaction I didn't miss.

I'm over here, braced for social suicide by cross-dressing for this festival. I want to check out the other class attractions, so I'm not in the mood to drag this out.

Let's wrap this up. Quickly.

The self-proclaimed ninja, who had probably figured everything out long ago, was just smiling and holding back Shizuku-san, who was rolling up her sleeves.

Apparently, she wants me to handle this. I wonder what's going through her head.

I let out a small sigh and pushed the conversation forward.

"W-What are you talking about? We would never think that about the [Invisible Ninjas]—"

"There are a lot of conspiracy theories about us online, but first of all, they are completely baseless. Of course, I don't believe you came to that conclusion based solely on internet rumors."

I pushed on forcefully, fully aware of my rudeness.

They interrupted my first and most important high school cultural festival. I think I'm entitled to a little payback.

"The purely circumstantial evidence and... this attraction. You actually came in disguise, didn't you? I admit, twisting space and having a golem attack people is probably overkill for a high school festival. You might have thought we weren't just ordinary Awakened."

Partway through, we started guiding multiple groups at once instead of one by one, so I don't remember who came and when, aside from people I knew.

However, I sensed a 'lie' from the Busujima couple during their conversation with Erina-san. They probably wore fake beards or wigs and went through the tour in disguise.

Don't underestimate such a crude disguise. It's surprisingly easy to fool people with something that simple. As expected, their mana wavered again at my words.

Being able to tell this much... is this what it means for a skill's proficiency to increase?

"We took safety precautions, but... seeing this, you must have thought, 'Maybe those rumors are true.' So you panicked and decided to act the part of 'parents trying to use their daughter's connections'."

"Kyouta-kun...? What are you-"

"Just listen, please."

I turned to the confused Aika-san with a bright customer-service smile.

Yes, a customer-service smile. I can't talk to adults I've just met without some kind of mask. I was just dealing with customers, after all. I'll just power through in work mode.

"This is just my guess, but you were thinking, 'My daughter is hanging out with an armed group with some shady rumors,' and 'But they're also a legal group, so I should check them out first.' And after seeing our attraction, you thought, even for a moment, 'Maybe the rumors were true'."

In truth, we did go too far with this attraction.

Erina-san said, 'Let's go all out,' and the rest of us got caught up in the fun. Except for the cross-dressing. I fought that to the very end.

But as for whether it was appropriate for a high school event... we might have gotten a little too carried away.

I regret that we shouldn't have used our powers as Awakened so freely for an event like this.

"A group that overturns conventional wisdom and does things similar to the rumored 'Atlantis'. You don't believe all the rumors yet, but you'd still prefer your daughter to keep her distance from the [Invisible Ninjas]."

Aika-san's father is what you'd call 'new money,' and he's apparently very invested in his children's education.

I shouldn't judge based on that alone, but his mindset has probably shifted to being more defensive. He's likely become more cautious than he was in his youth. The type to not poke a sleeping bear.

I raised my index finger in front of my face guard.

"So, didn't you both think something like this? 'That's it. Let's act like annoying parents and make them think that continuing a relationship with our daughter is too much trouble.' Even if that fails and our daughter becomes more devoted to the [Invisible Ninjas], we can market ourselves as useful assets to investigate their shady side."

"..."

"And... I guess your minds didn't go as far as assassination. After all, this is peaceful Japan, aside from monsters and groups like [Turohorse]."

"...!?"

The moment the word 'assassination' left my lips, the couple, Aika-san, and Shizuku-san all stared at me in shock.

Hey, I wouldn't do that. The [Invisible Ninjas] isn't a secret society in the first place.

As if a real secret society would have such a moronic name.

"Anyway! I've arbitrarily deduced that you were worried about something like that. Based on that, I'll say this. We are just an adventurer party. We have no shady connections like you're worried about, and we've never been involved in any violence against people."

I have stopped a kidnapper's car, but those guys were just waving around airsoft guns.

Though they were perverts.

"That's all. That's all I have to say. The rest of you should talk it out properly as a family."

With that, I turned to go get changed.

...Ah. Wait, didn't I give my uniform to Erina-san?

I tried to ask her in a hushed voice, but she completely ignored me. Hey now.

"...Is it, is it true? What he just said."

"...It is."

As Tatsuhiko-san answered awkwardly, Aika-san let out a deep sigh.

"After all this time you've been afraid of my curse and everything."

"That... I'm sorry. We were panicking too..."

"When we calmed down, we knew you wouldn't do something like that... but by then, we didn't know what to say to you..."

"So your solution was to tear apart a friendship based on a misunderstanding? What kind of unsolicited help is that?"

"I'm sorry. But, we did it because we were thinking of you-"

"That's what's annoying. You should have talked to me about this beforehand. ...We're family, after all."

"...You're right."

The awkward atmosphere lingered, but the explosive tension from before had dissipated.

Shizuku-san had even unrolled her sleeves and was now just watching quietly. By the way, Erina-san. My clothes?

"—I... can't usually talk with my parents."

"Erina-san?"

Still in her proper lady mode, she took a step toward the Busujima family.

"I know it's because they're busy with work, but I still feel lonely. Reason and logic have nothing to do with these things. Time with family is irreplaceable."

"...Yes."

The Busujima couple nodded with solemn expressions.

This girl, she just swooped in and took the best part...! How does she think I was able to see through the couple's plan so easily?

It's because it was all stuff we covered in the Arisugawa cram school!

The Professor taught us tricks for thinking from the other person's perspective, saying it would be useful once we entered society. I'm still a novice, but even with my half-baked skills, I figured this much out.

There's no way Erina-san, who's been learning from him for years, didn't know...! She just pushed all the annoying parts onto me, didn't she!?

"Therefore,"

Erina-san slowly closed her eyes for a moment.

"Let's all go check out the festival together! Yes, let's do that!!"

"Huh?"

At her sudden switch back to her usual self, the Busujima couple let out a dumbfounded sound.

"If that's decided, then no time like the present! Time is money! Ninjas are swift! Follow me with ninja speed!!"

"Ah, umm?"

"Both of you. This is my friend. This is the real Erina-san."

"Th-This is one of the [Invisible Ninjas]...?"

No need to be surprised. What did you expect from a member of an organization with such a stupid name?

I stepped in front of Erina-san as she was about to actually start running, holding out my hands.

"Wait. Please, just wait. My clothes first. My clothes."

"There's no time for that, Kyo-chan! We won't be able to see anything else at this rate!"

"I'll change quickly. I'll be ready in forty seconds. So please, have mercy...!"

"First up, the yakisoba stand! The [Invisible Ninjas] will follow my lead!"

"Roger."

"What!?"

Why are you casually raising your hand, Shizuku-san!? You're not even in our party! Your eyes aren't smiling, you harassing dwarf!

"Alright, Kyo-chan..."

"Y-You understand...!"

"But you see, today is a festival!"

"This outfit isn't a festival happi coat or anything!"

"You know what they say, Kyouta. Shame at a festival is meant to be cast aside."

"They don't say that! That's 'shame on a journey'!"

"Well, seriously though. We're already running way behind schedule. Thanks to that flat-chested, anvil-headed chuunibyou over there."

"Who are you calling an anvil, you little short-stack...!?"

"Oh yeah? You wanna go, punk? What middle school you from!?"

"Are you a Showa-era delinquent!?"

"Alright. Let's settle this at the ring toss over there. Winner gets treated to yakisoba."

"Fine by me. I'll make it crystal clear who's on top!"

"Ring toss, huh? When do we... I'll join too-"

"You're not part of the bet."

"Erina-san, you'll compete with Kyouta-kun."

"Noooo—"

"My pants...! If not that, then at least my underwear back...!"

Ignoring my desperate cries, the three of them started to move. The Busujima couple stood there, stunned.

Aika-san turned back to them.

"...So. Are you really going to go around with us?"

"...Yeah. If your friends are okay with it."

"Of course I'm okay with it! A friend's family is a friend!"

"Me too... well, I guess it's fine. It's a little complicated, but I still think you guys, as a family, need to talk more."

"...Yeah. I agree."

Honestly, it's awkward and I'd rather not, but the atmosphere doesn't really allow me to say that.

This is democracy...!

"Alright, let's move out!"

"Hey, Aika. Is this person really always this energetic...?"

"Yes. This is pretty much how she always is."

And so, the six of us ended up touring the cultural festival together.

Perhaps because our attraction had monopolized a lot of the customers, the crowds showed no sign of thinning out even though it was already the afternoon.

In fact, over on the grounds, our homeroom teacher was standing in front of our event tent, desperately shouting, "Today's experience tour has concluded! Please look forward to next year, next year!" ...Maybe I should go thank him later.

We got excited over the ring toss. We found the mushy yakisoba to be surprisingly delicious. We went to see the magic club's performance and somehow ended up watching a comedy duo. We went to the shooting gallery only to find all the prizes were already gone.

As we spent the time playing around, I felt that the distance between the Busujima parents and their daughter had shrunk, just a little... just a tiny bit.

I'm sure it's not a problem that can be solved overnight. And Aika-san has an older brother and sister, so they'll need to talk with them too.

Still... at the end, when we all decided to take a picture together, I felt like that family was looking at it with a fond affection.

Unfortunately, these eyes can't tell anything beyond lies and truth. So I'll just assume they've taken a step forward.

That being said.

"Man, that was fun!"

"It was. By the way, Erina-san."

"Hm? Oh, time to clean up the tent, right? I know, Kyo-chan!"

"No, before that, I just wanted to tell you something."

I gripped her shoulder firmly.

Ordinarily, I might feel a flutter in my chest at her delicate, slender shoulder. But right now, I have a much stronger emotion.

"You're going to regret this later...!"

"Pye."

You will know the wrath of one who was forced to cross-dress for an entire day.

I was photographed, hit on, and given mysterious thumbs-ups by the cross-dressing boys all day long.

My mental fortitude was audibly chipped away. How could I let this grudge go unavenged...!

"I-I'm sorry, Kyo-chaaan! I just thought, you know? It's a festival, so I wanted to help you get closer to everyone and—"

"No excuses. I will be retaliating in some form later, so be prepared."

"Formal language!? Please don't use formal language!"

"What are you two doing?"

"Ahaha... Well, it's good that they're close."

You two girls over there are acting like this has nothing to do with you, but I've already marked you down as accomplices...!

To avenge the humiliation of cross-dressing, I went to clean up the event tent with a fire of rage burning in my chest. And to change clothes.

And so, the long day came to a close. A busy day, filled with fun, hardship, and resentment.

This day, with all its gains and losses, would probably become a good memory in the future.

But, however. Whenever I remember this day, I will also associate it with a certain 'record'.

—The next day. While the heat of the cultural festival had yet to cool.

"The SDF's Otherworld Dispatch Plan."

The plan announced by the Prime Minister's own mouth threw the public into an uproar, for better or for worse.

The world keeps turning, without a care for what we think. The gears never stop.
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			Interlude: Upheaval

			Side: None

A throng of reporters had descended upon the press conference held by the Prime Minister.

In the past few months, there had been a frequent series of major incidents and disasters related to dungeons. One magazine had even dubbed it 'the worst unlucky year since the war.'

Amidst this, every media outlet was poised with cameras, straining to catch every single word of the 'major announcement.'

In the heavy silence, the Prime Minister announced:

"*We are planning to dispatch the Self-Defense Force to the other world to investigate the cause of the increasing number of dungeons, and to find a solution.*"

It was a statement of fact.

Professor Arisugawa and her team had determined that dungeons were originally a product of another world.

Furthermore, the collapses within the dungeons were intentionally caused by the inhabitants of that other world, and beyond them, there should be other countries.

If they could make contact with that civilization, or even discover relics of 'Atlantis,' they might be able to solve the dungeon problem.

For that purpose, a plan was being put into motion to dispatch the Self-Defense Force to the other side of the dungeons.

Naturally, the conference hall erupted into chaos, and a barrage of questions was hurled at the Prime Minister.

"Do you have a viable plan for a large force to traverse a dungeon!?"

"The detailed operational contents of the Self-Defense Force are a matter of national security, and I cannot comment."

"If there are other countries on the other side of the dungeon, wouldn't this be an act of trespass... an invasion by the Self-Defense Force?"

"This is not an act of aggression, but purely an action for the purpose of negotiation and investigation. Even if we were to encounter people from the other world, we would never be the first to raise our weapons."

"Do you intend to do this alone? Have you not considered coordinating with other countries?"

"Currently, dungeons are only appearing in Japan. Therefore, this is Japan's problem, and we will not trouble foreign nations with it."

"There is a petition circulating to entrust the management of dungeons and Awakened Persons to the United Nations. What are your thoughts on this matter?"

"We have received it as a valuable opinion and are taking it into consideration."

"Is Japan planning to wage a war of aggression against another world!?"

"No. Our country will never turn its weapons on another nation with the intent of invasion. As I stated earlier, this is purely for the purpose of negotiation and investigation—"

The press conference lasted for two hours and was broadcast live and uncut into people's homes.

This news didn't just spread through Japan. It became a major topic of discussion around the world, with heated debates erupting over its veracity, justification, and its potential benefits and drawbacks.

It was such a big story that the buzz about 'a certain organization's participation in a cultural festival' from the previous day was all but forgotten by the public.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Shinjuku, Tokyo. A certain conference room in the Ministry of Defense.

Half a day after the Prime Minister's announcement of the SDF dispatch to another world.

As the new day's sun shone brightly, Akasaka Yuusuke, director of the Dungeon Agency, had come to meet with General Marui of the Ground Self-Defense Force and Admiral Kadokura of the Maritime Self-Defense Force.

"Well, well. As expected, the news of the SDF dispatch is all anyone's talking about."

Admiral Kadokura, who had brought a newspaper with him, slapped the article down on the desk.

"They haven't actually been dispatched yet, but the plan is steadily moving forward... is that correct?"

"Yes. With the participation of 'B-Rank Adventurers,' we now have more flexibility in the units we can deploy. The work to clear the rubble blocking the entrance of that dungeon at sea is underway."

"Still, needing weapons to clear a dungeon... heh. For that dungeon, those crystals alone should be enough. The Prime Minister really showed his sly old fox side for the first time in a while."

Though Admiral Kadokura, grinning slyly, looked more like a fox himself, Director Akasaka and General Marui managed to bite back the comment.

"...This is also thanks to you, Admiral Kadokura, for protecting that gate. Thank you."

"Cut it out. The ones who fought were the crew of the patrol ship and the cooperating 'B-Rank Candidates'... or I guess it's 'B-Rank Adventurers' now."

"Of course, we are grateful to them as well, but it was thanks to your brilliant maneuvering, Admiral Kadokura, that we avoided a major political incident."

"Hahaha! Being praised by an old guy like you does nothing for me. I was just desperate, thinking Japan would be ruined if we started a war with China in this situation."

After a hearty laugh, Admiral Kadokura's gaze sharpened.

It was not a look directed at an ally, nor an enemy. It was a probing gaze, mixed with a hint of contempt, directed at Director Akasaka.

"But... what's been bothering me more is, it seems like things in the Diet have been moving along quite smoothly lately. I'll ask you straight. Did you turn your own daughter into a 'monster'?"

"If I were to answer with a YES or NO, it would be YES."

At Akasaka's firm declaration, a vein pulsed on Kadokura's forehead.

"I don't care if adults like you and me get our hands dirty. That's our own decision. But making a kid do it, even for the sake of the country, is wrong."

"She stepped into this world of her own free will."

"Kids are idiots who mistake local thugs for cool guys! If they make a wrong decision, it's an adult's job to knock some sense into them and stop 'em!"

"...Admiral Kadokura."

Taking a small, deep breath, Director Akasaka met his gaze.

"First, I have not made her kill anyone. Neither directly nor indirectly."

"What...?"

"What I had my daughter do was smoke out the 'clients' who were contacting the politicians. And gather evidence of their secret meetings. Everything after that was handled by me and my subordinates, and all the 'clients' we captured are alive."

"...Are you serious? It's not my place to say, but that's quite..."

"Yes, I am aware that I took a huge risk, and if those we've captured are released now, this country will be in grave danger. They are shady characters, so they can't publicly denounce us, but they still have the power to overturn Japanese politics."

"Director Akasaka."

General Marui, who had been quietly observing their conversation, fixed Akasaka with a cold, piercing glare.

"Is that risk a necessary one?"

"Of course. I have affection for my daughter, but I am not so much of a doting parent as to endanger the country for that reason alone."

Despite a gaze that would make an ordinary man's knees buckle, he showed no signs of faltering.

"Her ability is too powerful for society. She must not be taught to kill. She must not be allowed to forget her sense of ethics. She must always be made to define herself as being 'on the side of justice.' And that 'that justice is based on social order'."

"..."

"We need her power for Japan right now. That's why I can't let her go. But that doesn't mean I can use her without considering the consequences. It's as simple as that."

"...Understood. I misjudged you. I apologize."

"I'll just interpret that as 'you're protecting your daughter for those reasons.' Sorry for jumping on you."

"Understood. Then, let's consider this matter closed."

General Marui and Admiral Kadokura, while sharing the same ambition of protecting the country, had slightly different approaches.

One believed in doing what must be done, even if it meant abandoning emotion, while the other believed that emotion was also necessary to protect the country.

Neither was necessarily right. If anything, both were.

The point was, they couldn't afford to have a falling out right now. Director Akasaka, inwardly relieved, continued the conversation in a calm, businesslike tone.

"Returning to the agenda, regarding future dungeon management. Is it correct to assume that the dispatch to the other world will be primarily led by the GSDF?"

"Yes. We will continue to ask a lot of our troops, but we are finally seeing a glimmer of hope. We'll ask them to push on a little longer."

"And the transport of personnel and supplies, as well as security around the gate, will be the MSDF's job. And it looks like we'll continue to lend personnel and equipment to the army."

"I'm in your debt, Kadokura-san."

"Don't mention it, Marui-san."

The General stated flatly, to which the Admiral responded with a broad grin.

They were a pair that could easily be misinterpreted, but they were generally on good terms. His stomach spared a bout of churning, and Director Akasaka once again breathed a sigh of relief.

"But what are the neighboring countries saying?"

"The Chinese government is currently considering its position. The rest of Asia is neutral, leaning towards opposition, and Russia has taken a clear stance against it. They're saying Japan is repeating the foolish acts of the war... or so they say."

"Hmph. And the Americans?"

"America seems to be considering its stance on the dispatch of Japan's SDF, but the President has made positive posts on social media."

"Eh, what? That sounds shady as hell."

"Yes. It is shady."

Admiral Kadokura's face contorted in a blatant grimace, and General Marui also furrowed his brow.

Director Akasaka nodded, a thin sheen of cold sweat on his forehead.

"I don't believe they will remain passive observers. We can expect some form of intervention."

"...Let's speed up the rubble removal. However, even though we can isolate the monsters in another room, they haven't disappeared. The culling work has to be done in parallel, so it will still take a lot of time."

"Can't we get the 'B-Rank Adventurers' to help with that too?"

"That would be difficult. This is a job for the Self-Defense Force. It's not that I don't trust them, but I don't want to give other countries an opening to interfere."

"I see. And what about Europe and the other countries?"

"The EU, led by France, is leaning towards UN management of the dungeons, but they are not united. The UK, meanwhile, has expressed neutrality, leaning towards support. Though they can't be trusted."

"Hah! That country has never been trustworthy!"

"Hahaha."

Director Akasaka laughed off Admiral Kadokura's menacing baring of his teeth.

"In any case, the GSDF and MSDF will continue to..."

As if to cut him off, the vibration of a smartphone buzzed through the room.

It was on silent mode, so there was no ringtone. But all three of them felt the vibration.

That was only natural. After all, all of their phones had gone off at the same time.

"Excuse me."

Out of habit, Akasaka excused himself before taking out his phone, but the other two, sensing this was no ordinary matter, were already checking their screens.

Their eyes widened in unison as they read the reports from their subordinates.

"Hey, you've got to be kidding me. My subordinate is telling me..."

Admiral Kadokura's face twitched as he showed his phone screen to the other two.

"...that a large-scale rebellion led by Awakened has broken out in China."

At those words, General Marui pushed up his glasses, beads of cold sweat running down his face.

"What a coincidence. My subordinate has just informed me that 'remnants of Turohorse have stirred up trouble in China'."

Both men's gazes turned to Director Akasaka.

A loud grinding sound came from his back teeth, even more intense than the churning in his stomach.

"To think he would go this far... Fudge Valentine...!"

Japan was now forced to deliberate on its response to the revolution in China.

Currently, the country was in massive debt to other nations. Since the 'Day of Awakening,' Japan had been constantly strapped for cash. The only reason the majority of its citizens were able to enjoy a sense of 'normalcy' was due to that support.

One of those supporters was China, and now a 'Japanese-led rebellion' had broken out there. If they were to treat it as 'someone else's problem and deal with it later,' their 'credibility' would be shot.

Credibility is collateral. It is precisely because Japan had tried to repay its debts even to countries it had fought against in the war that many investors put their money in it.

Even without that, a powder keg had just ignited next door. Not taking countermeasures was not an option.

Even if it meant throwing the global economy into chaos, that country, President Fudge Valentine, had stopped Japan in its tracks.

Both in the open and in the shadows, the battles were far from over.

If one were not particular about the place or type, they might, perhaps, go on forever.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Washington, USA. The Oval Office of the White House.

There, seated in a leather chair, was an elderly man with blond hair, blue eyes, and a well-featured face.

Stroking his neatly trimmed beard, President Valentine smiled at the monitor on his desk.

"I am truly glad to know you are alive, 'George'."

"*It's an honor, Mr. President.*"

Saluting through the screen was a rough-looking man with black hair.

He was the man who had been entrusted with security in the deepest part of the research facility that 'Doctor Tesla' had used in Japan.

"But are you alright? I heard you were badly injured."

"*Thanks to you, I'm all patched up. The organs that got blown out are back where they should be. Man, magic is some incredible stuff.*"

During the 'Tokyo Incident,' he had attempted to infiltrate the Central Government Building to either recapture or silence Doctor Tesla, but his unit was annihilated by a certain trio.

He himself did not escape unscathed, losing both arms and suffering a collapsed lung and multiple crushed organs. It was a severe injury that would have killed most Awakened, let alone a non-Awakened person.

They had attacked with the thought that 'this much force would be necessary to capture him,' but even so, this man had managed to escape.

"*It's all thanks to the Awakened you sent, and the magic potions. Now I can still fight.*"

"That is good to hear. It was unfortunate about your men, but I will send replacements. Put them to good use."

"*Yeah, that's fine by me... but what's the job?*"

"You will be working for the good of the United States, of course."

Clasping his thick, sturdy fingers, the President continued.

"Due to Akasaka's conspiracy, we have lost many lives. Along with our friends in Japan... We must make them answer for that. Not for revenge, but to prevent such tragedies from happening again."

"*Heh. Well now... that sounds perfectly reasonable.*"

The man, George, nodded deeply with a serious expression.

"And I want you to recover, or destroy, the Doctor and the 'legacy' they possess. Thanks to you, we know that the corpse was not his. I want you to put that nose of yours, and that... 'brutality,' to full use."

"*Yes, Mr. President.*"

George grinned.

It was the face of a starving carnivore, baring its canines. This was his true nature.

As long as he could fight, as long as he could kill, he didn't care about any grand cause. In a different way from the Awakened mercenaries running rampant in the Middle East, he too craved blood.

For a man like George, this president was the perfect client.

Even if he knew he would be disposed of in the end, he had no intention of stopping.

"*This George T. Dakota will carry out the mission, staking my life on it.*"

"Yes, I'm counting on you. My friend."

After ending the communication, the President leaned back deeply in his chair.

Then, he turned his gaze across the desk to the Director of the CIA.

"How are things on your end?"

"Yes. The 'broken wheel' is moving along just as planned."

"I see..."

The operation was proceeding smoothly, but President Fudge Valentine's expression was not bright.

"More needless blood will be shed... Why does Akasaka love conflict so much? When he was at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he was a man who loved peace. What changed him?"

"With all due respect, Mr. President, he hasn't changed a bit. He'll do anything for his country. He's the type of man who'd spill everything from his face in a tenth of a second if necessary."

"I see... so he's that type of madman..."

After gently pressing his hand to his eyes, the President stood up from his chair.

"I will not allow such a man to wreak any more havoc on this world. America will seize the frontier, and with that power, we will bring peace to the world. You will lend me your strength, won't you, Director?"

"Of course, Mr. President."

A slick of sweat ran down the back of the CIA Director as he straightened his posture.

His stomach churned, but the Director told himself it was just his imagination.

"Justice is with us, with America. We will absolutely accomplish the 'Tesla Plan'!"

There was no one in this room who could stop the forcefully declared words of President Fudge Valentine.
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			A World That Demands Self-Defense

			Well, things have gotten crazy.

The day after the cultural festival, while the excitement still lingered, the Prime Minister announced the 'SDF's Otherworld Dispatch Plan'.

And then, the very next day, the 'large-scale rebellion in China by remnants of Turohorse' occurred.

With one major event after another, I don't even know what to be surprised about anymore.

But one thing is certain. The SDF's trip to the other world will be postponed. That much is clear.

"*Among the rebel forces that have taken control of Beijing are remnants of 'Turohorse' calling themselves 'Istio', and it is possible they were at the center of the rebellion.*"

"*There has been no official announcement from the Chinese government yet, and with key national figures including the chairman currently unreachable, the situation is in chaos.*"

"*Don't you think Japan bears some responsibility for this rebellion? I mean, come on, the main force of the rebel army includes Japanese people.*"

"*'Arianrhod,' a 'former Turohorse organization,' has denied any involvement, and states that they have never even seen the individuals participating in the rebellion.*"

"*'Representative Yaguruma was defiled by the state! For the sake of the nation he envisioned, a nation ruled by the Awakened and free from the threat of monsters, we have risen up! There is no hope left in Japan! Those who share our ideals, cross the sea and gather in this land!'*"

"*The Awakened are dangerous after all! We can't let them run wild! Now is the time for strict management and guidance for the sake of peace!*"

"*With a situation like this, we can't be talking about other worlds, can we? We need to focus on the now, not the future. After all, everyone is living in the now.*"

"*As a result of this incident, the Dow Jones Industrial Average has seen an unprecedented—*"

"*My husband is on a business trip in China...! I can't reach him by phone, and when I contact his company, they just say they don't know anything! Please, help him right away...!*"

"*Many Japanese companies have expanded into China, and there are many Japanese nationals stranded there with whom contact cannot be made.*"

"*In response to this situation, countries including the United States and the United Kingdom have announced that they will do everything in their power to protect civilians.*"

"*A press conference by the Minister for Foreign Affairs is scheduled for this evening, where the future response will be—*"

And so on. The news was completely dominated by this topic, and related to it, a majority opinion was forming that 'this is not the time to be sending the SDF to another world'.

And it's true. Before any humanitarian, economic, or political concerns, with a massive fire like this raging next door, sending the already understaffed Self-Defense Force to another world is probably impossible.

With one big news story after another, Japan was in a state of utter chaos, from top to bottom.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"Things have really gotten out of hand, haven't they..."

"*Indeed. They really have.*"

While the world was in such a state, what were we doing?

"*I hear there are even protests in front of the stores managed by the SDF. 'See, the Awakened were dangerous after all' and all that.*"

"...I'm really glad that's not happening at this store."

Today, once again, we had come to a dungeon.

In this overly tumultuous world, you can never have enough power to protect yourself. They say that too much power will lead to ruin, but in this day and age, I don't even know where the line for 'too much power' is anymore.

I hear the drop items from this dungeon are excellent as 'golem materials.' The Enthusiasts Club is apparently giving it their seal of approval, so the information is highly credible.

We definitely want to get our hands on them as reinforcement materials for our own golems. With that in mind, we made the trip, even though it's a bit far.

It's not the kind of distance you'd normally travel to on a weekday after school, but we can shorten the return trip with Erina-san's teleportation, so it's not a problem. All hail Erina-sama.

So, here I was, having left the changing room a bit early, waiting for the two girls to finish getting ready while chatting with Aira-san through my earring.

"*Well, I doubt anyone but a total moron would go protest at a dungeon frequented by adventurers.*"

"...So they think they won't be fought back against if they're protesting the SDF?"

"*The Self-Defense Force is certainly trusted, aren't they?*"

I wasn't sure how to respond to that.

Realizing that talking about it would only lead to complaining, I changed the subject.

"...Let's get back to business. About that SDF dispatch to the other world. Is it true that Professor Arisugawa might accompany them if it happens?"

"*Yup. Grandma is a world-renowned authority now, after all. She was all geared up to go herself. Well, the plan is under review now, though. Besides, they haven't even finished clearing the rubble blocking the dungeon entrance. It'll be a long time before they can actually go.*"

"I see. But if the Professor does go with the SDF, has it been decided what we'll do in the meantime?"

"*The original plan was for you guys to be on standby here with me. You'd be free to go to any dungeon you chose. I've also been told by Grandma about where to sell your drop items.*"

"I see."

"*Are you disappointed? That you can't go to the other world?*"

"No, actually, I'm relieved."

"*Oh? Why's that? I'd have thought you'd be fantasizing about 'conquering another world with modern knowledge! Building my own country and an erotic harem'!*"

"What kind of image do you have of me? I mean, I have fantasized about being reincarnated or transported to another world... but still, I'd hate it."

"*Oh? And why is that?*"

"I don't know what another world is like, but I have no desire to go to a place without internet or running water."

"*I couldn't agree more...!*"

I'm a modern kid through and through. The idea of giving up a life where I can watch my favorite videos and play games online, and where clean water comes out of the tap with a twist of a faucet, is impossible.

I'd hate it for the same reason if it were the depths of the Amazon, not just another world. Plus, there would probably be more bugs and snakes than in modern Japan.

"On the other hand, what about you, Aira-san? Modern civilization or curiosity, which would you choose?"

"*...I'd like to conduct on-site research with a camper van packed with magical tools and modern equipment, while securing infrastructure with a powerful base station.*"

"Ever heard the saying, 'He who chases two rabbits catches neither'?"

"*And I'd want you guys as my bodyguards too...! Doing research while being guarded by strangers sounds so stressful I think I'd puke.*"

"So it wasn't just two rabbits."

Just as we were having that conversation, it seemed Erina-san and the others had finished getting ready. The two of them came out of the changing room.

"Sorry to keep you waiting~. What were you talking about~?"

"Whether we'd want to go to another world or not."

"I see. Well, for me, I'd have to establish a ninja village in Japan first! Making the name of the [Invisible Ninjas] echo throughout another world would come after th—"

"What about you, Mia-san?"

"Hey, listen to me~."

Stop writhing around, you self-proclaimed ninja. The fact that your name is already known throughout Japan is already chipping away at my sanity.

And I haven't forgotten my grudge from the cultural festival, you know...!

"Me? Let's see..."

Mia-san touched her slender chin with her index finger, closing her eyes in thought.

As always, she's so beautiful and has such a great figure that she looks good no matter what she does.

"If my sister, Erina-san, and Kyouta-kun are going, then I'll go. If they're not, then I won't. Especially my sister."

"*Oh, come on, Mia, you're so dependent. You need to be a little more independent.*"

"So it's okay for me to act independently!?"

"*Hahahahaha. What should I do? My sister has been really scary lately.*"

She really is a tragic beauty...!

I gently averted my eyes from the sad creature with broken brakes. For some reason, her gaze turned this way, but it must have been my imagination.

Joking aside, we headed towards the gate room.

"Alright, shall we get going?"

"Ah, yes. We should."

"Okay~."

"*Yes. Let's do that. Let's end this conversation here...!*"

I could hear a slightly trembling voice from my earring, but I decided that was my imagination too.

Stay strong, Aira-san...! I'll be watching over you from a safe distance...!

To be honest, I really want to see the interactions between the beautiful, well-endowed sisters. I'm about a hundred times more interested in that than in any otherworld investigation.

"*Oh, by the way, Kyo-chan-kun.*"

"Yes? What is it?"

"*About those 'Turohorse' remnants. They might be dealt with sooner than you think.*"

I couldn't help but stop in my tracks at Aira-san's words.

"...Did something happen?"

"*It's just an internet rumor. It would be embarrassing to talk about it with confidence only to be proven wrong later. I can't say any more for now. Now, get to your dungeon exploration.*"

"...Understood."

After taking a single deep breath, I went through the reception.

There's a lot going on in the world, but now it's time to switch my focus to the dungeon.

In front of the white gate, I deployed my [Arcane Gear] and activated [Byakuren]. After arming the golem, I also donned my [Flügel].

I gave it a light touch with my hand just to be sure. A glance at my two companions was met with small nods.

"Aira-san. We're ready, so we're entering the gate now."

"*Right. Be careful.*"

I visually confirmed that Erina-san and the others had their hands on my shoulder, and that the golems were also in contact somewhere.

I took another deep breath.

"Going in."

I stepped through the white door.

—Another world.

Come to think of it, couldn't this dungeon exploration also be called a transfer to another world?

As I thought about that, I tested the hard rock ground through my boots.

There were no SDF lights. I illuminated the surroundings with the LED lantern hanging from my sword belt and the lights attached to the golems.

A cave that seemed to have been hollowed out in a perfect circle. It almost felt like being inside some giant pipe, with a damp air flowing from the depths.

A creepy dungeon that made you feel like you were inside a living creature.

I drew my one-and-a-half-handed sword from its scabbard and gripped the hilt tightly.

"We have entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration."

"*Right. Though I don't have much work to do this time.*"

"It's a straight path, after all. But I'm counting on you for a rescue request in case of an emergency."

"*Of course. All three of you, safety first.*"

"Understood."

"Yes!"

"Got it!"

Byakuren, holding a tower shield and battle axe, took the lead, with me positioned diagonally behind it.

We began to walk slowly down the gently sloping cave.

A single drop of water fell from the ceiling. It hit the ground, making a small sound.
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			The Dragon's Tooth

			"The walls and ceiling of that cave are slowly oozing an acidic liquid."

Aira-san’s voice echoed through my earring.

"The acid is too weak to have any immediate effect on the human body, so it’s fine even if you accidentally get it in your mouth or eyes. It would take a considerable amount of time for it to dissolve anything."

Her clear, sonorous voice seemed to resonate strangely within the dim cave.

"It’s like… the insides of a monster that digests its prey over a long period. That’s the defining characteristic of this dungeon."

If everything I could see was the inside of a living creature, I wondered just how enormous it must be.

The rugged rock face had a subtle, slimy sheen to it, which seemed to prove her words weren't a lie.

"Oh, wait. That was from the JSDF’s comments on the store’s website."

"Ah, right."

"What a bland reaction, Ky-chan-kun."

"W-Whoa! Th-That’s so scary!"

"Behold, Ky-chan-kun. The sight of my dear sister, reading the room and desperately pretending to be scared…! Does her wooden acting not stir anything within you!? Pity, perhaps!?"

"Sister!?"

"Look, we’re in the middle of exploring a dungeon right now," I cut in.

It’s a pain to be asked for a reaction at a time like this. She could have at least done this before we entered.

Besides, when it came to Mia-san’s deadpan acting, my first thought wasn't pity, but that she was cute.

When she isn't running wild, she really is a classic beauty.

"So serious, Ky-chan-kun."

"And you’re being the opposite… Are you, by any chance, bored?"

"Yep."

"Please just bear with it for now. When we get back, I’ll let you have all the attention you want. Mostly from Mia-san."

"Leave it to me!"

"Heh heh… How terrifying."

"More importantly, I’ve found the JSDF’s paint. We’re currently at ‘C-4’."

I reported to Aira-san while looking at the yellow lettering illuminated by my lantern.

"Right. There’s an exit ahead of you. From your position, it’s about a kilometer away."

"Roger."

"Wait."

Just as I was about to step forward, Erina-san’s quiet voice cut through the air.

I instinctively readjusted my grip on my sword and lowered my center of gravity slightly.

"Enemies?"

"Yeah. Four of them. It looks like they’ve noticed us, too. They’re coming this way."

"Got it. Byakuren, take another step forward."

"Ukon and Sakon, raise your shields and stand by in front of me and Erina-san."

Just as we finished adjusting the golems’ positions, I started to hear footsteps.

*Clack, clack*—the sound of hard objects striking one another. The sound echoed at a steady, unwavering rhythm.

Before long, a golden object reflecting the lantern’s light came into view.

It was a golden helmet, with a red crest, a design that looked like it could have been used in ancient Greece.

Beneath it, of course, was not a human face.

There was no flesh or skin, only exposed gray bone. At first glance, it looked like a skeleton, but its skeletal structure was different from a human’s.

A long, protruding mouth. A row of sharp fangs. And a tail that seemed to be an extension of its spine.

Other than that, the skeletal monster had a humanoid frame, as if it had been mixed with a lizard.

*"Spartoi."*

The fearsome soldiers from Greek mythology, born from the teeth of a dragon. They were now pointing the gleaming tips of their spears at us.

*"Kakakakaka!"*

With a cry like rattling bones, the Spartoi accelerated.

They closed ranks, holding oval shields in their left hands, right arms pulling back their spears. As they charged in perfect unison, Byakuren planted the bottom of its shield on the ground and braced for impact.

An instant before the collision, mana coursed through the ground between them.

"O, earth!"

In that moment, the rugged rock surface transformed into a thicket of spears. The Spartoi, now effectively diving into the trap, pushed forward forcefully without slowing in the slightest.

*"Kaaah!"*

Shields swung powerfully upward, shattering the rock spears. A Spartoi squeezed through the newly formed gap and thrust its spear forward.

Byakuren blocked the charge of two, leaving me to handle the other two.

Of the approaching spearheads, I severed one with an upward diagonal slash. I blocked the other with my left gauntlet.

A hard clang echoed as a shockwave shook the cave. I forcefully anchored myself with wind, not yielding a single step against the force that threatened to blow me away.

The stalemate lasted a fraction of a second. I threw up my arm, batting the spear aside, and lunged forward.

*"Kah!"*

The one on the right, its spear now missing a tip, aimed for my head. I struck the side of the shaft with the flat of my blade, deflecting the blow that had been swung like a simple club.

I let my blade slide along the shaft as if it were crawling and sliced off the creature's bony fingers.

Carrying my momentum forward, I was next met by the shield of the left Spartoi. The thick metal plate blocked my path like a wall.

Just before impact, I kicked off the shield with a foot accelerated by wind and leaped. In the instant I was above it, I twisted my body and swung my sword down at the crown of the left one's head.

I smashed through the golden helmet and shattered the skull beneath. As I landed, the remaining Spartoi swung its tail at me, but I took a single step back to evade it.

Next came a shield bash, delivered like a backhand, but I stopped it with my left gauntlet before it could pick up speed.

*Screech!* Sparks flew as metal scraped against metal. Twisting and extending my arm, I grabbed the edge of the shield. The Spartoi immediately tried to change the shield's orientation, but I pulled its body toward me with sheer force before it could.

The recoil caused us to switch places, and I brought my sword down in a flash on the back of its now-exposed head, crushing the skull, helmet and all.

I readied my sword again, keeping an eye on the two I’d felled as I glanced toward where Byakuren was engaged.

Backup… didn’t seem necessary.

One of the Spartoi had been restrained by Ukon and Sakon before a flying boulder crushed its head.

The other had been entangled in wires the moment it locked up with Byakuren’s shield and weapon, and in the next instant, it was dismantled into pieces.

Less than a minute after the engagement began, the four Spartoi fell silent. All the scattered bones turned into white salt.

"No sign of enemies nearby!"

"Roger. Good work, everyone."

"Good work. Ukon, collect the drop items."

I let out a small breath and relaxed my stance.

I glanced over and saw Ukon picking up a fang, about five centimeters long, from among the salt.

The Spartoi are also known as "Dragon Tooth Warriors." In Greek mythology, there’s a legend that when the teeth of a dead dragon were sown into the ground, soldiers sprang forth from them.

I don’t know if the Atlantis people had a similar myth, but there were a lot of parallels.

What was personally important, however, was that this drop item was an extremely good golem material.

Apparently, crushing it and fusing it into a golem body dramatically increases its reaction speed. The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, who bought this drop item from a B-Rank adventurer, said so, so it had to be true.

Their technical skill and sincere devotion to alchemy are the real deal. They would never write something false about golems.

…Although, the fact that the golem they made was just one step in their research for their so-called "ideal homunculus wife" is just so typical of that group.

I get the sentiment, but would a normal person actually do that? Their passion is bottomless.

But I digress. I brought my focus back to the dungeon.

"By the way, Aira-san. Is this dungeon actually the inside of some kind of creature?"

"Hm? What’s this, you were listening?"

"Well, sort of. It’d be a problem if it was something important."

"Nah. It just *looks* that way, so don’t worry about it. It does have some unusual geology, though. Oh, and try not to let that stuff drip on your head too much—it’ll make you go bald."

"Well, I am wearing a helmet."

"I’ve created a membrane of water above my head, so…"

"If it doesn’t hit you, it’s no big deal!"

"I made one over your head too, Erina-san, so don’t worry."

"What?!"

Don’t remind me… Dad used to say acid rain was scary, hair growth tonic in hand…

"Then why is this dungeon just a single, straight path?"

"There weren’t any documents left behind, so this is just a hypothesis, okay?"

"I’ll take it with a grain of salt, so it’s fine."

"Hey, at least listen seriously!"

*Shut up, I’m in the middle of exploring here.*

Even while talking, I couldn't completely let my guard down. I kept my hand on my sword, my awareness spread to my surroundings.

"Just tell me if it’s relevant to the exploration or not. I didn’t find anything like that when I looked it up beforehand."

"I don’t think it’s related to exploration. We suspect it’s a factory for producing and deploying soldiers… or rather, weapons. The Spartoi."

"I see."

Ukon carefully brushed the salt off the drop item and put it into Erina-san’s Item Box.

Confirming this, I slung my sword over my shoulder.

"Thank you. We’ll resume the exploration now."

"Right. Be careful."

Still, sending Spartoi out as soldiers… huh.

It was like something out of a myth. If they could supply a fighting force of this caliber limitlessly, it was no wonder the so-called Atlantis Empire came close to world domination.

There’s even the possibility that B-Rank monsters weren’t even their main fighting force.

It may be callous to say, but I’m glad that empire was destroyed. The fact that they were apparently trying to extend their reach to other worlds is no laughing matter.

* * *

We explored the dungeon for about two hours before returning.

We managed to get about sixty teeth—a pretty good haul. That’s twenty each, but they’d cost a fortune to buy. Erina-san said she’d use hers for the repair and modification costs of her Daisharinmaru.

Since I pushed her too hard to protect her parents during the Tokyo Incident, I plan to pay for half of it myself.

Given the reason it broke, I offered to pay the full amount, but she refused, saying, "Half is better."

She must have her own sense of attachment and responsibility for her tools. When it comes down to it, she’s a very grounded person in that respect.

Afterward, she did say, "It’s like a symbol of the Invisible Ninjas, you know!!" but I decided to pretend I didn’t hear that part. Because it makes me want to smash it to pieces.

By the way, the location of this dungeon’s boss monster is well-known, but since there’s no reason to fight it, we obviously stayed away.

Its drop item is just a bigger version of the Spartoi tooth, and there was zero merit in challenging it with the risk of having our licenses revoked or being demoted.

Well, I’m not supposed to go looking for boss fights on my own anyway, merit or not.

Shaking off my wicked thoughts, I started for home. Now, I wonder how much Byakuren’s performance will improve with this…

"Ah, that’s right."

Just as Erina-san teleported me to my front door and I’d said my goodbyes, standing before my entryway, Aira-san murmured as if she’d just remembered something.

"Ky-chan-kun. You said you wanted to punish Erina-kun for something… If you want, I could lend you the cosplay outfits we have here?"

Even through the telepathy, I could feel her lecherous grin.

Good grief. This woman… she only gets this lively when she’s teasing someone. Frankly, she’s a terrible adult.

As a friend, I should give her a piece of my mind.

"Yes, please! For all three of them, if possible!"

"Those were the words I wanted to hear…!"

Turns out I’m not such a great person either.

My wicked thoughts… are strong!!
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			Laying It All Bare

			"And so begins the cultural festival after-party! Today, we drink, eat, and play!"

"H-Hoorah…"

*This self-proclaimed ninja… is she invincible!?*

As usual, the venue was the living room of the Arisugawa residence. The professor was apparently out for work again today, a Saturday, and Aira-san sat at the head of the table like she owned the place.

Oh, wait. She’s just frozen with a smug look on her face.

The table was laden with snacks and juice that everyone had brought, but our attire was… *that*.

Yes, it was Aira-san’s selection of cosplay outfits. Although the disappointing college student herself was in her usual tracksuit, and I was in a mascot costume with my face showing.

However, the self-proclaimed ninja currently holding a conch shell she’d pulled from her Item Box and making sounds with her mouth was…

"Bwoooh! Bwoooh! C’mon, Ky-chan, what’s wrong? Get more pumped! Like a ninja!"

"Define ‘ninja’."

She was in a bikini armor.

The old-fashioned kind of bikini armor that makes you want to ask, *"What exactly is that supposed to protect?"*

A red metal bra top held up by thin straps, with metal panties covering only the front. The back was just black fabric, making it look like a swimsuit.

She also had matching red shoulder pads, gauntlets, and greaves. Only her shoes were made of cloth, but she looked like a character straight out of some famous RPG.

Her bountiful cleavage and the beautiful curve of her northern hemispheres were on full display. Her slender waist revealed faint abs. Her butt, though well-toned, was pert and shapely. And her legs were long, slender, yet soft-looking.

Does this walking piece of erotica have no sense of shame…!?

"D-Do we really have to wear this…!?"

"Every time I go to Erina’s house, I end up in some weird outfit…"

*Just look at those two!*

One of them, Aika-san, was wearing a black bikini with long, fishnet gloves, baggy pants that only had fabric from the lower half of her thighs down, and straw sandals.

Her chest, more modest than the others, and her small butt were covered only by a triangle bikini. Her slightly visible ribs and long, vertical navel jumped into view.

And then there was Shizuku-san. She had on a pointed witch's hat and a black cape. Underneath, she wore nothing but a red bikini top, navy low-rise hot pants, and striped knee-high socks.

It goes without saying that her chest, disproportionately large for her height and wrapped in a bikini, was rocket-like. Full of life and vigor today as well.

And from the severe angle of the strings rising above her hot pants, I could tell she was wearing a high-leg bikini underneath. The crucial parts weren’t visible, but why is it that this kind of thing is somehow even lewder…?

"Paisen told me it was a request from you, Ky-chan! You worked the hardest at the festival, so you’re the star today!"

"Kyouta, you…"

"The lowest of the low…"

"Wait…!"

Faced with the scornful gazes of the two girls, I desperately shook my head, my voice trembling.

Ah, damn it. The mascot head won't let me turn my head properly.

"You’ve got it all wrong. I was the only one who had to wear an embarrassing outfit for the festival, so I just asked Aira-san if the other three could cosplay or something. I never gave any specific instructions."

"But you asked Arisugawa-san hoping for something like this, didn’t you?"

"The ab-so-lute lowest…"

"…Well, uh… I’m sorry."

"But this is pretty much a swimsuit, isn’t it? Is it really something to get so mad about?" Erina-san asked, tilting her head nonchalantly.

Well, yes. The amount of fabric and the material are basically the same as a swimsuit. But isn’t it weird to be okay with it for that reason…?

"Yeah, I guess you’re right."

"Kyouta-kun’s reaction was so funny I might have gone a bit too far. I’m sorry," Aika-san said.

Wait, am I the weird one here…?

I don’t really get it, but I’m just glad the girls’ anger seems to have subsided.

…Hold on, didn’t she just say my reaction was funny? Am I just being toyed with here?

—*Jiggle.*

—*Sway.*

—*Bounce.*

Before this glorious sight, all else is trivial!

"That guy is so easy to read."

"Honestly, I’m worried about his future. I’m even worried he might fall for some weird scam right now…"

My heart is a placid lake, with not a single ripple upon it!

"U-Um… I understand the situation, but…"

A voice called out to me from behind.

This mascot costume requires me to turn my whole body to look back. As I clumsily pivoted…

"Huh, a pervert?"

"I will knock you out!"

"Shall I put a curse on you!?"

"Calm down. It’s not you this time."

There stood the representative of the Super-Lewd Clan herself, Miyoshi ‘Pervert’ Mia-san.

She wore a white, boxy hat that a priest might wear, a white collar that looked like it belonged on a sister’s habit, and long white gloves. So far, so good.

But why was she in such a risqué bikini…?

Her string bikini was far too small to contain her explosive bust. Below her beautifully defined waist, her buttocks, which could only be described as a ‘massive ass,’ were barely covered. The back must be something incredible…!

She had a loincloth, but it was see-through, rendering it meaningless. The way her white knee-socks squeezed her thighs, creating a delectable bulge, was just so bewitching.

I declare it now. This was a *sex*-saint.

"My sister insisted, so I put it on, but… really, why me too…?"

"Let’s ask the person herself! Hey, Paisen. Wakey-wakey."

"Hah!? It seems I passed out. Thank goodness, so it was all a dream."

Shaken by the shoulder by Erina-san, the disappointing college student regained consciousness.

Wait, did this woman pass out with her eyes open…?

"A party with two high school girls I’m not really close with… that super-awkward situation never happened…!"

"Sorry to burst your bubble, but this is reality…!"

"Wh-What…!"

"It’s okay, Paisen, Shī-chan, and Ā-chan are all friends now!"

"I can’t pull off a move only super-outgoing people are allowed to make!"

Perhaps knowing that the exchange between the self-proclaimed ninja and the disappointing college student would go on forever if left alone, Mia-san—who was now looking even more erotic as a result of trying to cover her body with both hands—stepped between them.

For a brief moment, her backside came into view, and my Spirit Eye did not miss it!

That was the legendary *T-back*…! Her large, white peach-like cheeks quivered with a tiny *jiggle*…!

"Sister! Please tell me why you suddenly told me to wear this!"

"Huh, a pervert?"

"Hmph!"

"Ow!?"

The disappointing college student got a sharp slap on her silver head. It was less disappointing and more deserved.

"Well. I thought, since we’re doing this, let’s make the theme for today ‘An Otherworldly Adventurer Party’."

"We don’t need a theme like that… So. Why did I have to dress up like this too?"

"Hold on, hold on. It’s faster to show you than to explain. Erina-kun. Hand out those things."

"On it."

With that, Erina-san started pulling out weapons… no, weapon-like objects from her Item Box.

"Here, a bamboo shoot!"

"A bamboo sword?"

"And for Shī-chan, this!"

"A staff… a very twisted one."

"And for senpai, this!"

"What is this gaudy, rich-person’s staff…?"

"And finally, this is for me!"

Erina-san loosely wrapped a sword belt over her bare skin and hung a plastic sword from it with a string.

And with that, the group of beautiful girls in their lewd cosplay outfits lined up in a row.

I suppressed the urge to bow twice and clap twice with my reason. A scene like heaven, and a hell I must never touch…! Dammit, I can hear the sound of my orichalcum-grade reason chipping away!

"A party of a samurai, a mage, and a warrior—‘a ninja!!’—is missing a healer, I thought. So, I figured I’d add a sexual pervert—a sex-saint—to the mix."

"Hnngh!"

"Owwie!?"

Mia-san’s furious staff attack. She must have been holding back quite a bit, as only a light *thwack* sound came from Aira-san’s head.

Though, the person who got hit was groaning and clutching her head.

"B-By the way, Ky-chan-kun is the common mob enemy A that appears along the way…"

"Mia-san, please hit her one more time."

"Understood."

"Abaah!? Ky-Ky-chan-kun! You betrayed me, Ky-chan-kun!"

"Sorry. Being called a mob by a mob is surprisingly annoying…"

"I’M A ZAKO!!??"

Even with the physical abilities of a brown bear, she seems like she’d lose to someone from the karate or judo club…

Helping Aira-san level up has made me certain of one thing.

This woman is hopelessly *bad at moving her body*…!

How should I put it… her mental image is too far ahead of reality. The form in her head is probably perfect, but her physical control isn't developed enough to replicate it.

I knew that about her before, but I never thought it was this bad. I figured if she just moved around a bit, being an Awakened Person, she’d get used to it…

Maybe with a few years of training? Even then, I have my doubts.

Well, none of that matters now. What matters is the bounty before my eyes.

"There, there! Paisen, just think of it as a swimsuit!"

"No, this is pretty embarrassing even for a swimsuit…!"

"But senpai, you don’t seem to hate it?"

"W-Well…"

Her face red all the way to her ears, Mia-san’s gaze shifted from Aira-san to Erina-san, and then to me.

Then, as if making up her mind, she straightened her back and tightened her grip on the staff.

The chest! When she straightened her back, her chest went *dwoomp*! The tips were almost… the peaks of those great mountains were almost visible from that shake!

And… and… I feel like the peaks are asserting themselves a bit…

No, don’t think any further. My reason is going to overheat!

"W-Well. Since this is the cultural festival after-party, right? I will accept this as party entertainment."

"That’s right, senpai! Let’s just have fun with it!"

"And later, my sister will be the Demon Lord. In a similar outfit to ours, of course."

"Eh?"

"Ah, that’s a great idea. I’ll help."

"Eh?"

"Of course, I shall cooperate as well."

"Eh??"

Before she knew it, Aira-san was surrounded.

That aside, besides Shizuku-san who’s wearing a cape, the view from behind is also incredible… Mia-san is Mia-san, and Erina-san and Aika-san both have nice butts.

I’m a die-hard chest man, but butts are nice too…

But the side-boob visible on Erina-san and Mia-san even from behind is even better…!

"Paisen!"

"E-Erina-kun! Help m—"

"I think a Demon Lord who can’t fight is fine these days!"

"Help me, Ky-chan-kun! This is a crisis for your benefactor, the one who created this paradise for you!"

"Sorry, Aira-san."

Since I can’t move my head side-to-side in this costume, I just shifted my gaze.

"I can’t dive into that."

"Y-You virgin loser incel!"

The disappointing college student let out a wail.

I’m sorry… All I can do is burn this magnificent sight into my memory…! How powerless I am…!

Besides, I honestly want to see Aira-san in a lewd outfit, too. Her looks are truly perfect, her looks.

"Don’t say that, just jump in, Ky-chan!"

"Whoa, she’s coming this way!?"

"Since we’re at it, you should cross-dress again too, Ky-chan!"

"No way!"

Erina-san rushed towards me with an innocent smile, her chest bouncing up and down. Her huge breasts nearly spilled out of her bikini armor.

Then, she placed her hands on her knees and peered up at me. The combination of her beautiful face, the cleavage emphasized by her arms pressing from both sides, and the destructive power of her softly shifting chest made my head spin.

What is with this lewd, self-proclaimed ninja? I swear I’m going to pounce on her…!

Dammit, my brain is boiling! Blood isn't reaching my head!

"S-Strategic retr—"

"Hold on! Everyone, stop!"

Just as I was about to make a run for it, Aira-san shouted, holding up her smartphone and waving her arm frantically.

Instantly, I felt my boiling brain cool down. The sensation was similar to when I’m told of an approaching enemy in a dungeon.

"What is it? Just so you know, I’m not gonna let you talk your way out of—"

"Shī-chan."

Erina-san, who had approached unnoticed, grabbed the shoulder of a mischievous-looking Shizuku-san and stopped her.

Mia-san also had a solemn expression, waiting for Aira-san’s next words.

…I’m sorry. The outfits make this whole situation surreal, and my brain is starting to wobble again.

"Erina?"

"Paisen, did something happen?"

"Y-Yeah. Just now, I got a news alert from a site I subscribe to… It’s faster if you see for yourselves. I’m turning on the TV."

With that, Aira-san picked up the remote and pointed it at the living room TV.

She flicked through the channels—some drama, a shopping program—one after another. Her finger finally stopped on a studio where a ‘Breaking News’ banner was displayed.

*"We have breaking news! An group of Awakened Persons, believed to have cooperated in the large-scale rebellion in China, were just discovered left in front of a military base, already in restraints!"*

"What?"

Who let out that gasp? It might have been me.

At the unexpected news, my gaze shot to Aira-san for a moment. She had said before, *"This might get wrapped up surprisingly quickly,"* but…

*"There is a high probability that they are the ‘former Turohorse’ group calling themselves ‘Istio’… no, wait!"*

The news anchor’s agitation was palpable even through the screen.

Taking a script handed to her from the side, the anchor broke out in a sweat.

*"Their photos have been released online! In response, ‘Arianrhod’ has denied any involvement, stating that none of them are listed in the ‘Turohorse’ member registry—"*

Forgetting the dreamlike scene around me, my eyes were glued to the screen.

*…Seriously?*

"Well, there were rumors about it."

Aira-san’s somewhat detached voice echoed through the living room.

"That the three girls from the ‘B-Rank Adventurers’ had posted on social media that they wanted to go see the Great Wall."

*…Those scary-looking girls under Director Akasaka’s command!?*

I remembered the small girl with the twin pigtails and the two beside her. At the ‘Briefing for B-Rank Candidates,’ they had a relatively normal appearance but radiated an exceptionally strong pressure, so they’d left a powerful impression on me.

There was a chance that powerhouses like them had gone to a rebellion-torn China. Furthermore, a group claiming to be ‘former Turohorse’ had been captured… and from the circumstances, it wasn’t by the local military or police.

It was hard to believe it was just a coincidence.

"Th-Then does this mean…"

"Yeah."

I sensed Aira-san nod in response to my words.

"It means Director Akasaka went and did it."
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Time rewinds just a little.

"Well, this has turned into quite a mess…"

China, near the Great Wall.

In a forest nearby, three girls were camping.

"Who would’ve thought we’d get ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms 2! Oh my, is this the Yellow Turban Rebellion?’… Even the eyes of Japan’s number one prodigy couldn’t foresee this. Well played, modern-day Zhang Jiao. Also known as party-boy Zhang Jiao."

"Who are you calling a prodigy, you number one idiot! You’re the one who said, ‘Let’s go on a trip before summer break ends. I want to eat some authentic xiaolongbao’!"

"There’s no use dwelling on the past. The hands of time are always moving forward…"

The elven-eared girl setting up the tent roared with a hammer in hand, her face a mask of fury.

But the gray-haired girl she was yelling at showed no remorse, calmly admonishing her.

"Th-This girl who had to repeat a year, just how thick is her skin…!"

"Come on, now. We all agreed to the trip, and the destination being China was the result of a dart throw. No point in getting angry."

"Ugh… you’re right. My apologies."

"As long as you understand. As long as you understand."

"That said, she’s still infuriating…!"

After smiling wryly at the growling, elven-eared girl, the girl with the twin pigtails pulled a portable stove, a plastic bottle of water, and a silver pot from her large backpack.

"Let’s have some coffee and calm down. By the time we finish, we’ll have a plan for what to do next."

"…Hah. You’re right. Getting irritated at her is pointless."

"…Well, I do feel bad. Sort of."

The girl with the twin pigtails chuckled at her two pouting companions.

The silver pot she held was a moka pot, a tall, direct-fire espresso maker.

She must have been used to it. The girl skillfully disassembled the pot, poured water into the bottom chamber, filled the central funnel with coffee grounds, and placed it on the flame.

While the coffee brewed, the two who had been at odds worked together in silent, perfect sync to set up camp.

By the time the twin-tailed girl was pouring the coffee into cups, they had finished their work and were wiping their hands on wet towels.

"Here you go. Sugar and milk as you like."

"Yes, thank you… Heh."

"What is it?"

"Oh, nothing."

With a triumphant smirk at the gray-haired girl using three packets of sugar, the elven-eared girl began to sip her black coffee.

"Just so you know, adding sugar to coffee is the authentic way. You should only leave tea plain when it’s green tea…!"

"Well, my coffee is quite different from the authentic stuff anyway. I’m pretty casual about it."

With a carefree expression, the twin-tailed girl began to slowly drink her own coffee.

She also took out a can of chocolate cookies, and the three of them began to talk as they snacked.

"So… what should we do now?"

"First, let’s recap what’s happened so far. I want to organize the situation."

The elven-eared girl straightened her posture, her expression tightening.

Her ample chest was slightly emphasized, causing the gray-haired girl next to her to make a sour face, but they all decided it must have been because she didn't have enough sugar.

"Due to various circumstances, our school’s summer vacation was ‘pushed back,’ and we’re technically still on break. The next semester starts in a week."

"So the three of us came on a trip before summer break ended. The destination was decided by darts."

"Uh-huh. The xiaolongbao were delicious!"

The twin-tailed girl smiled like a child, as if recalling the taste.

"Then, out of nowhere, a rebellion breaks out in China. Our hotel was attacked, so we dealt with it casually and left the scene."

"We couldn’t exactly kill them, so we prioritized escaping and ended up here."

"And since we were here anyway, I wanted to see the Great Wall!"

"And that brings us to now… If we think about this seriously, the correct course of action seems to be waiting for Japan to move to rescue its citizens."

"But I wonder if the Japanese embassy is safe. Those guys were barely organized."

"Well, that’s how rebellions usually are."

Amidst the aroma of coffee, the three girls’ conversation gradually turned bloody.

"Should we just go and beat up all the rebel army guys around the airport?"

"There are too many of them, I’m afraid we might accidentally kill someone…"

"Besides, there might be people stronger than us mixed in. You know, like those people claiming to be remnants of Turohorse."

"…I wonder if they’re really that strong."

The gray-haired girl raised an eyebrow, a question mark floating over her head.

"Huh? But some of them claimed to be former executives, so aren't they strong?"

"In that last battle, we were lucky that the collapse of the castle incapacitated most of the enemy executives… Fighting them head-on would be a tough battle."

"About that, all of them had their faces covered with masks, right? I bet they’re fakes."

"…For you to say that, do you have any proof?"

"I do. My intuition."

The gray-haired girl puffed out her flat chest confidently. For a moment, the other two stared blankly.

"Okay. Then I believe you!"

"When it comes to who’s strong and who’s weak, this one’s intuition has never been wrong…"

They nodded without hesitation and sipped their coffee.

"In that case, why don’t we make it easier for the rescue teams from various countries to move?"

"What do you mean?"

"Every country must be scared, you know. Of a ‘group of combat-capable Awakened Persons’ that conventional tactics don’t work on."

The twin-tailed girl continued as if discussing the dinner menu.

"So, if we eliminate them, the rescue operations can proceed, and we can get home before summer vacation ends, right?"

"…I see."

The elven-eared girl finished the last sip of her coffee.

"An excellent idea."

"I’m in."

The gray-haired girl also finished her coffee, and the twin-tailed girl tilted her own cup, pouring the last of it down her throat.

"It’s decided, then."

And so, the decision was made to throw a stone the size of a pickling weight into the pond of future social affairs.

* * *

And now, the hands of the clock return to their original position.

"What is the meaning of this, Akasaka-kun…"

"You better explain yourself, Akasaka…"

Shinjuku Ward, Tokyo. A certain conference room in the Ministry of Defense.

Once again, the usual members had gathered, with one old man being flanked and glared at by two other old men.

Specifically, a department director from the Agency was being sandwiched by two generals from the Self-Defense Force.

"Well… I’m not aware of the detailed situation myself."

"Aren’t those three supposed to be your dogs?"

"Did you even have 'em on a leash, huh?"

"…They are not beings that can be leashed."

"What’s that? Are you talking back to me?"

"In a way, they are representatives of the ‘B-Rank Adventurers’."

"Well, then it can’t be helped. Sorry for glaring. It’s not your fault."

"You have it rough, Akasaka-kun…!"

In a complete turnaround from their earlier ferocity, General Marui of the GSDF and Admiral Kadokura of the MSDF patted Director Akasaka’s shoulder in a consoling, almost sympathetic manner.

The Director accepted it with a grim expression.

"At that rank, the only ones who are obedient… who don’t misinterpret orders, come up with strange independent interpretations, or do things ‘for the best’… are the Invisible Ninjas…!"

"If only they weren’t pawns of the ‘Professor’."

"On the contrary, it might be precisely because of the ‘Professor’ that their leash is held so well."

The three men nodded deeply, sat down in their respective chairs, and switched their train of thought.

"So, what’s the plan? The MSDF is strengthening its alert in the Sea of Japan and cooperating with the GSDF to be ready to rescue our nationals at any time."

"…But the Diet is still dragging its feet, as usual. Considering the international situation, it’s understandable."

"As things stand, our best bet might be to have other countries rescue the Japanese citizens when they go in. We’d have to repay them with money and supplies, of course."

"They’ll probably cut that from the budget for the otherworld dispatch, huh."

"That’s a problem, but if we have to rely on other countries for the rescue now…"

"Yes. There’s a possibility that some countries will try to target those three on this occasion."

A cold sweat trickled down their cheeks.

"It’ll become an international incident…"

"There’s no way they’d let themselves be captured without a fight."

"They have the kind of mentality to calmly punch their way through even if innocent civilians are taken hostage…"

An incident where the three girls thwarted a bomb plot by an ‘Anti-Awakened group’ came to Director Akasaka’s mind.

At that time, the culprit had desperately taken a nearby elementary school girl hostage.

*"Grandma always said not to negotiate with terrorists!"*

*"How despicable…! Young lady, we will visit your grave every year…!"*

*"We just have to beat him up before the hostage dies, right?"*

…In the end, there were zero casualties. The incident was never reported on TV, and it ended peacefully… relatively, ‘peacefully’.

Gently, Director Akasaka pressed his forehead.

"They will undoubtedly cause some kind of trouble…!"

"Probably."

"It seems we have no choice but to send the Self-Defense Force to rescue them…!"

No one was worried about the three girls themselves. After all, they had captured the main force of the local armed groups alive, took photos of all of them, and uploaded them to the internet. It was only natural.

Unbeknownst to the three old men, the three girls in question were currently being celebrated at a festival in a village they had saved from marauders.

The fact that they were properly refusing alcohol showed their mysterious respect for the law.

"…Well, deciding on that front is the job of politicians and bureaucrats. We’ll just make sure we’re ready to move as soon as the call comes."

"We’re counting on you."

"Then, what about the troop dispatch to the other world? The work to clear the collapsed sections is ongoing, but should we halt that and reassign personnel?"

"That might be for the best. We need to maintain our alert at sea, just in case."

"…The alert is crucial, of course, but I would like you to continue the debris removal work somehow. The Dungeon Agency will also do its part by commissioning adventurers to reduce the burden on the GSDF."

"Huh?"

Admiral Kadokura tilted his head at Director Akasaka’s words.

He stroked his bearded chin and stared at the Director.

"What’s this about? Don’t tell me you haven't given up on dispatching to the other world yet."

"Of course not."

Director Akasaka nodded firmly, meeting the gazes of the general and admiral.

"The ‘research materials of Doctor Tesla’ obtained by the Invisible Ninjas. If we use them… if it goes well, we can stop the increase of dungeons."

Even now, the number of dungeons was on the rise. Solving this was an urgent task, but there was no known method.

Or rather, there *had been* no known method.

Doctor Tesla. He was an insane mad scientist, but his passion was genuine.

His final research materials held a key to solving this situation.

* * *

His original ‘Tesla Project’ was to ‘achieve teleportation.’

It seemed like a preposterous fantasy, but it had once been partially successful.

1943, the ‘Philadelphia Experiment.’

Now spoken of as an urban legend, it had in fact taken place.

The project, which aimed to make a ship undetectable to radar by enveloping its hull in a special magnetic field, produced the unexpected result of teleportation.

It was an outcome unforeseen even by the original planners, but what had happened could not be undone. The destroyer used in the experiment suddenly vanished from its spot, only to reappear when the device was shut down.

An experiment to grant stealth capabilities to a warship had produced an even greater military result.

But the cost was also great. About ninety percent of the crew on the returned destroyer were dead. The remaining ten percent were in a horrific state, with their bodies fused to the ship’s hull.

Due to the numerous casualties, the US Navy at the time decided to halt the experiment. As the research had been concealed even from the President, all materials related to the experiment were buried in darkness.

And amidst the chaos of the escalating World War and the US-Soviet Cold War, those materials became, not just figuratively, but literally ‘unknown to anyone.’

That is, until an old man styling himself as the ‘successor to Nikola Tesla’ brought it all back to light.

He brought the plan to the US military, received the President's approval, and secretly carried it out in Japan.

Japan was chosen simply for environmental reasons.

Conducting it in his own country was too risky, yet places like the Middle East made it difficult to secure the necessary power and supplies.

And so, Japan, an advanced nation with multiple US military bases, was chosen.

But the experiment once again produced an unexpected result.

‘A gate to another world appeared.’ It was far beyond mere teleportation. In response, the President, far from being disappointed by the experiment’s failure, cheered.

There was a new frontier that no one from Earth had yet set foot on. That fact sealed the decision to continue the experiment.

And so, while Japan was thrown into chaos, Doctor Tesla formed a hypothesis.

He considered the possibility that Japan was being mistaken for the place the white gate was originally connected to—the nation now known as the ‘Atlantis Empire.’

The leylines within the dungeons and Japan’s leylines were remarkably similar. This wasn’t an effect of the gate connection, he thought, but the reason Japan was chosen as the connection point in the first place.

In the planned Middle East experiment, he intended to alter the local leylines using the power of someone with a ‘Holy Grail’ unique skill, change them to a state similar to Japan’s, and attempt to create a gate once more.

However, the Middle East experiment was canceled for various reasons. In Japan, he partially and temporarily altered the flow of the leylines and used the special Tesla coil again.

And, as if to prove his hypothesis, no gate appeared; the laboratory merely vanished while the device was active.

However, the device for altering the leylines malfunctioned, and the conditions were accidentally met for the ‘Giant’s Dungeon’ to connect. This is how the ‘Tokyo Incident’ occurred.

As a result, the research facility was destroyed, and most of the staff were killed, making it impossible to continue the experiment.

But Doctor Tesla had already thought ‘beyond that’ and had written down his future experiment plans in his research notes.

From the very beginning, he had never doubted his hypothesis. Even before investigating, he believed it to be ‘fact.’

Was it the arrogant tunnel vision that would disqualify a scientist, or some kind of divine revelation? It is impossible to know now.

But it was precisely because of this that he had also advanced his research on a ‘method to make gates appear freely, anywhere.’

The Earth’s leylines are robust and difficult to manipulate.

However, the leylines on the other world side… where Atlantis once was, had lost their original form, as evidenced by the gate connecting to Japan.

It is difficult to tamper with a finished product. But it is easy to tamper with something that is already *broken*.

* * *

"We will change the leylines of the former Atlantis Empire to match Japan’s, even for just a moment. If we do that, while the currently existing gates will remain, any new gates trying to connect should be diverted there instead."

The Doctor had planned to temporarily restore the leylines of old Atlantis to their original state, setting it as the gate’s destination. From there, he intended to alter the leylines again to make gates appear in any desired location.

Akasaka’s idea was to use that plan.

"…About what you just said, do you have a lead on this ‘Holy Grail’?"

"Yes."

Director Akasaka touched the smartphone in his breast pocket.

"My daughter has connected us to a move that will shape the future."

A giant beast resembling a sea slug that controlled lightning roared in a distant, foreign land.

Looking up at its form, a certain man stood silently.

* * *

Washington D.C., United States. The Oval Office of the White House.

"The thoughts of a madman are impossible to read. Or perhaps, he should be considered a genius possessed by madness."

Displayed on the monitor on the desk were photos of the men who had claimed to be the ‘former Turohorse’ group, ‘Istio.’

Arianrhod had cross-referenced those publicly released photos with their remaining member roster. Finding neither the faces nor names of the men on the list, they immediately issued a full denial of any connection to Turohorse.

In reality, ‘Istio’ was not ‘Turohorse.’ They weren’t even Japanese. They were just Chinese workers in Japan who had become Awakened. After Awakening, they had been ‘coerced’ into cooperating with the Chinese government on various matters.

"It’s only a matter of time before their identities are made public. Director, are the files in order?"

"Of course, Mr. President. They are mere terrorists with no connection whatsoever to the United States. They themselves don’t know who their sponsors are, and they believe their ideology is one they came to on their own."

"Excellent. A splendid job."

Only the President and the CIA Director were in the Oval Office.

Though his stomach churned, the Director showed no sign of it on the surface, maintaining a perfectly still, upright posture.

"However, Akasaka remains a dangerous man. To think he had a trump card Awakened unit sent in beforehand. We are currently investigating how the information was leaked."

"Indeed. There’s no telling where his demonic hands have reached. His skill in abducting the ‘Wedge’ makes me think he could only have done it by sending in Awakened. Perhaps the same method was used this time."

"With all due respect, that matter has already been dealt with. The same trick will not work on us again. If his hand was involved, it was likely through some other means."

"I see… The monster. A man who doesn't abide by human reason is unpredictable."

President Fudge Valentine muttered this with disgust, then gave a small laugh.

"But it seems he was getting impatient as well."

"Yes. It would appear so."

"Those three you mentioned, they are still within China, correct?"

"Yes. According to satellite imagery, they seem to be staying in a village that was attacked by the rebel army."

"What about the Walkers and the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club?"

"With the reconstruction from the Tokyo Incident complete, they have returned to their respective hometowns. Very few remain in Tokyo. They are swamped with their usual backlog of work."

"And the Invisible Ninjas?"

"The ‘Professor’ is currently flying all over Japan and is away from Tokyo. The members thought to be their operational unit also show no signs of traveling far from their hometown. They are attending school."

"The JSDF’s… ‘Dragon Killer Squad,’ was it? What about them?"

"Leaving one member in Chiba Prefecture, they are moving to deal with other dungeons. We have information that they are conducting culling operations in Aomori, Kyoto, and Kumamoto, respectively. The other JSDF units are also split between culling operations, responding to the rebellion in China, and clearing debris within the dungeons."

"If that is the case…"

The President, with a *tap*, struck the desk with his rugged fingertip.

"Then right now… there is no one left to protect him."

A smile spread across his lips.

His mouth curved upward like the blade of a grim reaper’s scythe.

* * *

Tokyo, an undisclosed location.

Two men dressed in black walked through a space that was, on paper, a company's underground storage facility.

They opened a heavily guarded door using a pair of keys they produced from their pockets, turning them simultaneously in their respective locks.

"It was fortunate this place survived the Tokyo Incident."

"Indeed. It is a secret laboratory known only to us, not even told to the other members."

The two leaders of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club had come to this place without any guards. When the vice-chairman pressed a small switch, a cluttered space was illuminated.

There was a giant capsule, connected to numerous instruments. Inside, a huge body was curled up like a fetus in a culture medium.

It was too bizarre to be called human.

It was about three meters tall. Its skeleton was a mix of beast and man, but it had no fur, not even skin. Only a slimy mucus clung to its body’s surface.

The two men gazed intently at the monster from beneath their hoods.

"This is something that should be abhorred, I suppose."

"But such is human nature. Even if its existence is unacceptable, one grows fond of what one has created with their own hands."

An error they had committed, unknown and unknowable to the other club members.

It was…

"In a drunken stupor, we just had to say, ‘Let’s make a golem that combines both our fetishes!’ and ended up throwing in all sorts of materials, didn’t we?"

"Indeed. Getting drunk on homemade moonshine and then building something like this in the basement… we can never tell anyone about this!"

An Awakened Person cannot get drunk on ordinary liquor. However, ‘magical liquor’ created through alchemy or potion-making is a different story.

What stood before them was the result of an old man and a geezer’s big mistake.

"But what should we do with this?"

"Hmm. We did make it stronger than your average Awakened Person…"

"Shall we drag Yamashita-kun into this?"

"But he is rather strict about these things."

*Crack.*

The two men, chatting idly, had not yet noticed the sound of glass cracking.
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			After the party—a heaven for the senses, a hell for my reason—was brought to an end by the massive global news, the world was, naturally, in an uproar over the events in China.

That group calling themselves ‘Istio’ really did seem to have no connection to Turohorse; apparently, they weren’t even Japanese.

They were Chinese nationals who had been working for Japanese companies, then returned to China after Awakening. In other words, Japan was almost entirely uninvolved.

That had been internationally proven… or rather, not yet. The suspects were still in the custody of the Chinese military, and there was no evidence beyond the photographs.

Still, Aira-san said that the international pressure on Japan had eased somewhat.

However, the once-reignited ‘Awakened Persons are Dangerous’ theory was still raging, and anti-Awakened movements were gaining momentum overseas.

While Japan wasn't involved in this particular incident, it was a fact that Japanese Awakened had been involved in the disturbances in the Middle East. Rumor had it that genocide was even taking place.

Fortunately, it hadn't happened around me, but news reports of random attacks by Awakened Persons were a frequent occurrence.

Perhaps because they are necessary to deal with dungeons, the anti-Awakened movement isn't as active in Japan, but… starting with the Turohorse victims’ association, there are many people who hold a grudge against Awakened Persons. And they have more than enough reason to.

It seems the rift between the Awakened and non-Awakened is not going to disappear anytime soon. In fact, it might not disappear until everyone in the world becomes one or the other. After all, wars over race and religion are still going on.

But even with all these complicated thoughts, my daily life continued as usual.

Today was Monday, but since it was a public holiday, I had come to a dungeon once again.

This one was C-Rank, though. It wasn't for leveling up Aira-san, who was still D-Rank, of course. The main purpose this time was a test run of the modified Byakuren.

*"Are you all ready, gentlemen? Have you been to the bathroom? Forgotten anything? Is your mind prepared?"*

"OK!!"

"Yes, no problem."

"Same here, all good. I’ve just cast the ‘Water Walking’ spell."

In front of the white gate, we finished our final checks and I replied to Aira-san through the earring.

What was different from usual was that Byakuren’s dedicated body and the bodies of Ukon and Sakon had been mixed with ‘dragon tooth powder.’

And.

*"Please take care of Sana-kun as well. Be sure not to let her get injured."*

"Yes."

The fact that we had Sana-san with us.

Sakon was not carrying its man catcher this time, equipped only with a shield and a birdcage. With its usual expressionless face, the small spirit watched us quietly.

"But is this really necessary?"

*"I don’t know. This whole ‘insurance’ plan is full of firsts, after all. We are the pioneers. So, if something seems like it might be useful, we just try it out."*

"Well, if that’s the case… Sana-san, thank you for joining us today."

I bent down to meet her gaze, and the quiet spirit gave a small nod.

"Alright, let’s go. Everyone, touch my shoulder."

Erina-san and the others placed their hands on my shoulder, and the golems connected to each other as well. Mia-san touched Sakon with her other hand.

I took one deep breath and stepped inside the gate.

Through my boots, I felt a sensation like stepping on a paved road. However, that was thanks to Mia-san’s magic.

The actual ground was sopping wet, with puddles visible here and there.

It was worse than just after a rain. The ground had been submerged for a long time, and as a result, it would normally be very difficult to walk on.

The store's information stated that a fully equipped JSDF soldier had sunk up to his knees in the ground.

It was a dungeon with high humidity. Looking around, I saw a forest of tall, towering trees.

They were strange trees, different from mangroves. But they seemed resistant to both water and mud, growing thick and strong. Rays of false sunlight poured through the gaps in their green leaves.

A dungeon covered by a dome-like imitation of a clear sky. I wondered if the other world continued beyond that dome.

Alternatively, we could be deep underground, or even in the deep sea. The thought sent a small shiver down my spine.

Shaking off my unease, I drew my sword and sent a telepathic message to Aira-san.

"We have entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration."

*"Right. Be careful."*

"Roger."

We started walking in formation: Byakuren, myself, Erina-san and Mia-san, then Sakon, with Ukon bringing up the rear.

The trees were spaced far apart, just wide enough for a car to pass. The branches were also at least five meters from the ground, so I didn’t have to worry about my sword hitting them.

This time, Byakuren was equipped with a tower shield and a longsword. It was a sword I received as a bonus a while back, but it was a fine blade. No issues with sharpness or durability.

A sword and shield that a normal person would need both hands for, but Byakuren carried them both with ease. I glanced at its mechanically walking back and scanned our surroundings.

Even with Erina-san here, the enemies this time had ranged attacks. With Sana-san present, I couldn’t afford to be careless.

We proceeded for about thirty seconds before I spotted a cloth wrapped around a tree trunk with writing on it.

"Aira-san, I’ve found the JSDF’s paint. It’s ‘G-5.’ The sun-like symbol is in the four o’clock direction from our position."

*"Right, right. Hold on a sec… Got it. From there, try heading in the ten o’clock direction. There should be a mark that says ‘H-9’."*

"Understood. Moving toward ten o’clock."

We turned in the indicated direction and walked for another twenty seconds or so.

Erina-san’s sharp voice cut in.

"Enemy. Three of them. Approaching from the front… no, slightly from the right-front."

"Roger. Byakuren, as planned."

The white helmet gave a small nod in response to my words.

This time, the plan was for Byakuren to fight alone for the most part. I would step in if I judged it to be dangerous, but at this rank, there shouldn’t be any problems aside from running out of mana.

Now then. The ‘improved golem reaction speed’ that the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club mentioned. I wonder how significant it is.

I stopped and peered through the trees, and finally, the enemy came into view.

The distance was about sixty meters. Normally, that would still be far.

But we were already within the enemy’s range.

—*FWOOSH!*

There was a sound like air being forcefully expelled, and then several spears… no, ‘needles,’ shot towards us at high speed.

Each one was as long as a human arm and as thick as a thumb, flying at over three hundred kilometers per hour.

In response, Byakuren advanced, holding its shield at an angle to deflect the incoming needles.

After confirming that none were on a direct course for us, I shifted my focus to observing the enemy.

They had thick, stubby legs with tough hide. Their build was comparable to a rhino or a hippo. A colossal body that would immediately sink into the mud without mana for support.

Their four limbs, covered in green skin, and the silhouette of their torso were similar to a turtle’s. But their body was not just covered by a shell; a lion-like mane grew over it.

Long, sharp spines, like a hedgehog's, sprouted through the mane. Those were the needles that had been shot at us.

A supple neck and tail extended from its heavy body. Reminiscent of a snake, its head, with gleaming yellow eyes, was glaring at us… or more precisely, at Erina-san and the others behind me.

*‘Peluda.’*

The dragon that was refused passage on Noah’s Ark but survived the Great Flood.

However, legend says it was ultimately killed by a local youth to protect his beloved.

A monster closely resembling that creature had made this dungeon its lair.

*"The Peluda apparently has a taste for pure maidens. You three better be careful. Oh, or is it four, including Sana-kun? Phew, glad I’m not there."*

"We’re virgins, after all!"

"Erina-san, have some more decency…!"

"Please focus on the battle."

And I'll definitely give that disappointing college student who casually included me in the ‘maiden’ count a piece of my mind later.

While we were having our stupid conversation, the battle progressed.

As needles were fired from the three monsters at a rate of one per second, Byakuren charged. Utilizing the sturdiness of its shield, it forcefully closed the distance.

At the thirty-meter mark, one of them stopped shooting needles and opened its snake-like mouth wide.

Instantly, a massive amount of flame erupted from it.

The crimson inferno could melt even iron. In response, the ‘Mana Conversion’ built into the shield activated. Deflecting the flames with wind, Byakuren swung its sword.

Through ‘Concept Interference,’ the flames clung to the blade. The knight, having forcefully closed the gap, lopped off the Peluda’s log-thick neck.

The leftmost one lost its head, but incredibly, it continued to charge, ramming its body forward. Byakuren caught it with its shield, then released a blast of wind from its entire body. It blew away the remaining flames and the incoming needles, forcefully flipping the Peluda over.

The monster crashed into the mud with a deafening roar. The heel of a white iron boot came down mercilessly on the base of its tail.

The green scales cracked, and the root of its tail was crushed.

That monster, the Peluda, wouldn't stop even if its head was crushed or its heart was gouged out. But it would die if its tail was destroyed.

Looking at the flow of mana, I could see it circulating throughout its body from the tail as a base. Even so, it was a mysteriously hard-to-understand creature.

With the first one down, the remaining two turned to face Byakuren. But they were too slow.

The Peluda was tough and had high attack power. However, for its rank, its movements were sluggish.

Twisting its body in a horizontal spin to dodge incoming needles, Byakuren sprinted in a wide arc. The second Peluda’s turning speed couldn’t keep up, and its tail was severed.

But, as expected of its incredible life force, even as it fell, that one spewed a massive cloud of poison mist from its mouth.

The powerful acid quickly corroded the surrounding trees. Trunks were eaten away, and with a creaking sound, two or three large trees snapped.

For a moment, the figures of the Peluda and Byakuren were shrouded in the green poison mist, but a gale blew from within.

In the cleared field of vision, I saw the last one baring its fangs and lunging to bite Byakuren.

But its long, sharp fangs were shattered by a shield bash, and without a moment’s delay, the tip of the longsword pierced the joint of its left foreleg.

Losing its balance, the Peluda still fired its needles. But they couldn't catch the leaping Byakuren and whistled through empty air.

The white giant, having jumped several meters, used a blast of wind to descend rapidly. As mud flew high into the air, a silver blade swung down.

The single blow from its powerful arm easily sliced through scales that could deflect even bullets. The snake-like tail thrashed on the mud before quickly going still. The remaining torso also lost its strength and collapsed with a wet thud.

"Combat concluded. Erina-san, any other enemies?"

"None nearby."

"Roger. Let’s head to Byakuren’s position."

As we cautiously advanced, we found three mounds of salt on the mud.

And as for Byakuren…

"…Almost out of mana, huh."

In an attempt to boost its performance even slightly, Byakuren’s fuel efficiency was terrible.

With ‘Mana Conversion’ added on top, its remaining mana had dropped below thirty percent after a single battle.

But even this was an improvement. I placed a hand on its shoulder and replenished its mana.

*"Man, I was watching through Ukon-kun’s mirror, but I couldn't follow its movements at all!"*

"Yeah. The club’s information seems to be accurate. Though, a C-Rank is a bit of a questionable test."

*"Seriously?"*

"Seriously."

Every single one of its movements had undoubtedly gotten faster. But this battle didn't tell me what its new maximum was.

Byakuren’s performance was already perfectly viable against B-Rank opponents. Was a test run in a C-Rank dungeon too cautious?

…No. That line of thought is far too arrogant.

It’s always better to be safe than sorry. When it comes to things that can only be tested in a dungeon, being overly cautious is just right.

*"I mean, I could barely see its movements… Could it be that Byakuren-kun’s swordsmanship is actually cleaner than yours, Ky-chan-kun?"*

"Yes. My own swordsmanship is a chaotic mess, for one, but Byakuren is also a veteran in its own right."

Unlike my ‘as long as it hits, it’s fine’ style of killing, Byakuren’s movements are often logical and efficient. Its overall tactics are crude, though.

Its core, the ‘imperfect homunculus,’ doesn’t have much thinking capacity, but it has fought many strong enemies. It learns, whether it wants to or not.

"I’m sure not even the JSDF or the club has a golem with this much combat experience."

*"I see… I’d love to use it as a reference, but I wonder if Sana-kun was able to follow it, unlike me…"*

"Oh, that’s fine. Sana-san has Spirit Eye too."

When I glanced at her, the small spirit nodded.

Besides, Sana-san’s base specs are surprisingly high. Her physical strength is only that of a child, but considering her size, that’s plenty strong.

She’s probably stronger than Aira-san was at Level 1, even if you just count what she can see and touch. In fact, she could probably overwhelm her in a fistfight even now.

*"Heh heh heh. Are you thinking something rude about me, Ky-chan-kun?"*

"I was just remembering how you counted me among the pure maidens a minute ago."

*"So-rry, Kyoko-chan-kun!"*

"Would you prefer the cardboard box punishment or the hairbrush punishment?"

*"I don’t want either, I don’t know what they are!?"*

…Well, whatever.

My heart did skip a beat when Erina-san said "We’re virgins," so I guess I can let it slide.

When a girl you’re close to says something like that, your heart leaps out of your chest. I want to shout that this is a common thing for teenage boys…! But I won’t, because it’s creepy…!

"Finished collecting the drops!"

"Ah, right. Then let’s resume the exploration."

*"Right. Good luck… And what in the world are those punishments, really…? I’m actually a little scared, so I’d like you to tell me…"*

"Oh, you want to receive both?"

*"No!? Absolutely not!? I don’t know what they are, though! And not knowing is the scariest part!"*

"Well, that aside."

*"Could you please not put it aside!?"*

"Once we’re done marking, we’ll head to the point the professor requested. At this rate, I think we can make it there. Please navigate for us."

*"R-Right. I shall guide you, all while praying that my punishment is not carried out."*

"Please do."

And so, we began to walk, our footsteps making a *clack, clack* sound despite being on mud.

We started moving through the strange forest once more.

"Kyouta-kun."

"Yes?"

I stopped at Mia-san’s call.

When I turned around, she had a very serious expression on her face. Wondering what it could be, I held my breath.

Her cherry-pink lips parted, and she spoke with grave importance.

"Which of those punishments is lewder…!?"

"Let’s explore seriously now, Disappointment Number Two."

I was a fool for trying to listen seriously.
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			Byakuren Unrivaled

			"No, that’s not what I meant. My question was born of intellectual curiosity, and you couldn’t say it wasn’t completely unrelated to any ulterior motives."

And so on. Ignoring the pathetic excuses dribbling from the mouth of Unfortunate University Student #2, we continued our exploration for about an hour.

Along the way, I finished marking the area near the exit and headed for the point the professor had told me about.

The Self-Defense Force outpost set up near this dungeon’s exit, however, had a slightly unusual shape.

Perhaps because the dungeon periodically flooded, the surrounding walls were high, and the building itself resembled a stilt-style warehouse.

A gate was supposed to exist in the space that would normally be the first floor, supported by reinforced concrete pillars, but according to the Dungeon Store’s information, it was located inside the building. Gates will teleport nearby if covered by a hard object. It seems they used that property to somehow move it further up.

But I digress. In any case, *Byakuren’s* test run was proceeding almost too smoothly.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

*"Jyaaaah!"*

Four Peludas unleashed a barrage of needles with low roars. Byakuren dodged the high-speed projectiles with left and right steps, only using its shield, held at an angle, to block attacks it judged impossible to evade.

As Byakuren closed the distance head-on, the two in the front row swelled their throats and spat breaths of fire.

In response, the white knight leaped forward and diagonally upward with unbroken momentum.

As red flames crept across the muddy ground, Byakuren looked down on the Peludas from above. Perhaps thinking it was impossible to dodge in mid-air, they fired a torrent of needles as if it were their last chance.

But wind erupted from various points on the armor, allowing the golem to evade with a barrel roll following a wall-jump-like trajectory. The instant it landed, it drove its foot down, piercing through the tail of the monster on the rear left.

It immediately slashed at the monster on the right, the longsword severing its tail. With two dispatched in quick succession, the front-row monsters tried to turn around.

But they were too slow. Their sluggish movements couldn’t keep up with Byakuren, and two flashes of silver light streaked past them.

By the time Byakuren, having dashed between the remaining Peludas, turned back in a state of lingering alertness, all of their massive bodies had collapsed onto the mud.

Four mounds of salt formed. After confirming Erina-san’s nod, I walked over to the knight.

"Combat concluded. Byakuren is unharmed again."

*"Hmph... Such swift movements. I’d miss them completely if it were me...!"*

"Is that so."

*"Erina-kuuun! Kyouta-kun is being so dismissive!"*

"There, there, Paisen! We’ll play together later!"

*"Yay!"*

*Aren’t you coddling her like she’s a child?*

I made the retort internally, but I had a feeling the unfortunate university student was on the other end of the earring in a ‘Hey, come on!’ ready stance, so I kept my mouth shut.

Deciding to completely ignore her, I touched Byakuren’s shoulder and supplied it with mana.

"I’ve told it to perform a variety of movements, but it’s starting to fall into a pattern against the same opponent. Is this really proving useful for Sana-san’s reference?"

*"Kyouta-kun is being so cold... Ahem! Even if the combat scenes look similar, not every single action is identical. As a means of learning behavioral patterns, it’s proving useful... I think."*

"You don’t sound very confident."

*"Well, this isn’t my specialty! I specialize in archaeology. I dabble in history and anthropology, but still."*

"That’s true."

She’s a person who can do just about anything besides exercise and communication, so I tend to forget what her actual specialty is.

When I thought about it, since she’s in Professor Arisugawa’s lab, it was only natural for that to be her field.

*"But in that case, I’d like to see a more acrobatic battle next time! Byakuren-kun seems to have plenty of leeway!"*

"You heard her. Can you do that, Byakuren?"

The white helmet gave a small nod to the rather vague order.

Well, if I judge there’s a risk of damage, I can just jump in myself. At this rank, Erina-san and the others can handle enemy attacks on their own, and Sana-san has *Ukon and Sakon* going all out for her.

It’s true that we have plenty of breathing room overall. This is a test run, so the spirit of ‘just give it a try’ is probably important.

...It won’t happen. Surely, it won’t happen again.

If we get caught in yet another stampede, we’ll be forced to do reckless things whether we like it or not. I can just think of this as practice for that.

No, really, I can’t imagine getting dragged into any more trouble, you know? But as the old saying goes, be prepared for anything...

As I was thinking that, we passed through the trees and arrived at an open area.

"This is..."

I let out a gasp of admiration at the ‘ship,’ which stood unobstructed, basking in the false sunlight.

It was enormous enough to have to look up at. I’d seen a destroyer or something at a Self-Defense Force festival before, but this was even bigger.

The ship was overturned, a quarter of its hull buried in the mud. Its wooden hull was mostly covered in moss, with large holes in various places, as if something had chewed through it.

All but one of its five masts had been snapped, and its sails had rotted away. There was no way of knowing what kind of flag it had once flown.

The dragon-shaped figurehead was also more than half-covered in moss and riddled with cracks.

It must have been a magnificent sailing ship in its time, but now it was nothing more than an object on display.

I felt a mix of awe and a slight melancholy at its majestic appearance, but such sentiments were blown away by the energetic voice coming through the earring.

*"Yes!! I’d already seen the Self-Defense Force’s files via Granny, but there were a few spots I was curious about! I’ll be researching them in the lab, so go ahead and take a ton of pictures!"*

"Roger that. Erina-san, I’m leaving Byakuren here, so please handle scouting."

"Sakon and Sana-san, please help out too."

"Hokie-dokie!"

I took the camera from Erina-san, pulled out the hand mirror, and attached it to my sword belt. Then, I floated up using the Flügel.

After taking a picture of the ship from above, I circled around it.

"But this... it’s not Noah’s Ark or something, is it?" I asked Aira-san, keeping the camera pointed at the hull.

*"Probably not. Nine times out of ten, this is a warship. The cannons have been removed, but they were likely lined up along the sides. There’s a chance they were doing something with spatial magic, so I can’t completely rule out the possibility of it being a colonization ship, though."*

"Huh. Still, it’s a sailing ship, despite them having this level of magical technology."

The technology left behind in the dungeons alone gives a glimpse into the advanced civilization of the Atlantis Empire.

They left behind numerous artifacts that even modern civilization can’t replicate, so why a sailing ship?

*"You shouldn’t think with our common sense. This warship wasn’t necessarily on the front lines until the moment it was abandoned. It might have been on display somewhere."*

"Ah."

*"Besides, while their technological system has similarities to Earth’s, it’s fundamentally different. If they had a power source like magic, they might have been able to achieve speeds greater than an engine turning a screw propeller."*

"Now that you mention it..."

Indeed, they weren’t an opponent I could measure with our own common sense. This was a civilization where alchemy could genuinely create gold and life.

Plus, there was the possibility that this ship had been in a museum and was deliberately moved here.

Just as she said, I couldn’t dismiss it as ‘just a sailing ship.’

"My apologies, that was shortsighted of me."

*"Don’t worry about it. Your job is to be my hands and feet, and more importantly, it’s vital to put such questions into words. From now on, if you have any questions, please try to voice them."*

"Thank you."

*"Well then, I’ll have you start on the ship’s interior soon."*

"Understood."

I entered through a large hole in the hull and began photographing the inside.

Normally, in a place this dilapidated, you’d expect it to be crawling with bugs and other creatures... But this is true of dungeons in general; you don’t see such things.

Is this also an effect of the gate, or is it the influence of a ward for the dungeon’s inhabitants?

As I floated so as not to step on the crumbling corridor, I was about to ask about what had just occurred to me when—

*"Enemy contact. From the bow side, five Peludas are heading this way."*

Erina-san’s sharp voice came through the earring, and I switched my train of thought.

"Tch, roger. I’m heading back. Aira-san, is that alright?"

*"Yes, it can’t be helped."*

I flew out of the hole in the hull and headed towards Erina-san’s position.

I couldn’t see them well from above because of the trees, but I pinpointed the enemy’s location by the flow of mana.

It seemed they had noticed me too, as dozens of needles came flying, piercing through the branches and leaves.

"Whoa."

*"Ngh?!"*

I leaned back to dodge the first one, then flipped my body upside down in a somersault and plummeted to evade their line of fire.

Since the mirror was still attached, Aira-san let out a groan. I hastily covered the hand mirror with my palm as I landed gently.

If I fly around too much with our vision linked, she gets motion sick.

I put away the hand mirror and took my position next to Erina-san, behind Byakuren.

"What’s the situation?"

"They’re almost in engagement range."

"Then... Byakuren."

I touched the knight’s back through its iron pack.

"Go."

———*Vrrrrrrrooooooooommm...!*

As I gave the order while pouring in mana, a low operating noise echoed from within Byakuren like a roar.

In that instant, its white iron boots kicked off the muddy ground with explosive force. I used wind to part the splattering mud, and the knight’s back was already dozens of meters away.

Byakuren charged with its shield raised. The giant needles launched by the Peludas closed in.

*...? Why isn’t Byakuren angling its shield—*

*CLANG!!*

The corner of the tower shield and a needle collided with a heavy, metallic clang. Even with Byakuren’s great strength, the impact caused its body to tilt.

Appearing to have lost its balance, the white knight spun its body horizontally.

And it threw the shield it was holding with all its might.

"Huh?"

A dumbfounded sound escaped me, but the situation progressed without any regard for my confusion.

Unable to intercept in time, the central Peluda was struck squarely by the shield. As Byakuren continued to run, the other monsters fired a multitude of needles at it.

But the knight advanced through the thinned-out barrage with skillful steps. Gripping its longsword with both hands, it charged in a posture as if carrying the blade on its shoulder.

As the silver golem broke through the wall of needles with footwork alone, the four Peludas simultaneously spat fire.

In a flash, all of them were engulfed in crimson, but it cleared just as quickly.

Using *Concept Interference*, Byakuren caught the blazing flames on its blade and, with a movement similar to a shot put, spun and slammed them into the Peluda on the far right.

The thick blade easily lopped off the serpent’s neck and, without stopping, severed its front left leg.

As the off-balance Peluda stumbled, Byakuren’s kick exploded against it. The tip of its foot slid into the collapsing torso, and it forced the creature over with sheer strength.

The monster whose head had been crushed by the shield recovered, and the four remaining Peludas fired a volley of needles, intending to take down their foe along with their ally.

Byakuren slammed its body into the belly of the thrashing, headless Peluda, and then released a blast of wind from its entire body.

Using pure power, it pushed the creature across the mud, closing in on the other Peludas. As soon as it was in range, it launched the massive body with a roundhouse kick.

The monster in front was crushed, unable to dodge, and in the moment it froze, Byakuren’s sword flashed.

It sliced off two tails in a single blow and, using the two overlapping bodies as a shield, circled around to approach the remaining ones.

They hastily tried to change direction, but the headless monster had its tail lopped off in an instant. Two left.

The Peludas that finished turning began firing needles as soon as they grew back. Against this desperate onslaught, Byakuren retreated in an ‘S’ pattern. Using a large tree as a shield, it leaped without turning back and planted its feet high on the trunk.

In that moment, it launched itself like a cannonball. It barrel-rolled to avoid the trunk it had just used as a shield, then lopped off a Peluda’s neck with a diagonal slash.

As it landed with a great splash of mud, it severed the tail of the previous monster with a return stroke.

But the last remaining one buried its tail in the mud, forcing a turn. It faced Byakuren head-on, about to spit a breath of poison and acid from its gaping maw.

Just before it could, the knight threw its sword into the creature’s mouth. Its upper jaw was shattered, and the breath only leaked out slightly upwards.

Ignoring the last one staggering from the impact, Byakuren grappled with the torso of the monster it had just dispatched.

Its body, which had just begun to turn to salt, was still sufficiently sturdy. Lifting the massive body, which must have weighed two tons, it slammed it into the remaining creature.

The Peluda overturned from the massive impact. The moment its tail, hidden in the mud, was exposed, white gauntlets seized it in a vicelike grip.

It dug its fingertips in firmly to secure its hold. Then, straightening its back, it drove its left heel into the base of the tail.

With a wet tear, the long tail was ripped off. The knight in white armor, spattered with mud and blood, casually tossed the tail aside.

Finally, it blew off the clinging filth with wind and shook its body like a wet dog.

As I stared dumbfounded at the scene, the golem turned its head toward me and shut down, having run out of energy.

"Uh... what...?"

"No enemies in the vicinity! Byak-chan is victorious!"

Beside my agape self, Erina-san cheerfully declared victory.

I mean, we won, but... what was that... what?

A barbarian?

"It was because of that... that ‘more acrobatic’ order."

*"What is it? What happened? Ukon-kun just arrived, so I have no idea."*

"Sorry to keep you waiting! Looks like the fight is already over, though."

Mia-san and Ukon emerged from the ship and joined us.

"F-For now, I’ll go collect the drop items and resupply Byakuren."

"Right. Ukon, if you would."

Wondering where it had learned such moves, I touched the silver shoulder and poured in my mana.

I returned to the others with the rebooted Byakuren and Ukon, who was carrying a large gold coin in its palm.

"What was that all about just now...?"

"Probably imitating you, Kyouta-chan!"

"What?"

The self-proclaimed ninja nodded with a knowing look, her arms crossed beneath her magnificent chest.

"No way! I don’t throw things around that much, and my footwork isn’t that sloppy, is it?!"

"It probably used the fighting styles of the ‘B-Rank Candidates’ we saw during the Tokyo Incident as a reference!"

"So, when it threw that monster at the end..."

"No, that was all you, Kyouta-chan."

"Did I really do that?!"

"You do it sometimes."

"You do sometimes."

*"I think you did."*

"Really?"

*Did I do something so... primitive?*

...Maybe, just occasionally?

"W-Well, anyway. From now on, fight more normally."

At my words, Byakuren nodded with a clatter of its armor.

Mia-san washed the recovered shield and sword with her water and ice magic, and I had Byakuren wield them again.

I wonder if that battle was a good reference for them to learn from...

Feeling a twinge of anxiety, I looked at Sana-san, only to be met by her usual expressionless face.

Somehow, the pressure from her gaze felt stronger, so I gathered mana at my fingertips and inserted them into a gap in her birdcage. She immediately began to suck the mana from them.

*...Isn’t this girl getting greedier than before?*

Perhaps from seeing me give Byakuren large amounts of mana repeatedly, Sana-san might have decided that it was okay to demand more.

"...Is this exploration proving to be a bad example for her in various ways?"

*"I have no idea! Well, any data has its uses. There’s no such thing as a useless experiment!"*

My cheeks twitched at Aira-san’s plausible-sounding words.

Seeing how eagerly Sana-san was feeding, I started to feel like I’d need to increase the frequency of my visits to the Arisugawa residence.

After another thirty minutes of photographing the ship inside and out, we returned via Erina-san’s teleportation.

It had been a satisfying exploration, both in terms of rewards and for Byakuren’s test run, but whether it had been good for Sana-san’s education remained unknown.

Also, when I suggested to the professor, ‘The frequency of my visits might increase, so should I perhaps take Sana-san home with me?’, she replied with a very nice smile, *‘Please don’t hesitate to come to the Arisugawa residence. In fact, you’re welcome to stay the night.’*

...Am I trusted as a gentleman, or not trusted as a mage?

When I voiced that question, the unfortunate university student told me with a determined look, *‘I don’t know either.’*
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			Just Like Always

			A few days passed after *Byakuren’s* test run.

It was now mid-September, and the temperature had suddenly started to drop. That said, there were still plenty of hot days.

Amidst all this, during lunch break at school. In the classroom.

"Wait, the Barometz meat is already on sale?"

"Yes. Apparently so."

We were having lunch with our desks pushed together, facing each other two-on-two.

And some surprising news came from Aika-san.

"They said it cleared the safety standards of various ministries, so it went on sale at supermarkets across the country this morning."

"Huh... I wonder which agency is in charge of inspecting that stuff."

"I’m not sure. But it seemed like five or more ministries were involved."

I remembered the sight of the goat-like creature growing on a plant.

I’d heard it tasted like crab, but to think *that* would finally be appearing on dinner tables...

"I saw it on the news before I left, too. But there were a lot of people saying things like, ‘Don’t make us eat dangerous stuff.’"

Shizuku-san chimed in while nibbling away at her giant onigiri.

"I can see why they’d feel that way, but if the government says it’s okay, I think it’s okay."

"I believe the Minister of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries and the Minister of State for Special Missions were actually on TV eating it with relish. I’m sure it’s perfectly safe."

"Well, there were rumors that the Self-Defense Force guys had it in a hot pot a while back."

"What kind of rumor is that...?"

"They say they used their armor as a griddle or a pot."

"...Are we in the Middle Ages?"

Aika-san and Shizuku-san looked bewildered, their faces deadpan. And for good reason. That rumor had to be false.

"Oh, right. What happened with that plan to grow vegetables and rice inside dungeons?"

"I haven’t heard any follow-ups on TV, but the Dungeon Agency’s website said it’s progressing smoothly."

"Seriously? The Dungeon Agency really does everything."

"...I wonder when the people at the Dungeon Agency even sleep."

"...Who knows."

So it’s true that being a bureaucrat is a grueling job...

Still, being able to make use of the dungeons that have been multiplying uselessly is good news.

Both the public and private sectors had been trying to somehow recover the economic losses using skills and magical tools made from drop items.

Like trying to achieve massive cost reductions in power generation facilities using magic tools.

Or trying to revolutionize the logistics industry using spatial magic and related magic tools.

Or lending golems to shorthanded farmers to increase their work efficiency.

It’s thanks to the efforts of all these people that we can continue our daily lives like this.

...Well, the last one has the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club* involved, as if it were a matter of course.

For some reason, the work golems they distributed looked like beautiful women and girls of various ages, which caused quite a stir.

Apparently, the defendants, or rather, the club, explained, "This is what happened when we combined the spare parts we had. We had no other intention." What’s really something is that, given the reason for the club’s founding, you can’t completely deny it...

Protests came from various groups, including human rights organizations, but the club has no clear base of operations other than a factory said to be in Chiba Prefecture. And that factory is apparently unreachable except through a dedicated hotline.

As a result, *Walkers*, famous for its strong connections, has been inundated with calls instead.

But I digress. An image of Yamashita-san letting out a strange cry with dead eyes flashed in my mind, but it was just a phantom.

Anyway. For an ordinary person like me, it’s a huge win if prices go down or logistics improve.

However, Erina-san has been unusually quiet through all this.

She’s always been the type to never talk with her mouth full, but even so, this was strange.

Wondering, I glanced next to me.

"Everyone! The local supermarket is already sold out, but I was able to buy some online! Let’s have a hot pot party at my place soon! A hot pot party!!"

"That was fast."

Smartphone in hand, she was beaming with a truly brilliant smile. Her eyes were sparkling like light fixtures.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"So, that’s the story. I might be joining you for dinner in the near future."

*"HAHAHA! You’re welcome anytime, Kyouta-kun! Naturally, I’ll cede the first bite to you, our guest!"*

"Just so you know, poison and diseases don’t work on me, so I’m not suited for the role of a food taster."

*"Haaah, you’re useless."*

A grand sigh echoed through the earring. Good grief, this unfortunate university student.

"Feel free to have not just the first bite, but the first whole animal."

*"Kuh, to say such a thing to a frail girl like me... wait, isn’t a whole animal a bit much?! The edible portion is about the same as a normal goat, right?!"*

"Tch..."

*"Don’t just casually try to make someone’s stomach explode...! And don’t push the straight-man role onto me. That’s your job."*

"It’s not my job."

I chatted with Aira-san while waiting for Erina-san and the others at the Dungeon Store.

To kill time, I was looking at a nearby bulletin board, where flyers for Barometz meat and ‘pickled mandrake’ were posted.

*...You can pickle and eat mandrakes?*

"Also, Shizuku-san and the others will probably be coming too, so be prepared."

*"Hmph... I’m scheduled to have a stomachache that day, so you all have fun without me."*

"Rest assured. I can heal you even if you suffer an injury so severe your entire stomach is blown away."

*"Damn it, you’re annoyingly capable!"*

"I’m honored."

*"That wasn’t a compliment!!"*

I’ve already been open about the *Sage’s Nucleus*, so as long as no one else is around to hear, I can say things like this freely.

My, my. It feels good to have fewer secrets.

"Sorry for the wait! What were you guys talking about?"

"About how Aira-san is going to eat Barometz meat and pickled mandrake."

*"Mandrake? Wait, pickled mandrake? ...You can eat pickled mandrake...?"*

"Whoa! As expected of Paisen! Mad respect!!"

*"R-Really? I suppose so! It’s me, after all!!"*

"All hail! The future president, or maybe a governor!"

*"Ha-ha-ha-ha! It may be true, but don’t praise me so much!"*

"Isn’t that a demotion?"

Well, she seems happy, so I guess it’s fine.

"Barometz... crab... seafood... my sister as a nude sushi platter?!"

"Calm down, you idiot."

"Ah, my apologies. I just... did you just call me an idiot?"

"You’re imagining things."

I deflected the gaze of Unfortunate University Student #2, whose train of thought had gone completely off the rails, and turned my eyes to the gate room.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Wait! I’m gonna order the pickled mandrake first!"

*"Wait, thinking about it calmly, why do I have to eat such a mysterious thing?!"*

"You can’t take back what you’ve said, Aira-san."

"My sister’s... saliva...?!"

"Are you a middle schooler, Unfortunate University Student #2?"

My head was starting to hurt as I looked at the pitiful, wide-eyed creature.

Why... why did she turn out like this?

Perhaps it was her mother’s betrayal, the emotional distance from her family. Maybe that environment created this tragic monster.

Though, with a sister like hers, it’s possible she’s just a natural-born disappointment.

"Okay, reservation made! Look forward to it, Paisen!"

*"Ahem... On that day, I have to study at my cram school, you see! If you’ll excuse me!"*

"Huh? If my sister was the type to go to cram school, I wouldn’t have turned out this messed up."

*"Uh, sorry about that..."*

*So she’s aware that she’s messed up...*

I averted my eyes from Mia-san, whose tone had instantly become dead serious, and finally headed for the gate room.

"Somehow, I feel tired before we’ve even started exploring."

"What’s wrong, Kyouta-chan? Lack of sleep?"

*"What’s the matter, Kyouta-kun? Were you up late generating power? You pervert."*

"I’ll be sure to tell the professor about the cram school thing."

*"Wait?!"*

"Kyouta-kun’s... secret power generation...?!"

"Is this disappointment of a person completely shameless?"

"Huh? Kyouta-chan, you can generate electricity?"

"Uh, well... if I try."

"That’s amazing, Kyouta-chan! You’re a human power plant!"

Erina-san’s innocent eyes are painful to look at...!

What a defiled creature I am. Not as bad as these unfortunate sisters, perhaps, but I’ve started to feel like an embarrassing existence.

With these thoughts, I passed the reception and stood before the white gate.

Mia-san and the others seemed to have finally switched gears and began their preparations as usual.

Yes, it was just like always.

Just like always, I went to school. Just like always, I had idle chats with my friends.

Just like always, I talked nonsense with my companions. Just like always, I began a dungeon exploration.

Just like always, I made a promise for the ‘future’.

———That something like that would happen on this day.

In the moment I stepped through the white door, I never would have imagined it.
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			The other side of the gate was a European-style townscape with cobblestone streets.

Houses with walls of stacked stone held together by mortar stood in neat rows on both sides of a wide road, spacious enough for several cars to drive on.

What looked like a cloudy sky was actually the exposed gray rock face of the ceiling. It was a dome-shaped wall surrounding the area, typical of a city-type dungeon.

The houses, nearly ten meters tall, lined the streets, obscuring the view into the distance. However, from where we stood on the road, we could see a massive cave.

On the opposite side of the dome wall from our position, there was a hill large enough to look down on the town.

A gaping hole opened up on its grassless slope. It was as if the hill itself were a giant creature.

We must not set foot in that eerie cave. For that is the place where this dungeon’s boss monster always appears.

What’s more, after appearing, it comes out of the cave and wanders around. There’s a river that runs through the town in this dungeon, and according to the Dungeon Store’s website, its main route of travel is along the riverbank.

After a quick look around and a glance back to confirm my companions’ presence, I spoke to Aira-san through the earring.

"We’ve entered the dungeon. Commencing exploration now."

*"Yes. Be careful. The monsters in that dungeon are big."*

"I know. Of course."

I drew my sword from its sheath and gave it a light grip. I’d grown quite used to the feel of this hilt.

After signaling to the others behind me, I started walking on the cobblestones. The houses on either side were mostly built without gaps, but occasionally there were openings that formed alleyways.

However, in this dungeon, using the alleys is reserved for extreme emergencies.

That’s because—

"Wait, Kyouta-chan."

Almost simultaneously with Erina-san’s hushed words.

———*Thump...*

The ground beneath my feet trembled slightly, and a sound like a tremor reached my ears.

"One of them. It’s coming from the right side of the T-junction ahead."

"Roger."

The footsteps of the monster, likely still beyond the T-junction nearly a hundred meters away, were already shaking the depths of my stomach.

I moved forward slowly, walking alongside *Byakuren*. The sound of footsteps grew louder, and finally, a monstrous shadow was cast on the wall of a house.

A bizarre silhouette with several writhing heads. Six draconic heads peeked out from around the corner.

It wasn’t six dragons. No, that thing was a single entity.

The main body revealed itself.

A massive form, standing six meters tall. It stood on two legs as thick as several bundled logs, its entire body covered in thick, black scales.

A powerful tail, no less formidable than its mighty legs, swayed as it stamped the ground, but there were no arms or forelegs to be seen.

Instead, six draconic heads sprouted from its chest.

Their long necks writhed as they glared at us, and the massive head of the main body above them let out a roar.

*"■■■■■■———!!"*

*Horophagus.*

A monster resembling the evil dragon from Polish legend, also known as the ‘Wawel Dragon,’ swaggered through the old townscape as if it owned the place.

The seven mouths of the beast instantly began to gather mana.

*It’s coming!*

*"■■■■■———!"*

Seven beams of light were unleashed. The largest breath from the main body shot straight towards us, while the other six flashed to block our escape routes.

"Byakuren!"

"Earth, rise!"

My voice and Mia-san’s overlapped.

The superheated breath licked the ground as it closed in on us. In response, Byakuren raised its tower shield and took the blast head-on.

Amidst the scattering cobblestone fragments and earth, the shield and the aurora-like light collided. Though its iron-clad feet sank into the ground, the majority of the breath was deflected upwards.

The scattered heat rays from either side of the shield tore into the surroundings, but a wall of stone that rose from the ground blocked any that might have reached the rear guard.

In the meantime, I leaped upwards, using the Flügel to fly towards the Horophagus.

*"■■■■...!"*

The main body stopped its breath, and the other six heads began firing beams of light at me.

Each one targeted me as if it were a separate creature, but with *Spirit Eye*, I could see them all. Combined with my accelerated thought, dodging this level of attack was easy.

I accelerated sharply to the side, then shot straight up at a right angle. The six heads moved their necks to follow me, but I slipped through a gap and approached, descending in a diagonal slide.

"Shii...!"

The six heads ceased their breath attacks and came at me to bite directly, but I dodged with a barrel roll and a mid-air forward flip.

As I came within arm’s reach, the main body fired a rapid shot, but I dodged diagonally downwards and slammed my sword into its thick neck as I passed.

The blade shattered the tough scales and tore through the flesh beneath. As I flew past, flames scorched the wound and wind forced it open.

The neck was sliced open with a spray of sparks. But the Horophagus only took a single step back.

It was tough, and thick. Neither the tip of my sword nor the wind reached its spine.

Drawing a gentle arc, I ascended again, and the six heads pursued me with bared fangs.

But unfortunately for them, we had more than one head on our side as well.

*"■■■■———!"*

The six heads roared in anger and tried to pursue me as I passed, but spears of ice and launched grappling claws tore into their scales.

Three of them had their flesh and bone ripped apart, while the other three were stopped in their tracks. At the other end of the wires, Erina-san, supported by *Ukon and Sakon*, was pulling on the necks.

*"■■■■...!?"*

The main head of the Horophagus let out a choked sound. As I approached again from above, the main body fired its breath wildly.

A direct hit would have been bad, but with such poor aim, it wouldn’t connect.

Without slowing down, I slipped through and plunged my left arm into the wound. Then, I opened my palm and channeled mana into the *Bracelet of the Flame Horse*.

"Pierce through...!"

The released heat ray carbonized the flesh, melted the bone, and exited out the back.

I immediately kicked off its scales and put distance between myself and the Horophagus. The evil dragon, frozen with its mouth agape, began to turn from black to white.

Eventually, it transformed into a mass of salt of equal volume and crumbled to the ground.

Letting out a small sigh at the sight, I landed near my companions.

"Nice work! No other enemies nearby."

"Roger. Good work to you too."

"Good work. Ukon, retrieve it."

The stone warrior trudged towards the pile of salt.

Watching it out of the corner of my eye, I channeled mana into Byakuren and spoke into the earring.

"Aira-san. The battle is over."

*"Yes. It seems you’re all safe. I’m sure you know this, but try not to enter the alleys too much during your exploration."*

"Yeah, I’ve had enough of being buried alive."

That’s right, the Horophagus was the reason we couldn’t enter the alleys.

Those things, they would extend their six necks to spot enemies over the rooftops, and then they would charge straight ahead, regardless of any buildings in their path. Relying on the strength of their scales and their massive bodies, they would smash through them without a second thought.

What’s more, they fire their breaths in rapid succession, so if you carelessly go through an alley, you’ll be buried alive in no time.

*"Ah. That’s right, you were pathetically buried during the sports festival, Kyouta-kun. Pathetically."*

"Why’d you say ‘pathetically’ twice, you ultimate disappointment?"

*"Did you just say ‘disappointment’ twice?!"*

"Not twice, I just emphasized it."

*"That’s even worse, you idiot, you moron!"*

"Are you a child?"

*"I’m Aira-chan, three years old!"*

"Sis! You can’t be three with those boobs!"

"There were so many other things you could have pointed out."

"Then four years old!"

"Don’t join in and don’t take it seriously, you self-proclaimed ninja."

*"Fine, then five years old!"*

"This isn’t an auction."

While we were having this stupid conversation, Ukon brought over the drop item, a golden boot.

*A party where the golem is the most serious one...*

*"Oh, so that’s the item."*

"Yes. It’s an upgraded version of the... ‘horseshoe-type magic tool’ the professor gave me before."

Those horseshoes aren’t something we can get reliably, and with our current mana levels, we have to be extremely careful not to break them instantly.

Compared to that, this magic tool is sturdy.

Even if you’re already wearing other shoes, you can slip your foot in and it will adhere right on top. It’s so thin that apparently it doesn’t feel awkward even when layered.

However, just like the other one, it’s a single-use item.

"It’s pretty dangerous stuff, so I wanted to secure some for a quick getaway. It’s a relief there was a suitable dungeon nearby."

*"I think calling a ‘B-Rank Dungeon’ three train stations away ‘suitable’ is a bit questionable..."*

"Ah... sorry, that was insensitive."

When a dungeon appears, the local residents have to evacuate, and a stampede could cause damage to the neighborhood.

My last comment was definitely out of line. I reflected on my mistake.

*"No, I was just thinking how strong you all have become. I wasn’t blaming you."*

"That’s right! We’re 530,000 times stronger than when we were rookies!"

"That’s not true."

Where did you even pull that number from? And stop striking that pose like you’re some kind of sushi tycoon, you self-proclaimed ninja. What cosmic emperor do you think you are?

But while her expression was an exaggeration, we had indeed become quite strong.

We had taken the dragon that two fighter jets couldn’t defeat as our hypothetical enemy, and our efforts to level up, hoping to at least be able to escape if not win... had paid off.

Well... the main reason for our level-ups was getting caught in stampedes, though.

"When you two were rookies, huh. By the time I met you, you were already overwhelming a ‘D-Rank Boss,’ so I can’t really imagine it."

"No, we were pretty much rookies back then too—"

"We had a lot of trouble in the beginning, didn’t we, Kyouta-chan! We spent our days training to create a combination ninjutsu..."

"Are you starting some kind of flashback I’m not aware of?"

The self-proclaimed ninja crossed her arms under her magnificent chest and stared into the distance.

There’s no such memory. And stop emphasizing your chest. I’m trying to stay alert, but my attention keeps getting drawn there.

*"Kuh, why can’t I knead my chakra properly!"*

"Hey, don’t make up lines. And your impression is terrible."

"That’s not true, Kyouta-chan!"

"Yes it is, you idiot."

"If you try, you can knead chakra too, Kyouta-chan!"

"Ah, no, this one’s gone back to the past too. Stop indulging in non-existent memories. We’re in a dungeon right now."

"S-Such a past...?"

"You don’t have to nod along if you don’t believe it, Mia-san. Let’s just hit these idiots on the head instead."

"Owwie!?"

I flicked Erina-san on the forehead, forcefully bringing her back to her senses.

*"Hey! Kyouta-kun made Erina-kun cry!"*

"*Boo-hoo-hoo! Boo-hoo-hoo-hoo!*"

"Don’t fake cry... Isn’t your fake crying a little weird?"

*Is that a cicada out of season?*

*"You’re so mean, so mean! I’m gonna tell the teacher!"*

"Right. Let’s report this to the professor later."

*"Alright, everyone! Let’s be serious! Let’s continue the exploration seriously!"*

"Yes, Paisen!!"

"These guys..."

"There, there."

As I instinctively clenched my fists, Mia-san gave me a wry smile and gestured for me to calm down.

Well, I couldn’t actually hit them. Maybe my male friends from middle school, but I hesitate to use my fists on girls.

Since the idiot and the moron had calmed down, we finally resumed our exploration. We immediately found a paint mark at the T-junction where the Horophagus had come from earlier.

"Aira-san. We’re currently at ‘D-13.’ It’s a T-junction with the cave you mentioned in the forward direction. We can’t see it right now because of the houses."

*"Hmm, hmm. Alright, I’ve got it. Then, turn right there, and at the second crossroad, turn left. From there, go straight for a while. Let me know when you hit a dead end."*

"Roger. To the right."

We turned right at the T-junction and proceeded as instructed. After about 500 meters, we turned left at the second crossroad.

This dungeon is vast. That hill might as well be called a mountain. It’s so big it messes with your sense of distance.

"By the way, Kyouta-chan. Is Byak-chan really that fuel-inefficient?"

"It is, but why the sudden question?"

"On the store’s bulletin board, there was an explanation about combat golems."

"Ah, I see."

I gave a small nod as we walked.

"In Byakuren’s case, I sacrificed fuel efficiency to increase its output. Since I can’t use alchemy as a skill, I had to make it a bit specialized to achieve the performance I wanted."

"I see, I see~"

"But recently, I’ve been thinking about whether I can make a detachable Magi Battery."

*"Oh? That wasn’t mentioned on the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club’s website."*

"Well, if you can build it in, there’s almost no need to make it detachable."

The golems made by the club can be easily recharged with mana through a socket. It’s simpler than carrying around a spare battery.

I hear they can be charged with a magic tool for resupplying mana... a ‘Magi Tank,’ you could call it. Apparently, it doesn’t work on humans, but it’s still an incredible piece of technology.

If only they were an organization with more decent goals...

"If I were to make a Magi Battery myself, I’d have to use the power of the *Sage’s Nucleus*. I don’t want to make that public, so I’d want to attach it after entering a dungeon and remove it when we leave."

*"I see. ...Wait, maybe I made a pretty unreasonable request for that insurance policy of yours?"*

"I understand that it’s necessary, and when we have to use that, it won’t be a time to worry about secrets, so it’s fine."

The item Aira-san ordered also has many parts that require the power of the *Sage’s Nucleus*, but as I just said, when ‘that’ becomes necessary, we won’t have the luxury of worrying about such things.

My life and the lives of those close to me are more important than the risk of being targeted by some madman who wants to perform human experiments.

"Whoa. There’s an enemy nearby. Ten o’clock direction, about 300 meters away. It stopped, so it might have noticed us too."

"Roger. Your hearing is as amazing as ever..."

"Hee hee! You know it!"

I forcibly averted my gaze from Erina-san, who was puffing out her chest... I mean, puffing *out* her chest, and switched my focus to combat.

Just as she predicted, a deafening roar began to reach our ears. The Horophagus was likely destroying houses in its path.

Dust filled the alley, and a cloud of dirt rose up in front of us. The wreckage of a collapsed house spread across the path.

Stomping on the debris, the evil dragon let out a roar from its seven necks.

*"■■■■■■■■———!!"*

As Byakuren stood in front with its shield raised, I kicked off the ground and flew up.
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			*"■■■■———!!"*

Towards the Horophagus firing a barrage of heat rays, I closed in, carving sharp trajectories in the air with the Flügel and my feet.

As if to keep me at bay, the main body’s mouth fired a short breath, and the six necks on its chest bared their fangs at me.

"Shii...!"

I dodged upwards to avoid the first neck coming from the right like a hook, only for the second and third to try and crush me.

I left them behind with a forward acceleration, and the remaining necks came to meet me head-on.

I gripped my sword with both hands and twisted my waist with all my might. Facing the three gaping maws lined with knife-like teeth, I unleashed a full-power slash.

The blade, wreathed in wind and flame, blew away the heads in front of me. The main body’s chest was right before my eyes. From the follow-through of my swing, I forcibly executed a thrust into the base of the six necks.

A hard sound echoed as the blade plunged in halfway, but the monster still didn’t stop.

*"■■■■...!"*

Separate from the screaming main body, the remaining necks attacked from behind.

"Pierce them!"

However, they were shot down by spears of ice.

Without looking back, I twisted the blade and channeled mana into the *Bracelet of the Flame Horse*. Simultaneously, the Flügel automatically drew in mana.

"Ooooh!"

As I shot straight up, I also moved the blade upwards. It melted through the scales that could repel rifle bullets and carved through the thick flesh beneath as I swung.

From above, I watched the wind and flame remaining in the wound explode, and saw the Horophagus slowly kneel and turn to salt.

Just then, a warning came from Aira-san.

*"Kyouta-kun, don’t fly too high."*

"Ah, sorry."

At her words, I hastily descended to the ground.

In this dungeon, if you’re on a rooftop or somewhere high up, you get spotted by the Horophagus. I remembered the information from the Dungeon Store and offered a small apology.

"Nice work, Kyouta-chan!"

"Yeah. Any damage?"

"None here!"

"I’m fine as well."

"Good, then."

———About an hour and a half had passed since we started the exploration.

We had already finished marking the area near the exit, and our monster subjugation was going smoothly. That was our twentieth kill. Since each one is tough, this could be considered a fast pace.

Fafnir probably had greater durability when including its mana, but in purely physical terms, the Horophagus was tougher. It wasn’t a very good matchup for us.

"What should we do? Should we head back soon?"

"Hmm. I’m still good to go."

"I have no problem either, but if you’re tired, Kyouta-kun, we can go back."

"Ah, no. I can still go on. I’m not tired."

*"You should be tired. If you’re human."*

"My unique skill is what it is."

Physically, I was in perfect condition. The mana I had consumed in the last battle had already recovered.

As for mental fatigue, I still had some leeway there as well.

...No.

"Actually, it seems we should probably head back soon."

"‘I can still go on’ means ‘I can’t go on anymore,’ after all!"

That was something I heard so often during the adventurer training course that my ears were ringing.

"I think it was, ‘You’re more tired on the way back, and your guard inevitably drops. Your bag is also heavy with drop items, so consider the distance to the gate,’ right?"

"Yes. Thanks to Erina-san, we don’t have to worry about that, though."

"Ahem!"

"Still, this isn’t a situation where we should be reckless."

"True. That’s right."

And so, I turned my gaze to Erina-san.

She gave a small nod and reached her hand out into the empty air.

"Alright, I’m gonna use my ninjutsu now, so please keep watch."

"Roger."

"Understood."

Mia-san covered our rear, while Byakuren and I focused our attention forward.

We’re saving the drop items, so this time it’s just the subjugation reward. Even after ranking up to ‘B-Rank,’ the subjugation rewards are still pitiful, so I let out a small sigh, knowing I couldn’t expect to earn much.

Well, thanks to Professor Arisugawa, I still have plenty of savings, so there’s no need to rush.

I was leisurely thinking about such things while keeping watch, when it happened.

"Hm? ...Huh?"

The mana in the atmosphere *writhed*.

The mana flowing through the unnaturally controlled dungeon was suddenly thrown into disarray. It was a change like a gentle stream turning into a stormy sea. My vision blurred, and I instinctively stumbled.

"Kyouta-kun?"

"Stay alert! Something’s wrong!"

"Tch!"

I lowered my center of gravity and readied my sword.

The drastic change almost made me dizzy, but I somehow adapted. It felt like my *Spirit Eye* had snapped into focus.

*This is wrong. What’s happening?*

This had never happened before. The mana throughout the entire dungeon was in chaos. It felt like the very ground beneath my feet was being directly shaken.

Mia-san must have felt the change in mana too; I heard her sharp intake of breath.

But this... could it be.

*Is something interfering with the dungeon’s wards?*

The moment that possibility crossed my mind, a chill ran down my spine.

"Erina-san, can you teleport!"

"...Sorry, I can’t! It won’t connect!"

"Sis, can you tell what’s happening from your side?! And contact the store!"

*"———, ———! ————...!!"*

"Sis!?"

The raging mana around us was even interfering with the telepathy. We were barely connected, but we couldn’t have a conversation.

I instinctively clicked my tongue and took a few steps back. Moving closer to my companions, I repeatedly scanned my eyes from side to side.

To immediately detect any other anomalies. That action did, in a way, bear fruit.

The problem was.

"Wha..."

Even if I noticed it, there was nothing I could do.

The dome-shaped wall that enclosed the dungeon. The area directly above the hill where the boss monster was, was glowing red. It was shining like a blast furnace.

A moment later, a horizontal tremor occurred with a *‘THUD...!’* sound.

"Kyaa!?"

"Senpai!"

"Byakuren, protect them!"

Behind me, Erina-san must have supported Mia-san. Sensing this, I instinctively changed my position.

I moved several meters to stand in the direction of the hill, and had Byakuren guard Erina-san and the others from behind me.

As the shaking intensified, the red of the rock wall turned to gold.

After a few seconds, it bulged. The wall, exposed to an immense amount of heat, swelled up, and then.

*DOOOOOOOOOMMM———...!!!*

With a tremendous roar, the outer wall was *shot through*.

A beam of pure white light that pierced the dungeon’s outer wall passed over our heads. It flew over the medieval townscape, collided with the opposite outer wall, and gouged its surface.

A shockwave strong enough to make standing impossible followed. The ambient temperature skyrocketed, and the roofs of the houses lining the street were torn off.

I placed my left hand on the ground, trying to withstand the impact. But even that was not allowed.

With a lurch, the flow of mana around us changed again.

It was exactly like the moment you pass through a gate, that feeling just before the ground beneath your feet suddenly disappears.

"This is bad...!"

Sensing the danger with Spirit Eye, I immediately turned and reached for Erina-san and the others. Mia-san must have sensed it too, as her arm was also reaching for me.

But, in the worst possible turn of events—I was several meters away from them. Moving to a position where I could better protect them from an attack had backfired.

Normally, even during combat, it’s a negligible distance. But in this one moment, it was endlessly far.

Still, I can make it. I have to make it.

If I forcibly push my body with wind, I still have a chance...!

In that instant, the wide view of my Spirit Eye caught the debris hurtling towards us from directly above.

For me, being buried a little is no big deal. But for them—

"Damn youuuu!!"

I rapidly reversed my body’s direction. Becoming almost parallel to the ground, I slammed a hammer of wind into the falling debris.

An action of a few tenths of a second. The remaining grace period was consumed by it.

The sensation of being thrown into a space with no up or down, nothing at all. Yet there was no feeling of floating, almost an illusion that everything except myself had vanished.

But that too was for a mere moment. The scenery immediately switched, and my back was slammed onto the cobblestones.

The momentum from my earlier leap remained, and I scraped along the ground, but I used the motion of a backflip to right myself and land on my feet.

I scraped two lines into the cobblestones with the soles of my feet and my left hand, somehow coming to a stop.

I immediately looked around, but all that was there was a sooty ground and a pile of charred rubble. My companions, the golems, were all gone.

Amidst the lingering flames, I stood up, tightening my grip on my sword.

We probably haven’t been moved to a different dungeon. We’ve just been ‘displaced’ within this one.

It’s likely that the wards inscribed in the dungeon have rebooted... The flow of mana is starting to calm down.

With cold sweat trickling down my cheek, I turned my gaze in the direction the beam of light had come from. What in the world...

"What is that..."

A massive hole had been torn open.

I had been thrown to a spot about a hundred meters from the hill where the boss monster was. According to the store’s information, you weren’t supposed to be able to end up in this area.

But a sight that blew away even that question spread before me.

A huge hole, at least thirty meters in diameter, gaped open, dribbling molten lava. Because of the overly thick outer wall, I couldn’t see what was on the other side.

But, conversely, that meant there was ‘something’ that had punched through such a wall.

The upper half of the hill where the boss monster had been was completely gouged out, and the remaining lower half was glowing red. Even from this distance, I could see the air shimmering. The air clinging to me was also strangely hot.

From that collapsed lair, a deafening roar echoed.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛———!!"*

*Smok Wawelski.*

Blowing away the crumbling hill, an evil dragon that looked exactly like a Horophagus appeared. A boulder the size of myself crashed down nearby, kicking up a huge cloud of dust.

The number of heads, the color, the overall silhouette were all the same. But it was undeniably larger than the others.

A massive body, roughly twenty meters long. The roar from its main neck would likely be powerful enough to blow a human body away with its shockwave alone if heard any closer.

The monster, which bore a name that could be considered the ‘official’ name for the Wawel Dragon, let flames spill from the corners of its mouth in a fit of rage.

The moment its gaze turned behind it, towards the massive hole that even the Smok Wawelski could easily pass through.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛———!?"*

A ‘white foreleg’ slithered out from the still-glowing hole and seized the main body’s neck.

Its scales were as white as fresh snow. The foreleg, which rivaled the entire length of the Smok, violently slammed the evil dragon into the ground.

That alone created a shock like an earthquake. I had been watching the scene, dumbfounded, but I hastily turned on my heel and started running.

The situation was unknown. My current location was unknown. Where I should go was unknown. But one thing was clear: that thing was incredibly dangerous.

I glanced back, turning only my neck while running at full speed.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛...!"*

Groaning, the Smok fired heat rays from the six necks on its chest. They certainly made a direct hit on the being pinning it down.

But its opponent didn’t even flinch, taking the hits on its scales.

It was a ‘dragon,’ so beautiful and so terrifying...

Its scales, each one exuding the presence of a chalk-white castle wall, covered a massive body in the shape that everyone imagines a dragon to have.

A head reminiscent of a reptile, a thick, long neck, a supple torso, and powerful limbs. It had a tail as long as its head and torso combined, and huge, bat-like wings.

The dragon, its intelligent red eyes gleaming, looked to be nearly fifty meters tall at its head. The massive hole was so small that it would have to shrink itself to pass through.

The white dragon lightly lifted the Smok it held with its right foreleg, opened its jaws, and—

*"GYYY...!"*

—casually tore off the main body’s head.

*A monster attacked another monster? Why? When multiple types of monsters encounter each other, they shouldn’t fight.*

And my Spirit Eye definitely caught it. Even now, as the Smok was being ‘devoured,’ I saw something flowing from its body into that dragon.

*Is that experience points? No, for an Awakened Person to level up, they steal the soul of the one they killed... high-purity mana, to expand their own vessel.*

That was probably ‘refueling.’ But somehow, I didn’t think that was all.

I had questions, but it seemed I didn’t have time for speculation. I desperately moved my legs, using the acceleration of wind to escape the collapsing city.

I had to get away from that thing. As I ran with that thought, I heard a familiar voice in my ear.

*"———kun! Kyouta-kun! Yagawa Kyouta!!"*

"Aira-san!"

*"Good, it connected! Where are you now?! Erina-kun and the others, and the golems, are several dozen meters from where you all first entered the dungeon!"*

"I’m near the hill where the boss monster is, or rather, *was*! I’m currently putting as much distance as I can from there!"

*"Got it! Fortunately, you weren’t all sent to different dungeons, and Erina-kun’s markings are still there. She says teleportation is possible. Rendezvous somehow! I’ll navigate. What’s your exact location?!"*

"Unknown! It’s all rubble as far as I can see!"

I could try to advance by kicking away the rubble, but I don’t want to attract the white dragon’s attention by making a scene. That’s also why I’m not flying.

I know it instinctively. That thing is...!

*"It goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway. Do not, under any circumstances, fight that dragon."*

I can hear a slight tremble in the voice coming through the earring.

*"‘A-Rank or higher.’ It’s stronger than any monster you’ve ever fought."*

Erina-san must have pointed a mirror at it for Aira-san to use Appraisal.

Hearing the words spoken with conviction, I twisted my face and thought, *I figured as much*.

"I’ll avoid combat as much as possible and head for Erina-san’s location. Did you request assistance from the Self-Defense Force?"

*"I already have. But don’t expect much. Again, or rather, in the worst possible way, something seems to have happened in Tokyo as well."*

"What do you mean, something?"

*"Something is something! I don’t know either!"*

From her almost-screaming shout, I could feel her panic whether I wanted to or not.

But right now, I certainly don’t have time to ask about that. Or rather.

"I’m sorry."

*"Tch, no. I’m sorry. I’m the one who lost my composure."*

"No, that’s not it."

I stopped my feet that were kicking off the cobblestone ground and used a blast of wind to slow my momentum-carried body.

I stopped, drawing two lines on the ground with the soles of my feet, and slightly lowered my center of gravity.

"It seems avoiding combat is impossible."

*"■■■■■■...!!"*

Stomping on, kicking away the collapsed city, Horophagus after Horophagus appeared.

Their murderous gazes were directed at me, and at what was ‘above.’

*"GYYYYYYYYYYAAAAAAA!!"*

A being letting out a strange roar was flying near the gray ceiling.

Soaring through the false sky that mimicked a cloudy day was another flock of dragons.

Their bodies, covered in vibrant, fresh green scales, were about two meters long at the torso alone. From head to tail, they would likely exceed six meters.

They had rather short but thick and sturdy hind legs, wings fused with their forelegs, and a long, slender head that could be either a lizard’s or a snake’s.

*Wyvern.*

In a way, these too could be called ‘dragon-like dragons.’ And there were dozens of them flying.

I glanced behind me for a moment; they were entering one after another from the large hole the white dragon had opened.

*"■■■■———!!"*

*"GYYYYYYAAAA!!"*

The evil dragons and the flying dragons glared at each other head-on and roared.

The situation, full of impossible events, was so desperate it was almost laughable.

And yet.

"I can’t die yet...!"

I gripped my sword with both hands and let my Flügel flutter.

"I will survive this, no matter what...!"

I would not give up.
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			Side: None

In Tokyo, in a location outside the 23 wards.

Farmland that had once been meticulously maintained was now overgrown with weeds.

There was no one left in this land to cut those weeds. The houses that were once dotted here and there showed no signs of life; instead, numerous trucks came and went on the narrow roads.

This was the land that had become the epicenter of the ‘Tokyo Incident,’ where giant footprints remained everywhere. A Dungeon Store was currently under construction, encircling the gate.

Access was poor, to say the least, so the construction was not progressing well. This was also a consequence of allocating too much personnel to the damaged wards.

Still, the Self-Defense Force was conducting surveillance and thinning out the monsters. While the exterior was under construction, they were also building a structure identical to an outpost around the exit inside.

Therefore, it was inevitable that they noticed the change.

As the foundation and pillars were completed and they were beginning to install the walls, a Self-Defense Force member came rushing out of the white gate in a panic.

"What is it?! What happened!"

The guard stationed in front of the gate approached the soldier, who was on his knees, gasping for breath.

The soldier’s head shot up.

"It’s-it’s terrible! A dragon! A dragon!"

"Fafnir? Don’t tell me, that fused individual—"

"No! Fafnir was eaten by a ‘red dragon’!"

"...Huh?"

The phenomenon of multiple boss monsters fusing, which occurred during the Tokyo Incident, had been witnessed.

But that didn’t mean the ‘type’ of monster would increase. Although the number of monsters inside a dungeon could increase, the appearance of a different monster had been unheard of until now.

The guard, stunned by the unexpected words, had his radio snatched away by the soldier who had escaped the gate.

"This is the ‘Giant Dungeon’! A red dragon has broken through a collapsed section of the dungeon and entered! I repeat, a red dragon has entered through a collapsed section of the dungeon! It’s fighting the giants and Fafnir inside! That monster, it’s eating the other monsters!"

That report, almost a scream, shattered the common sense the Self-Defense Force had updated over the past two years and several months.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

At the same time, in Kasumigaseki, Tokyo.

A large-scale demonstration was currently underway in front of the National Diet Building.

"The government needs to put more effort into dungeon countermeasures!"

"You murderers! My daughter died because of you!"

"We won’t forgive a government that has been blinded by dungeon profits and has neglected cooperation with other countries!"

"Lives over drop items! The lives of the Japanese people over land in another world!"

There had been similar demonstrations before, but this time the number of participants was an order of magnitude larger.

The police were trying to respond, but they were short-staffed and couldn’t keep up. For the time being, order seemed to be maintained, and the demonstrators had not resorted to any criminal acts.

A single car drove past the scene.

"What a commotion. There are more people than usual."

Inside were Director Akasaka, who had been attending a briefing with the Prime Minister at the Kantei, and two of his subordinates.

"Well, it hasn’t been long since the Tokyo Incident. Even if the roads and buildings can be repaired, the lives that were lost can’t be brought back..."

"That might be part of it, but something seems off."

Satou Kenji, a male employee sitting next to him, was tapping away at a tablet screen.

"It seems like foreign influencers instigated this demonstration."

"...What?"

"I’m checking the posts, and there are a lot of ‘shills.’ To go to this much trouble to organize a demonstration, they must have some kind of goal."

"..."

"Could it be the work of foreign powers who want to get involved with the dungeons and the other world?"

The other subordinate, who was driving, joined the conversation.

He had been stopped at a red light, and although he still held the steering wheel, his gaze was directed at Akasaka and the others through the rearview mirror.

"From what I overheard, their main demand seems to be to allow foreign militaries to participate in thinning out dungeons and preventing stampedes."

"Ah, that’s possible. As expected of Takeuchi-san, sharp mind despite your tough exterior."

"The tough part was unnecessary. And besides, you used to be a baseball kid, right? From a powerhouse school that always went to Koshien, no less."

"I retired after injuring my knee, and I was on the bench the whole time anyway. Man, it’s still hot, but to be outside in this..."

"I’m getting out of the car."

"Huh?"

Akasaka unbuckled his seatbelt and picked up his bag, earning dumbfounded responses from his subordinates.

"Satou and Takeuchi, park the car at a suitable convenience store and get out. Do not, under any circumstances, get back in this car until you hear from me or Saejima-kun."

"Uh, D-Director?"

"I’ll take a taxi back to the joint government building. This is just a hunch, but—"

Cold sweat trickled down his cheek as he spoke to his bewildered subordinates.

"Someone is trying to do something in this city. The target is likely me, or the ministers at the Kantei. But employees of the Dungeon Agency might be targeted, so be careful."

"What are you—"

"Tell the other employees as well. And tell them not to act alone. Got it!"

"Director? Wait, Director!"

After rattling off the instructions, Director Akasaka unlocked the door and stepped out of the car.

Without a glance back at his stunned subordinates, he moved from the road to the sidewalk and began walking with long strides.

Even on a weekday, the 23 wards should normally be crowded everywhere. However, due to the Tokyo Incident, the number of people out and about had temporarily decreased significantly.

As the shouts of the demonstrators echoed from a distance, Akasaka walked on in silence, his strides long. At the same time, he took out his phone from his pocket and began sending emails to every reliable person he could think of.

Just then, a figure approached him from the front.

Akasaka put away his phone and saw an old man walking at a leisurely pace. He was a stooped-over old man you could find anywhere.

As Director Akasaka tried to quickly pass him, the old man suddenly stumbled and leaned towards him.

———*CRACK!*

A sound like a whip hitting the ground echoed through the area.

A translucent barrier had appeared between Director Akasaka and the old man. It had stopped a thrusting knife.

"As expected, you’d be prepared for something like this."

"Kuh!"

A raspy, alcohol-soaked voice came from the old man’s mouth.

Director Akasaka, letting a shattered egg-shaped magic tool fall from his suit pocket, broke into a full sprint.

The old man—no.

The black-haired man, who had removed the mask-shaped magic tool from his face and returned to his original physique, gave a wry smile.

"Guess I can’t just pass this off as a random street attack, huh. Oh well... I really took on an impossible mission."

George. He had discarded his last name long ago; he was just George.

He was an ‘Awakened ex-soldier’ entrusted with guarding the most important section of Doctor Tesla’s research facility, and he had been ordered to retrieve his research data.

With an exaggerated shrug, he deployed his *Arcane Gear*.

From the top of his head to the tips of his toes, he was clad in gray armor. There was nothing that could be called ornamentation, and the two-meter-long spear he held was a plain black. He had two daggers at his waist, but they were similarly unadorned.

It was equipment designed purely for practicality, a stark contrast to George’s personality, which enjoyed the ‘hunt.’

"Well then, guess it’s ‘Plan B’... Time to get a little flashy!"

George accelerated, shattering the asphalt beneath his feet.

If he were an adventurer, his rank would be ‘B.’ He reached top speed with his first step, pursuing Director Akasaka at 200 kilometers per hour.

The distance closed in a literal instant. From a speed difference that an ordinary person could never overcome, a thrust that could pierce even a tank lunged at Director Akasaka.

However, it was blocked with a hard clang.

"You had another one!"

"You...!"

Akasaka had managed to pull out a spare magic tool from his bag at the last second. But that one blow had broken the second one as well.

Stumbling from the shockwave of the shattered barrier, he threw his bag at George.

Instantly, the bag exploded, and a box-shaped barrier appeared. It deployed around George, becoming a makeshift cage.

"What the hell, I heard the Dungeon Agency was broke!"

"It’s my own money!" Akasaka replied curtly as he ran with all his might.

Staring at his back, George slammed his spear into the barrier. One, two blows from the spearhead created large cracks in the barrier.

On the fifth impact, the barrier finally shattered, and at the same time, his feet kicked off the ground.

The few seconds of delay were nowhere near enough for Akasaka to shake him. An ordinary person and a high-ranking Awakened Person were fundamentally different creatures.

The black spear was about to pierce the now-empty-handed director—or it should have.

"Whoa!?"

George leaped to avoid a car that had swerved onto the sidewalk. With a loud screech of brakes, the car stopped next to Director Akasaka, and the door flew open.

"Director!"

"What?"

Satou grabbed Director Akasaka by the collar and used his entire body weight to drag him inside.

The instant he saw this, Takeuchi floored it without even closing the door. The door slammed into the curb on the side of the sidewalk and was torn off with a jarring sound.

"Oh crap, I just drove onto the sidewalk...! Is this legal?!"

"What are you two doing! You’ll get caught up in this if you’re with me!?"

"We can’t just leave you, sir!"

"Exactly, and—he’s coming after us!"

Seeing the gray armor in the rearview mirror relentlessly pursuing the car, Takeuchi screamed and slammed his foot on the accelerator.

Despite this, the distance between them shortened, and Satou pushed Director Akasaka aside to move towards the broken door.

He grabbed the back of the passenger seat with his left hand and swung his right hand behind him.

"Take... this!"

"Tch!"

The moment George instinctively swatted away the thrown object with his spear, a flash of light burned his eyes.

"It hit!"

"Nice job, Koshien kid!"

"Former, and I was on the bench!"

As his subordinate pumped his fist, Akasaka yelled at him.

"You idiot! A high-level Awakened Person won’t be stopped by something like that—"

Before he could finish his words, the car shook violently.

The moment Akasaka grabbed onto Satou, who was about to be thrown out of the car, their vision spun 180 degrees.

"Oh, ahhhhhh!?"

"Guh...!"

Amidst their screams, the overturned car skidded down the road on its roof.

Akasaka staggered out of the car after it had slid for about thirty meters.

A glance at the vehicle revealed that the right rear wheel was completely gone. The axle was bent, suggesting it had been forcibly destroyed with great strength.

And the superhuman who had done it with his bare hands was now running towards him, spear in hand.

Akasaka tried to run, but against his will, his legs gave out and he fell to his knees. An ordinary human body is not as durable as an Awakened Person’s.

"That was kinda fun, Akasaka-san!"

The black spear thrust out by the charging George. Feeling it in slow motion, Akasaka simply glared at his opponent.

As their gazes of elation and resolve crossed, the merciless blade dug into his chest.

George leaped back with all his might, which prevented it from reaching his heart.

"What the hell! I keep getting interrupted right at the last second!"

He shouted, glaring at the spot where he had just been.

Something long and thin was sticking out of the ground there.

It was something like a flesh-colored rope, with a sharp, metallic tip. Only when it was pulled back into a ‘mouth’ did it become clear that it was a tongue.

With a thud, a grotesque figure landed, crushing the guardrail on the side of the road.

"A mon...ster...?"

Director Akasaka tilted his head at the sight.

It had a filthy physique, as if smeared with sludge. It was over three meters tall, with a powerful frame.

Sharp claws grew from its thick, log-like limbs, and bones resembling fox ears protruded from its head. A long, spear-like bone tail also extended from its lower back.

The monster, which had no eyes or nose, twitched its beast-ear-shaped bones and turned its body towards George.

"Hey, hey. Don’t tell me that’s your pet, Akasaka-san."

Immediately after, the bone tail pierced the Dungeon Agency’s car. The impact and destructive force, which shattered the front wheel, elicited pathetic screams from inside the car.

"My bad. Seems I was wrong. This country never gets boring, does it?"

George let out a small whistle and readied his spear, not letting his guard down.

In response, the mysterious monster, judging him to be a threat, lowered its posture and clacked its long, sharp claws.

Just as Akasaka decided to escape, his legs still refused to cooperate. In that instant, the bone tail passed over his head.

It seemed that monster had no intention of letting its ‘prey’ in the rear escape either. What a greedy creature, Director Akasaka thought with a wry smile.

"Found him, over there!"

"Hey, the car’s overturned!"

"This is bad!"

Just as familiar voices reached his ears, four young people stood between the vehicle and the monster.

"Are you okay— Akasaka-san?!"

"Hello. Fancy meeting you here, Yamashita-san."

The cat-eared young man did a double-take at Akasaka, who gave a small wave with a wry smile.

"Let’s exchange information immediately. First, that gray-armored one is an assassin."

"Huh?"

"And that monster?"

Yamashita looked like a cat seeing the universe for a moment, but he too was an adventurer who had survived numerous deadly situations.

He felt like he was shedding more hair under his helmet, but he somehow managed to reply calmly.

"The sludge-covered monster is the handiwork of the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club*."

"...They have... peculiar hobbies."

Akasaka’s expression also turned strange for a moment, but he managed to compose himself.

He felt like his stomach lining had been scraped away, but he willed the sensation away.

"We were supposed to release our mana in a trapped location to lure it out."

"But it responded to a denser source of mana and came here instead. Let’s hope that turns out to be a stroke of luck."

Attracted by the commotion, people in the distance screamed at the sight of the grotesque monster.

In Japan, with its frequent dungeon-related disasters, any witnesses who hadn’t fainted immediately ran for their lives.

But that distance was nothing to that monster or George. If either of them got serious, there would be double-digit corpses in an instant. If they actively attacked, the number of digits would undoubtedly increase by one or two.

The reason that hadn’t happened was solely due to the standoff between two powerful beings.

*"Shaaa...!"*

"Hah! Come on, you monster! I’m either ex-Green Beret, SAT, or Spetsnaz! If you guess right, I’ll take you to Hawaii! The answer button is my neck!"

The two slowly closed the distance. While their attention was on each other, they were also keeping an eye on Akasaka and the others. If they tried to escape, an attack would likely fly their way with top priority.

"...That man. Has he already given up on retreating...?"

Akasaka broke out in a cold sweat at the sight of George, who wouldn’t retreat a single step.

Just a few kilometers from the National Diet Building, the heart of politics. At the battle between inhuman beings that had broken out there, both the police and the Self-Defense Force were scrambling into action.

Those present at the scene would learn a little later that multiple ‘major incidents’ had struck Japan on this day.

But that, of course... was a story for the survivors.
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			The Dragon's Battlefield

			『■■■■───ッ!!』

『GYYYYYYYY!!』

"This is...!!"

Beams of light from the *Holophagus* and fireballs from the Wyverns danced wildly across the medieval European-style town. The orderly stone-paved streets were transformed into a scorched wasteland, and the few houses that had barely retained their shape were blown to smithereens.

Dodging the rain of murderous intent that was also pouring down on me, I broke through with sheer speed and closed in on the *Holophagus* before me.

I dodged the six necks that lunged for a close-quarters fight and approached the main body's head. Maintaining my momentum, I circled around to its side and plunged my left arm into its right eye.

Without a moment's delay, I fired a heat ray. The *Holophagus*'s head exploded, but it wasn't dead yet. Staggering, its main body stood firm as all six necks unleashed their beams at once.

I couldn't dodge in time. Using the Flügel as a makeshift shield, I took the hit and used the impact to accelerate.

But I had gained too much altitude. A Wyvern let out a roar and charged straight for me.

『GAAA!!』

"Get out of my—"

Just as I dodged the fireball it launched, it swiped at me with the claws of its hind legs as it passed. I blocked with my left gauntlet, but the force sent me flying with a shower of brilliant sparks.

"Whoaaaaa!?"

My vision spun as I crashed through a roof and into a house.

I smashed an old wooden desk with my back, scattering the cloud of dust with a blast of wind. I forced myself up and, without a moment's rest, slammed into the wall.

Just as I burst outside, pulverizing the wall of stone and mortar, the house I had just crashed into exploded from a fireball from directly above.

I leaped up through the blast wave and saw the *Holophagus*, its head half-missing, being swarmed by Wyverns behind me.

Looking forward, I saw three *Holophagus* laying down a terrifying barrage of fire on a single Wyvern.

"What kind of monster movie is this?!"

*'A B-movie, for sure! Dammit!'*

I skirted the barrage, flying just inches from the buildings. In that instant, a shadow fell over me.

"Tch!"

『■■■■───ッ!?』

I leaned my body to the right and released a full-power blast of wind. A *Holophagus* came crashing down right where I was about to be.

Its face was gripped by the hind legs of a Wyvern, and it was screaming in agony. As if there were no weight difference at all, the Wyvern dug its claws into the black scales and forced it down.

『GYAAA!』

『GA! GAAA!』

『■■, ■■■■...!』

In a flash, several Wyverns swarmed the fallen *Holophagus*, pecking at its flesh.

The sound of meat being ripped and torn at my back, I attempted to disengage.

But it seemed I looked like a feast to them. My *Spirit Eye* gave me a vision of five Wyverns charging me.

I immediately pulled up, decelerating. I let one pass from my left, then kicked off a roof to ascend, dodging an assault from the right.

Then, three Wyverns from directly above fired a volley of fireballs. They were clustered together as if in formation, rotating to switch places with one another.

Faced with this Gatling-gun-like attack, I deliberately closed the distance. Shielding my head with my left arm, I charged.

My bones groaned from the impact, and a sensation like my entire arm was blistering washed over me.

But before the pain could fry my brain, I broke through the center of the three. As I passed, I swung my sword and severed the right wing of one.

『GAAAA!?』

A *Holophagus* pounced on the falling Wyvern.

It stomped on the Wyvern's torso and fired heat rays from every one of its mouths, including its main head. The concentrated attack on its face blew the dragon's head apart in a fiery explosion.

And then, I witnessed its pale green feet turning white.

"It turned to salt... They're also from the dungeon—"

*'Analyze later!'*

"Right, got it!"

Exposed to the beams from the *Holophagus* on the ground, I immediately ascended.

As a Wyvern approached from my upper left, I drew and struck it with a knife in my left hand. The wind and fire imbued in the blade exploded, charring its head black.

The falling pale green giant was also beginning to turn white. They were definitely dungeon-born creatures.

There was so much I didn't understand, but I forced it all to the back of my mind. *Right now, just focus on surviving.*

Precognition allowed me to dodge two fireballs shot from behind with a horizontal spin. Without looking back, I knew two Wyverns were chasing me.

The fireballs they launched one after another created pillars of flame several meters high each time a stray shot hit a house or the ground. The impacted stone turned red and melted, slumping into slag.

I leaned left and right, again and again, but I couldn't shake them. So instead, I pulled up to decelerate and twisted my body.

As I faced the two approaching Wyverns, our closing speed meant the distance between us would be zero in a second. The one on the right widened its eyes at my maneuver, and I slid my blade into its open maw.

One flash. Accelerated by wind and fire, my sword sliced off its lower jaw and continued on, lightly grazing its torso.

I dodged the body as it passed by, moving diagonally downward. I shattered a wooden roof, landed inside, and the instant my feet touched the floor, I leaped forward.

The pursuing Wyvern pulverized the house I'd been in. As the dragon landed on the ground, I emerged from the dust cloud and slashed at its face.

"Hyaah!"

『GA!?』

Stomping the ground hard, I used every muscle in my body to unleash an upward diagonal slash. I severed its long neck and, without stopping, took a running start and leaped into the air.

This time, I didn't gain altitude, instead flying low, weaving through the alleyways. It didn't matter if houses collapsed around me. As long as I was alone, I could force my way through.

Flying at around 250 kilometers per hour, my eyes caught a yellow marking painted on a wall.

"Passed 'W-24'! 'V-19' is ahead!"

*'Proceed in the two o'clock direction!'*

"Roger!"

I kicked off a wall in front of me, changed direction, and entered a house. I shattered a wall with my shoulder and sprinted across the floor, breaking it underfoot.

I crossed my arms and advanced, tackling through any walls in my path.

After breaking through several houses like that, I emerged onto a wide road. Instantly, a breath attack came scraping across the ground toward me.

I leaned right and gained altitude to dodge it. As expected, a *Holophagus* was baring its fangs at me.

"You have time to aim at me?!"

『■■■■───ッ!!』

The wicked dragon let out a furious roar, stopped its breath attack, and deployed its six necks.

An all-range attack from those long necks. Dodging after seeing them would be too late! So, *see*!

"Ooooooh!"

I twisted my body to evade two beams that traced a diagonal line. I ducked under one aimed at the left side of my head and then accelerated rapidly, leaving the other heat rays behind.

Several more shots flew at me from the front in an immediate interception, but I evaded them by weaving left and right. I slipped into the shortest route and thrust the one-and-a-half-handed sword I held with both hands into the *Holophagus*'s chest.

I then dragged the back of the blade upward, slicing it open. As the main body screamed and raised its head, I slammed my left arm into its forehead.

With my palm pressed against it, I focused and released the power of the *Bracelet of the Flame Horse* and the wind. A blinding light, followed by an explosion.

With a deafening roar that shook my insides, the wicked dragon fell to its knees and collapsed face-first. I lowered my altitude and approached the corpse, which had already begun to turn to salt.

If possible, I wanted to collect and use its drop item, but...

"One after another!"

Of the fireballs that rained down, I parried the first with my sword and dodged the second and third by rapidly retreating.

My organs felt like they were flipping over from the impact, but right now, that acceleration was a blessing. I'm counting on you, my untamed beast!

『GYYYYYYYY!!』

"Shut up!!"

Three Wyverns approached in formation. I charged them head-on.

Using *Concept Interference* to kick off the wind itself, I closed in while tracing a sharp, evasive trajectory. I slashed with all my momentum, but the Wyverns scattered and dodged it.

The one on top twisted through the air to get behind me. It fired a fireball, but I mirrored its movement and ascended. I executed a barrel roll at an even faster timing and got behind it.

But then, the remaining two closed in from above and below, sandwiching me. Fireballs were launched from their open jaws.

"Don't you—"

I decelerated instantly to dodge. Their own fireballs flew into the side of the upper one's face and the lower one's neck. The bottom one went down.

Without pause, I closed in on the remaining upper Wyvern. It folded its wings in an instant and performed a horizontal spin, turning to face me before spreading its wings once more.

『GAAA!!』

"...underestimate me!"

I dodged the spewed fireball by shifting downward and closed in without slowing. Before it could fire a second shot, I slammed an uppercut into its jaw and slashed at its now-defenseless neck.

It wasn't a clean cut, but I felt the sensation of severing bone. As I passed it, the Wyvern with the injured neck crashed through a house below and came lunging for me with its jaws.

"Whoa!"

My precognition allowed me to dodge by ascending just in time, but in the next moment, the other Wyvern slammed into me from the right.

I turned to face it instinctively, but I couldn't react in time.

"Gah...!?"

The impact of several tons of mass slamming into my chest nearly made me black out. I choked for breath, but still brought my left iron fist down on the dragon's head.

The Wyvern let out a short scream and pulled away. The one with the injured neck moved to support it, claws on its hind legs glowing as it lunged at me.

Against its movements, like a bird of prey targeting its quarry, I ascended and slammed a knee into its chin. We were both thrown off balance by the impact. I threw my sword at its scorched neck.

Fire and wind imbued in the blade exploded. The remaining Wyvern charged through the heart of that fiery blast.

『GAAAAAA!』

A breath attack fired from point-blank range. I slammed my right backfist into the fireball, which boasted a temperature of several thousand degrees.

*Concept Interference.*

"Raaah!"

My gauntlet melted slightly, and a stabbing pain shot through my right arm. But before I could even register it, I thrust that same hand forward.

My palm caught the Wyvern's snout. My bones and sinews creaked from the impact, but I heard the sound of bone breaking from my opponent as well.

I pushed the momentarily stunned giant downward and brought my left iron fist down from above. My target: the cracked scale I had just struck.

My fist smashed through its skull and reached its brain. Just to be safe, I poured in fire and wind and set it off.

"Hah... hah...!"

My heart, my lungs, my bones, my arms—they all ached, even though they should have healed.

For now, I lowered my altitude and hid in an alley, reconstructing my sword and knife, followed by my broken gauntlet and chestplate.

"Aira-san...! If I remember right, we came in at 'D-13'... right?! How much... farther until we get there?"

*'No, we're not heading there.'*

"Huh? But Erina-san and the others are near the entrance—"

*'I've already predicted your general location.'*

In the next instant, the wall of the building behind me was shattered.

I drew my sword on reflex, but immediately lowered the tip. The one who had smashed through the wall was a knight in white armor.

From behind it, familiar faces emerged.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Kyo-chan!"

"Erina-san, Mia-san, too..."

They must have used a magic tool to travel here; a faint vortex of golden particles swirled around their feet. They must have rushed.

I let out a sigh of relief, unable to stop the tension from leaving my shoulders.

Using my sword as a cane, I stopped my body from collapsing.

*'Wahahaha! Your positions are completely exposed to me, you know!'*

"I'm starting to think you're a once-in-a-century genius..."

*'Of course I am. Wait, what do you usually think I am?'*

"Erina-san, can I ask you to handle the teleportation?"

"Okay! I can do it now!"

*'Am I being ignored?'*

"Nee-san, we're having a serious discussion right now."

*'Yes...'*

Erina-san raised her arm to the empty air and began to chant.

But she immediately broke off and snapped her head up. At the same time, my own *Precognition* activated.

"Above and to the side!"

"Got it!"

"No way!?"

I leaped up and slashed away a falling fireball.

Next, a breath attack that swept through the houses was blocked by *Byakuren*'s shield and Mia-san's rock wall.

The sound of flapping wings, and the heavy, thudding footsteps.

As the Wyverns and *Holophagus* engaged in their chaotic battle, a portion of them had turned their gazes toward us.

In this town that had been reduced to a scorched plain in an instant, the only places to hide were the still-intact houses visible in the distance.

Floating in the air, I tightened my grip on my sword.

"Erina-san, how long will the chant take?"

*'With the surrounding mana flow this chaotic, it'll take five minutes.'*

"Understood."

Conversing through my earring, I raised my altitude slightly.

I could feel the number of Wyverns turning their eyes towards me steadily increasing.

"I'll protect you all. So please..."

*'Leave it to me!'*

I gave a wry smile at her usual reply and readied my sword.

A glimmer of hope for escape was visible. Now, all I had to do was endure.

It was a hellscape, with monsters rampaging as far as the eye could see. I wondered which was more terrifying: this, or the pandemonium of those 'B-Rank' freaks.

I sucked in the air, heated by the fires raging everywhere, and let out a war cry. It was nowhere near the roars of the dragons, but it was to draw as much of the enemy's attention to me as possible.

With murderous intent directed at me from all sides, the wide vision of my *Spirit Eye* caught sight of 'a certain presence'.

Something in this place that could absolutely not be ignored. An absolute powerhouse I must not meet eyes with.

What my eyes saw was...

the moment the white dragon finished its meal.

Without giving a second glance to something as insignificant as a human, the incarnation of calamity casually raised its head.

『G G G G Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y ────ッッ!!!』
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			White

			The white dragon's roar shook the entire dungeon. A single bellow sent earth and sand flying, and the shockwave reached several kilometers away.

Scales from the monster, which was scattering destruction like an explosion, flew off on the wind it created.

The scales fell into the dust cloud covering the earth around it. But I could still pinpoint their locations through their mana signatures.

Scales that contained such powerful mana couldn't be ordinary scales.

『GYYYY!』

"You're in the way...!"

I dodged a fireball that came from the side and slashed the Wyvern's torso as I passed. Flying in a circling trajectory, dozens of heat rays were fired from the ground.

But for now, I ignored the *Holophagus*. The white-armored knight was already running with its shield on its back and a battle axe held in both hands.

Erina-san was surrounded by a wall of rock reinforced with ice, and outside of that, *Ukon and Sakon* stood guard with their shields.

That meant my job was to keep the enemies in the sky away...!

Wyverns roared as they closed in. I dodged the incoming barrage of fireballs by weaving left and right. Closing the distance via the shortest route, I thrust my sword into the face of the dragon right in front of me.

I stabbed it so deep the guard of my sword hit its scales, then twisted the hilt and kicked its face to violently pull the blade free.

Immediately after, a volley of fireballs rained down from above. Another three-unit formation, rotating as they fired.

I grabbed the limp corpse of the Wyvern with my left hand and used it as a shield. It was too heavy to throw, but if I descended, it would effectively become a wall above me.

The fireballs finished the job, turning the dragon's body to salt. I charged through it and into the enemy formation, leaping into the center of the three. Using our combined relative speed, I severed one of their wings, then immediately reversed and threw my knife, destroying the wing of another.

The last Wyvern changed its trajectory as if to flee, but I swooped down from above and stomped on its back.

『GYA!?』

By instinct, I thrust my sword into where I thought its heart would be and wrenched it sideways with all my might.

I kicked off its scale-covered back to gain altitude and surveyed the battlefield.

Using a burst of wind for acceleration, *Byakuren* smashed the right leg of a *Holophagus* and sent it toppling. Deciding a finishing blow wasn't necessary, it moved on to the next one, deftly weaving through the rain of heat rays from its six necks.

Stray heat rays and fireballs slammed into the hemispherical wall of rock and ice, but they didn't penetrate. While the damaged sections were repaired, Ukon and his partner acted as shields.

They were fine over there. My only worry was Byakuren's fuel supply.

But...—!?

A stir in the mana. While dodging an incoming fireball and heat ray, my gaze snapped to the source.

The dust cloud was clearing from the land destroyed by the white dragon's roar. There, stuck in the ground, were white scales resembling grave markers.

They were changing shape.

For a moment, they became amorphous, like slimes, then legs oozed out. As they stepped onto the ground, a waist, a torso, arms, and a head formed.

In a matter of seconds, the scales had taken on the form of armed humans.

But their bodies were startlingly white. Not just their skin. Their eyeballs and the insides of their mouths were white, too. And naturally, so was the armor they wore.

『WRAAAAAAAA!!』

Raising their spears and axes, they let out a war cry.

Those weren't human. They were monsters, clad in armor from a time even before the Middle Ages. They broke into an unbelievable sprint and charged the *Holophagus*.

There was no doubt. They were being moved by the will of the white dragon!

The swarmed *Holophagus* had their black scales shattered, flesh torn, and bones severed in an instant.

It wasn't even a contest. The wicked dragons' breath attacks were easily deflected by a tight formation of shields, allowing the soldiers to close in with ease.

Could it be that each one of those white things was equivalent to a 'B-Rank Adventurer'...?!

"You monsters!"

I desperately dodged the fireballs coming from all directions.

I flipped upside down and accelerated towards the ground. Without looking back, I barrel-rolled to evade the fireballs chasing me from the left, right, and behind. Just before hitting the ground, I pulled up with all my might.

As my heels drew two lines in the dirt, numerous explosions echoed behind me. More fireballs rained down, mixed with the falling earth and sand.

But a shot without a proper aim is nothing!

I bent my knees, coming to a sudden stop and gathering power. The next moment, I launched myself into the air.

Ignoring the fact that my vision momentarily turned red, I pushed the Flügel to its limit. With that momentum, I charged into the center of the enemy group and impaled one that came before me with my sword.

I tossed the Wyvern, which scattered with a short, dying scream, down to the ground and slashed at another.

Naturally, fireballs flew in from the surroundings, but they quickly stopped since nearly half of them were hitting their own allies.

I swung my blade at the neck of a Wyvern that bared its fangs to bite me and shattered its bones.

I then met a flanking body slam with a left uppercut to the jaw. I followed up with a spinning slash that tore its neck open as well.

I ascended rapidly, passing an individual that was swooping down from above. At that moment, I twisted my body, placing my blade in its path.

Leaving the dragon to lose a wing on its own, I climbed even higher.

Having broken through their swarm, the Wyverns' movements to reform their formations were slightly delayed.

"Hah... hah...!"

*'One minute left! Just hold on somehow!'*

"Un... derstood...!"

Reaching just below the ceiling, I flew horizontally along it. Fireballs from below slammed into the space I had just passed through.

But my opponents weren't fools. Prediction shots caused explosions to my left, right, and front.

I thrust my left hand into the ceiling. An incredible shock sent an unnatural sound through my elbow and shoulder. The sensation of my fingers breaking made me let out a small groan.

My eyes watering under my helmet, I activated *Concept Interference* with both feet as well. The sudden braking let me evade the fireballs flooding my path. Without a moment's pause, I unleashed fire and wind from my left hand.

The impact sent my body spinning into the enemy group. My vision whirled, but with my *Spirit Eye*, I could see!

More falling than flying, I accelerated further with a blast of wind. I indiscriminately slashed with the sword in my right hand and gouged with the claws of concentrated fire and wind on the fingertips of my left.

I shot down a dozen or so and then glided in a gentle arc. My body healed as soon as it was wounded, but my senses hadn't caught up, still stimulating the pain receptors.

Thanks to some brain-produced endorphins, I managed to stay conscious. But I was sure my face was as deathly white as those humanoid monsters striding across the ground.

That group was now scattering the *Holophagus* and turning their weapons on Erina-san and the others.

Byakuren charged in with its battle axe and shield, but they instantly scattered to evade. They then surrounded it, launching a continuous barrage of attacks from all sides.

Byakuren somehow managed to block with its tower shield, but the spears, axes, and swords that slipped through chipped away at its armor.

And that wasn't all. A rain of thrown spears flew not in an arc, but in a straight line from hundreds of meters away.

The pure white spearheads pierced the rock shields and walls, and in an instant, Ukon and Sakon were heavily damaged.

"No further...!"

I dove down, charging into the midst of the white soldiers.

"I won't let you!"

My blade, weighted by gravity, smashed through a white soldier, shield and all. My feet tore through the ground as I unleashed an upward diagonal slash at the one next to it.

Slightly lifted by the momentum, I controlled my body with wind and decapitated the next soldier.

In that instant, three spears flew at me. I immediately raised my left hand to block them with wind, but two more soldiers closed in from my left and right.

"Tch!"

I avoided the pincer attack by falling backward and unleashed a maximum-output blast of wind from the Flügel. Moving several meters parallel to the ground, I pushed myself back up.

These things... they're definitely not just cannon fodder...!

But their skill was undeniably cruder than the masters I'd seen in Tokyo. Their swordsmanship was about on par with mine. They weren't experts.

Perhaps judging me as a threat, the number of weapons aimed at me clearly increased.

*'Twenty seconds left! Get near Erina-kun!'*

"Yes!"

Erina-san and the others were on the other side of the enemy group. I'd moved too far in my attempt to draw the enemy away.

I had no choice but to break through. To escape, I had to charge.

The white soldiers massed together, pointing their shields and weapons at me. They began to run, and the distance between us closed in the blink of an eye.

『RAAAA!』

"Aaaah!"

I kept my posture low, as low as possible.

Hunched over so far I felt like I would fall forward, I ducked under a thrusting spear. I scraped the ground with the tip of my sword and swung upwards, knocking a shield into the air.

I punched the defenseless enemy in the face and sent it flying. Immediately, the sword of the soldier behind it closed in, but I deflected it by hitting the flat of the blade with my left elbow.

I brought my one-and-a-half-handed sword down, pushing back its raised shield and crushing its skull. I followed up with a knee strike, pushing forward.

Swords from my left and right thrust at me, but I ignored them. The strike to my right flank was deflected by my chestplate; the attack from the left tore into my shoulder, but I could still move.

Seeing the third soldier crushed by the second, I used the enemy's body, now turning to salt, as a springboard and leaped.

*'Ten seconds!'*

As I glided, I caught sight of Erina-san and the others.

The rock wall had been broken, and Mia-san was standing, leaning on her staff and breathing heavily. She was desperately creating a phalanx of rock spears to hold back the advancing white soldiers.

In that moment, precognition flared. I turned and swung my sword. I swatted away a volley of white spears with a hammer of wind and descended.

I kicked off the ground and charged a separate unit heading for Erina-san's group from the side.

"Zeryaaaaa!"

『NUOOO!?』

Clad in a maximum-output shroud of fire and wind, I flashed my blade.

Just as I cut down a dozen of them at once, several spears flew through the crimson wall of bodies.

I deflected more than half, but three got through. I twisted my neck to dodge the one aimed between my eyes; it grazed my helmet, and the impact threw off my balance.

A half-second later, a second spear smashed my helmet, and a third pierced my side.

"Guh, ahh...!"

My body on the verge of collapsing, I stomped the ground to support myself. If I fall now, I'll die!

I pulled the spear from my side and charged. I pushed forward through the slightly cleared line of sight, weaving through the next volley of thrown spears.

I decapitated a defenseless white soldier who had just thrown his weapon and, with a return stroke, bisected another's torso diagonally.

Without stopping, I kept my feet moving and threw a spear at the neck of a more distant white soldier. I then body-slammed another, and as it staggered, I unleashed a horizontal flash of my sword that tore its torso in two.

*'Preparation complete! Rendezvous!'*

"Ooooooh!"

I changed direction and sprinted straight for Erina-san and her group.

But there were still enemies. I forcefully cut down the white soldiers blocking my path and ran.

Using the Flügel as well, I sprinted, trying to break away by force.

『G R R R R R R R.........ッ!!』

"—!"

A distant, yet chillingly clear growl.

Even without looking, I knew the white dragon was watching me.

And I knew that mana was gathering in its enormous maw.

"Y-you've gotta be kidding me...!"

Did I accidentally hit a vital spot among the soldiers I cut down? No way. But to my horror—I had been identified as an 'enemy who has disturbed the nest'!

Feeling the blood drain even further from my already pale face, I accelerated, not caring if my leg bones broke.

This was no time to complain about pain. I had to get out of here!

"Get out of my way!"

I kicked the enemy soldiers aside, forward, always forward!

Just how many were there? The *Holophagus* were already wiped out; maybe every single enemy was coming for us now.

Fireballs rained from the sky. I was running through explosions, desperately moving my legs, but I still hadn't reached them.

Just a little more, just a little more and...!

The toll of pushing myself too far hit me at the worst possible moment. The endorphins must have worn off, because the pain was starting to cloud my consciousness.

My sword arm felt as heavy as lead. My tireless body was screaming.

I moved my limbs as if I were flailing. But the fierce enemy assault was preventing me from advancing. I was being pushed back.

At this rate...!

"Ukon! Sakon!"

Mia-san's voice echoed.

The two Golems, their joints emitting a growl-like mechanical whir, let go of their shields and spears and charged.

In an instant, white weapons stabbed the Golems repeatedly, but their rock arms grabbed onto the enemy.

Ukon and his partner held down three soldiers each. Without a moment to thank them, I ran through the gap they created.

Only a few more in front of me. I cut them down, punched them away, batted them aside.

But there were still enemies behind me.

My precognition warned me of a rain of thrown spears, but I couldn't react in time. I managed to shield my head with my left arm at the last second, but spears pierced my right shoulder and the back of my left knee.

"Ah..."

My body swayed. I could see the faces of Erina-san and the others desperately reaching for me, but this was...

In the corner of my vision, I saw a white sword closing in. No, I'm not going to make—

—*VWOOSH!*—

A battle axe, wreathed in a wind so strong it slightly lifted my body, bit into the white soldier.

Byakuren released its grip on the handle, grabbed my arm, and leaped towards Erina-san's group. The moment Mia-san's hand clasped my own, the unique sensation of teleportation washed over me.

And at almost the same time.

A white aurora pierced the spot where we had just been.

From the teleportation destination, I witnessed the white dragon unleashing a massive torrent of mana. It didn't care that its own scale soldiers and the Wyverns were there; the indiscriminate destruction gouged the earth.

As a shockwave and dust cloud erupted, gunshots echoed from the surroundings.

"You lot! Hurry, over here!"

I looked over to see three Awakened Persons, each clad in their *Arcane Gear*, laying down a hail of bullets on the advancing white soldiers.

Each one held a heavy machine gun in each arm, relentlessly creating a wall of lead.

Amidst the chaos, Byakuren pulled out the spears that had pierced me. I gritted my teeth against the intense pain and felt my regeneration begin.

"We're pulling out too! Open the gate at once—"

"Hey, look at that!"

One of the men, who seemed to be a SDF soldier, shouted and tossed aside his heavy machine gun.

He was pointing in the direction we had just been.

"The breath, it's coming this way!!"

"Evacuate!!"

Even without looking, I knew that the dragon was turning its head while still firing its breath. Unbelievable, was it... tracking us? Or did it know the location of the gate?

The outpost-like building was already half-destroyed. As if jolted, we started to run for it.

But.

"Tch!"

The moment the barrage of bullets stopped, a rain of spears flew in. Just before they rained down on everyone, I swept them away with a hammer of wind.

However, that delayed my own start.

"Hey!"

"Kyouta-kun!"

I heard the voice of the last remaining SDF soldier and Mia-san.

I started running toward them immediately, but a single white soldier leaped at me. Unarmed, it reached out with both hands.

"You piece of—!"

I sliced its torso in two, but the upper half alone tried to latch onto my head.

By the time I had violently shaken it off, the sweeping breath attack was right behind me.

Amidst the immense heat and shockwave, my eyes widened.

*No, this is, I'm going to die—.*

"Kyo-chan!"

A wire wrapped around my waist and pulled. My body was swung around, slamming into the rearguard SDF soldier and Mia-san.

As I saw them being thrown through the gate, I noticed Erina-san had planted her feet into the ground like stakes.

"Erina-san!"

I reached out my hand, but she just smiled.

To throw me, she must have crushed her own leg to get a firm footing on the ground. There was no way she could run in that state.

Her hand let go of the wire's hook. Her fingers were bent and broken from the excessive strain.

At this rate, she alone wouldn't make it back.

—I stopped right at the edge of the gate and ran back toward Erina-san.

*Are you kidding me! I'm not letting you die acting all cool like that!*

Can I make it?! In my mind, accelerated by my *Sage's Nucleus*, I watched the aurora approach as if in slow motion.

We either both die or both live. At this rate, I won't make it. We'll die together.

The conclusion was already set, but I wasn't fast enough. I scooped her up and turned, but the dragon would surely turn its head just a fraction faster.

In that moment, where a tenth of a second felt like an eternity, I saw a presence pushing my back.

"—!"

Byakuren.

The Golem, clad in its tattered knight's armor, pushed our backs as if to tackle us.

It, itself, was raising its shield toward the aurora.

There was no way it could block it. No, more importantly, I hadn't yet given it the order to 'abandon self-preservation'.

Why. Why. Why.

There was no time to ask, no leeway to find an answer.

I was sucked into the gate, tangled up with Erina-san, and I saw a white back swallowed by the light.

In the next instant, I was slammed onto a concrete floor.

Silence reigned. Everyone was staring at the white door.

No enemy pursuit would come from it. And...

The white knight would not be coming out either.
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			Chapter Eight - Epilogue, Part 1

			The attack on the *Holophagus* dungeon by the white dragon.

The truth of this incident was placed under a strict gag order as soon as we made it outside.

While Erina-san, who had broken fingers and a leg, and Mia-san, who had dislocated her shoulder when she was thrown into the gate, were receiving treatment, some high-ranking official from the Self-Defense Force personally told us not to speak a word of it to anyone.

Well, to be precise, it was more of a request than an order. Honestly, I was in such a state that all I could do was nod weakly.

Aira-san, who hadn't been there, was apparently given a similar gag order, but she had already contacted the professor the moment her telepathic link with us was cut. She's been told not to speak of it even to family, but it's fine to tell the usual crew, besides Aika-san and Shizuku-san.

It's a good thing to have people to talk to. ...Though it might just turn into me complaining.

According to Aira-san, the white dragon's stats were on a whole different level. The gap between it and creatures like Fafnir or the Minotaur was, in her words, far greater than a single rank.

For a monster of that caliber to attack and for there to be zero fatalities was nothing short of a miracle. Even among the SDF soldiers guarding the exit, there were injuries, but no one had died.

The only sacrifices were 'material'. That included the Golems.

*Ukon*, *Sakon*, and *Byakuren*.

Only three Golems were sacrificed. I had made them to be disposable pawns for situations just like this, so one could say they fulfilled their purpose.

Therefore, this feeling I'm holding onto now is nothing but unnecessary sentimentality. For the one who had always ordered them to 'be a shield' to question their final act is utterly inexcusable.

That's how it should be.

So why, as I assemble a new body from Byakuren's spare parts, are my fingers trembling?

* * *

Two days have passed since then. Work on building a replacement for Byakuren from the spare parts has not progressed as smoothly as I'd hoped.

For a break and to gather some information, I find myself staring blankly at my smartphone screen while watching TV in the living room.

"*Look at this! The location I'm at now is just a few kilometers from the National Diet Building. The road is still stained with blood and marked by destruction, showing the intensity of the battle that took place here—*"

"*A tragedy that occurred right next to where protestors were holding a demonstration. The scars left behind are deep, and the public's anxiety remains—*"

"*It's only been a month since the Tokyo Incident. This has been called the worst year of misfortune in the postwar era, but for this to happen in such a short interval, military experts are—*"

"*I definitely saw it! It was Representative Yamashita of the 'Walkers'! That man was at the scene! There has to be a major conspiracy behind this!*"

"*At a press conference, Representative Yamashita stated that he was merely in Tokyo on guild business and happened to be caught up in the event, denying any involvement—*"

"*That wasn't a monster! It was a bioweapon created by the US military, the Japanese government, or Russia! I think America is the most likely candidate!*"

Apparently, while we were fighting for our lives, there was some trouble in Tokyo as well.

Representative Yamashita, whom I'd met before. The story was that he'd been caught up in a fight between some mysterious lifeform and a suspicious Awakened Person near the Diet Building.

Since all the footage taken by eyewitnesses had mysteriously disappeared, conspiracy theories were being discussed with dead seriousness on TV and the internet.

There was little that could be called evidence, but the claw marks carved into the road, the guardrails sliced by a sharp blade, and the overturned vehicles made it clear that what the witnesses saw was no illusion.

It seems there was another assassination attempt on Representative Yamashita. Honestly, that wasn't particularly surprising.

But was the response to the 'white dragon' really postponed just to provide him with aid and guard the Diet Building?

...This was just on the level of an internet rumor, but.

There was a post claiming that almost the same thing that happened to us had occurred in Tokyo at that same time.

The 'Giant's Dungeon' outside the 23 wards, discovered during the 'Tokyo Incident'. The Dungeon Store surrounding that labyrinth where Fafnir appears was under construction, and someone working on the site claimed to have overheard the SDF.

'A red dragon' came out from a collapsed section that was blocking the entrance.

That's what an SDF soldier who came flying out of the gate had apparently shouted.

This post was also deleted quickly, but it's spreading even faster.

Furthermore, the Dungeon Agency's announcement of a 'one to two-week closure of all Dungeon Stores for a nationwide dungeon survey in preparation for the SDF's Otherworld Dispatch' only lent more credibility to this rumor.

'Different monsters are appearing in dungeons.'

This fact effectively rendered the rank system meaningless.

And it also meant the danger of being an adventurer had skyrocketed.

Generally, even if an adventurer and a monster are the same rank, the adventurer holds a clear advantage. As long as a boss monster doesn't appear, being able to handle a large number of enemies of that rank is a prerequisite for entering the dungeon.

But if a higher-ranked enemy suddenly attacks, like what happened to us, it would have a huge impact on survival rates.

Were beings like that white dragon or the rumored red dragon just irregularities? Or would this become a common occurrence from now on?

Depending on the answer, it could even affect the continued existence of the adventurer system.

As it stands, most Japanese people believe that 'dungeons are being culled at a manageable rate because adventurers exist'.

If the adventurer system were to disappear... what would happen to Japan?

That anxiety was slowly spreading.

On TV, reporters and various experts were passionately discussing the battle near the Diet Building.

But the topic of the dragons never came up.

* * *

"Cheers!!"

In the living room of the Arisugawa residence.

With me, Erina-san, Aira-san, and Mia-san gathered together, the self-proclaimed ninja raised a glass of soda high into the air.

On the table was a pot for shabu-shabu, and on either side of it were plates piled with 'Barometz meat' and vegetables. There was also a small bowl of 'Mandrake pickled in rice bran'.

With ponzu sauce, soy sauce, and grated daikon radish, the preparations were perfect.

"Hey, what's with everyone? Cheers!"

"Ch-cheers..."

As a slightly awkward atmosphere settled in, I followed Erina-san's lead and raised my glass.

Honestly, I wasn't really in the mood to celebrate.

"Geez. Everyone's so gloomy. Is it because Byak-chan and the others were destroyed? Or are your wounds still hurting?"

Erina-san pouted, and I gave a small shake of my head.

"No. I don't feel a sense of loss over losing Byakuren... I shouldn't. It's just the stress from nearly dying..."

"I don't feel anything about losing Ukon and Sakon either. It's just, like Kyouta-kun, the fear of that dragon..."

"You're totally bothered by it! Sheesh, at times like these, you should either vent it all out with a big 'Gwaaah!' or just laugh it off, you know? The longer you stay mopey, the gloomier you'll get!"

"That's Erina-kun for you... Even I would read the room a little better than that..."

Aira-san seemed a bit taken aback by her statement, but I tried to take her words at face value.

...She might have a point.

I was, without a doubt, hurt by the loss of Byakuren. It wasn't just about its monetary value or its combat strength; I had grown attached to that Golem. I couldn't deny that.

But there's no point in regretting it forever. Byakuren wouldn't want that. After all, it was a Golem with an 'imperfect Homunculus' for a core. It didn't want anything.

So for me to be moping around about it is just wrong.

I glanced over at Mia-san and our eyes met. Without either of us saying a word, we nodded.

Then, I downed the contents of my glass in one go.

*Thump.* I placed the empty glass on the table with a slightly louder noise than necessary.

"Mia-san, thank you for Ukon and Sakon's support. I'm sorry for not thanking you sooner."

"It's fine. I have no regrets about losing those two. And you feel the same, don't you, Kyouta-kun?"

"Yes. Byakuren fulfilled its duty. That's all."

It wasn't just me. I'd heard that Mia-san had also been going to dungeons with Ukon and Sakon since she first became an adventurer.

She and I both felt something swirl up inside us at the loss of our Golem squads.

So, we'll both get over it here and now. The tears of sentimentality were swallowed down with that one drink.

If even inanimate objects require a memorial, then this is enough. That's what I'll believe.

"Erina-san, thank you."

"Don't mention it!"

"That being said."

"Hm?"

I directed a bright smile at the smug, self-proclaimed ninja who was rubbing a finger under her nose.

"You were planning to die back there, weren't you? What was that about?"

"...Back when? Around what time did the Earth complete its rotation, I wonder!?"

The self-proclaimed ninja feigned ignorance, staring off into the distance.

Softly, I cracked my knuckles, *pop, pop*.

"When the white dragon's breath was closing in, you wrapped me in wire and threw me into the gate, didn't you?"

"Uh, yeah. Sorry, was that too rough? But at the time, I thought it was the only way—"

"That part is fine. Even if the rescue method was a bit rough, you can't put a price on a life. They even say to do CPR with the intention of breaking ribs."

"R-right! Also, why the formal language? I don't like it when you use polite speech with me, Kyo-chan!"

"The problem is that you had given up on your own survival."

"I have no memory of that!"

"Maybe a few knocks will jog your memory..."

"I remember now!"

She snapped a sharp salute. A self-proclaimed ninja in a kimono.

I nodded in satisfaction at her response.

"I'm glad you remember. Now that you do, I'll ask again. Why did you accept death?"

"B-because... that was the only way I could think of to save you, Kyo-chan. And senpai and the SDF guy would have been too slow to escape otherwise..."

"Please, find a way for you to escape too."

"Eh? But that was impossible in that situation. It was a miracle that Byak-chan saved us, you know? There wasn't even time to give an order. If Byak-chan hadn't pushed us at that unexpected speed, we definitely both would have died. If anything, I think you were the reckless one back then, Kyo-chan."

"Even so. Think. Fight back."

"No. Like I said, it was impossible."

"I'm begging you."

I let out a heavy sigh, even surprising myself.

I stared straight into her eyes.

"It would suck for me too if you died. Next time you make a face like 'I don't mind dying,' I'll chase you to the ends of the earth and knock your front teeth out."

"............"

For some reason, Erina-san just stared back at me with a bewildered expression.

I couldn't understand her reaction and frowned.

"Your answer?"

"Hokay! Got it, Kyo-chan!"

"Seriously. Not 'hokay'."

"Yes, sir!"

"...Does she really get it?"

I pursed my lips at the self-proclaimed ninja's overly energetic reply.

"Aaalright! Let's finally eat! I made sure to save a portion for Grandma in the fridge, so feel free to eat everything here!"

"About that, Erina-kun. Isn't this a little too much?"

"Yeah. Well, Shī-chan and Ā-chan were supposed to come too. But they turned me down, one saying something about 'a chronic illness acting up' and the other 'having plans to eat with family'."

They bailed, didn't they? Especially that lecherous dwarf girl.

Aika-san's reason might be legit, but Shizuku-san's is definitely an excuse. Dammit, after saying it'd be fine since it passed inspection, she got cold feet when it was time to actually eat it!

To be honest, I'm hesitant too! I mean, I saw it! Growing on a tree!

"Then it can't be helped! We shouldn't force them! Oh, what a shame!!"

This socially awkward, pathetic university student looks way too happy about this.

"Right, senpai! Let's invite them both again for another party sometime!"

"No, thank you."

"!?"

Whoa, Aira-san just used a deadpan expression and formal language...!

"Well then, let's dig in—"

"Oh, Kyo-chan-kun. Going first? Playing the vanguard here, too? Don't worry, I'll be sure to pick up your bones!"

"Mia-san, please feed it to her while I hold Aira-san down."

"I knew it, damn you all!"

Aira-san tried to escape, but Erina-san, who had moved behind her unnoticed, had her head firmly clamped in her hands.

I quickly moved in as well and grabbed her by both shoulders. They were so slender I felt like they might break if I applied a little force, which, to my own surprise, made my heart skip a beat.

"Now, senpai!"

"Go for it!"

"Stop! I don't want to die! I don't wanna diiieee!"

"To feed Nee-san 'ahhn'...!? If-if she uses my chopsticks, this is practically an indirect kiss...!"

"Hold on. I'm sensing a different kind of danger now!?"

Erina-san was beaming. Aira-san, whose playful reaction had turned to genuine terror. Mia-san being Mia-san.

I started to feel bad for her, so I let her go. We all ate normally, talked, and after cleaning up, we played some games.

It was the same as always. Before I knew it, I was laughing like an idiot too.

—*Thank you, Byakuren.*

I had swallowed my sentimentality and sorted out my feelings. I had, or so I believed.

Still, there's no harm in being grateful. So, I whispered those words in my heart.

"Man, it really did taste like crab! And the pickled Mandrake was, like, pretty normal!!"

"Hmph. I knew from the start. It was nothing remarkable. There was never any need to be afraid!"

"Nee-san, weren't you just saying 'what if Barometz start sprouting from my head' with tears in your eyes?"

"I have no memory of that!"

"But I've got it on record, senpai!"

"Aieee!? Since when!? And why!?"

"Because, you see. I'm a ninja!"

"Self-proclaimed."

"Kyo-chaaan!?"

We played, we laughed, and I ignored Erina-san's joking suggestion that I 'stay the night'. I walked through the city, now deep into the night.

I even refused to be sent home by teleportation. For some reason, I just felt like walking today.

Under a night sky where a particularly bright white star streaked and fell, a slightly chilly wind brushed against my cheek.
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On the day the white and red dragons appeared.

Another incident that had occurred in the heart of Tokyo had also concluded, unknown to the public.

"Huuuh...!"

A man with ragged breaths walked slowly, pressing a hand to his gouged-out chest, his bloody footprints staining the ground.

He made his way through an alley so dark that even in Tokyo, the city that never sleeps, only a sliver of light could reach.

George, a man who had earned a brilliant service record as a former Green Beret, was dying on a narrow path littered with empty cans and cigarette butts.

Even for a high-ranking Awakened Person, only a handful could survive having their heart completely destroyed. He was not among them.

Making his way further and further from anyone, George glanced around once before pulling a palm-sized satellite phone from his pocket.

With practiced hands, he dialed a number and made the call. It connected on the second ring.

"Hello... Mr. President. Sorry... for the delay."

*'George! Are you alright!? Where are you now? Is there any chance of being wiretapped?'*

President of the United States. Fudge Valentine.

At the sound of his genuinely worried voice, George gave a bitter smile.

"Not exactly... alright. But there's no need to worry 'bout wiretaps. If we can trust the CIA Director, that is..."

*'I see. I trust his work as well. But you said you weren't alright. Are you injured? Your breathing sounds a bit strange.'*

"Got stabbed in the chest... If I leave it, I'll be dead soon enough..."

*'No, George! You can't die!'*

"But... if I get treatment right now. If I use the power of magic, maybe..."

His voice was weak, pleading for help.

His expression also shifted to one that would evoke pity, as George begged over the phone.

"Mr. President. I can still be of use to you...! Next time, I swear I'll kill that bastard Akasaka...! So, the American assets stationed in Japan—"

*'I'm sorry, George.'*

The President's voice was filled with compassion as he spoke.

*'I cannot send a rescue team for you. I am sorry, but please... erase as much evidence as you can before you die...!'*

As George fell silent, he continued, his voice thick with tears.

*'I'm truly sorry...! Damn you, Akasaka! I will, I will avenge you! So please, watch over us from heaven, my friend...!'*

"...Mr. President."

The man who had been ordered to die. The man whose outstretched hand for salvation had been mercilessly swatted away.

"You really are a heartless bastard...!"

His mouth was stretched into the widest possible grin, his eyes filled with elation.

*'I know I deserve to be called that...! Hate me. Hate me for being so powerless...!'*

"No, Mr. President. I'm feelin' damn good right now.... I don't wanna die, I wanna see the world you'll create. But, if you'll live on and keep fighting, then I'm satisfied..."

*'George...! Ah! I will, I swear I will live up to your expectations!'*

"So, Mr. President.... As my last act... *cough*...! Let me say this to you, the man who will leave his name in history. I want you to never forget these words...."

*'Of course. Your counsel to our great United States... I will carve it into my heart!'*

"Mr. President... you're allowed to be 'even crazier,' you know?"

*'—'*

President Fudge Valentine, who had been listening with tears in his eyes, determined not to miss a single one of George's words.

He fell silent for a few seconds. Of course, George couldn't see his face, but he knew his expression as if it were right in front of him.

*'I'm sorry, what do you mean by that...?'*

"Don't hide it...! Your, your 'desire'... unleash it upon the world...! Not for new frontiers, or for solving resource and land problems. Act on your true feelings...!"

*'Wait, George. I have always spoken my true feelings and acted with all my might. What are you—'*

"The answer should already be clear. All you have to do is face it."

His tone was forceful, unbecoming of a dying man.

With every word, the flow of blood from the hole in his chest increased. The madman, who had created a red puddle at his feet, laughed gleefully.

"That's all from me, Mr. President. I was happy to work under you. So long."

*'Wai—'*

He ended the call and put the satellite phone back in his pocket.

"...Yo. I'd heard the rumors, but you really are alive. Former Ambassador Chris."

"I've been blessed with luck and good friends. Must be my good deeds paying off."

From the other end of the dark alley, a large man appeared without a sound.

He wore a suit like a businessman on his way home from work and black-rimmed glasses with no prescription. However, they couldn't hide his sharp features and toned physique.

Former U.S. Ambassador to Japan, Chris Mackenzie. He stood there, aiming a gun at George.

"You look pretty beat up. Who did that to you?"

"Would've been more interesting if I could say 'your friends'... but I got bit by some stray dog I don't know and a crazy cat who willingly put on its own collar."

"I see. That's unfortunate."

"Yeah, probably the price for my bad deeds."

Unable to even stand on his own, George leaned against the cold concrete wall.

With his hand still in his pocket, Chris kept his gun trained on him from about ten meters away, not letting his guard down.

"Got a rare piece there. Must've been expensive, huh?"

"It was. But being able to fire a rifle round from a pistol-sized gun is convenient."

Seeing the break-action, single-shot pistol Chris was holding, George grinned.

"The fact that you're here means my men are gone, too..."

"Yes. While you were acting as a decoy, I destroyed the data on 'Doctor Tesla' that Yuusuke entrusted to me. A rather bold move. Which is why I have a proposal for you."

With the hand not holding the gun, Chris took out a single contract.

"If you sign this contract with a blood seal, I will take responsibility for saving you. I have a custom-made magic potion. You can survive."

"Hah! That's a tempting offer... Ahh, damn it. Can't even come up with a witty joke... My eyelids are heavy..."

As George sweated profusely, his face deathly pale, Chris asked him flatly.

"I can free you from that suffering. But don't get any funny ideas. If you try to take the potion, I will shoot you without hesitation. This thing is loaded with a special anti-Awakened warhead. In your current state, it's a guaranteed kill."

"That really is an expensive piece of hardware... Man. If you have that kind of money, you should be living it up in Hawaii..."

"Oh? In that case, shall we go to Hawaii together? My treat."

"...No thanks. That's where my shitty old man was born."

*Blup.*

A part of George's face began to bubble.

"!?"

"Should've made your offer this morning... I've already purchased a one-way ticket."

"No way...!"

George slowly pulled his right hand out of his pocket.

In it was an empty vial.

"Good thing I drank this beforehand...!"

"You bastard...! That man, Fudge, is a monster who defiles the Stars and Stripes! You would offer even your life to someone like that!?"

"Damn right I would. I'd die for the future that man will create...!"

"Kuh...!"

George's skin bubbled, and a green gas began to leak from various parts of his body.

Covering his mouth with his arm to avoid inhaling it, Chris turned and ran with all his might.

Watching his back, George fell weakly to his knees. He crashed face-first into the asphalt, but he was still smiling.

"Not... like me... not... post-facto... a born... 'real deal'...!"

It was by no means a peaceful smile. It was not the face of someone who had accepted or resigned himself to death.

"A real... madman...! Became the President of the United States, the most powerful man in the world...! A chance like this... will never, come again...!"

His body melted into a gooey mess. Not only that, but the clothes he wore and all his belongings lost their shape.

"See you... in hel... From... now on... enj... the... chao... th... wor..."

In a few seconds, the existence known as him had vanished.

The bloodstains on the road had turned into simple black stains on the asphalt, and none of his belongings retained their original form.

The madman who should have died a miserable death had a beast-like smile on his face until the very end.

* * *

The clock hands return to two days after the incident.

On a cliff top overlooking the sea, dyed red by the setting sun. There, two men stood before a grave.

"Farewell... our beloved daughter..."

A suspicious individual with their face covered by a black hood spoke in a muffled voice.

"To think we laughed, saying, 'Can't fap to this,' after creating you in a drunken stupor."

"And we laughed again after seeing the empty warehouse once we saw what was in the capsule. To think we had used even priceless materials that could never be obtained again..."

The other suspicious individual standing next to him sniffled under his hood.

"Still, we loved you, our creation...!"

"Please, please rest in peace...!"

Placing a bouquet of flowers on the grave, the two turned on their heels.

"We will meet again in heaven...!"

"When we're reunited, we'll have plenty of stories to tell you...!"

"You want me to send you to hell right now? Seriously."

A cat-eared young man stood blocking their path.

It was Yamashita Hiroshi, currently on his third consecutive all-nighter. He glared at the chairman and vice-chairman of the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club* with a look one would give to garbage.

"Hmph... I'm not in the mood for jokes right now, Yamashita-kun."

"Would you not also pay your respects at this child's grave...?"

"Are those your last words?"

"Wait, wait, wait."

"Just kidding! We're just kidding!!"

As he partially manifested his *Arcane Gear* and gripped a mace, the chairman and his companion vigorously shook their heads while holding their hands out in front of them.

Later, they would say, 'That look in his eyes was for real.'

"Now, now, don't say that... The location is just right, after all..."

"Do you have some kind of prejudice against cliff edges!? A cliff doesn't automatically mean it's a suspense drama, you know!?"

"Let's calm down! We can talk this out! We can talk this out!"

The chairman and vice-chairman clung to each other as Yamashita approached them, mace in hand, swaying ominously.

Someone grabbed Yamashita's shoulder as he closed the distance step by step, stopping his advance.

"Now, hold on, Representative Yamashita."

It was Akasaka Yuusuke, Director of the Dungeon Agency.

He wore a gentle smile, but half of his face was obscured by bandages.

Furthermore, the left sleeve of his suit hung limply, revealing that there was nothing inside.

"Akasaka-san..."

"As the vice-chairman said, discussion is important. We must exchange words before resorting to violence."

"Ex-exactly! As expected of Director Akasaka!"

"H-Hooray for the man who will be Prime Minister in ten years!"

"Oh, thank you, thank you. Well then."

Without losing his smile, Akasaka turned to the two suspicious individuals.

"Let us have a nice, long chat. Chief Superintendent Honda."

"Wha—"

"And, Supreme Court Justice, Juumonji-san."

"..."

At Director Akasaka's words, the two who had been clinging to each other slowly separated.

"...It seems deception will not work."

"Indeed. I have been investigating for some time, but this recent incident finally led me to you."

"I see. I'd like to praise you as 'Akasaka, the man madly devoted to his country.' But."

*Zzzt.*

From the robes of the chairman and vice-chairman, several inorganic arms extended.

"You know too much."

"Curiosity killed the cat. It's a common saying, is it not?"

The scissor-like fingers at the ends of those arms opened and closed with a hard, metallic sound.

"What, we won't kill you."

"Instead, we will now begin a 24-hour proselytization of our kinks...! You, too, shall become our comrades...!"

"That sounds horrifying."

Yamashita recoiled with a deadpan expression, while Akasaka, still smiling, was internally having a cosmic-level brain freeze.

The chairman and his cohort slowly closed in on them.

"Fufufu. Come, you too shall become beings who can only get excited by *Bully*! Get ready to get on your hands and knees and beg your wives for forgiveness!"

"Yamashita-kun... For you, who has kemono elements, to become a true kemonomimi fan. Isn't it a wonderful story? You shall become the new kemo of a new era...!"

"These guys are the worst..."

Yamashita broke into a cold sweat at the sight of these utterly depraved perverts.

But without running away, he pointed behind the two.

"Uh, you two perverts there. Behind you, behind you."

"What is this, a trick as classic as 'Hey, a UFO!'?"

"But very well. For now, we are temporarily on par with 'C-Rank Adventurers.' We shall play along."

With an air of complete confidence, the chairman and his cohort turned around.

"Ah, hello there."

" "

They came face to face with four girls riding on the back of a giant, jet-black bird that seemed to be made of shadow.

"Well now, what a coincidence! Meeting you here!"

"Forcing your kinks on others isn't nice, you know?"

"Is that the main problem here? Well, not that I'm interested."

"Kill kill kill kill kill kill kill."

A girl with twintails raised a hand with a lively smile.

A grey-haired girl with sleepy eyes, and an elf-eared girl with an exasperated look.

And, Director Akasaka's daughter, who was clearly not hiding her murderous intent.

"...Hmph."

The chairman and his cohort retracted the mechanical arms back under their robes with a clatter, then turned to face Yamashita and his group.

"Please spare us...! We have wives and children...!"

"My grandchild's! My grandchild's wedding is next month!!"

It was a truly beautiful dogeza.

"Now, now. Please raise your heads, you two. It may have been a consequence of your actions, but thanks to that Golem...-like being, our lives were saved."

"Indeed! This is what they call a win-win situation!"

"Precisely! We are friends! Best friends! Soul brothers! There are no secrets or debts between us, are there!!"

"Well, it was that spear user who took out my left eye, but it was your Golem that tore off my left arm. It also crushed several of my internal organs. I can no longer eat solid food."

"Kill."

"WE ARE SO VERY SORRYYYYY!!"

"Just our lives! Please spare our physical and social lives!"

Another dogeza. The old man and the even older man, clad in black hoods and robes, trembled.

Watching them, the elf-eared girl whispered to the grey-haired girl next to her.

"He could have had me heal him at any time, but he stayed like that just for this moment, didn't he..."

"Their brand of crazy may be different, but like father, like daughter, I suppose..."

"Kiiiillll...!"

"Whoa, whoa, whoa!"

The twintailed girl clung to Akasaka Yuune, who had lost most of her human vocabulary, to hold her back.

"However, I'm glad I heard that."

Director Akasaka walked over to the chairman and his cohort and knelt down, not minding getting his knees dirty.

Then, with a full-blown smile that betrayed no stress whatsoever.

"We are best friends, with no secrets or debts. Yes. That is truly the relationship we have, isn't it? Gentlemen."

"Y-yessir! That's right, it is!"

"W-would you like us to lick your boots, sir...?"

"They're groveling like bandits..."

Ignoring the utterly repulsed Yamashita, Director Akasaka extended his right hand to the groveling chairman and vice-chairman.

"Then, let's let bygones be bygones. I'll take care of all the paperwork. Also. I will forgive you, but I must ask you to see to the treatment of and apologize to my subordinates, yes?"

"O-of course, yessir!"

"Naturally, yessir!"

"What's with the suffix?"

"Hahaha. Please, don't be so servile. Right? Because we are..."

Akasaka embraced the chairman and vice-chairman as they raised their faces. His left arm was gone from the elbow down, but he put his hand on their shoulders regardless.

"...best friends, aren't we?"

Seeing the expressions on the faces of the trio and Yuune, who got a direct look at that face.

It goes without saying that Yamashita was even more repulsed than before.
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● Characters

*Yagawa Kyouta*

LV: 65

Race: Human / Awakened Person

Strength: 116 (Growth: A)

Durability: 116 (Growth: A)

Agility: 119 (Growth: A)

Mana: 119 (Growth: A)

Skills

*Spirit Eye*

*Mana Conversion: Wind*

*Concept Interference*

Unique Skill

*Sage's Nucleus*

Notes:

The protagonist of this story. A high school student and a B-Rank adventurer. True to the story's title, he's socially awkward but is fairly talkative when he's only around people he knows. The effects of his Awakening have given him the face of a "mass-produced light novel protagonist."

His abilities as an Awakened Person are high across the board, and his close-quarters combat skills are among the top five in the country.

Much to his chagrin, his party, the *Invisible Ninjas*, has become renowned throughout Japan as one of its foremost combat groups, and as their ace, Kyouta himself is also growing famous.

Currently, it's mostly just his back that the public recognizes; only locals and a few well-informed individuals know his face and name.

People who want to recruit him into their organizations and those who have noticed the peculiarity of his unique skill have begun to appear. However, due to his own combat prowess and his status as a protégé of Professor Arisugawa, he is seen as an untouchable figure. Recently, the former group has been growing in number.

But as his fame rises, so too will the recruitment attempts and kidnapping threats. There's no guarantee his untouchable status will last.

On a meta-note, Kyouta is almost never directly involved in interpersonal combat or political struggles in the main timeline. If it happens, it’s either brief or played for laughs. This is a dungeon story, after all.

*Rinzaki Erina*

LV: 60

Race: Human / Awakened Person

Strength: 91 (Growth: C)

Durability: 91 (Growth: C)

Agility: 112 (Growth: A)

Mana: 101 (Growth: B)

Skills

*Invisibility*

*Five Senses Enhancement*

*Spatial Magic*

Notes:

A girl who seems to be the main heroine of this story. She's a beautiful girl with blonde hair and emerald eyes. A self-proclaimed ninja. She is a quarter-British. She is Professor Arisugawa's granddaughter, and the cousin of Arisugawa Aira and Miyoshi Mia, who are mentioned later.

She is almost constantly high-energy. She had no sense of pain until she Awakened, and even now she can turn it on and off, which may contribute to a slight lack of empathy.

She started calling herself a ninja because her father, wanting to teach her the logic behind "what is dangerous" and "what not to do," wanted her to learn martial arts. To pique her interest, he had her read ninja manga.

She possesses exceptional combat skills, and she can be called a first-rate master of martial arts and throwing techniques in particular.

Furthermore, if she puts her mind to it, she can behave like a proper lady befitting her upbringing, allowing her to handle negotiations with a skill that belies her age.

In this chapter, she tried to sacrifice herself to save Kyouta, and got scolded for it.

*Arisugawa Aira*

LV: 24

Race: Half-Elf / Awakened Person

Strength: 37 (Growth: E)

Durability: 35 (Growth: E)

Agility: 37 (Growth: E)

Mana: 53 (Growth: B)

Skills

*Telepathy*

*Appraisal*

Notes:

Apparent heroine number two. A beautiful woman with long silver hair, elf ears, and a large bust. Commonly known as the disappointing university student.

She is Professor Arisugawa's granddaughter and a current university student who belongs to her research lab. She’s so socially awkward that she can't speak properly to anyone other than family and people she can feel superior to. This has improved just a tiny bit recently.

She was uncharacteristically frail for an Awakened Person, but power-leveling has made her stats somewhat more respectable. Still, her base values are quite low for her level.

Also, her Durability has slightly increased due to the aerobic exercise her family has been forcing her to do. She herself is on the verge of death from muscle soreness.

Aside from exercise, she is a talented individual who can do anything she sets her mind to, worthy of calling herself a genius.

However, due to her personality, this talent is only utilized in very specific areas, and she's usually quite lazy.

She is currently preparing a certain "insurance policy."

*Miyoshi Mia*

LV: 62

Race: Elf / Awakened Person

Strength: 86 (Growth: D)

Durability: 86 (Growth: D)

Agility: 112 (Growth: A)

Mana: 115 (Growth: A)

Skills

*Civil Engineering Magic*

*Water and Ice Magic*

*Mana Conservation*

Notes:

Apparent heroine number three. A beautiful, busty elf with a blonde bob. When she first appeared, she was a cool beauty with a hint of shadow, but now she's a full-blown pervert.

While she does harbor lustful feelings for her older sister Aira, she is not a lesbian. She isn't particularly fond of women in general, and the books she usually reads are mostly straight romance. Aira and Erina are simply the exceptions.

Kyouta and Erina think Mia is devoted solely to her sister, but they are both well within her strike zone—in fact, they're targeted on almost the same level.

She may go wild in many ways, but a sliver of rationality remains, causing her to chicken out at the last moment. The one taking most advantage of the current relationship where her behavior is laughed off with a "what a weirdo" is probably her.

However, despite having broken brakes, she has managed to avoid a crash through sheer steering skill, and as a result, her fetishes are being progressively unleashed.

Who knows what will happen when the incident finally occurs, given how much she's accelerating toward that crash.

*Ooyama Shizuku 
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"So, the size should be something like this."

"...Yeah."

About a week had passed since the encounter with the white dragon.

It was getting late into September, and the temperature had become more pleasant. The weather forecast said it would be chilly even during the daytime by the end of next week.

Amidst all this, I had come to Shizuku-san's workshop with Erina-san.

In her workspace, which felt like it had expanded again for some reason, I handed over the stack of papers I’d brought.

"So this is the exterior for that ‘detachable Magi Battery’..."

With those words, Shizuku-san flipped through the order forms.

"Yes. The blueprints are done, but I haven't actually built it yet, so I left a fair amount of room in the internal space."

"But this is smaller than the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club*’s Magi Battery. Are you sure about the performance?"

"Of course, even with the ‘secret technique,’ its operating time will be shorter than the club’s. But there's no problem as long as it can be replenished on the spot. If need be, we can bring spare batteries and swap them out."

"With my space-time ninjutsu, I can bring as many as we need as long as we have them!"

Beside me, Erina-san struck a V-sign with a smug look on her face.

Her *Item Box* now had the capacity of several shipping containers. Combined with her teleportation, she was practically a ticking time bomb for the logistics industry.

Spatial magic users were still few and far between, and magical tools that could serve as a substitute were rare. But I had a feeling a revolution in logistics was on the horizon.

But I digress. Our operations relied on Erina-san, but at this point, we couldn't imagine an exploration without her. With this operational method, we should be able to achieve a continuous combat capability on par with a machine equipped with the new Magi Battery made by the club... or so it should be.

To think we could only just about match them even using *Sage's Nucleus*. Was my skill lacking, or was their technical prowess just that extraordinary?

Those perverts. If you looked at their pure technical skill alone, they were a world-class group of alchemists.

"Well, I just make what I'm ordered to. The armor for *Byakuren* should also be made to connect with the Magi Battery..."

"It's not Byakuren."

"...Right. My bad."

"It’s fine."

Preparations for a new combat golem were already underway.

We would assemble a body from *Byakuren*’s spare parts, and its equipment would be adjusted from *Byakuren*’s remaining gear. The core, an "imperfect homunculus," was also ready. I planned to transfer it from the kettle-shaped one I used during the cultural festival.

The body and equipment were the same as *Byakuren*’s. But this golem was not Byakuren.

I was aware it was an unnecessary attachment, but this was my way of drawing a line.

"My apologies. The size and equipment adjustments are all the same as Byakuren's. It's just that the core is different."

"Yeah. Got it. Well, if the core's different, its movements will change too. We'll have to fine-tune that stuff once it's actually moving."

"Yes. I think we’ll be relying on you again, so thank you in advance."

"Well, I'll be charging you, of course."

We haven't told Shizuku-san, or Aika-san who isn't here, *why* we lost *Byakuren*.

The Self-Defense Force had ordered us to keep quiet about the white dragon. It wasn't legally binding, but I had decided to follow their instructions for now.

If the time came to break that silence and tell them, it would be...

"If you’re attaching the Magi Battery to the back, the backplate of the armor should have a dedicated socket, right?"

"Ah, yes. Please make that match the size of the exterior as well."

"Got it. Well, it won't take that long."

"Thank you very much."

"And,"

Placing the order forms on the desk, Shizuku-san looked up at me with her sharp eyes.

"What are you going to do about the materials for your new equipment and all that?"

"...Of course, I’ll use this."

I took off my light jacket, revealing my short-sleeved shirt.

I offered her my bare left arm.

"Is the syringe... ready yet?"

"Yeah. It's pretty thick, since it has to be big enough to safely pierce your skin."

With that, she placed a case that had been on the floor onto the desk.

When she opened the lid, there was something inside that was clearly not meant for drawing human blood. I felt my cheek twitch.

"...Please be gentle."

"I'm not a doctor or a nurse. When we actually draw the blood, I'll have you ask the professor to introduce you to someone."

"...This is a hassle. Maybe it's better to just stab it with a knife after all?"

"Why are you scared of a syringe but have no hesitation about that?"

Even if you look at me like I'm some kind of strange creature.

I mean, the syringe Shizuku-san just took out has a needle as thick as my little finger. Isn't that pretty much the same as being stabbed with a knife? Actually, isn't it scarier than a knife?

Besides, it's not like I have no hesitation about stabbing myself with a knife. It's genuinely scary, so I wouldn't want to do it myself. I'm just prepared to endure it if necessary.

"In your case, even if you cut yourself, it'll heal right away and you won't bleed much, will you?"

"I'll cut deep and, you know... gush. I figure I can get a lot out at once before it heals."

"Is your sense of pain dead?"

"It’s alive. I’ll probably cry the moment I cut myself."

"You’d cry?"

"Of course. Because it hurts."

"You have it tough, huh?"

Apparently having lost interest in our conversation, Erina-san was looking at the tools hanging on the wall.

"Well, we'll talk about this later. Erina. The shuriken you gave me is repaired and modified too."

"Whoa! As expected of Shī-chan! You work fast!"

"I had to turn down a few online orders to take on Aira-san's job, too. I'm pretty much your exclusive smith at this point."

"Which means... Shī-chan is already a ninja!!"

"I'm not a ninja."

"!?"

"I'm not a ninja either, you know?"

"!!??"

What's with that look of shock, as if you just found out your sworn enemy was your father?

"Noooooo!!"

She really started reacting like that.

"Erina."

"Yes!"

"If you shout inside the workshop again, I'm kicking you out."

"Okay."

With a small vein popping on her forehead, Shizuku-san got a compliant nod from the self-proclaimed ninja.

Then, looking annoyed, the workshop's master walked to the back and immediately returned, carrying the giant shuriken—the *Daisharinmaru*—wrapped in cloth.

Erina-san took it and peeled back part of the cloth.

"Here. I increased the blade's thickness by three millimeters and forged the steel I used in the ‘Furnace of Utuq.’ It's not quite twice as strong as before, but it should still be considerably tougher."

"Thank you, Shī-chan! I love you!"

"Yeah, yeah. I love you too."

"What should I do, Kyō-chan!? I just got confessed to!"

"That's great for you."

"Sorry, Erina. I'm not into that."

"What should I do, Kyō-chan!? I just got rejected!"

"That's rough."

As I half-listened to her nonsense, Shizuku-san suddenly took my hand.

It was small but slightly thick. It felt a little harder than Erina-san's, but the sensation of a member of the opposite sex's hand still made my heart skip a beat.

But the person holding it just looked at my fingertips and clicked her tongue.

"Tch, they haven't grown much yet."

"Ah, yes."

This harassing dwarf. Seriously, if our genders were reversed, you'd be sued. In civil court.

"Come back when your nails and hair have grown out. I'll cut them."

"Um. If you're concerned about qualifications for drawing blood, shouldn't you leave that to professionals at a hair salon or nail salon...?"

"Shut up. Let me collect them."

"Kyō-chan, are you okay? If you go to a hair salon or a nail salon, won't you turn to stone?"

"...No comment."

"When I went with Paisen before, I had to carry her home! When you go, Kyō-chan, I'll go with you!"

The self-proclaimed ninja gave a vigorous thumbs-up. I silently averted my gaze.

I used to go to barbershops until a little while ago, but hair salons always felt kind of intimidating... As for nail salons, I don't even really know what they do there.

Like, they file your nails and paint something on them? Something like that?

"Also, hair and nail salons for Awakened Persons, especially high-level ones, are craaaazy expensive. Be careful. Don't even think about paying with cash. Bring a card. Or an app that can handle large payments."

"Are they that expensive?"

"I thought my eyes were going to pop out."

Seeing Shizuku-san nod with a straight face made my cheek twitch again.

This is a person who deals in armaments worth millions, sometimes tens of millions of yen. For her to be wide-eyed about it, just how much could it cost?

However, it's hard to say they're overcharging. My own hair, for example, feels normal to the touch, but when you try to cut it, it's as strong as wire. To cut and style that, the stylist would probably have to be an Awakened Person too, and use specialized tools.

"So, just let me cut it. Okay? You don't really care about your hair or nails as long as you don't stand out, right?"

"Besides, Kyō-chan likes it when Shī-chan holds his arm! Because she presses her boobs against it!"

"Erina."

"Yes!"

"You're too loud. Get out."

"Aw, man!"

Shizuku-san's ears, who had turned away towards her workbench, were faintly red.

Somehow, I felt sorry...

And thank you for the side boob...! Since saying it out loud would be sexual harassment, I bowed my head deeply in my mind.

"Kyouta, you get out too. I've got the order. I'll give the syringe to this idiot. Bring the materials later. Including yourself."

"Understood. Well then, I'll be going."

"I'll get the work started up to the point before injecting your blood. I've got the request from Aira-san, too. I need to make progress on that."

"Yes. Thank you for everything."

I bowed to her as she waved a hand without turning around, and then left the workspace.

As always, the factory was filled with the sound of machinery, with workers sweating as they faced the iron. I prayed that the self-proclaimed ninja's voice hadn't reached them.

Still, this factory apparently got back on its feet by making equipment for dungeon exploration... I wonder what they think about the current situation.

About a week has passed since the white dragon appeared in the Holophagus's dungeon.

All dungeons are still sealed off.

Will the day come when dungeons are reopened to the public? And if it does, will the government release information about the white dragon... and the rumored red dragon?

If they reopen the dungeons while remaining silent, I'll have no choice but to tell Shizuku-san and Aika-san myself. Whether I tell other adventurers will depend on the situation.

But if the government does announce what happened that day...

What will happen to Japan, to the adventurers? If the "superficial safety" provided by ranks crumbles, can the adventurer system even continue?

Many might retire, saying it's too dangerous. Or perhaps, the dungeons won't be opened to the public at all.

This problem, which could affect the very existence of the adventurer system, I wonder how it will be resolved.

With these thoughts, I left the factory with the self-proclaimed ninja.
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			"Can you really call a needle that’s thicker than a blood vessel a syringe needle...?"

Back at the Arisugawa residence, I held my left arm and stared off into space.

The wound should have healed, but I felt like there was still a phantom pain.

"Hahaha! You should be happy, getting an injection from a beautiful nurse introduced by Grandma!"

"Yes, well. She was a seventy-one-year-old veteran, so it was lucky she managed it in one go, even though it was probably the thickest she’d ever handled...!"

"The thickest she’d ever handled... my, aren’t you full of confidence and sexual harassment!"

"I’m gonna crack your skull open, you disappointing university student...!"

I shot a glare at Aira-san, who was grinning annoyingly from across the table.

Beautiful... well, she was a woman who had aged gracefully. A nurse who I’m sure was very popular in her youth. Apparently, she’s known the professor for nearly forty years.

"Man, seeing that battle-hardened nurse look back and forth between the syringe and you with a face that screamed ‘are you serious?’ I had to try my hardest not to laugh!"

"And what about when she looked at you afterward and seemed to accept it with an ‘Oh, she’s an Arisugawa’ expression?"

"That old lady knew Grandpa, too. That was a reaction that showed it..."

"Just what kind of person was your grandfather...?"

"He was my and Mia’s grandfather. Do you need any more explanation than that?"

"Ah, no. I’m good."

I understood one thing: Professor Arisugawa had it rough.

Well, whenever she opens her mouth about her husband, nothing but doting praise comes out, so they must have been a good couple.

"But it's great that they managed to get your blood safely!"

"Ah, welcome back."

"Welcome back, Erina-kun."

"I’m home!"

Erina-san opened the living room door and returned with a V-sign.

"I delivered the blood to Shī-chan! She said to bring Kyō-chan over later, too!"

"Right... but I’m feeling a bit too lazy to move right now..."

"On the contrary, the fact that you're just ‘a bit lazy’ after having three times the lethal amount of blood drawn just proves you're not human anymore, you know."

"Leave me the hell alone, disappointing university student."

Even that nurse was taken aback, but biologically speaking, I've already recovered to the point where it's not a problem.

But, that aside, watching that amount of blood being drawn from me was enough to make me feel anemic. It was pretty taxing mentally.

"Come on, come on! If you’ve lost blood, you need to get some nutrition! Here, Kyō-chan, open wide!"

"Ah, ahh...!?"

I froze as Erina-san offered me a chocolate cookie with a beaming smile.

An *aaahn*, she says!?

*Aaahn*.

An ancient assassination technique handed down since time immemorial.

From an observer's perspective, no killing intent can be detected, so the risk of the assassination being discovered is extremely low.

As a trade-off, ninety percent of the time it just ends with the receiving party experiencing a sense of happiness, with the probability of the target's heart exploding from tension and excitement being less than ten percent.

All the happy couples in the world perform this on each other to build up a resistance to assassination, while simultaneously confirming their bond of trust.

In ancient times, it is all too famous that Yamato Takeru no Mikoto disguised himself as a woman and first assassinated the elder brother of the Kumaso chieftains, Etakeru, by means of *aaahn*. Next, by revealing he was actually a man, he destroyed the brain of the younger brother, Ototakeru, and assassinated him.

It says so in the Kojiki.

"Well, well, what's the matter, Kyō-chan-kun, the introverted, socially awkward virgin! Are you telling me you can't eat Erina-kun’s cookie?"

"Shut up, disappointing university student...!"

"Is that right, Kyō-chan! Well I’ll be damned! You sayin’ you can’t eat my cookie!?"

"Apologize. To Edo and to every being that loves Edo."

"Is that really necessary?"

"I’m sincerely sorry from the bottom of my heart!"

"So honest."

The ultimate disappointing student who clearly knows what she's doing, and the self-proclaimed ninja who might be genuine or might be teasing.

I hesitated before the proffered cookie, but Erina-san showed no signs of backing down. Her eyes sparkled like a child excited at the zoo, waiting for me to eat it.

I cautiously brought my face closer to her hand and took the cookie between my lips, making absolutely sure my lips didn't touch her fingers. Then, using my tongue and mouth, I drew it into my mouth.

I felt a faint warmth from her lingering on it, and my chest leaped with a *thump*.

"Is it good?"

"...Yeah."

"Yay, it’s delicious!"

What was so fun about this? Erina-san thrust her fist into the air energetically. I quickly averted my gaze from her chest, which jiggled right next to me through her kimono.

However, in the direction I looked.

"Is this the petting zoo corner for strange creatures?"

"I’m gonna knock you out, disappointing university student."

Somehow, she had moved over, and now Aira-san was offering me a thumb-sized piece of chocolate from the other side.

This is bad. What’s bad is that, unlike the cookie just now, if I try to eat this, my lips will definitely touch her fingers. My throat went dry as I instinctively gulped at the sight of her fingertips, as white as milk and as beautiful as a work of art.

Uh, what am I supposed to do here? I don't know. I could feel my brain not working properly.

Confused, I brought my face closer, trying to find a distance where I could bite it without making contact with her fingers...

"By the way, Kyō-chan-kun."

Aira-san flashed a mischievous grin.

"I never said ‘aaahn,’ you know. You could just take this chocolate with your hand."

"............!?"

Th-This disappointing university student...!

Feeling my ears turn beet red, I held out my palm. A single piece of chocolate was gently placed upon it.

"...Thank you."

"Very good. You may eat."

"Thanks for the food..."

I chewed on the slightly melted surface of the chocolate, my heart pounding despite myself.

I was so nervous I couldn't taste a thing. Aira-san, likely sensing my state, was looking down on me with a smug grin.

"Is it delicious, Kyō-chan-kun?"

"Yeah..."

Thinking about it calmly, I didn't have to obediently accept the *aaahn* with the cookie either. I could have just taken it with my hand. In fact, I could have even refused.

...Am I really anemic?

"Alright, Kyō-chan! Next is this one!"

"The petting zoo is now closed...!"

"No way!?"

"Wait! This time, it's these Russian Roulette cookies!"

"Where'd you get those, you idiot. Eat them yourself."

"You dare call this genius an idiot!? And I don’t want to do this alone!"

"I got it, Paisen! Here, open wide!"

"Nooo!? That stuff is potent enough to damage even an Awakened Person!?"

"That reaction. You villain, you marked which one was the dud so only you would know, didn't you?"

"D-Darn it!"

"Hah!"

"Aghaaaaaa!?"

As Aira-san opened her mouth wide in reaction, Erina-san threw the cookie. The dud scored a hole-in-one, landing right in her mouth.

After the world champion of disappointment stumbled out of the room, Mia-san entered in her place, looking flustered.

"Excuse me, did some kind of lewd event just happen in here!?"

"Nothing happened, disappointing university student number two."

"I’m not disappointing!?"

Yes, you are. You're the world's number two disappointing person.

"You want some too, Senpai? I think Paisen made these cookies herself."

"I’ll have some!!"

She jumped on that really fast.

"Okay, aaahn!"

"Eh!? S-Such a thing as an aaahn... p-please be gentle with me...!"

"Does this pervert have no shame...?"

Mia-san blushed, waiting for the *aaahn*. I had to admonish myself for finding her expression unexpectedly erotic. These disappointing sisters really are lookers...

A blonde beauty feeding a blonde beauty. It should be a sight to behold. But why... why is there this unshakable air of a comedy scene?

"How is it? Delicious?"

"Yes... this is... Eden...!"

"She looks happy."

"Alright, then let's all eat!"

"Huh? Did she just use Mia-san as a poison taster...?"

Erina-san returned with a smile, and Mia-san was still in a trance. Ugh, I'm getting tired of all this. This is not what you do after losing a massive amount of blood.

As I stared off into the distance, Aira-san returned.

"Phew... If it weren't for milk and yogurt, I would have died instantly..."

"Does that really work after eating something super spicy...?"

The disappointing university student wiped the sweat from her brow, a look on her face as if to say she had accomplished something great.

By the way, she was wearing a white T-shirt today, so... well, it was a little see-through.

I felt like I could faintly see a black bra, so I looked down. Of course, Mia-san was doing a perfect impression of the phrase "eyes on stalks."

"By the way, you three who haven't been able to go to a dungeon lately."

"Yeah..."

Unaware of her state, Aira-san puffed out her chest confidently.

I reflexively looked up when I answered, and in that moment, I clearly saw a plain black bra outlined through her shirt, and the large breasts encased within it jiggled slightly.

Next to me, disappointment number two was muttering something like, "God is real...!"

"I have an interesting job for you... are you interested in camping?"

"...Huh?"

At words I never expected to hear from her, the three of us tilted our heads in unison.

It was five seconds after this that Aira-san, who had been puffing out her chest with a satisfied look at our reactions, noticed her shirt was clinging to her due to her sweat.

Before explaining her previous statement, the disappointing university student retreated with an unnecessarily cute scream.

For now, my eyes had been blessed, so I silently put my hands together in gratitude. Thank you...!

By the way, I feel like the blood has once again drained from my head. Am I okay? Am I seriously not going to faint?
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			The ‘camping’ that Aira-san mentioned meant,

"Searching for an undiscovered dungeon in the mountains, you say."

"Indeed."

Aira-san, having changed into a black T-shirt, nodded magnanimously.

"Do you remember a man by the name of Yamadera Anji?"

"Yeah, I guess."

He was the lecherous monk who was researching Awakening training and was annoyingly persistent about getting me to go to a brothel.

I owed him for helping my parents with their Awakening training, but that aside, he was one crazy old man.

"Apparently, there have been sightings of what seems to be a monster on one of the mountains he manages. I want you, Kyō-chan-kun, and the others to investigate."

"Um, isn't that a job for the Self-Defense Force or the police?"

If you discover a dungeon gate, or have an idea where one might be, you are obligated to report it immediately.

Having civilians search for gates could lead to unnecessary suspicion. Like, about a ‘Private Dungeon’ or something.

If we were found to be hiding a dungeon, we could get a prison sentence in one shot. I didn't want to do anything that could make us look suspicious.

"That's true. But staffing shortages are the same everywhere. When he reported it, they apparently told him they couldn't conduct a search without clear evidence."

"I see..."

"On top of that, when he was consulting with the police, he mentioned that he knows a B-Rank adventurer, and as a result, they asked if he could request a gate search. This is the police-issued permit for a dungeon gate search."

"Whoa."

Inside the clear file placed on the table was indeed a permit identical to the one I'd seen in the training course.

Is that really okay, officer?

"Don’t be too hard on the police. There's a rumor that their staffing shortage is even worse than the SDF's. Especially when it comes to Awakened police officers. There have been many cases of officers being injured while searching for gates. If they have a connection to a B-Rank adventurer, it's natural they'd want to cling to that."

Aira-san’s words made me nod in understanding.

Gates don't choose their locations. From the middle of a residential area to deep in the mountains where people rarely venture.

Recently, it's become somewhat easier to find gates in inhabited areas, but the same can't be said for mountains and forests. We can't just clear-cut them.

As a result, there were rumors whispered about that places where people rarely go were overflowing with monsters.

If we were to deal with all of them, I wonder how many times the current personnel we'd need. They were apparently trying various things like flying drones and using satellite photos, but there are limits to resources, not just people. For now, there's no better method than having humans go and check directly.

"Then what about the Self-Defense Force?"

"For them, it's difficult to get involved in the first place due to jurisdictional issues. The police have to discover a monster, create the appropriate documents, have those deliberated on... it takes a fair amount of time before they can be deployed."

"I see... We’re not going to stumble upon an A-Rank monster in the middle of the mountains, are we?"

"I can't say for sure. However, Yamadera-shi had an astrologer friend of his look into it, and the result was that due to the mana concentration, the possibility of a high-rank monster is low. At most, it would be D-Rank. Well, even that rank is a threat to the average adventurer. After all, they're like brown bears with human-level intelligence."

"Hmm..."

Honestly, it felt like there was a lot of wishful thinking involved, but then again, the ratio of dungeons that are C-Rank or higher is very small. The vast majority of dungeons are D-Rank or lower.

A situation like when the white dragon appeared, where the surrounding mana was greatly disturbed, doesn't happen outside of a dungeon. Erina-san's teleportation should also work without any issues.

This was a request from Aira-san... which probably means it came from the professor. I can probably trust it.

"I’m fine with it, but what about you two?"

"I’m okay with it! Being in the mountains is so ninja-like!"

"I agree as well, as long as we secure a retreat route while exploring."

Erina-san gave a thumbs-up with a beaming smile, while Mia-san nodded with a serious expression.

Seeing our reactions, Aira-san nodded in satisfaction.

"Good. I believed you would say as much."

And then, she stood up.

"Then—*Invisible Ninjas*, move out!!"

She swung her arm with an exaggerated gesture, like a commander in a robot anime.

Hey, where are you looking? Look over here.

"My motivation just plummeted spectacularly."

"What!?"

"Why, Kyō-chan!? That was the most hype moment!"

"That's right! What was there to be dissatisfied with!"

"Everything."

"Um... by any chance, are we leaving right now?"

"No? We’ll leave after we’ve properly prepared and arranged a schedule."

"This is a mess..."

By the way, after this, a debate arose about "Wait, aren't you coming, Aira-san?" and whether or not to bring the disappointing university student who was fully intending to stay behind, but I'll omit the details.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

It was Saturday. As the car rattled over potholes in the road from time to time, I gazed out the window.

A peaceful rural landscape. Weeds grew here and there in the rice paddies, and what was likely an orchard still had its green leaves swaying in the wind.

"Honestly... why do I have to be the one driving?"

"There, there. I’ll drive on the way back."

"We’re counting on you."

"We are!"

From the driver's seat, Aira-san pouted.

Ahead of her was a light pickup truck leading the way. Yamadera-san and his daughter were inside, guiding us.

We took a train to this town, rented a car at a shop near the station, and after about thirty minutes of driving, the houses and fields grew sparse as we entered the mountains.

We continued along a winding road littered with fallen leaves for another thirty minutes or so. The car stopped at a place with a small torii gate and a shrine.

Since Yamadera-san and his daughter got out, we did too. I lightly stretched my back and then walked over to him.

"Sorry about this, everyone. The monster sighting was a little deeper in from here. I manage this shrine, so feel free to use it as a temporary base. Oh, but don't go inside the shrine itself, okay?"

"Okay... um, a monk managing a shrine, what's that about...?"

"Kahahaha! If you worry about little things like that, you won't survive in the countryside."

Is that really a little thing?

Well, I don't know much about religion, and I think the local temple had a torii gate too. Probably not worth thinking about too deeply.

"But you know, I know I asked you to search for the gate, but please be careful, okay? If you think it's dangerous, retreat immediately."

"Thank you for your concern. We are professionals, so we will manage the risks properly. Please rest assured and await good news."

With his bushy white eyebrows furrowed, Mia-san replied to Yamadera-san with a business smile.

Wow, Mia-san is being normal... well. She's usually normal most of the time. It's just that the impression she gives when she's not is so strong.

"Well, you are that Arisugawa-kun's granddaughters. I trust you. By the way, Yagawa-kun. A moment of your time?"

"Yes?"

Yamadera-san beckoned me over, and I moved a little away from the others.

He seemed to want to whisper something, so I bent down slightly.

"Between you and me, which one of them is your type?"

"Are you a middle schooler?"

The content was so far from what I expected.

"My heart is forever young. More importantly, are you dating any of them? Still single?"

"I’m not dating anyone. They’re all my friends and work colleagues."

"...A gay relationship?"

"That’s not it. I’ll pluck your beard out."

"Well, as long as that’s the case. But still. Being surrounded by such curvy beauties, you must have some pent-up feelings, right?"

"W-Well..."

"No need to be shy. I, who have taught at a university, can guarantee it. It’s a natural thing for a living creature."

"I-I see."

...Why am I being sexually harassed by an old man on a mountain in the countryside on my day off?

"That’s why, look. When this job is over, I’ll give you a little something extra, separate from the reward."

With that, Yamadera-san offered me a pink business card.

"With my introduction, they won’t ask your age. Go there and become a man...!"

"W-Wait, you can’t... I’m a minor! A place like that is..."

"Hohoho. You say that, but your hand is being quite honest."

"Huh!?"

Before I knew it, my fingers were firmly gripping the offered business card.

Impossible, is this some new kind of magic attack!?

"It’s fine, Yagawa-kun. Everyone gets into a little mischief like this...!"

"I-Is that so..."

"It is, it is. It's not something to be proud of, so it's done secretly. Usually, it might be through a parent or a senior at work, but it's case by case. This is also a token of my gratitude for you taking on this job."

"B-But...!"

"Releasing your sexual desires is for the good of those around you, you know? You have to keep it under control before your brain gets dominated by your lower half and you make a mistake. This is for their sake too...!"

"For Erina-san and the others' sake..."

"Going to this place is not a mistake...! Go and become a man, Yagawa Kyouta...!"

"Lecherous Monk (Yamadera-san)...!"

"While you’re at it, just sign this sperm donation form."

"So that was your goal after all."

*Swoosh*. The lecherous monk produced a clipboard and a document clipped to it from his black robes.

This old man still hadn't given up...!

"I can do my research. You can relieve your sexual tension. Isn't it a great deal? Don’t worry, I've already spoken to the girl. I'll pay her, so no one loses out. Yes, this is where everyone becomes happy—"

"With all due respect."

"Hiee."

"Hoge!?"

I let out a small shriek, and Yamadera-san, who must have seen ‘her’ over my shoulder, let out a loud one.

I turned around as stiffly as a broken tin doll, and there stood a smiling Erina-san, dressed in a dark green sweater, jeans, boots, and a dark brown jacket.

It wasn't her usual cheerful smile; she was in her 'proper lady' mode. Her long blonde hair, which was flowing down her back today instead of in her usual pigtails, seemed to sway despite the lack of wind.

"Yamadera-sensei. Kyouta-kun is a minor. I believe introducing him to such an establishment is a bit premature."

"N-Now, please listen, Rinzaki-chan. Biologically, a man has needs that build up—"

"Yes. I understand that, of course. However, I have seen on the news from time to time that minors who frequent such establishments can end up ruining their lives. I want to avoid such a thing happening to a dear companion. Is this line of thinking wrong?"

"B-But, this is a perfectly safe establishment—"

"That establishment may indeed be safe. We also trust you, Yamadera-sensei. However, considering his age, if he strays from the path even once, there is a possibility that he could tumble down the slippery slope and become completely immersed. He might start frequenting places other than the one you introduced, and from there..."

Her eyes narrowed into a gentle arc.

"You can't take responsibility, can you? Yamadera-sensei."

She pierced Yamadera-san with a gaze as cold as ice.

"...Yeees."

The lecherous monk nodded meekly, completely averting his eyes.

He smoothly retracted the business card from before and tucked it away into his robes, along with the clipboard.

"Ah. Yagawa-kun properly refused this offer. I was just being pushy, so please don't blame him."

"Of course. I—we—believe in him."

I vigorously nodded my head up and down at Erina-san, who was smiling brightly at me.

Had I stimulated the self-proclaimed ninja's sense of justice, or were there instructions from the professor?

The current Erina-san was very scary...!

"My apologies, Yagawa-kun."

"N-No..."

"Well, everyone do your best! That's all I wanted to say! I did!"

Yamadera-san slapped my butt with force.

In that moment, I felt something being slipped into my pocket.

This, this monk...!

"Well, I shall take my leave now. Farewell!"

The lecherous monk hurried into the car his daughter was driving and left. Through the glass, I thought I saw his beard being pulled with great force, but it must have been my imagination.

As I was seeing their car off, Erina-san suddenly slapped my butt.

I flinched, my back straightening.

"Come on, don't be so down, Kyō-chan! You can go to places like that when you're twenty if you still don't have a girlfriend, okay!"

"Y-Yessir."

"When this job is over, let's have a party with me, Paisen, Senpai, Shī-chan, and Ā-chan with snacks and juice!"

"Yessir."

"Alright, let's do this!!"

"Yessir...!"

I feel like the piece of paper that was put in my back pocket is gone now.

But I didn't have the courage to mention it...! I'm sorry, you rotten lecherous monk. The professor is probably going to call you furiously later, but you brought this upon yourself, so rest in peace...!

...Huh. Speaking of which, what were Aira-san and Mia-san doing?

"Uwoooooh! This is why I hate mountains! There are too many damn mosquitoes for late September, you idiots!!"

"Nee-san! Calm down! A high-level Awakened Person's skin can't be pierced by a mosquito's needle, and it won't even itch!"

"Even so! Bugs! I hate them! Begoneeeeee!!"

"Hey, you're spraying too much bug spray! Calm down!"

Well, that's them alright.

To think the day would come when I'd feel relieved at the sight of Aira-san being disappointing.

The disappointing university student, wielding bug spray cans in both hands with a face a beautiful woman should never make, strangely warmed my heart. I felt my frozen liver thawing out.

By the way, we're about to start work. What are we supposed to do with this atmosphere?

Is there any way to get into a serious mood from here...? There has to be, right?
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			The scent of earth and grass filled my lungs.

In contrast to the refreshing air, when I turned my gaze into the mountains, I felt an indescribable chill, like peering into a deep hole.

The mana was thick. It wasn't as dense as a C-Rank dungeon, just as the preliminary information had suggested, but it was clear at a glance that this was no ordinary place.

"Erina-san, the Flügel and the golem, please."

"Yeah, got it."

I put the ring on my left hand and deployed my *Arcane Gear*. I scanned my surroundings once more.

The playful atmosphere was over. From now on, it was time for work.

"Here you go."

"Thank you. Now, Mia-san and I will activate the golems. Erina-san, please keep watch. Aira-san, do not leave the car under any circumstances."

"OK!"

"Yes."

"Wouldn't leave even if you paid me."

I turned my whole body, took the duffel bag and weapon case from Erina-san, and quickly began assembling them.

I was used to this process, and the preparations were finished in about a minute. I lightly tugged on the clasp of the Flügel slung over my shoulder to make sure it wouldn't slip. Judging it to be fine, I turned my gaze to the golem lying on the ground.

"*Blanc*."

I called the new golem's name, touched its shoulder, and poured my mana into it.

Since it was assembled from spare parts, its appearance was, of course, identical to *Byakuren*’s. But the flow of mana was still slightly different.

As I gave a small shake of my head, Blanc slowly rose to its feet. I had the golem, its hands covered in silvery gauntlets, take the longsword from the weapon case and a shield I had purchased from Shizuku-san.

"Is that the new golem’s name?"

Erina-san asked, her gaze fixed straight ahead.

"Yeah. Blanc, it means ‘white’ in French... apparently."

"I see! Then it’s Bū-chan!"

"That sounds kind of piggy, so I’m rejecting it."

"Aww, why!?"

Her usual pigtails, which she must have tied up at some point, swayed as Erina-san turned to face me.

"Just because it’s Bū doesn’t mean it has to be a pig, right!?"

"Well... I guess you have a point."

"Yes, I win!"

I averted my gaze from the victory-posing Erina-san and looked at Mia-san, who was also activating her golem.

She seemed to be finished as well, and two golems stood ready with shields and pitchforks in hand.

"These golems are ‘Ukon the Second’ and ‘Sakon the Second.’ It’s a bit long, so I’ll just call them Ukon and Sakon as usual."

She announced with a wry smile.

Clarity and the user's satisfaction were the top priorities. I had no particular comment on the names, so I simply nodded in return.

"Well then, I think I’ll leave Blanc here. As a guard, in case any monsters come for Aira-san."

"Ukon and Sakon as well. They would be a bit difficult to move in these mountains."

"My, what a luxurious escort."

Aira-san smirked, having opened the car window.

"However, the ‘Magi Battery’ isn't finished yet. If you get worried about running out of mana, please replenish it as needed."

"It’s the same for Ukon and Sakon. I think their fuel efficiency is probably better than Blanc's, though."

"Understood. I'm counting on you, new golem squad."

Of course, the golems did not respond to Aira-san's words.

...The thought that *Byakuren* might have given a small nod was, after all, an unnecessary sentiment.

I switched gears and turned my feet toward the dense, overgrown trees.

"We will now begin the search. Aira-san, please handle navigation."

"Leave it to me. I’m sure you'll be fine with Erina-kun there, but don't do anything as uncool as getting lost, B-Rank adventurers."

"I’ve marked this spot too! I can come back with my ninjutsu anytime, so it's okay! If you need to go to the bathroom, I'll teleport to Yamadera-san’s shrine, so make a dash for it after that!"

I nodded to the thumbs-upping Erina-san and finally stepped into the woods.

It being late September, the temperature was a bit more comfortable than in summer. As we entered the woods, which could be called a forest, it felt like it dropped even further.

The wind was refreshing, though not quite chilly. But I couldn't enjoy it; instead, I scanned my surroundings and found myself frowning.

"...I'll need to be a little careful when swinging my sword."

The spacing between the trees was fine. There was enough width for a car to pass through.

But there were many slopes. And not large, long slopes, but rather a ground full of irregularities, like many small hills.

Should I fight while flying with the Flügel? No, the branches were a bit too low for that. With my skill level, I'd get caught on them everywhere.

Breaking the branches was an option, but I wanted to avoid having my vision blocked even for a moment. I didn't even know how strong the enemy was yet.

"Leaving the golems behind was the right choice."

"Totally. It might be a little dangerous for Bū-chan and the others to run or jump here. And I’d hate for them to end up friendly-firing."

With the two of them conversing behind me, I called out to Aira-san through my earring.

"Aira-san. How’s the GPS signal?"

*‘Good. I can generally see your position. Continue advancing southwest from there.’*

"Roger."

I drew my sword from its sheath and proceeded slowly, while Erina-san made small marks on the trunks of nearby trees with a kunai as a landmark. She had permission from Yamadera-san.

Even though we had her teleportation, it was better to be safe than sorry. In an emergency, a rescue party might rely on these marks.

We advanced through the mountains for about ten minutes after that.

I was on high alert, watching my surroundings, but I couldn't seem to settle down because I was ‘seeing too much.’

During normal dungeon explorations, the mana in the walls is so thick that it's hard to sense the mana on the other side, but with this level of mana concentration, I could probe far into the distance.

For someone accustomed to dungeon exploration, it felt strangely off. If I got used to this, I felt like I'd have trouble when the dungeons reopened.

...Dungeons, huh.

I wonder if I'll be able to enter dungeons like before when they're opened to the public again.

Stepping in, trusting the rank, only to have a superior monster from the outside... that kind of thing.

When I think that such a thing might happen, I feel like I'd hesitate. Even if it's necessary for me to get stronger.

Realizing that distracting thoughts were creeping into my mind, I pushed them to the back of my head. I needed to focus on the job at hand.

Just then, I caught a glimpse of mana in the corner of my vision that was clearly different from the other trees.

I immediately put my left hand behind me, signaling the other two to stop.

"Enemy. Front right, about twenty meters. It's in the shadow of a tree."

"...Oh, you're right. Kyō-chan beat me to it this time."

A small smile formed on my lips at Erina-san's words. It seemed this opponent was a very quiet type. And we were currently downwind.

I owed her a lot usually, so I didn't feel like gloating. I turned my gaze to Mia-san.

"Mia-san. Can you turn the soil over there into a spear?"

"...I can. You want to use it to flush out the enemy, right?"

"Yes. When the enemy shows itself, I’ll attack with a throw. Erina-san, please capture its form in the mirror."

"Understood."

"OK."

After exchanging whispers, I turned my gaze back to the enemy. I drew a knife and took a stance as quietly as possible.

Mia-san ‘extended’ her mana to the feet of the monster, which was still in an ambush position.

"Earth."

With that single short word, several sharp spears jutted out from the designated area of the ground.

The enemy must have been flustered by this, as it leaped to avoid the spears with a *bzzzz* of wings.

In short, the monster resembled a ‘giant mantis.’

It looked just like the well-known insect, just scaled up. From head to tail, not including the antennae, it was about two meters long. Its two scythes were a meter long each.

*‘Kch-kch-kch...!’*

The monster let out a strange cry from a mouth that opened in a way no mammal ever could. The sight stimulated an instinctive sense of revulsion and fear.

*Giant Mantis*.

The name decided by the Dungeon Agency was rather uninspired, but it described the monster perfectly.

The moment it leaped out from behind the tree, a wind-wreathed knife flew through the air.

The mantis’s compound eyes had spotted me, but its hind leg had been damaged by the stone spear. It couldn't evade in time, and the knife sank into its chest.

Instantly, the giant mantis was thrown backward as if struck. A sound like something bursting, and a heavy impact shook the surrounding trees.

I cautiously followed the mantis, which had disappeared from view due to the uneven ground.

After walking a few meters, I found scattered white salt and a single coin on the ground. Looking up, I saw the knife embedded up to its hilt in a tree a few more meters away.

Apparently, the shockwave from the penetration had torn the mantis's body in two.

"No enemies in the vicinity... none."

"I don't see any others on my side either."

I dismissed the knife with a partial release of my *Arcane Gear*, reforming it inside its sheath. I let out a sigh of relief and picked up the dropped item.

It was a single coin that looked like a gold coin. After showing it to the mirror Erina-san was holding, I handed it to her.

"Aira-san. Combat has concluded. Were you able to get the footage?"

*‘Yes. Got it perfectly.’*

Through the mirror, Aira-san was recording with a camera. I could film it myself, but the mirror was easier to toss away in a pinch, so this was how we did it.

"So, what should we do? I think this is sufficient as a monster sighting report."

*‘The order is to find the gate. Of course, if it’s too tough for you, you can retreat.’*

"The opponent is a D-Rank monster, so in terms of combat power, we should be fine for now."

"I share the same opinion, Nee-san."

"Let's go, go, go!"

*‘Very well. In that case, please be extremely careful.’*

"Roger."

The mantis's rank was, as I said earlier, ‘D’. It was nothing more than a mantis with the strength and size of a brown bear.

...Saying it like that makes it sound incredibly threatening.

I feel like my own senses have gone numb.

*‘Needless to say, the scary part about the Giant Mantis is its ability to change its body color to some extent and to wait silently for prey for long periods. Be wary of ambushes. As for its exoskeleton's strength... well, I don't need to tell you gorillas about that.’*

"I’m gonna throw a banana peel at you."

*‘Also, I’m currently searching for dungeons where mantises appear. ...Hmm. There are dungeons where only mantises appear, and dungeons where others appear as well. Most are insect-types. They don’t have the intelligence to use weapons, but their physical abilities are high within their rank.’*

"Understood."

I finished the telepathic conversation with Aira-san and let out a small sigh.

The enemy monster specialized in ‘ambushes.’ This could turn into a unexpectedly long haul.

I’ve heard that monsters that come out of a gate don't stray too far. They expand their territory by being pushed out by additional monsters that overflow from it.

Therefore, we need to head toward where the density of monsters is high. This really isn't a job for civilians.

"By the way, Kyō-chan and Paisen, you guys are okay with mantises? You were making such a face with the spiders."

"I’m not okay with them."

*‘Honestly, I want to praise myself for not dropping the camera.’*

"Huh?"

I really want to take it down with a throw if possible. I don't want to fight a giant insect up close, regardless of advantage or disadvantage.

The self-proclaimed ninja tilted her head, looking genuinely puzzled. I was the one who wanted to ask her if she was sane.

"Um... by the way, what should we do with this scattered salt?"

Mia-san looked down at the salt at her feet, holding her twisted, magician-like staff.

That's true. During a normal outbreak... normal? During an outbreak, the Self-Defense Force or specialized contractors would clean up afterward.

But there are no such people here. And leaving it would probably cause salt damage...

*‘I don’t think we’re obligated to take care of that, you know?’*

"Still, let’s at least gather it up and collect it."

"I have a big plastic bag!"

"Then I’ll keep watch in the meantime."

*‘You goody-two-shoes.’*

Mia-san used her *Civil Engineering Magic* to move the surface of the ground, gathering the salt in one place.

Erina-san then scooped it up with a broom and dustpan she took out of her *Item Box* and put it into a garbage bag she also produced from her *Item Box*.

"Wow. I brought this as an airsickness bag for Paisen, but I never thought it would be useful like this!"

*‘Wait? If I threw up that much, I’d die, you know? Besides, a cool beauty like me wouldn’t puke. Even if I did, it would be like pink cotton candy.’*

"Aira-san. We're on a job right now, so please be serious."

*‘You’re not going to comment on the airsickness bag part!?’*

Shut up. If I commented on everything, the sun would set.

"Alright, cleanup complete!"

*‘Gnnn...! Fine, I’ll report your actions to Yamadera-shi and negotiate for a little extra on your reward.’*

"Thank you. Well then, let's resume the search."

*‘Before that.’*

Aira-san’s voice turned serious again.

*‘The search results just came in, but there are some subtle discrepancies between the eyewitness accounts and the mantis. It’s an insect-type monster with flying capabilities. An attack might come from above.’*

"Understood. I’ll keep that in mind."

*‘Good. Now, from your position... for now, try heading north-northeast.’*

"Roger that."

A flying type, huh.

At Aira-san's words, I looked up and saw lush green leaves that had not yet turned red.

I was glad that the weeds were sparse because of it, but it made an ambush from above hard to spot.

"Erina-san. I’ll watch the ground, so please keep an eye on what’s above."

"OK Corral! But if a giant mantis is upwind, I might notice it first!"

"That’s fine too, please do."

"You got it! You can count on me!"

I gently averted my eyes from Erina-san, who was puffing out her magnificent chest, and re-gripped my sword.

"Mia-san. Please provide support in various ways. I’m not used to fighting in the mountains, so I’m relying on your judgment and magic."

"Leave it to me. The mountains are a Civil Engineering Magic user’s home turf."

Mia-san smiled, gripping her staff and clenching her hands in front of her chest.

I nodded back to her and started walking, resting the flat of my blade on my shoulder.

Well now. Will it be an oni or a snake... no.

Will it be a bee, or a dragonfly? That would be more accurate in this case.

With that thought, I focused my senses into both my eyes.
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			We moved slowly through the mountain, the sunlight filtering down through the trees.

Stamina wasn't an issue, but the terrain was still difficult to navigate. Plus, everyone's individual pace was quite different, so I had to be careful.

I'd explored all sorts of forest-type dungeons before, but this might have been my first time in a proper mountain.

"Mia-san, are you watching your step?"

"Yes. Even though they're sandals, they're part of my Arcane Gear, so they're actually easier to walk in than sneakers."

When I turned and asked, the elven girl offered a gentle smile.

It didn't seem like she was putting on a brave face. She really looked fine, which was a relief.

"You two, need some water?"

"No, I'm still good."

"I am fine as well."

"Okay. Let me know if you get thirsty!"

"Will do."

"Yes."

Erina-san, on the other hand, was moving through the mountain more smoothly than anyone. Despite wearing tabi socks and sandals, she was as stable as if she had spiked shoes on.

As always, the woman was multi-talented. She was even good at mountain climbing…

"...Hm?"

Just as I was thinking that, Erina-san's brow furrowed slightly and she let out a small sound.

At her reaction, I immediately lowered my center of gravity and readjusted my grip on my sword. When Erina-san makes that face, it usually means…

"A flying enemy is coming. Two o'clock… no, it's moving, circling around to my six. One of them. It's approaching after circling around."

"Roger."

I replied in a low voice and switched places with her as quietly as possible. At that moment, my own ears picked up the sound of something approaching.

*Bzzzzzzzzzzzzn…!*

For a second, I thought it was a helicopter. It was a flight noise so loud it seemed impossible for an insect to produce, a drone that vibrated in my bones.

It came from beyond the thick, leafy branches.

A pair of black compound eyes and a mouth like a set of pliers. A body colored in black and yellow, with a stinger as thick as a child's arm growing from the tip of its abdomen. The wings on its back moved at high speed, difficult to track even with my Spirit Eye.

Giant Bee.

As the name suggested, it was a gigantic bee. Even without its wings and legs, its body was a meter long, large enough to easily carry off a human in flight.

Grinding its mandibles with a *click-clack*, the hunter from the sky aimed its stinger—a weapon that could easily fell an African elephant—right at us.

But I was faster. Thanks to Erina-san's scouting and my own mana sense from Spirit Eye, I had already locked on to my target.

A knife flew straight and true, piercing the bee's chest and blowing its body to pieces.

The scattered fragments turned to salt as they pattered onto the ground. The knife itself had flown off somewhere, so I made it vanish with a partial deconstruction before it could start to fall.

I couldn't hear that propeller-like buzzing from anywhere else. After checking the surroundings for other enemies, I heard Erina-san's voice—"No other enemy sounds!"—and breathed a sigh of relief.

I picked up a coin that had fallen a few meters away and showed it to the mirror Erina-san was holding.

"Target eliminated. The flying monster seems to have been a Giant Bee."

*'So it seems. The witness was lucky. Even if it was from a distance, to be able to return home in one piece without being targeted is quite fortunate.'*

He had a point. For a non-Awakened Person—or even an Awakened Person without combat skills—encountering a monster like that in the mountains would mean preparing for death.

I remembered a video I'd seen on TV or in class about how 'bees turn their prey into meatballs,' and my blood ran a little cold.

I shook the image from my head and returned to scanning our surroundings. While I was doing that, the other two quickly collected the salt.

"Alright, cleanup's done! Shall we get a move on?"

"Yes."

I reformed my knife, and we resumed our search.

As we started walking, a question popped into my head.

"Um, was the witness an Awakened Person or a non-Awakened? And did they see it using binoculars or something?"

*'Hm? According to the information from Mr. Yamadera, they were non-Awakened and weren't using any particular tools.'*

"...Where did they see it from, then?"

*'...I see.'*

"Huh? What's wrong, you two?"

Erina-san answered Mia-san, who was tilting her head in confusion.

"We're just saying the monster they saw probably wasn't a Giant Bee either!"

"Ah, I see."

*'Well, there's always the possibility that this was a request designed to lure us into a trap!'*

"What?!"

"...I'd like to think it wouldn't go that far."

"I doubt it! Grandma vetted this request for us!"

I averted my eyes from Erina-san, who was puffing out her chest, and nodded in understanding. If the professor said so, it was probably trustworthy.

Which means…

"Then there's another type of monster after all... given the size, could it be a boss monster?"

*'That seems likely. I'll do a quick search on boss monsters found in dungeons with Giant Mantises and Bees. Keep exploring while you wait.'*

"Got it. We're counting on you."

I rested the flat of my sword on my shoulder and started walking again.

After about an hour and a half of trekking over the same uneven, difficult ground, I truly understood what people meant by a 'pathless path.'

Dungeons, for all their faults, are designed with the expectation that people will be moving through them. Occasionally you run into places you can't walk through properly because of mud or swamps, but those can often be overcome with magic or tools.

But this mountain was different. My Awakened body could handle it, but if I were still a non-Awakened, I would have collapsed midway.

Climbing up slopes that felt almost vertical, and then going back down them.

Sometimes there were branches sticking out of the ground at angles that made you wonder if they were traps, and other times there were snakes slithering right nearby.

Add monster ambushes and raids to the mix, and it was just unbearable.

Watching yet another Giant Mantis—I'd lost count of how many—I swallowed the sigh that was about to escape.

Instead, I signaled my companions to halt and drew a knife.

"Giant Mantis. Straight ahead, about twenty meters. Just one."

"Oh, you're right."

"They're always so hard to see…"

Perhaps thinking its camouflage was perfect, the creature waited for us without moving a muscle. There was no cover between us.

"No other enemies. No sounds, either."

"Got it. I'll take it out. If it dodges, Mia-san, you're up."

"Understood."

"Wait. From this position, if you throw something, Kyo-chan, you might cause unnecessary damage. You're not a fan of environmental destruction, are you?"

"Right. I'll prepare for close combat then."

At Erina-san's words, I put away my knife and drew my sword instead.

In that instant, her hand blurred, and two throwing stars flew through the air. Before the Giant Mantis could even react, they struck its head and chest. They pierced its exoskeleton and embedded themselves in the tree behind it.

Watching the giant mantis's body twitch and bounce on the ground with holes blown through it was not something I particularly wanted to see.

"V for victory!"

"Nice shot."

I tried to cleanse my palate with the sight of Erina-san striking a smug pose. Yep, still got a great face.

Once we confirmed the body had turned to salt, we cautiously approached and collected the drop items and the salt.

"The enemy encounter rate has really picked up, hasn't it?"

"You bet, senpai! With that one, we're at exactly one hundred and twenty kills!"

"Oh, you were counting?"

"Yep!"

She's so diligent in some ways, this self-proclaimed ninja. I had already decided to just count the dropped coins when we got back to figure out the total number of enemies.

"But if we're encountering this many…"

"It means the gate is close."

*'Looks like you can see the finish line. Still, don't let your guard down. Always be ready for a fight.'*

"Yes, ma'am."

*'On another note, shall we not go for some ice cream on the way back? Not the convenience store kind, but that soft-serve stuff they sell at rest stops.'*

"Remember what you just said?"

"Sounds great!"

"Hey!"

*'My treat.'*

"I'll take you up on that."

"Yes!"

"You three…"

I'm sorry, Mia-san. After trudging through the mountains for so long, the offer of someone else paying for ice cream is impossible to resist.

But it did manage to reset my focus, which was starting to waver. ...I think.

I took a deep breath, steeled myself, and stepped onto the soft ground.

As we pressed on, we began to see an unnatural number of broken trees. Erina-san crouched down and stared at the ground.

"Giant Mantis tracks? There are a lot of them."

"Those invasive species are really tearing up the place."

"But these trees don't look like they were cut by a mantis's scythe."

Mia-san lightly touched the cross-section of a broken tree.

"Their scythes are serrated on the inside like a saw, but this looks like it was snapped by brute force… or perhaps it just broke."

"So it's the work of the boss monster?"

"Most likely."

"Then the gate must be even closer."

I raised my sword and moved forward slowly. Suddenly, Erina-san shot to her feet.

"A sound is getting closer. Probably just one, but it's big. Eleven o'clock."

"Got it."

Right after she spoke, I heard a loud noise myself.

*BUOOOOOOOOOOOOM!!*

It was even louder than the Giant Bee's buzzing.

If that was the sound of wings, then the boss monster was *that one*.

The information Aira-san had given us on the way here matched the situation. As we had planned, I took a few steps forward, then leaped into the air, releasing a blast of wind to gain altitude quickly.

Luckily, the monster had cleared out the trees in this area. I emerged above the canopy without any obstruction and got a clear view of the massive shadow heading my way.

Its overall silhouette resembled a dragonfly.

Compound eyes dyed blood-red, a powerful and enormous mouth. A body measuring about four meters from head to tail, with two pairs of wings of a matching size beating at high speed.

But its front legs and the tip of its tail were clearly different from a dragonfly's.

The two front legs, developed to an abnormal degree compared to the others, were nearly identical to a mantis's scythes. And from the tip of its tail, where its reproductive organs should have been, grew a menacing, human-sized stinger.

Evil Dragonfly.

A dragonfly-type monster with the characteristics of a mantis and a bee. The name was so on-the-nose it made me question the Namer's sense, but it was certainly an appearance and ferocity worthy of being called an 'Evil Dragonfly.'

*'Jijijijijiji…!'*

From the mouth emitting that bizarre cry, I could see a tube-like tongue. Apparently, the monster was licking its chops.

As I flew straight toward it, I started hearing multiple other sounds. A swarm of about twenty Giant Bees, apparently brought along by the boss.

The Evil Dragonfly stopped its advance and began to hover, then bent its body to point its tail at me.

Immediately after, it swung its entire abdomen as if taking a swing in baseball, and with a sound like the air itself rupturing, it fired its stinger.

No, it was too large to be called a stinger. That, and the swarm of Giant Bees attacking from both sides.

I figured that on the ground, the Giant Mantises were probably launching an all-out attack on the girls at this very moment. I couldn't expect any backup.

"Hnngh…!"

Dodging would be easy. But I felt bad for Yamadera-san if I let that poison needle drop somewhere carelessly and ruin the mountain.

The poison needle was as thick as a log and about a meter long. I caught it under my left arm, pinning it.

Sparks flew as it scraped between my breastplate and gauntlet. The impact was so strong it sent me flying backward.

But thanks to that, I escaped the pincer attack from the sides. I incinerated the needle I was holding, poison sac and all, and let it go.

I gripped my sword with both hands, channeling mana through my arms, my fingers, and from the hilt into the blade.

I wanted to avoid a forest fire. So, I would have to unleash enough firepower to burn them to ashes before they hit the ground.

The wind and flame enveloping the blade swelled into a sphere for a moment. Then, I swung my sword in a wide arc at the Giant Bees rushing toward me.

The sky was dyed red.

A crimson flame spread out in a fan shape, instantly swallowing the giant bees. The sky returned to blue almost at the same time as about twenty black lumps fell toward the ground.

Those charred remains turned into pure white salt, so there was no risk of a forest fire.

As I took that in with my Spirit Eye's wide field of vision, my attention shifted to the one being that had dodged the first strike.

*'JIJIJIJIJI!!'*

Was it anger, a battle cry, or just a threat? That sound came from above.

The giant, demonic dragonfly opened its mouth, which moved both horizontally and vertically, and dove toward me. As expected, it seemed to have a higher intelligence than other insect types, as it used the sun to its back for the attack.

But unfortunately for it, I'd *heard about* that tactic.

I shot upward as well, flying just past its open mouth. As we passed, I plunged my sword into its boxy thorax and, using our relative speed, tore through its exoskeleton.

The wind left on my blade pulverized its insides, and the sword exited from the tip of its now-stingerless tail.

It wasn't a clean bisection, but the Evil Dragonfly fell toward the ground, its body split open from the head down. As I looked down at it, a water dragon rose from the ground and swallowed its massive body.

Apparently, they had finished their fight as well. The monster's body, now coated in white, dissolved into water.

Within it, I spotted something glinting. As I got closer, I saw it was a piece of amber.

It was shaped like a dragonfly. Not a dragonfly trapped inside, but the amber itself was shaped as if it had been carved into the form of a dragonfly.

"Drop item confirmed. I wonder how much this is worth?"

*'Who knows? I'm not an expert, but I imagine it would sell for a high price. If I recall, it's in high demand for fire- and lightning-based magical tools. It doesn't appear on the market often, so it's quite rare.'*

"Huh, for fire-based magic tools…"

I'm currently asking Shizuku-san if she can somehow make the Bracelet of the Flame Horse capable of handling a higher output.

It's a shame to hear it could fetch a high price, but desperate times call for desperate measures. The spoils are usually split evenly among the members, so I'll negotiate with the others and secure it, even if I have to pay out of my own pocket.

*'You know, Kyo-chan-kun…'*

"Yes?"

*'That whole 'run from boss monsters, don't fight them' thing the Dungeon Agency tells you… has it completely slipped your mind?'*

"...Let's get back to searching for the gate."

*'Right, right.'*

In our usual dungeon explorations, I follow the rules properly… well, outside of a few specific cases, I basically follow the rules, so it's fine.

I pushed the thought of the boss monster I'd gone out of my way to hunt down a while ago from my mind and decided to use my aerial vantage point to search for the gate.

I had thought the trees would be too much of an obstacle to see anything from above, but if an Evil Dragonfly had appeared, that changed things.

That creature destroys anything that gets in its way when it takes off or lands, so the trees around the gate should have been cleared out. Sure enough, I spotted a white door about thirty meters from where we'd been standing.

And beyond that, I found something I really didn't want to see.

"Ugh…"

It must have made the other monsters carry the trees it had snapped. Piled high within a huge frame made from those logs was a massive heap of corpses.

Deer, boar, birds. Fortunately, at a glance, there were no humans. It seemed to be their larder.

Monsters in dungeons don't need to eat or drink. But once they're outside, they need to eat and excrete just like normal creatures. Their method of reproduction is still different from any normal organism, but they still have a major impact on the ecosystem.

"...Monsters really are an invasive alien species, aren't they?"

*'Hmm. Invasive, you say?'*

"Aira-san?"

I tilted my head at Aira-san's somewhat meaningful reply.

*'Oh, it's nothing. I was just reminded of that white dragon.'*

"...You mean its ability to take over the dungeon itself?"

*'Yes. If something like that were to get outside... what would happen?'*

"…………"

Her words made me descend in silence.

Honestly, I didn't even want to think about it. But if that dragon got out, to our side…

It felt like, and not in a metaphorical sense, the very heavens and earth would be overturned.

The thought sent a chill down my spine.

...Let's not. The Self-Defense Force will handle that monster. They'll use missiles or cannons and burn it to a crisp.

I told myself that, but my gaze was drawn to the dragonfly-shaped amber.

...I have to get stronger. To survive.

When I landed, Erina-san was there to greet me, pinching her nose.

"It stinks…"

"I'm sorry for being alive."

"Please calm down."

Tears welled up in my eyes, blurring my vision. Crap, I might not recover from this one.

Mia-san firmly gripped my shoulder.

"When we reached the clearing with the broken trees, Erina-san said she smelled a 'rotten stench.' She wasn't talking about you, Kyouta-kun."

"Oh, thank goodness. Really…"

"The smell coming from you is a lecherous one."

"Say what now?"

"Anyway, Kyo-chan. This smell… could it be…"

"Yeah. The monsters' larder is over that way. You're better off not looking inside."

"I see…"

"For what it's worth, at a glance, I didn't see any human remains. And… the gate is near it."

"I see…"

For once, Erina-san looked genuinely distant. I couldn't blame her. Her five senses are sharp even without her skill. We were upwind now, so it was better, but if the wind shifted, the stench would probably be unbearable.

After that, deciding we couldn't let her go alone, the three of us, with a teary-eyed Erina-san in tow, set up several GPS-tagged stakes around the gate. With our job done, we teleported to meet up with Aira-san.

We immediately drove to the temple where Yamadera-san was and finished our report.

The conversation was extremely businesslike, but I'd like to think the fresh bump on his head had nothing to do with it.

Also, as we were leaving, I'm going to pretend I didn't hear him mutter, 'It's not over... I haven't given up yet...!'

Yeah… it's just my imagination, but it's okay to silently wish him luck, right?

I mean, I could just go to one of *those* places myself, but going on my own feels like admitting defeat, and it's not exactly good for public morals.

And above all—the photo editing technology these days is just…

I'm a fan of Gundam, but I don't want to lose my virginity to a Dom or a Psyco Gundam. Even a closeted virgin like me should have the right to choose…!

Therefore, I need a recommendation from a reliable senior…! When I remember all the horror stories I've heard on the sea of the internet, there's no way I can just look one up myself! It's scary!

So, don't give up, you worldly monk! Don't lose, you worldly monk! Keep on running, you mad scientist worldly monk!!

Relying on others? It's a child's prerogative to rely on adults…!

"Kyo-chan."

"Yes, ma'am!!"

As I was lost in these thoughts in the car driving away from the temple, Erina-san spoke to me from the seat beside me.

"Wh-what can I do for you, ma'am…!"

"Why are you being so formal…?"

"Right. It's nothing. I'm fine."

"What's with you, Kyo-chan-kun? That obvious panic. Are you holding it in?"

"Shut it, you absolute disappointment."

"What was that?"

The disappointing university student twisted around in the passenger seat to look at me.

But right now, her timing was perfect. Thank you, seriously.

"So, what's up, Erina-san?"

"Mm-mm. I was just wondering when would be a good time for us all to hang out again."

"Don't you worry about that, Erina-kun. It's not like our Kyo-chan-kun has any plans to hang out with anyone besides us or Ooyama-kun and the others."

"I'm seriously going to smack you, disappointing university student."

"Oh my? Am I wrong, Kyo-chan-kuun?"

"If you think it's okay to say anything as long as it's the truth, then I'm about to start sharing a few things about you."

"Hmph… I'll buy you two ice creams if you'll spare me…!"

"Deal."

After that, the four of us went for ice cream before heading home. Eating sweets on someone else's dime after a hard day's work is the best.

For the record, the next day Professor Arisugawa warned me to 'be careful not to fall for the temptations of bad adults,' but that's a story for another time.
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			The Right to Worry

			The day after we fought the giant insects in the mountains and found the gate. Sunday.

After receiving some gracious words from the professor, I stood in the living room with my family, our eyes glued to the television. They were sitting on the sofa; I stood behind them.

I was too restless to sit down, a feeling akin to impatience crawling over my body. I felt like I could just start running for no reason at all.

Right now, a state-run channel was on, broadcasting promos for a new drama series and helpful tips for evacuation procedures.

But of course, that wasn't what we were waiting for. The screen switched, showing the press conference room at the Prime Minister's Office.

As a crowd of reporters waited, an announcer's serious voice came through.

*'The Chief Cabinet Secretary's press conference is scheduled to begin shortly. What will be said regarding the 'dungeon closures'?'*

Just as the male announcer off-screen said that, the Chief Cabinet Secretary entered the room.

After some perfunctory greetings that were neither here nor there, he adjusted his glasses and glanced around at the many cameras pointed at him.

*'Now then, I would like to discuss the current dungeon closures and our future response.'*

A faint creaking sound. I realized I had clenched my fists tightly.

*'First, regarding the anomaly occurring in the dungeons. In two dungeons, monsters that do not normally appear there have invaded from the outside... from the other world's side.'*

A stir went through the conference room.

Even from behind, I could tell my parents, watching from the sofa, were shaken.

*'In both cases, the invading monsters are extremely large dragons, and it is believed they created a path by blasting through the outer wall with their breath attacks. A large number of Wyverns, thought to be under the dragons' control, have also entered. As a result, the difficulty of these two dungeons no longer corresponds to their rank.'*

He must have anticipated the reporters' agitation. The Chief Cabinet Secretary, though sweating, continued to speak calmly.

*'Fearing that a similar event could occur in other dungeons, we have prohibited entry to all dungeons for the general public, including adventurers. We are still investigating the situation and plan to monitor it for another week.'*

After that announcement, he took a sip of water from a plastic bottle.

*'If no abnormalities occur in other dungeons during that week... we will reopen access to all dungeons except for the two that were invaded from the outside.'*

At his words, reporters started shouting, even though it wasn't time for questions yet.

*'What do you mean?! How can you prove that the same thing won't happen in other dungeons?!'*

*'This is too dangerous! What do you think the lives of adventurers, of the people, are?!'*

*'What kind of monsters are these invading dragons?'*

*'Previous investigations have shown that the outer walls of dungeons cannot be penetrated even by a battleship's main cannon. Does this mean the dragon's breath is more powerful than a battleship's main cannon?!'*

The moderator tried desperately to calm the room as questions were hurled one after another.

But the conference room did not fall silent.

*'Information regarding the monsters is currently under investigation, and we cannot provide detailed answers at this time!'*

*'What about the U.S. military?! What is the government's stance on international cooperation?!'*

*'We are in continued discussions with the United States and various other countries! Please be patient!'*

With voices that were practically shouts, the Q
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			Side: None

Somewhere in Saitama Prefecture. The former headquarters of Turohorse.

At the newly constructed Self-Defense Force base, located a short distance from the store that covered their Private Dungeon.

Three men walked inside.

"I apologize for the sudden intrusion during your busy schedule."

"Don't worry about it. You've been a great help to us in many ways."

Director Akasaka and General Marui walked at a brisk pace. Behind them, Yamashita Hiroshi followed, looking nervous.

An SDF member stood guard in front of the dedicated elevator leading to the basement. He immediately saluted upon seeing the general but showed no signs of opening the door himself.

Returning the salute, General Marui took a card key from his pocket. He used it to open the bulletproof glass door in front of the elevator and proceeded through.

"Th-this is some heavy security."

"Even this isn't enough. It was built in a hurry, so there are still many holes."

The general pressed the button for the basement as they rode the elevator down. Seeing this, Yamashita unconsciously tucked his tail between his legs.

"Um... is it really okay for an outsider like me to be entering a place like this?"

"We're about to make it so you're no longer an outsider. Assuming, that is, that I can convince you and the Walkers."

Yamashita shot a suspicious look at General Marui as he adjusted his square glasses.

As they were talking, the elevator arrived at its destination floor.

The moment the doors slid open, a deafening metallic clang and a scream echoed through the air. On instinct, Yamashita deployed his Arcane Gear and stepped in front of Director Akasaka and the others.

"What was—!"

"It's alright, Yamashita-san. It's nothing you need to be alarmed about."

General Marui lightly tapped the shoulder of Yamashita, who was warily holding his shield.

In the direction he was looking, a suit of 'metal armor' was lying face-down on the floor. A human groan could be heard from within it.

Ignoring the confused Yamashita, several SDF officers rushed over to the metal armor.

"Damn, another failure!"

"Hey, you okay?! Are you conscious?!"

"Ugh...! No... problem…!"

The fallen metal armor tried to push itself up from the floor with its hands. Its movements were slow, and the surrounding officers were desperately trying to stop it.

"This place is…"

Yamashita deactivated his Arcane Gear and scanned the floor.

It was a space with exposed concrete ceilings and walls.

The area was probably the size of several gymnasiums. Aside from lighting, air conditioning, and power sockets scattered across the walls, it was barely equipped.

There were no partitions of any kind, and in this wide-open space, metal armors were moving about awkwardly. Just taking a single step took about three seconds, and some couldn't even manage that, toppling over and letting out another loud metallic crash.

At first glance, it looked like a ridiculous scene. But they were all deadly serious.

The metal armor that had fallen near the elevator. It looked like a black racing suit with metal plates, different from regular protectors, attached to it. The wearer's ragged breathing was audible.

"Don't push it! You broke a bone last time you did that!"

"I can... still go…!"

"Shut up! How are we supposed to get data if you're injured?!"

"Let's get him out! Grab that side!"

The SDF officers and a 'man in a black hood' quickly began removing the strange armor with screwdrivers.

Once the suit was off, a young male officer with a short-cropped black haircut and a well-toned body emerged.

He was wearing nothing but a thin shirt and boxer shorts. He was drenched in sweat, and his right knee was swollen and turning a dark red.

"We're taking you to the infirmary. Can you stand on your left leg?"

"Yes... ugh."

"Doesn't look like it. Wait here, I'll get a stretcher."

"We still have potions, right...? If you treat me with that, I can get back to it right away...!"

"...Understood."

The man in the black hood took out a small vial and scooped out some of the ointment-like substance inside with his finger.

As he applied it to the officer's swollen right knee, a small groan of pain escaped the man's lips.

"This should have you moving again in a few minutes. However, using any more potions in such a short time is dangerous. This is the last one for today."

"Thank you...! Let's continue... the experiment…!"

"I said wait a few minutes! We'll adjust the suit in the meantime!"

One of the officers lent his shoulder and helped the man, who was dragging his right leg, to a nearby folding chair.

Watching this out of the corner of his eye, the other officers and the black-hooded figure began comparing the discarded suit with the data on a laptop.

Similar scenes were playing out all over the space. Injured SDF officers would emerge from fallen or unnaturally frozen metal armors and receive treatment.

The most bizarre part was that the injured ones were the most motivated, trying to force the 'experiment' to continue. Their eyes shone with a light that was almost dangerous.

"Is this the testing ground for the 'new powered suits'?"

"It is. We finally got government approval. We built it in a hurry."

Yamashita turned to look at the impassive Director Akasaka and General Marui.

"Huh? Powered suits, like the ones in anime and movies…?"

"You can think of it that way, Yamashita-san. Though what we're aiming for is a bit special."

Director Akasaka said as he stepped off the elevator. The other two followed him onto the concrete floor and began walking along the wall.

"Originally, the military application of powered suits has been researched all over the world. In Japan, it was mainly focused on combining humans and heavy machinery."

"But what we're researching here is explicitly designed for combat. Not against people, but against monsters."

"...I've heard rumors. Something like 'the SDF will wear Golems to fight.'"

"Exactly, Golems."

General Marui nodded and turned his gaze to a metal armor a short distance away.

There, a Golem about four meters tall was sitting seiza-style, wearing armor. An SDF officer crawled out of its back, looking utterly exhausted as he rehydrated.

"Only Awakened Persons can enter dungeons. But there aren't enough Awakened Persons. There are so few that we can't even properly manage the dungeons in Japan, let alone dispatch the SDF to another world."

"So, the goal of this research is to find a way for non-Awakened SDF members to operate inside dungeons."

"Though we only got a proper budget for it recently."

"Well, it's not something that can be realized immediately just because the budget was approved."

A figure in a bizarre outfit of a lab coat and a black hood walked up. Yamashita did a double-take.

But he quickly recognized the person from their scent and voice, and his expression soured.

"Ah, Chairman. What's with the weird getup? Seriously, take off the hood."

"I refuse. There are people on this base who have seen my face. I absolutely will not take it off…!"

Director Akasaka gave a wry smile at the Chairman's emphatic refusal.

"Just try not to have an accident due to poor visibility, Chairman."

"Rest assured. This hood is specially made. It doesn't obstruct my vision from the inside at all, and in an emergency, it can also serve as protection against poison gas. Its only drawback is that it gets very stuffy in the summer."

"I see."

"No, its appearance is its only drawback."

Ignoring Yamashita's deadpan retort, the Chairman turned to General Marui.

"I apologize for keeping the hood on. And also for not being able to meet your expectations."

"Not at all. Without your cooperation, we wouldn't have even been able to create a prototype. We're counting on your continued support."

And their eyes turned to the experiment being conducted on the floor.

Once again, the sounds of clanging metal and a scream echoed.

"We are currently testing three main configurations. The 'Armor Type,' which involves wearing a special suit. The 'Piloted Type,' which involves getting inside an enlarged Golem. And the 'Piggyback Type,' where a Golem covers the user from behind."

"What are their respective features and progress?"

"The Armor Type has a relatively low production cost and doesn't take up much space. However, we're having trouble with the coordination between it and the 'mock Homunculus' or 'Homunculus' it's equipped with. Right now, it's just breaking the wearer's joints over and over."

The Chairman's gaze shifted to the suit that had fallen in front of the elevator.

That suit had once again fallen face-first onto the floor, and the surrounding officers and club members were rushing over in a panic.

"Next, the Piloted Type. It takes up space and is costly, but if successful, it can demonstrate power and defense that take advantage of its large size. Well, at present, it can't even move properly. The pseudo-nerves just won't take, since it's too big."

His gaze turned to the three-meter-tall Golem the three of them had been looking at earlier. The pilot had gotten in and activated it, but it couldn't even stand, collapsing onto all fours.

"Both the Homunculus and the mock Homunculus can only operate things that are relatively close in size and shape to their human creators."

"Exactly. Finally, the Piggyback Type. It's a cross between the Armor and Piloted types and is the most stable so far. However, that's only in comparison to the other two. To be frank, it's a case of the pot calling the kettle black."

He looked toward a suit that was walking like a penguin.

An SDF officer wearing a suit similar to the Armor Type had a Golem latched onto him from behind. The Golem's abdomen was connected to the human's back.

The Golem's limbs were on the outside of the human's limbs, covering the hands and feet.

It wasn't falling, but its movements were extremely slow. It was trying to pick up a steel pipe that had been set up, but it misjudged the distance, and its fingers grasped at empty air.

"Frankly, none of them are at a level where they can be deployed in actual combat. They're iron coffins."

"Even so, we've seen a glimmer of hope. That alone is something to be grateful for."

General Marui adjusted his glasses at the Chairman's words.

"Hope, you say. It's true that the officers cooperating with the tests are unusually motivated, but…"

"The ones still in the force are either those with nowhere else to go or those who have made their 'resolve.'"

The general spoke dispassionately, but with his fists clenched.

"That's why they've gritted their teeth every time they've seen off their comrades or civilians heading into a dungeon. They took up arms to protect, yet they're not even given the right to fight. It was frustrating."

A faint creaking sound could be heard from his fists. Yamashita looked back and forth between the general's fists and his face with concern.

"If I were ten years younger, I would have volunteered for the experiment myself. If my wounds can be healed with potions, I'd break my bones as many times as it takes."

"...Potions aren't quite that omnipotent, you know."

The Chairman shrugged his shoulders slightly, then straightened his back.

"I understand your resolve. But this is not something that can be completed overnight. You're running out of time, aren't you? In that case, you should treat this as an investment in the future and come up with a different plan."

"Time…?"

As Yamashita tilted his head, the Chairman looked at Director Akasaka.

"You haven't told him yet, my friend?"

"No. I was just about to."

"Um, what's going on…?"

"Yamashita-san."

Director Akasaka turned to face Yamashita with a serious expression.

"Right now, at the Prime Minister's Office, the Chief Cabinet Secretary is making a 'public' announcement about the cause of the dungeon closures and our future response."

"Uh, yeah. My executives are probably watching it on TV, and we're recording it, but…"

"I'll skip the fine details since they're written in this document."

With that, Director Akasaka handed a USB drive to Yamashita.

"If things continue as they are, Japan will be destroyed."

He announced the end of the country with startling casualness.

"...Are you serious?"

"Yes."

As cold sweat trickled down Yamashita's cheek, the Chairman asked him a question.

"What's this, you're not as shaken as I thought you'd be, Yamashita-kun."

"Well, yeah. If you look at the recent situation with the dungeons, that's what you'd think."

"The reasons aren't just limited to the dungeons... we'll talk about that later. To avoid this destruction, the Self-Defense Force must 'eliminate the red and white dragons' and 'dispatch forces to the other world' as quickly as possible."

"...You're not going to say they have to be done at the same time, are you?"

"I am. They need to be carried out almost in parallel, or we won't make it. In fact, for the dragon subjugation, we will likely have to request the cooperation of adventurers."

This time, Yamashita was genuinely flustered by Director Akasaka's firm declaration.

"Hey, that's impossible! No matter how you look at it…!"

"If we don't, Japan will end."

"Honestly, I'd rather just flee the country…"

The Chairman sighed under his hood, and Director Akasaka gave him a broad smile.

It was a rare, beautiful smile for the perpetually stressed man.

"Even as you say that, you and the Vice Chairman are willing to share my fate. You're both good people! I'm truly grateful for your 'friendship'!"

"Yes, friendship, my friend…!"

Police Superintendent Honda, also known as the Chairman of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, trembled with his shoulders hunched.

For a moment, Yamashita felt sorry for him, but he quickly decided 'he brought it on himself' and abandoned him.

"Ahem! My friendship with Director Akasaka aside, this plan to 'enter a dungeon by wearing a Golem' is still going to be difficult."

"However, 'a person wearing normal magic items will pass right through the gate.' We were only able to enter the dungeon and operate inside it when we were covered by a Golem."

General Marui's brow furrowed deeply.

It was a well-known fact among experts and Awakened that dungeons were filled with a high concentration of mana, and if a non-Awakened person entered, they would be lucky to Awaken. More likely, they would die. And the probability of the latter was generally said to be higher.

"That makes sense. A Golem is a body for a Homunculus. If the dungeon were to reject what's inside its stomach, Awakened Persons would have to leave their internal microorganisms and what-not at the gate every time. The mages of Atlantis, or whatever they were called, seem to have configured that aspect quite well."

"A while back, an SDF officer who swallowed a live snake whole entered a dungeon, and the snake wasn't ejected. I wonder if they experienced the same thing…"

"...This is the first I'm hearing of such an experiment."

"Unfortunately, it wasn't an experiment. That officer did it of his own volition."

Director Akasaka, who had been listening beside him, got a distant look in his eyes as he recalled the face of a 'certain officer' in the SDF's strongest Awakened unit.

"In any case, there isn't a one-in-ten-thousand chance that we'll be ready in time for the operation. As the chairman of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, I'd like to suggest that we focus on providing support with potions and the like."

"Please wait, Chairman."

Director Akasaka interrupted the Chairman with a bold smile.

"What is it, Director Akasaka? Let me tell you, I'm frustrated, too. My pride has been greatly wounded. We've already tried every idea an amateur in alchemy could come up with."

"Indeed. I am an amateur in alchemy. Frankly, I don't even understand the principles behind what's happening."

"Then—"

"However."

Director Akasaka's smile didn't falter as he faced Chairman Honda, whose scowl was palpable even under his hood.

"On the condition that copying, photographing, transcribing, and any other form of magical duplication or removal are prohibited, I would like to show you a certain document."

"What is it? Did you recover something from a dungeon?"

"Its origin is still unknown, but when you hear the name of the person who brought it, you won't be able to ignore it."

"What? ...Don't tell me."

"Yes."

At the name Director Akasaka mentioned, everyone who had been listening to his story widened their eyes.

"Professor Arisugawa Eva. It's a present from 'The Professor.'"

* * * * *

"What is this… What is this…!"

"You've gotta be kidding me! We spent so much time trying to verbalize this theory here…!"

"Amazing… It's so easy to understand. Only the Chairman and Vice Chairman properly understood this theory before…"

"Hey, go back a page! You're reading too fast!"

"Chairman, the Vice Chairman passed out from excitement!"

"Pour a potion on him! Wake him up!"

"Hey, don't take out your camera! The 'contract' will activate and it'll burn up!"

In a conference room at the base, the members of the club were swarming around a bundle of papers spread out on the table, making a racket.

Yamashita, Director Akasaka, and General Marui watched the scene from a few steps away.

"I can't believe they had something that would surprise them this much... What kind of organization is the Invisible Ninjas?"

"Who knows. It might be related to the unique skill of their ace, Yagawa Kyouta... but if we dig too deep, a powerful curse will activate. It's better not to pry."

"...'The Professor' really is terrifying, isn't she?"

Yamashita broke out in a cold sweat and tucked his tail between his legs.

They didn't know. They didn't know that this document was just an excerpt from the book in Kyouta's Arcane Gear, containing only the parts related to 'Golems.'

And they didn't know that the professor had approached Akasaka with this offer based on a simple hunch from experience—'The government will probably team up with the club for something Golem-related soon'—and was surprised when he took the bait with such incredible eagerness.

"At this point, the professor's motives don't matter. What's important is the possibility that this document can save the country."

"I understand what you mean, but I don't think it's something a General should be saying."

"Think of it as a division of labor, Akasaka-kun. I'll leave the politics and conspiracies to you and the politicians for now. I want to focus on creating a situation where our fighting men and the citizens don't die in vain."

Director Akasaka shrugged at General Marui, who was staring with gleaming eyes at the fired-up members of the club.

"Um... this is a question I should have asked earlier, but."

"What is it, Yamashita-san?"

Yamashita whispered a question to Director Akasaka.

"At this point, shouldn't we just forget about our debts to other countries and ask for help...? Japan can't handle this alone."

"It's true that mutual aid is important. However, there are two reasons why we can't do that."

"Oh…"

"The first is money."

"Money."

The word was so mundane that Yamashita couldn't help but repeat it.

"Japan is already massively in debt to other countries. Many times more than before the Day of Awakening. We have to create the advantage of being 'the first country to go to the other world,' or future negotiations will be impossible. Our country could be carved up as collateral for our debts."

"I-it's that bad…?"

"Right now, we're being treated as a 'chestnut in the fire' because of the dungeon problem, so no one has taken a knife to us yet. They're watching Japan, waiting at the dinner table for the right time to eat. All while considering who should be the one to pick us up."

After saying, 'Well, we're so in debt that it can't be helped. We can't really blame other countries,' Director Akasaka's eyes narrowed sharply.

"And more importantly… separate from those movements, the U.S. President is secretly inviting various countries to a 'football game.' The stadium, of course, is Japan."

"Huh? ...What?!"

For a moment, Yamashita tilted his head, not understanding what he meant, but when comprehension dawned, he shouted.

Football—that's what the U.S. government calls the briefcase containing what's needed to launch a nuclear missile.

Yamashita's loud shout went unheard by the excited members of the club. General Marui had his back to them, pretending not to hear.

"But why…!"

"There had been talk of it before, but President Fudge Valentine suddenly steered in that direction. The man who had been so passionate about the 'frontier' before, it's like he's a different person…"

A wrinkle formed between Director Akasaka's eyebrows.

"Until now, I thought we could negotiate through mutual interests. Even if Japan ended up taking a big loss, I thought we could get America's help. That we could let bygones be bygones. But he…"

"...I can understand now why the Chairman said he wanted to flee the country."

"Now, now, don't say that."

The director smiled and handed Yamashita a different bundle of papers from the one the club was looking at.

"Huh, this is... a list of materials?"

"These are the materials needed for the Golem experiments currently being conducted at this base, and what will likely be needed in the future."

"...These are all unpopular drop items."

"Yes. Which is why there aren't enough of them on the market."

"And it's a huge amount. Don't tell me…"

"Yes. We'd like the Walkers to collect the items on that list."

"...And the reward?"

"At the market rate."

"No, no, no, no."

Yamashita's cheeks twitched as he shook his head vigorously.

"This amount, for these materials, at the market rate? That's a huge loss. You've got to be joking, Akasaka-san. There's a reason unpopular drop items are unpopular!"

"Now, now, now."

"Now, now, now, now."

Director Akasaka and General Marui firmly gripped Yamashita's shoulders from either side.

He was a 'combat-capable Awakened.' Shaking them off would be easy in a physical sense, but difficult in a social one.

"It would be beneficial for you to remain 'friends' with us in the future, wouldn't you?"

"The Self-Defense Force would be very grateful to the Walkers for their cooperation in this matter. I can't say for certain what form that gratitude would take, but…"

"Ha, hahaha... C-come on, you two. This is a bit much."

"Please, Yamashita-san. To save this country, hm? Hm? ...Seriously, if things continue like this, the rights of Awakened Persons will become a matter for the UN, led by the U.S. You need Japan, don't you?"

"I hear discrimination against the Awakened is getting worse overseas, Guild Master Yamashita. To be a bridge between the Awakened and non-Awakened, it's best to start with Japan, I think."

"E-even so, I need the consent of my other members."

"If negotiations are necessary, I'll help! I'll make arrangements that everyone can agree to!"

"Akasaka-kun managed to negotiate with the club as well. Besides the Chairman and Vice Chairman, they were initially opposed to cooperating with the SDF, but now they're all on board."

"...Not using those negotiation skills on me, is that your way of telling me to 'become an accomplice'?"

"...Well, well."

"Well, well, well."

"D-don't mess with me! I won't give in!!"

*Fsssh!* Yamashita hissed, shaking off the hands of the two older men.

As the head of his organization, he couldn't agree to such a deal.

For the record, a few days later, Yamashita, the light gone from his eyes, and a beaming Akasaka would be seen meeting with the executives and branch managers of the Walkers, but we'll skip that part.
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			If I Were to Leave the Labyrinth

			Late September arrived, and the temperature began to feel like autumn.

The world was abuzz with talk of the Chief Cabinet Secretary's recent press conference: 'What will happen to adventurers now?', 'How will they deal with the mysterious dragons?', 'How will this affect the stock market?'.

A being that could blast through the walls of a dungeon was that unexpected.

We still didn't know much about those labyrinths, or the world beyond them. It had been two years and a few months since the Day of Awakening, and we had only just learned that a country called the Atlantis Empire once existed in the other world.

But people had been slowly starting to adapt. You could call it getting used to it, or perhaps a numbing of the senses.

And that had been shattered once again.

Just as we had updated our understanding, or had convinced ourselves we had, we were sucker-punched from the side.

Of course, we were just as shaken by this.

After school, I went home once before heading to Shizuku-san's workshop with Erina-san. Aika-san was with us today, too.

The reason was to have them look at the 'dragonfly-shaped amber' I had acquired the other day.

"...Somehow, it seems to have high artistic value."

Aika-san's eyes widened slightly at the amber placed on the workbench.

After looking at it from various angles, she tentatively asked me.

"Are you really going to turn this into a magic tool...?"

"Yes. If possible, I want to use it to increase my firepower."

I answered her question firmly.

Learning the market value of this drop item had dealt a major blow to my heart and my wallet, but I had already made my decision. I had no regrets about my reward from that day flying out the window, or even that my savings took a bit of a hit.

None at all.

Shizuku-san, who was also looking at the amber, scratched the back of her head.

"If you tell me to do it, I'll do it. You want me to incorporate this into the Bracelet of the Flame Horse I'm modifying?"

"Thank you. Please."

"Yeah, you'd better be damn grateful. Modifying a completed magic tool is already a tall order, but adding more materials on top of that... you could have at least told me from the start."

"S-sorry."

"Well, whatever…"

Her usual sharp, three-white-eyes looked up at me.

"But. What are you going to do with even more firepower?"

"What do you mean? For combat, of course…"

"Are you going to keep going into dungeons?"

I fell silent at Shizuku-san's question.

"You said you got this outside a dungeon, right?"

"...Yes. While searching for a gate that appeared in the mountains, I fought a monster and…"

"If you're going to be primarily operating 'outside dungeons' from now on... in places like mountains and forests where people don't go often, then excessive firepower is just dangerous. A forest fire would be a disaster. If you can't put it out right away, it would undoubtedly become a catastrophe."

"...I was thinking that if I can burn the enemy to a crisp before it spreads to the surroundings, it won't become a fire."

"If you have that much of a power advantage, you don't need to spend a lot of money to upgrade, do you? Your current output is enough."

She had a point.

"Just so you know, I'm not against it. In fact, I'm itching to mix this material with your blood and forge it into steel right now. But as a craftsman, I have to give you a warning. So, what'll it be? You're not selling this material and using it as a part for the modification?"

Shizuku-san had her usual grumpy face, but there was no wrinkle between her brows. She was genuinely concerned for me.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my muddled thoughts.

"It's a 'precaution.' I'm not sure if I'll keep going into dungeons, but I might get caught up in another stampede. I want power so that I don't die thinking, 'If only I had done this back then.'"

"I see. In that case, I accept."

Perhaps satisfied with my answer, Shizuku-san nodded.

Then, she took out a calculator from a drawer.

"Alright, let's talk price. Since we're adding material later, I'm obviously going to charge you for it."

"Right."

"Just like with Erina, I don't give discounts just because we're friends, so be prepared."

"Right…"

The number displayed on the calculator made me start to regret my decision a little.

Maybe I don't need excessive firepower after all… No, no. Considering the possibility of encountering another 'A-rank' monster, this is a necessary expense…!

You can't take anything with you to the afterlife except the toll for the ferry across the Sanzu River. This is no time to be stingy.

...It still hurts!

"You just thought 'that's too expensive,' didn't you?"

"Well, yes. But I trust your skills, Shizuku-san, so I also believe you'll make something worth the price."

"Yeah. You can count on me for that. That said, while I don't give discounts out of sentiment, I do accept trades. For example, right now, at the convenience store…"

"And stop."

Shizuku-san's red head was firmly gripped by a slender white hand.

The hand didn't seem big enough, but it was gripping her with enough force to make a creaking sound.

"Nuoooooo…!?"

"I felt like a maiden was about to say something she shouldn't, so I stopped her. Seriously, you're going to get sued for sexual harassment one of these days, you know?"

"K-Kyouta wouldn't sue me…! In the worst case, I can just seduce him…!"

That's a terrible way to see me. But I can't deny it.

Well, the not suing part, I mean. It's because we're friends, you know? It's definitely not because 'if a short, busty, beautiful girl tried to tempt me, I'd probably forgive most things.'

I swear on this orichalcum will of mine, absolutely not!!

"Honestly... That said, um, just to be sure... yes, just to be sure, I'm asking! Which is more efficient for mana, blood or, um, s-se... that stuff?"

"Hmm? I can't hear you~? Se? What about se?"

"I won't know unless you say it properly, A-chan! What's 'se'? Back fat?!"

"You're definitely pretending not to understand! And Erina-san, you should be eating a cookie or something!"

"Mmph?!"

With practiced movements, Aika-san tore open a cookie wrapper she'd pulled from her bag and shoved the contents into Erina-san's mouth.

Without a glance at the self-proclaimed ninja who was now chewing silently, Shizuku-san shrugged as her ally was silenced.

Hey, maybe pay attention. The moment Erina-san had the cookie shoved in her mouth, she used some brilliant body movement to make sure neither of them got hurt.

What a pointlessly flawless, pointless martial art… You know, maybe it's fine not to pay attention.

"Honestly, it probably doesn't make a difference. According to the documents published by the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, blood and semen have almost the same magical value. However, they have different strengths and weaknesses."

"That club really does everything, doesn't it…"

"By the way, the human material with the highest magical value is, by a huge margin, the heart. Next is the skull. Third place is a tie between blood and semen."

"Wait a minute. Third place aside, why is there data on the heart and skull…?"

Did that group of perverts finally cross the line…!

I knew they would one day…!

"It had the preface 'theoretically.' I was suspicious at first, too, to be honest."

Oh, good. It seems they haven't strayed that far from the path after all.

They're just building their own road in a different direction.

"If they have different strengths and weaknesses, which is more efficient for forging into steel?"

"Blood."

"You—!"

"Hey, wait, wait! Calm down!?"

Aika-san, who had moved behind Shizuku-san, pressed her knuckles into her temples and ground them in.

Looking at their height difference, they look like sisters. Though their looks and figures are completely different.

"I'm not demanding his semen out of lust! Don't lump me in with Miyoshi-san!"

"Hmph. Let's hear it. Are you really not the same as Miyoshi-san?"

The slander against Mia-san is getting out of hand…

It's not like she's harmful to anyone but Aira-san and Erina-san. Especially not me; I'm probably not the target of her desires.

"It's a craftsman's intellectual curiosity and ambition! The more I use materials mined from a mountain like Kyouta, the better my skills will get. ...I think."

"Even so, you should have a little more modesty…"

"No. Before that, could you please stop referring to me as a mountain?"

"I refuse."

She replied with a straight face. What is with that unwavering determination?

"So, what'll it be? Aika will help you mine it right now."

"I'll bring a pickaxe down on your head!?"

"No, um, handing that stuff over to a female classmate is a bit…"

"Tch. So it's no good after all."

I have a sense of shame, too. If providing blood is enough, I'd rather do that.

Please be more considerate of a high school boy's delicate heart, seriously. If you're too careless about that sort of thing, I'll become a shut-in.

"By the way…"

Erina-san, who had apparently swallowed her cookie, tilted her head, her twin tails swaying.

"Kyo-chan is still thinking about whether to go back to the dungeons, right? What about you, Shī-chan and Ā-chan?"

"Us? Well, we plan on going."

"We need to level up…"

I was a little surprised by their choice. Especially Aika-san; I thought she would have prioritized safety and kept her distance.

"Um, are you sure? There might be a situation where the rank is a lie…"

"Even so, we were leveling up for self-defense in the first place. When I consider the possibility that only the Awakened who are involved in criminal activities will get stronger while I stand still, I have no choice but to go, fully aware of the risks."

"In my case, there's also securing drop items. With the Chief Cabinet Secretary's press conference, my work and the supply of dungeon-sourced metals might decrease. If I can go get them myself, I have to."

"I... see."

They had both thought it through and come to that conclusion.

In that case, it wasn't my place to stop them, but…

"Then, if you see a monster that isn't supposed to be in that dungeon, please run away immediately, okay? Don't even think about fighting."

"...I don't know if I should ask, but the reason you lost Byakuren was because of…"

"Yes. The 'white dragon' the Chief Cabinet Secretary mentioned. We encountered it, and Byakuren served as the rear guard to let us escape."

Shizuku-san probably knows the performance of that Golem well.

A monster so powerful that Byakuren couldn't return. Frankly, they, who are just average adventurers in terms of combat, wouldn't even be able to put up a fight.

Even if that white dragon didn't move directly, the Wyverns and white soldiers alone would literally kill them in seconds.

"I thought that might be it, but... an opponent even Byakuren couldn't handle, huh."

"Yes. If we had decided to fight it head-on back then, we would have died there with Byakuren."

"Thank you for the warning. We'll take it to heart."

It seemed my seriousness got through to Aika-san, as she nodded with a solemn expression.

Though it seems she still intends to go to the dungeons.

"Oh, right, Shī-chan, Ā-chan!"

"Huh?"

"Yes?"

"If Kyo-chan and Senpai decide not to go to the dungeons, let's form a party, the three of us!"

Her words were spoken so casually, as if she were inviting them to hang out on the weekend. For a moment, I couldn't understand what she was saying.

Erina-san... forming a party with other people, leaving me behind? Not temporarily, but formally?

Huh?

"Our ranks will be fine! I'll be sure to support your leveling!"

"...You know…"

"Um, Kyouta-kun. Erina-san doesn't mean anything by it, so please don't misunderstand."

"Huh?"

Shizuku-san looked completely taken aback, and Aika-san turned to me with a panicked expression. And then there was the self-proclaimed ninja, looking completely carefree.

I took a small, deep breath and somehow managed to maintain my composure.

"It's fine. I'm well aware that this self-proclaimed ninja is a self-proclaimed ninja."

"You're using it as a verb?! And I'm not self-proclaimed! I'm certified!"

"By who?"

"Me!"

"So you are self-proclaimed."

The self-proclaimed ninja placed her hands on her magnificent chest and struck a smug pose with a 'hmph!'

Seeing her acting as usual, I pressed my forehead and sighed.

...I hope I managed to hide my eyes naturally.

After a few more words, we headed home. Erina-san teleported me to my front door, and I gave a small bow.

"Thanks for seeing me home. Well then, see you tomorrow."

"Yep! See you tomorrow! Oh, but before that, Kyo-chan!"

"Yes?"

I tried to act as normal as possible as I turned to face her.

"Senpai said we should play games after dinner! A three-person racing game! We're not letting you sleep tonight!"

I made a face at the beaming ninja.

"I accept your challenge, but I refuse to pull an all-nighter. Don't come crying to me when the professor gets mad at you again."

"Okay. Well, I'll let you know when we're ready to play!"

"Yeah, yeah. I'll be waiting."

"Alright, bye-bye! Adios!"

Erina-san waved her hands wildly before disappearing in a flash of teleportation.

After seeing her off, I leaned back against my front door, drained of energy.

"Haa…"

A sigh escaped me naturally.

Apparently, I was a much more troublesome man than I thought. To get this down just from hearing that my companion might form a team with other friends.

No, wait. If your friend formed a group that excluded you, anyone would be shocked, right? Maybe it's not so strange.

I told myself that, but another sigh escaped.

...'Because my friends are going.' I probably shouldn't come to my 'answer' for a reason like that.

Erina-san probably has the attitude of 'friends are friends, regardless of the dungeon!' After all, she doesn't usually go adventuring with Aika-san and the others, but she's still friends with them.

That's right. Even if I quit being an adventurer, my relationship with them will continue.

It's just that we might not be able to fight together anymore.

"...Hm?"

Just then, my phone chimed.

I took it out of my pocket and saw that I had a message from Mia-san.

I unlocked the screen and checked the contents.

*'If you're free on our next day off, would you like to go for a drive, just the two of us?'*

Excluding the greetings at the beginning and end, that was what it said.

An invitation from someone who, like me, was hesitating about whether to continue being an adventurer. What could her intentions be?

As I wondered that, I sent a reply accepting her offer.
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			Saturday. The average daytime temperature had dropped to around twenty degrees Celsius, and I was waiting in front of my door, smartphone in hand.

A pleasant breeze caressed my skin, but I was a little worried about the strap of the Boston bag slung over my shoulder, which seemed to be groaning in protest.

I had disassembled Blanc and packed him inside, but he was quite heavy even without his armaments. The last bag I used for this broke, so I bought what looked like a sturdy one at the Dungeon Store, but... I was a bit worried it would break again.

Just then, a small pickup truck pulled up in front of me. The passenger-side window rolled down, and Mia-san leaned out slightly from the driver's seat to call out to me.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all. You're five minutes early. If anything, I should be the one apologizing for imposing."

After cutting the engine, Mia-san got out and partially removed the tarp covering the truck bed.

"Please put your Boston bag back here. It looks heavy."

"Oh, thank you."

I gave a small nod and, taking her up on her offer, placed the bag containing Blanc onto the truck bed.

As I did, I caught a glimpse under the tarp and tilted my head.

"Aren't Ukon and the others with you today?"

"If I brought them along, I wouldn't be able to carry anything else," Mia-san said with a wry smile in response to my question.

*She has a point.* Those two were even bigger and heavier than Blanc; they'd probably take up eighty percent of the truck's capacity by themselves.

As I mulled this over, she smiled teasingly.

"Besides, I have you with me today. I'm counting on you."

"Uh... I'll do my best."

I felt a little embarrassed and averted my eyes.

Looking at her again, she really was a beautiful woman. And since Aira-san and Erina-san weren't here, she wasn't acting strangely either.

Today, she was dressed in clothes that were easier to move in than usual. That said, it wasn't dungeon gear; she'd clearly put thought into her style.

She wore a black hunting cap with a yellow and white jumpsuit. The front zipper was pulled down to her solar plexus, revealing a white shirt underneath.

Below, the jumpsuit covered about a third of her thighs, and from there down, she wore thick black tights. Her shoes were a pair of rugged black sneakers.

The jumpsuit hugged her figure quite a bit, so on someone with a body as stunning as hers, it was quite a sight for sore eyes. Her chest was as impressive as ever, but her rear was equally amazing. And her waist was so slender... seriously, this family of bombshells is something else.

"Well then, let's get going. We're planning to stop at a parking area on the way, but did you use the restroom?"

"Yes. I'm good."

"Then let's head out! Let's make this a fun camping trip!"

* * *

From the passenger seat of the truck, I gazed out the window and recalled the moment I was invited on this camping trip.

I thought it was just going to be a day trip, so I was surprised when I heard it was for two days and one night. And in tents, no less.

But considering the problems I was currently dealing with, it wasn't a bad suggestion. My parents gave me their permission, so I accepted.

Still, I was worried about them if I was going to be away for a while. As I was thinking that, the Professor offered to spend the day talking with my parents and act as their bodyguard in the process.

In return, she asked me to think things over with Mia-san and be there for her.

Erina-san and the others weren't coming today. Apparently, that self-proclaimed ninja was desperate to go, but Aira-san managed to talk her out of it.

It was a little surprising, but deep down, she's a kind person. She was probably trying to help us find an answer to the 'dungeon anxiety' that Mia-san and I were both facing.

Although it seems she didn't give a single thought to me, being left alone with a busty beauty!!

I mean, yeah. If you ask me if I'm happy or not, I'm ecstatic.

But at the same time, it's awkward, and I'm worried I'll do something stupid. Mia-san is just that captivating of a woman.

Even now, if I look over at the driver's seat, there's a magnificent view of her chest being pressed by the seatbelt. I mean, I'm already sneaking glances, and I can only pray she hasn't noticed.

*Her Boobacious Majesty... no. Her Honkin' Badonkerous Majesty has descended...!*

*What incredible power. Their gravitational pull is threatening to suck my face in. The Mother Planet... there are now three Earths in this world...!*

But I—I resisted.

She invited me, and the Professor and Aira-san sent us off without a second thought. It's all because they 'trust' me.

There's no way I could betray that trust. What kind of man would I be if I didn't live up to the expectations of my precious comrade-in-arms and my mentor...!

That's why the little something Mom handed me before I left, telling me to 'Go become a man!!', is sealed away deep in my backpack.

*Mom... have a little more faith in your son. And please stop taking a full swing with a club at my delicate adolescent parts. I'm gonna rebel, seriously.*

*And Dad, if you're going to do a double-take with a shocked look on your face, then stop her. She's your wife. Don't ponder for a few seconds and then give me a thumbs-up with a look of enlightenment.*

*Is my self-control made of orichalcum? I think a normal high school boy would have snapped if his parents pulled something like this.*

But I digress. Although my peripheral vision, enhanced by my [Spirit Eye], occasionally caught glimpses of her magnificent chest jiggling with the bumps in the road, we arrived at the campsite safely.

We parked the truck in a dirt lot and got out. Just beyond the nearby fence, a breathtaking view greeted us.

"Whoa... it's beautiful."

"Isn't it? It's good to get away for a while every now and then."

Faced with the stunning scenery spreading before me, my paltry vocabulary couldn't produce any decent commentary.

I'd seen mountains during my last exploration, but this might have been the first time I'd looked down on them like this for leisure since elementary school.

I know I'm an indoor person, but being confronted with the grandeur of nature like this was overwhelming. The autumn colors hadn't arrived yet, and the vibrant leaves, illuminated by the sun, highlighted the beauty of the mountains.

A slightly strong breeze washed over my entire body. The fresh, clean air filled my lungs, feeling as if it were washing away all the wicked thoughts inside me.

"Alright, let's go say hello to the campsite manager."

"Oh, right!"

Mia-san giggled cheerfully at me as I stood there staring at the view with my mouth agape.

Feeling a bit embarrassed, I turned my face away from her again.

I walked a little behind Mia-san to a lodge in a corner of the campsite. When we opened the door, an old woman was sitting alone at the reception desk.

"Oh, welcome."

"Hello. I'm Miyoshi, I have a reservation. Thank you for having us today."

"My, how polite of you."

Following Mia-san's lead as she bowed her head slightly, I hastily gave a nod as well.

And as she briskly handled paying the fees and confirming the campground rules, I missed my chance to pay my share.

From the sounds of it, she'd quickly paid for both of us. *How uncool of me.*

"Oh, by the way. I'll be heading home for the night, so if anything happens, just give me a call, you hear?"

"Yes, we will."

"I'll be back tomorrow morning. They say these monster things have been appearing lately, so you have to be careful at night."

"Do monsters appear here?"

When I blurted that out, the old woman waved her hand dismissively, looking troubled.

"Well, no. We haven't had any around here, but you never know. I turned the mountain I owned into a campsite a few years ago to save up for my retirement, but the number of guests has dropped off sharply."

"Oh, is that so?"

"When I took your reservation, I heard you were both skilled adventurers, so I'm relieved. So impressive for being so young."

I gave a wry smile at the laid-back old woman.

"Haha. If any monsters do show up, this young man here will take care of them easily."

"Oh my. What a reliable boyfriend."

"Ah, no! We're not... a couple."

As Mia-san scratched her cheek with an embarrassed look, the old woman's smile deepened. "Oh my, my, my."

Then she looked back and forth between us several times.

"...Perhaps I should come in a bit later tomorrow morning?"

"No, that's quite all right!"

After sorting things out at reception, we returned to the truck.

"But there really are no other guests here, huh?"

Feeling a bit awkward, I found myself pointlessly scanning the area.

"It seems so. Ever since the Day of Awakening about a year ago, the number of people who go camping has plummeted."

"Well, a lot has happened..."

About six months after the Day of Awakening, the first stampede occurred, and for several days after that, monsters were rampaging all over the place.

There was a time when you couldn't go a day without seeing footage of police cars ramming into trolls to try and stop them, or the SDF firing their rifles into a wave of Kobolds that rushed forward like an avalanche.

On top of that, rumors spread that there might be unconfirmed gates in the mountains and forests... and when those rumors turned into reality, it was only natural for the number of campers to dwindle.

In this day and age, there are plenty of ways to have fun indoors. With global warming also being a factor, managing a campsite must be tougher than I can imagine.

"Alright! Let's stop talking about things that will ruin this perfect camping weather and enjoy having this place all to ourselves!"

"Ah, yes. You're right."

I had instinctively started to survey my surroundings for threats, but Mia-san's clap brought me back.

"Okay, Kyouta-kun, please get the tents down from the truck bed. I'll be right there to help!"

"Okay."

Honestly, I know nothing about camping, so I followed her instructions, returning to the parking lot and removing the tarp.

As I was taking out the tent bodies and poles, Mia-san came over.

"Sorry for the wait. I've finished clearing the stones from where we'll pitch the tents, so I'll help you carry them."

"No, I can handle this much."

"Come on, now. Setting up the tent is part of the fun of camping."

With a huff, Mia-san let out a laugh. The way she laughed reminded me of Erina-san and Aira-san, making me feel the strength of their family connection.

With that, we each carried a tent and walked to the edge of the campsite. I noticed that a spot in the shade of a tree was cleaner than the surrounding area.

Everywhere else, I could see weeds and large stones here and there, but that one spot was unnaturally clear.

I was a little surprised by the neatly prepared ground when Mia-san gave me a mischievous smile.

"This is the power of [Civil Engineering Magic]. Camping is about enjoying the inconvenience, but using magic to make things easier feels kind of fresh, don't you think?"

"You're right. I don't really use magic much in my daily life."

Inside a dungeon is one thing, but in normal life, modern technology is often more convenient than magic.

It's easier to use a stove or a freezer than to start a fire or freeze something with alchemy.

Of course, magic and alchemy offer a wider range of possibilities for an individual, but the conveniences of civilization often win out.

That's why using magic for something other than combat out here in nature felt strangely refreshing.

We laid the tent bodies on the ground she had prepared, and I picked up the stakes.

"Drive them in at an angle, with the tips facing inward. So they go in deep, with all your migh—"

At her own tent space, Mia-san, holding a mallet and stake, broke into a cold sweat as she saw the mallet I was holding.

"...Please don't hit them with all your might, okay?"

"I'll use a moderate amount of force."

"Yes. Perfect score!"

Mia-san gave me a thumbs-up, and again, I felt a sense of discomfort, a sense that something was off.

Somehow... could it be that...

"Mia-san, are you a huge fan of camping...?"

She was clearly hyper. It was a different kind of excitement from when she was worked up about Aira-san; this was a wholesome sort of glee.

In response to my words, she chuckled softly while hammering a stake into the ground.

"I suppose so. Around the time I became an Awakened Person, I used to come camping whenever my head felt all jumbled. It's been a while, though."

"A woman all alone... that sounds dangerous..."

"You're so quick to assume I was a loner."

"Ah, sorry. It just slipped out."

"Well, I was actually alone, so I can't deny it. But I'd become an Awakened Person, so I was stronger, and I had my golems guarding the tent. Besides, it was a time when unsavory types didn't come to campgrounds."

"Ah..."

"In fact, it was often deserted like today. I did see a group of women occasionally, though."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Ah, are you done with your side?"

"Sorry, just a moment."

Mia-san seemed to have finished driving in her stakes while we were talking, so I hurriedly hammered in mine as well.

"Next up are the poles. Make sure this protrusion is facing down."

I nodded at her, her eyes sparkling like a child's, and we continued to set up the tents.

We staked the entrance to the ground, wrapped the guy lines around the frame, and drove those into the ground as well. And with that, we were done.

"Yup, your tent looks fine too, Kyouta-kun! Is this really your first time pitching one? You're very good at it!"

"W-Well, I wouldn't say that..."

I felt myself blushing at her unabashed praise, but Mia-san paid me no mind and continued on.

"Now, it's time to prepare the campfire! Camping means campfire, and campfire means camping! The history of mankind is the history of the campfire!"

"Ah, yes."

*Wow.* I remembered my dad getting super hyped up when my family went camping back in elementary school.

Though, Dad has hated camping ever since he singed his bangs in a campfire.

Come to think of it, that might have been when his frontline began its retreat... though it's made quite a comeback since he Awakened.

"The firewood is on the truck bed, could you please get it? I'll prepare the fire pit with magic and then grab the kitchen table!"

"Yessir!"

I nodded at the incredibly enthusiastic Mia-san and headed to the truck as instructed.

Somehow, her smile was infectious, and I felt my own cheeks relax into a grin. Was it too early to say I felt like a kid again?

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mia-san activating her magic with an unnecessary shout of "Hup!" and I chuckled, naturally striding toward the parking lot.
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			I placed the firewood I'd brought from the truck bed next to the neatly stacked stone fire pit—a creation of magic.

Just as I was about to start loading wood into it, Mia-san stopped me.

"We need to split the wood before we put it in the pit."

"Huh? But it's already split..."

The firewood she'd brought was likely purchased from a home improvement store.

It was already cut into quarter-sized pieces, which seemed perfectly fine for lighting a fire.

"Of course, we can use it as is, but it's better to have thinner pieces when you're first getting the fire started."

"I see..."

Her explanation made sense, and I picked up a piece of firewood.

"Which is why you should take this hatchet—"

—*CRACK!*—

"Eh?"

"Oh..."

Mia-san gave me a strange look as I tore the piece of wood in half with my fingers, right along the grain.

"...Was that not okay?"

"It's fine, but... No! Kyouta-kun, you have to experience splitting wood properly! The non-gorilla way!"

"Who are you calling a gorilla?"

Mia-san, who had produced a wooden chopping block from somewhere, held out the handle of a hatchet to me.

"You know to follow the grain, right? Now, lightly press the blade of the hatchet into the wood... yes, that's it. Now, swing it down onto the block with a 'moderate amount of force'!"

Following her instructions, I brought the hatchet-embedded wood down on the block.

With a satisfying *thwack*, the wood split cleanly in two.

"This is... actually pretty satisfying."

"Right? With our strength, we could easily split firewood with magic, but there's a certain 'elegance' to doing it like this... though I didn't expect you to use your bare hands."

"Well, I just thought I could do it, so I went for it."

It was true, this was how they always did it in anime.

But it was obviously faster to do it by hand. Still, there was something addictive about this inefficient method.

I was almost mindlessly splitting wood when Mia-san called out.

"That's enough wood splitting for now. We'll use the unsplit logs later to feed the fire. The fire pit is all checked out, so let's light this crumpled newspaper and frayed twine."

"Got it."

"Oh, but before that. I'm making a fire directly on the ground this time, but many campsites don't allow that. It can cause a wildfire, you see. This place is fine, though; their website said it was okay."

"What?! Then how are you supposed to have a campfire...?"

A campfire without a fire is like curry without *fukujinzuke* pickles. A *fukujinzuke* extremist would weep at that comparison alone.

I can enjoy curry without them, but it's undeniably incomplete. The relationship between campfires and camping is just as inseparable.

"It just means you can't have a fire directly on the ground. You have to use *that*."

With a smug look, Mia-san pointed her thumb at a metal box on legs.

It had a V-shaped depression, and the inside was slightly blackened—proof that something had been burned in it.

"It's called a fire pit stand. You put the firewood inside this and burn it."

"Ah, now that you mention it, I think I've seen one on a TV show."

"See? Most campgrounds nowadays require you to bring one of these. If you ever go solo camping in the future, Kyouta-kun, please be careful. When in doubt, just ask the campsite manager."

"Yessir."

"Excellent! Now, let's begin the ignition process!"

"Right!"

"So. I'll let you choose: will you use the 'Ring of the Flame Horse' or this 'firestarter' here?"

Mia-san showed me a stick she was holding.

"Oh, I've seen that in TV dramas. You scrape the rod part with a knife or something."

"Exactly. You know your stuff! Well, a knife is scary, so in my case, I'll use the included striker... this metal plate here."

Dangling from the handle of the firestarter she was holding was a thumb-sized metal plate on a string.

That must have been the striker.

"So, which one will you use? Of course, me doing it is also an option."

"Then... since I have the chance, may I use that?"

"That's what I wanted to hear...!"

I took the starter from Mia-san, who was beaming and giving me a thumbs-up. Apparently, it's better to wear gloves to protect your fingers, but she said we'd be fine.

I held the rod over the twine, which I'd placed slightly in front of the center of the pit, and scraped it with the metal plate.

But it didn't work like I'd seen on TV, and I tilted my head.

"Huh...?"

"Heh... how nostalgic. I had a time like that, too..."

Mia-san seemed to be lost in a distant memory, but I was focused.

If I used too much force, I might break it, and more importantly, fumbling around would be uncool. I changed the angle of the metal plate and tried a few different things.

"You mustn't rush, Kyouta-kun."

"Whoa..."

I was a bit startled when Mia-san suddenly crouched down next to me.

She was close enough for our shoulders to touch, and a pleasant scent wafted from her. My heart skipped a beat at her beautiful face being so near.

"Instead of just scraping the surface, try to move it with the feeling of 'shaving' it. The rod is made of magnesium, you see. If you give it a sharp 'scrape!' with the striker, it's surprisingly easy to shave off. That will create sparks, which you want to land on the frayed twine."

"I-I see."

Feeling a bit flustered by her cheerful smile, I did as she said.

This time, sparks flew easily and a small flame ignited on the twine below.

"Ohh..."

"You have a knack for this, Kyouta-kun! Y-You wild child!"

"That's not a compliment, is it?"

"Hahaha! Just kidding, just kidding. Now let's touch the newspaper to this twine, and then start placing the firewood on top. Make sure to leave a path for the air to flow—"

Mia-san was preparing the fire with such genuine enjoyment, her face so close that I found it hard to concentrate.

Her long elven ears were twitching up and down slightly, and their tips would occasionally brush against my earlobe.

It was so ticklish that I had to shift away a little.

My heart just couldn't take it.

"Alright, the fire is growing nicely. Now, let's cook the rice in this mess tin!"

"Whoa, *that* thing."

"Yes, *that* thing!"

Mia-san stood up and brought over a black mess tin from a nearby table.

It was an item I hadn't seen in person since my elementary school camping trip. I was starting to get excited.

"I've already put the rice and water in, so we can heat it right away!"

"W-When did you...?!"

"Hmph... how many solo camping trips do you think I've been on?"

Mia-san smugly assembled a tripod and hung the mess tin from it.

"It was worth soaking the rice in a separate container before we left...! With this, we'll have delicious, freshly cooked rice in about twenty minutes."

"A-Amazing... By the way, were you always alone? Didn't you get... lonely?"

"Kyouta-kun."

"Yes."

*Hmph.*

Mia-san gave me a knowing smile.

"I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't talk about solo camping as if it's something shameful or lonely. As long as you follow proper etiquette and have fun, a camping trip is a great success. It's not all about making noise with a large group of people."

"Right."

"If you insult solo camping again, I will smash a full-power magic spell into the back of your head. Understood?"

"I'll be more careful from now on."

"Good."

*Those eyes were serious. She really meant it.*

*Never equate solo camping with being a loner.* I made a solemn vow in my heart right then and there.

"Ahem! Next, let's get ready to grill the meat! We'll use this fire pit stand for the grill!"

"Oh, so that's why you had it set up already."

"Usually I do everything with either the fire pit or the stand, but there are two of us today. I'll make plenty for a growing boy like you, Kyouta-kun."

"Thank you."

"Alright, let's get this one lit up nice and quick."

Mia-san deftly lit the twine inside the fire pit stand and arranged the firewood on top.

She was much faster than when I was helping. She was clearly very experienced.

"Okay, Kyouta-kun. Please get the grill out of that backpack."

"Okay."

"And... another application of magic. A simple cooler box, with the help of 'Water-Ice Magic,' can perform just as well as a home refrigerator! Your meat and fish are safe!"

"...Actually, wouldn't a modern cooler box be fine for half a day without magic? With some ice packs, it should be enough."

"You're naive, Kyouta-kun. If you underestimate today's global warming, you'll end up with a very sad story...!"

"Yessir."

From Mia-san's intense expression, I could guess what had happened.

*She must have made a mistake during the summer...*

"I'll provide the water with magic, so once you've washed your hands, let's start grilling the meat. The rice in the mess tin should be ready at just the right time."

"Understood. Thank you."

"Not at all. I'm the one who should be thanking you for coming with me today."

With that, I washed my hands in the orb of water she created in mid-air and stood before the grill.

"By the way, Kyouta-kun. Do you know the difference between yakiniku and barbecue?"

"Huh? Um, the difference between English and Japanese...?"

"Heh heh heh. Actually, 'yakiniku' is when you grill the meat and eat it right there on the spot. 'Barbecue,' on the other hand, is when you finish grilling most of the ingredients and then serve them on a plate—"

* * *

And so, after feasting on grilled meat and freshly cooked rice.

"The dishes have to be washed at the designated water area, you know. In this case, it's next to the lodge where the reception is."

"I see. And that basket is for...?"

"Hehe. This is really handy for washing dishes. I can do something like a dishwasher with magic."

"[Water-Ice Magic] is really versatile, isn't it..."

I learned about campsite dishwashing etiquette, marveled at the convenience of magic, and was awed by the modern civilization that could rival it.

"Kyouta-kun! I found a good tree, a really good tree! Let's hang up the hammock!"

"A hammock? But won't bugs and stuff crawl on you?"

"It's fine. I actually got some insect-repellent magic potion from Grandmother! If we burn it like incense, there won't be any problems!"

"If Aira-san heard that, she'd probably get angry and say, 'You should have given me that last time.'"

It was my first time in a hammock, and I almost fell out face-first trying to get in.

"The joy of a hammock isn't just about sleeping... it's about this radio and this mystery novel."

"...Meaning?"

"Swaying in a hammock, listening to music on the radio, while reading a mystery novel... it makes you feel really, really smart!"

"That sounds like something a moron would come up with."

"Come on! Just try it before you judge. It's surprisingly relaxing!"

Dubiously, I swayed in the hammock and listened to some jazz, and I had to admit, just as she said, I felt my mind grow calm.

"It's a little early, but let's get ready for dinner!"

"Huh? Oh. Is it that late already?"

"When you think of camping, you think of curry... but! Tonight, we're going with pasta!"

"Pasta?"

"The sauce will be a special tomato sauce with the sausage, bell peppers, mushrooms, and onions I brought. And... believe it or not, we're going to break the noodles and put them in a small pot!"

"The thing that makes famous Italians furious?!"

"Yes! This is the only time there's absolutely no need to do it! In fact, you can easily bring a large pot even when camping, so this is just for fun!"

"Well, in that case, we have to do it!"

"Yes, let's do it!"

We both giggled like kids as we broke the pasta in half and boiled it in the small pot.

Her special meat sauce was delicious, but the pasta itself was just... normal. We shared a wry smile, admitting that breaking it in half hadn't made it feel special at all.

Time passed like that, and before we knew it, it was night.

Under a sky full of stars, she partially deployed her [Arcane Gear] staff.

"Now, now, Kyouta-kun. Why do you think I chose a campsite that's unpopular and not even properly cleared?"

"Huh?... To avoid running into a group of extroverts?"

"Wrong, unfortunately. Well, it's true I'd rather not run into a group like that. But the real reason is this."

Mia-san raised her staff, then slammed its butt forcefully into the ground.

In that instant, her mana spread through the staff, and stones began to pop out of the earth one after another.

In no time at all, the stones assembled themselves into the shape of a large tub. Then, an earthen wall rose to surround it, and I immediately knew what it was.

"No way... an open-air bath!"

"Yes! Soaking in a self-made bath while gazing at the starry sky... that is the true pleasure of Mia-style camping!!"

Mia-san struck a powerful victory pose, but I couldn't remain calm.

I'd been enjoying camping with her as if she were a senior of the same gender, but she was a woman so beautiful that 100 out of 100 people would agree. And she was busty.

For her to mention an open-air bath in a space where it was just the two of us, a woman who looked like she'd stepped out of an adult video game... it was too much for a healthy high school boy.

The manager, the old woman, had already gone home in her car. It was truly, genuinely just the two of us.

I had no intention of 'doing anything,' but even so, it was hard on my heart.

"[Water-Ice Magic] can produce water or ice at will... which means it's also easy to heat water. Well, boiling it is a bit of a challenge, but keeping it around forty degrees Celsius is a piece of cake."

"I-Is this okay...? You know, with everything..."

"Don't worry. Any water with soap or shampoo will be properly contained in this water basin; I can even separate it with magic. I've already confirmed that it's okay to dispose of it in the drain area. As long as I return this bath and wall to their original state before we leave, we won't have damaged the campsite. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that my magic skills were honed through this very process...!"

"No, that's not what I meant."

I shook my head at Mia-san, who was speaking as rapidly as Aira-san does when talking about anime.

"Um, you are here with a guy, so... maybe you should be a little more cautious."

"...Ah."

My words finally seemed to register, and Mia-san's cheeks turned a deep shade of red.

But, perhaps because she was older, or perhaps just out of sheer stubbornness, she gave a small cough and met my gaze again.

"O-Of course, I trust you, Kyouta-kun. Usually, I bring a golem to stand guard just in case, but I don't have one this time. It all depends on your self-control, but I'm sure it will be fine."

"W-Well. Right. Of course I won't peek or anything..."

"But, you're right. In that case..."

A sly grin spread across her face.

Leaning forward slightly, Mia-san looked up at me. With the movement, her magnificent chest swayed with a gentle *bounce*.

Her chest, pulled by gravity. From her collar, I could see a faint glimpse of her white cleavage.

"If you do peek, Kyouta-kun, there will be punishment. I'll make sure you experience something very, very embarrassing, so be prepared."

"I'll take that to heart...!"

My cheeks were burning. I turned my face away from her, trying to cool it in the night breeze.

"Excellent. Well then, I'll go get my change of clothes. You should get ready too, Kyouta-kun. Oh, is it alright if I go in first?"

"Yes, of course, that's fine...!"

"...Or would you like to get in together?"

"Wha—?!"

I couldn't help but shout as I spun back toward Mia-san, only to see her wearing a smile identical to Aira-san's.

"I'm kidding. Were you hoping I was serious?"

"N-Ah, guh...!"

She cackled at my reaction and headed for the truck.

But unfortunately for her, my eyes are [Spirit Eyes].

Even with the limited light sources, I could clearly see that Mia-san's ears had turned red.

*Don't tease me with a kamikaze attack when you're just going to get flustered yourself. It's really, really bad for my heart...!*

Despite that little episode, the open-air bath was as wonderful as she had claimed.

While I was standing guard outside the wall, I was tormented by the faint sounds I could hear... but when it was my turn, and I soaked in the hot water while looking up at the night sky, I was filled with a sense of wonder.

My neighborhood would be considered rural by most standards. If you look up at the sky, there's almost nothing blocking the view. Late at night, the lights from the houses are off.

But being out here, in the midst of nature... maybe it's just my memory playing tricks on me, or the environment making me feel this way, but...

The sky was so beautiful.

...Of course.

It didn't take long for the impure thought that Mia-san had been in this very water just moments before to start swirling around in my head.

What can I say? I'm a sadly vulgar man.

In any case. After finishing my bath and changing, I sat down in a folding chair. A small table separated me from Mia-san's chair.

The night breeze felt pleasant against my warm body. In front of me were the pitch-black mountains. Above were the stars and a crescent moon. Strangely, I began to feel a sense of luxury.

*And I'm a guy who frequents dungeons,* I thought to myself, but somehow, this situation felt strongly like something out of the ordinary. In a good way.

There was no smell of blood, no sharp sense of crisis.

Just a gentle breeze caressing my cheeks.

"Here you go. Coffee."

"Ah, thanks."

A coffee cup was placed on my side of the table, and I gave a small nod.

An LED lantern, the same kind I use in dungeons, sat in the middle of the table, and she placed her own cup on the other side of it.

"I put a lot of sugar and milk in, is that okay?"

"Yes. Thank you."

"Heh heh heh. Actually, I chose the beans myself and brewed this. Don't tell Grandmother, okay?"

Mia-san winked at me from her chair.

When a beautiful woman does it, even a cheesy gesture looks good. I felt my heart skip a beat, and to hide it, I asked a question.

"Why is it a secret from the Professor?"

"One time, I was grinding coffee beans in the kitchen, and Grandmother was watching me from behind the door with a sad look on her face. I'll never forget that look, as if to say she'd been betrayed."

"The Professor did that?"

"Yes. *That* Grandmother did."

I couldn't help but laugh as I pictured the scene.

"She doesn't seem to mind store-bought coffee, but I guess grinding it from beans was unforgivable."

"That's quite something... but why did you go to the trouble of getting coffee beans yourself?"

"It's a shallow reason. About a year ago, I took a trip to another prefecture and saw some middle school-aged girls brewing coffee at a campsite. It just looked so cool."

"I see..."

"And now I've become particular about the beans. You absolutely must not tell on me to Grandmother, okay?"

"...Is that a dare?"

"No-it-is-not."

I chuckled at Mia-san as she pouted.

Somehow... I felt like I'd known this person for a long time, but thinking back, it hadn't even been half a year since we met.

Perhaps because we'd entrusted our lives to each other so many times, those few months felt incredibly dense. It was fair to call us comrades-in-arms by now.

"Oh, by the way, Mia-san."

"What is it?"

"While I was in the bath, you were walking around the wall a lot... is something wrong?"

Her mana had been moving back and forth on the other side of the wall, and I'd been a little curious.

At first, I thought she'd sensed an enemy, but it didn't seem like that at all.

Her movements were... indecisive.

"...Let's change the subject."

"Huh?"

"I'm going to talk about something serious now. Let's drop that topic."

"Ah, okay."

I didn't know what it was about, but Mia-san shook her head, a bead of cold sweat on her brow.

I had no intention of pressing the issue, so I readily agreed.

"It's about whether... we'll continue going to dungeons."

"...So that's what you were debating while I was in the bath."

"Huh? Oh, yes. That's right. I suppose it was."

I took a sip of coffee and let out a small sigh.

"...Honestly, I still don't have an answer. Aira-san and Erina-san told me not to rush it, but..."

"...Me too."

Softly, she said that, then took a sip of her own coffee before continuing.

"Logically, I know that something like that won't happen so easily again. But logically, dungeons and Awakened Persons are themselves existences outside of logic."

"Anything can happen... We thought we understood that, but everyone forgot. We assumed that dungeons were closed-off spaces."

"What if there's another intrusion? What if the impact makes the gate unusable? What if the intruder has power equal to that dragon?"

Her worries were the same ones I had considered.

A dungeon. It has a name, but it's an unknown territory that hasn't been fully understood.

I once heard somewhere that people give names to things they don't understand to feel like they do.

This is exactly that. We got comfortable, thinking we understood this unknown existence, when in reality, it was a danger zone where anything could happen.

"...What should we do?"

"What, indeed."

We both leaned back in our chairs and looked up at the sky.

As the saying goes, look to the heavens in times of trouble, but of course, the moon gave no answer.

The crescent moon seemed to be smiling, as if to say, 'Figure it out yourselves.'

"...I think we have enough of a buffer. Both in money and in power."

"..."

I listened to her words.

"If we stop and think calmly, we're plenty strong. There are millions of Awakened Persons, but 'B-Rank adventurers' are a mere handful. And we're among the top of that handful."

"...But someone will surpass us eventually."

"There aren't many people who have both the talent and the drive to reach this rank. And as long as the one who surpasses us isn't a villain, it's not a problem. If they'll fight monsters in our place, then all the better."

"If we don't go to dungeons, we'll get weaker."

"I heard that it's at a pace of about one level per year. In that sense, I think we have a buffer."

"...What if we get caught in another stampede?"

"That would be a problem."

"What if the monsters in that stampede are stronger than we are now? So strong we can't even escape in one piece... like that dragon."

I remember the image of Byakuren being swallowed by the aurora-like light.

His silver back disappeared in less than a second. If that golem, whose performance was comparable to a 'B-Rank adventurer,' hadn't sacrificed himself to protect us... someone would have died.

It might have been me. It might have been Erina-san. It might have been Mia-san.

Next time, Aira-san, the Professor, my parents, Shizuku-san and the others might be there too.

When that happens, we...

"But. Isn't it originally the Self-Defense Force's job to deal with situations like that?"

"That's how it should be. But the world doesn't always work that way."

"You're right..."

Both she and I have come to a conclusion in our rational minds.

The reason we're forced to stop is... out of 'fear.'

It was overwhelming. It was absolute. Even now, if I close my eyes, I can vividly recall the majesty of the great dragon, each and every one of its scales possessing immense power.

—*What if we encounter something like that again?*

—*What if we can't escape next time?*

Just thinking about it makes my legs freeze.

I feel resentment and anger. But fear wins out.

"............"

Silence dominated the night. In a space where not even the chirping of insects could be heard, my thoughts just spun around in the same place.

I'm missing something, something to shake off the fear that clings to my entire body.

Is it a desire for revenge, reckless courage, or confidence? A piece of the puzzle whose name I don't even know is missing.

Finding it will surely take time. Or else, it would require some kind of drastic 'shock therapy.'

And—it seems that time is not something I'm going to be given right now.

I shot up from my chair and deployed my [Arcane Gear].

"Kyouta-kun?"

"Mia-san, get ready."

In the forest, where neither the lantern's glow nor the moonlight reached.

Even so, my eyes could perceive the dark, blackish shine of mana.

An inhuman presence. The strange flow of mana that could not belong to any ordinary creature, a feeling I had grown accustomed to.

"Enemies. The fun camping trip is over."

A beast-like growl tore through the peaceful night.
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			It emerged from the dark forest.

For a moment, I mistook it for a 'werewolf.' But I quickly realized my mistake.

The head was that of a black wolf, carved from wood. The human-like body below the neck was also made of wood.

It wore a simple linen shirt and trousers, with a light green jacket. It even had cloth shoes on, looking like something out of a picture book.

The doll, which resembled a werewolf and had ball joints peeking out from its sleeves, was nevertheless clearly imbued with mana.

And it wasn't a golem. This flow of mana was undoubtedly...

*"GRAAAAAAHH!!"*

...a monster.

A [Killing Doll].

I'd seen this type of doll-like monster before on the Dungeon Agency website. Its rank was 'C.'

They generally possessed enough intelligence to use tools, and their appearances varied, from those indistinguishable from humans to ones like this individual that were clearly inhuman at a glance.

The doll charged toward me with beast-like agility and leaped, thrusting both arms out to grapple me.

I slammed my left iron fist into its face.

The wooden head shattered with a single blow, and the impact sent the rest of its body flying backward. After tumbling for a bit, the body also turned to salt.

Keeping it in the corner of my eye, I drew my sword, my gaze fixed forward.

"There's quite a few of them... Mia-san, did you make the call?"

"The reception is a little spotty, so I contacted my sister and had her call for me."

"Thank you."

Fortunately, I had already put on the Ring of the Flame Horse, thinking I might use it to adjust the bath's temperature.

My earring was in my backpack, but I could retrieve that later.

Right now, it was time to deal with the trouble in front of me.

"I see six of them in my field of vision, and they're approaching. They should be visible soon."

"Understood."

With the lantern's light at my back, I readied my sword.

Just as the flow of mana indicated, the other dolls soon appeared.

Standing in the center was a picture-perfect clown doll. It had a round-cut red wig and a nose of the same bright red. Its jester-like clothing was clearly visible even in the dark of night.

Flanking it were various other clowns. Some had star and moon makeup, while others had excessive red paint around their eyes and mouths.

Upon spotting us, they all broke into a run. Holding knives and ropes, they charged at us with eerie smiles.

Before the thrown ropes could reach us, I swept them all away with a blast of wind. Immediately after, six lances of ice flew out, one spear, one kill... no, one spear, one break, shattering the dolls.

I watched the scattered wooden fragments turn white and then turned my gaze back into the forest.

"...I don't see any other dolls nearby. We should be safe for now."

"Roger. Sister, can you hear me?"

Mia-san, who had come up beside me, spoke into her hand mirror.

The familiar face of a silver-haired beauty appeared on its surface, letting out an exaggerated sigh at us.

*"Are you two cursed or something?"*

"Shut up."

*This annoying college girl, bringing up things I'm slightly self-conscious about.*

Aira-san propped her chin on her hand and gave us a weary look.

*"Well, I suppose it's a blessing in disguise. Enemies of that rank are no match for you. I've called the police and the local government office, so just fight off any that approach while you wait for rescue. It'll take time since you're in the mountains and in the middle of nowhere, though."*

"Roger. We'll do that."

*"There are two types of Killing Dolls: one that is only active during the day, and another that only moves at night. The ones you've encountered are likely the latter. Rescue will be slow, but if you can hold out until dawn, that should be fine."*

"Right."

*"...Even if it takes a while, don't you dare have a 'nighttime sports festival' or anything, you hear? The smell will definitely give you away. It'll be awkward."*

"What are you even talking about..."

Mia-san and I are not in that kind of relationship.

And why is Aira-san, the one who said it, blushing? Does she have a self-destruct habit, this one?

Normally, when this annoying college student says something like that, Mia-san transforms into Annoying Person #2, but...

I glanced sideways, wondering why she was so quiet.

There stood an elf with a beauty so breathtaking it could make you hold your breath, a serious expression on her face.

"...Sister. Have you been able to contact the nearest village or settlement to this campsite?"

*"What? No... I don't know. But at this location..."*

"The danger zone around a dungeon gate is approximately two kilometers. We don't know the gate's location, but the manager might have been caught up in this."

"Ah..."

I felt my brow furrow deeply under my helmet.

I stuck my sword into the ground and picked up the lantern from the table. I threaded its handle through my sword belt and let it hang there as usual.

*"Hmph. I'll pass that information on to the police then. Good grief, what a pain."*

"While you're at it, please tell them I'm heading into the woods."

*"What?"*

"I'm going too. We'll leave marks on the trees, so if they need to look for us, tell them to follow those."

*"Now wait just a minute."*

I confirmed that the campfire was completely out and started walking toward the truck.

It would be easier to regroup with Mia-san if we got separated if I put my earring on first.

I might as well activate Blanc while I'm at it. She seemed to be of the same opinion, as she started walking at the same time without a word.

*"Hold on. Is this manager an acquaintance of yours?"*

"Not particularly."

"Yes. Oh, Sister. Could you try calling this number? The reception around here has been pretty bad since a little while ago..."

"The radio worked during the day, though."

*"That's not the point! Well, I'll make the call, but... you have no obligation to go save her. The forest is dangerous at night. And there are monsters. Just stay put."*

"If we get lost, we'll just fly."

"You yourself said that C-Rank monsters are no match for us, Sister."

Yes, as Mia-san just said, the monsters currently appearing are 'C-Rank.'

If they were 'B-Rank,' I might have hesitated, but at this rank, doing nothing... feels like I'd be 'abandoning' someone, and that doesn't sit right with me.

I'm not willing to jump into a stormy sea to save someone, but I'd be ashamed to not help when the risk is just a few scratches.

"If I can help, I want to. Is that wrong?"

Although, it seems I'm the only one making such calculations.

A strong sense of duty was shining in Mia-san's eyes.

*"...There's no guarantee that there's only one type of monster appearing, you know."*

"If you start bringing up rare cases like that, the risk is the same whether we stay here or not."

*"Amateurs entering the mountains... you're just asking for a second disaster. Stop immediately."*

"If we just get lost, Kyouta-kun can fly, and we have your Telepathy, Sister."

I took the Boston bag containing Blanc from the truck bed and began assembling him from his parts.

"Don't worry. If we judge it to be even slightly dangerous, we'll retreat."

*"...I've already reported that you two were caught in a stampede to Grandmother and Erina-kun. They are on their way there now in case of an emergency. I'll tell them about this unauthorized action later, so you can get a good scolding."*

"Yessir."

"Yes!"

Just as I finished assembling Blanc, Mia-san poked my shoulder.

At some point, she had created an oval shield of stone and a club resembling a cricket bat, also of stone, from the ground at her feet.

I nodded in acknowledgment, sent my mana into Blanc to activate him, and had him take the weapons. Then, Mia-san, having deployed her [Arcane Gear], held the tip of her staff over the bat and shield.

In a flash of pale blue light, a row of icy blades, like teeth, appeared on the bat.

It resembled the *Macuahuitl* once used in South America. The shield was also reinforced with ice, and it looked like it had more durability than its appearance suggested.

I knew very well that her ice was far harder than steel.

As I put on my earring, I gave a small nod.

"Thank you. Shall we go?"

"Yes."

*"Argh, fine! I wash my hands of this!"*

"The fact that you say that but don't cut the Telepathy is one of the things I love about you, Sister!"

"Yessir. We respect you deeply."

*"You two are such flatterers!"*

Still, I probably should have brought Flügel with me.

Feeling a slight emptiness around my shoulders, I stepped into the night forest. As Aira-san said, this would normally be considered a suicide mission.

I think it's a foolish act of self-satisfaction, but we came here to camp.

I'll be damned if I bring home the unnecessary guilt of abandoning a life I could have easily saved.

"I'm sorry, Kyouta-kun. This is all because I brought you here."

"Not at all. It's unreasonable to expect anyone to have predicted this."

I answered Mia-san behind me while scanning my surroundings.

I was in the lead, with her next, and Blanc bringing up the rear.

There was hardly any undergrowth in the forest, and ancient, massive trees stretched high into the night sky. Their branches and leaves were so dense that almost no light from the moon or stars could get through.

Mia-san had brought a flashlight, but even with two light sources, it still felt dark.

This was more difficult to walk through than I had expected. I felt it when I was wandering through the mountains for Professor Yamadera's request, but a forest is different from a dungeon.

Moreover, this mountain probably hadn't been properly maintained. There were rotten, fallen trees and places with steep inclines.

If it weren't for my current body, I'm confident I would have slipped and fallen long ago, creating more work for the rescue team.

Well, there's a chance I'm causing trouble as we speak, but... for that, all I can say is I'm sorry.

"Mia-san, are we heading in the right direction?"

"Yes. According to the compass."

I moved forward cautiously, carving an X mark into a nearby tree with my sword.

*"By the way. Why are you two going through the forest... if you're worried about the manager, you should just follow the road."*

"It's a hunch."

*"Hey!"*

"No, it's not entirely baseless."

I glanced down at my feet.

In a forest where the trees grew so wild that barely any weeds could survive, there were fresh, out-of-place footprints.

I could see a faint residue of mana, so they were undoubtedly made by the Killing Dolls.

"I've been following their tracks, and it seems they came from inside the forest."

*"...Hmm."*

Her tone shifted from shouting to listening.

"I was looking outside the whole way to the campsite, and I didn't see any gates. If there is one, it's deep in the forest. And those Killing Dolls didn't have any 'immediate killing intent.'"

*"Huh? What do you mean?"*

"Even though they attacked in a group, they all threw ropes at us instead of splitting into capture and attack roles. They were probably trying to capture us and take us to their 'nest.'"

*"...I see. So that's the part that's a hunch, is it?"*

"Yes."

*"You say that so bluntly. So? You're walking through a dark forest to rescue a damsel in distress, is that it?"*

"Uh... well, she's a bit old to be a damsel..."

*"Shut up. But what if the gate is near the village, and the dolls crossed the mountains and forest to get to you?"*

"Then we'll have to give up. The village would have already been destroyed at a time and place we can't do anything about."

*"Well, it's nearly a twenty-minute drive to the village by car, so that's true."*

"Of course, there's always the possibility that no one has been captured at all," Mia-san added with a wry smile from behind me.

"The best case scenario is that we were their first targets. Then the number of victims is zero."

*"Hmph. What a disgustingly goody-two-shoes thing to say. Was that always your style, Kyouta-chan?"*

"Who knows."

"Kyouta-kun has always been a kind person."

*Am I, though...?*

I can't see this self-centered body of mine as a being worthy of such unconditional praise.

Not that I have any intention of changing my values. After all, the reason I became an adventurer in the first place was—

"Hm?"

I cut off my thoughts and looked up.

"...Isn't it a little bright in that direction?"

"Huh? Is it...?"

*"I can't see a thing."*

Mia-san held up her mirror and peered over my shoulder in the direction I was pointing.

Apparently, they couldn't see it, but I was sure I'd seen a light coming from that way.

"Let's pick up the pace. The enemy nest might be closer than we thought."

"Understood. I trust you."

I carved another mark into a nearby tree and strode forward.

I glanced down at my feet; the Killing Dolls' footprints also led in the same direction.

After walking for another fifteen minutes or so, the amount of light filtering through the gaps in the trees became visible even to Mia-san and the others.

And, as if to confirm that this was the right path, I detected numerous mana signatures.

"Looks like we hit the jackpot. Fifteen to twenty of them, approaching. From the front and both flanks... some are trying to circle around behind us."

"Got it. I'll watch our backs."

"I'm counting on you. Blanc, Mia-san... protect the woman with you."

The golem answered not with a nod, but by readying its weapon and shield.

Once again, I felt the difference between him and Byakuren.

Then, I turned my sword toward the cackling clown dolls and the howling wolf dolls.
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			*"Kehya!"*

With a malevolent laugh, a volley of knives flew through the air.

Imbued with mana, they were aimed precisely at my limbs.

I scattered them with a release of wind and forced my way forward. Kicking off the trunk of a tree, I leaped up and closed in on a clown-shaped doll that was hanging from a thick branch with one hand.

Faster than it could draw its second knife, my longsword bisected its torso.

A [Killing Doll] is similar to a golem, but there are many differences. For example, a golem can still function as long as its core is intact, but these things die if the 'fuel tank' in their torso is destroyed.

In short, I just need to destroy their head, where the core is, or their torso. Simple.

Using [Concept Interference], I kicked off the air to change direction in mid-flight and swung my sword as I accelerated.

In a single breath, I closed the distance to the next one and cut it in two. Kicking off an approaching tree trunk, I moved on to the third.

In the midst of this, I glanced down at the ground for a moment.

*"GAAAH!"*

A doll resembling a werewolf roared and swiped with its claws from both sides, but Blanc steadfastly blocked them with its shield.

Then, as the attack ended, it unleashed a wide horizontal sweep. The doll reflexively ducked to avoid it, but the return swing smashed its temple.

Its destructive power was more than sufficient. Blanc took a step back and returned to guarding Mia-san.

At the same time, sixteen ice lances materialized in the air. They glowed faintly, their presence dazzlingly bright in the night forest.

"Pierce!"

At her command, the ice lances shot forward like missiles. Two lances converged on each doll, and the Killing Dolls were powerless to resist, shattered one after another. If they tried to use their knives as shields, they were pierced through, and if they tried to dodge, they were cornered by the lances' pincer-like trajectories.

I cut down the third doll, then spun and threw a knife to destroy the fourth. Using the trees to perform a triangle jump, I leaped to the ground and cut down a clown-shaped [Killing Doll] with a diagonal slash. That made five.

As I landed, an ice lance flew over my head. Just like before, two lances targeted a single doll, and the pale blue light unerringly dispatched its prey.

Scanning my surroundings, I stood up and reformed my knife. It seemed there were no other dolls around.

"No sign of the enemy. We should be fine for now."

"Understood. Are you injured?"

"No. You seem to be okay too, Mia-san."

"Yes. Blanc protected me."

The golem, which looked like a monster from a tokusatsu show, stood silently by her side.

I touched its shoulder to replenish its mana in thanks, and then turned my gaze toward the light I could feel through the gaps in the trees.

"Aira-san. Do you know if there's anything over there?"

*"How would I know? It's not like a satellite is conveniently passing overhead. And to top it off, this place is so rural there's hardly any information on it."*

"Roger. Then I'll scout from the air."

"Be careful."

"I will."

With my sword still in my right hand, I kicked off the ground and rose above the trees. Then, using the air as a foothold, I leaped up again, and the source of the light became clear.

"...An amusement park?"

There, incongruously nestled in the middle of a mountain covered in dense forest, was an amusement park.

* * *

After sharing the information, we moved closer to the structure and came upon a rusted iron fence.

Orbs of fire created by magic adorned the fence like Christmas lights. This must have been the light I saw.

Beyond the fence, I could see a stationary merry-go-round and, a little farther off, the tracks of a roller coaster. But all of them were in a dilapidated state.

The paint on the wooden horses was peeling, leaving them mottled. The rust on the undulating tracks was visible even from a distance.

There seemed to have been other attractions, but... most of them, while still retaining their original forms, were in a pitiful state.

It didn't look like monsters had destroyed them. This was the result of being abandoned and exposed to the elements.

"An abandoned amusement park. Why is it in the middle of a mountain like this...?"

*"Hmm. It was probably built during the bubble economy. According to Grandmother, all sorts of theme parks and facilities were built without any planning during that era, and they were abandoned when the bubble burst."*

"Is this one of them?"

*"Many of the ones still left standing today are cases where the owner of the land or building is unknown. And sometimes, even the fact that 'something is there' is erased from records and memories."*

"What a pain..."

Thanks to the revision of the Dungeon Law, unmanaged vacant houses and the like have been forcibly demolished, making it easier to discover gates.

But that's in urban areas. In a remote mountain area like this, it's not as effective. Even in the age of satellites and drones, you still have to have people go out and search.

Well, for now, the history of this amusement park doesn't matter.

"The fact that they're using magic for lighting means this is the Killing Dolls' nest."

*"Is there a possibility that a group of human Awakened are using it as a base? Like escaped violent criminals?"*

"Then they wouldn't make it so obvious."

*"True."*

Clearly, the magic was being used with a mindset different from that of a normal person. If, by some chance, an Awakened was using this place as a base, they were undoubtedly insane.

"In any case, since the footprints lead here, we're going in."

*"I wish you luck. You can probably get away with destroying some of the facilities without any repercussions since it's an emergency."*

"Hah!"

With a shout, I grabbed the iron fence and forced it open.

It made a rather loud noise, but no Killing Dolls came running. I turned sideways and slipped through the gap.

I turned back to see Mia-san trying to do the same, but her chest got stuck.

*So huge...*

"............"

We both got awkward and quickly looked away.

No, this was to be vigilant of my surroundings. As I stood with my back to the fence, sword at the ready, I heard the sound of metal being bent, and then Mia-san came up beside me.

Blanc followed, and I gave a hand signal and began to walk in silence.

Fortunately, since I hadn't brought Blanc's usual equipment, his footsteps were also subdued. I couldn't be as skilled as Erina-san, but I tried to be stealthy.

"Kyouta-kun. Where are the enemies?"

"...Most of them are moving in groups of three to five, but there's a large concentration over there."

I moved from the cover of one old attraction to another, scanning the area.

I detected a large number of mana signatures coming from inside a huge tent. At first glance, it looked like the kind of tent a circus troupe would use in the movies.

It was about half the size of a gymnasium. It had been exposed to the elements, and what was once probably vibrant was now quite tattered. Still, I thought it was sturdy for not having collapsed.

"If a human has been kidnapped..."

"It might be in there."

*"...Are you really going in? A rescue operation by an amateur... that just sounds like a recipe for disaster."*

"We don't know for sure that anyone has been captured in the first place."

"Just pray that it's just a cleanup operation, Sister."

*"You muscle-headed fools..."*

"And... if there are people in there, we should probably hurry."

*"What?"*

"The flow of mana is strange. It's possible that... that place is a 'storage and dining hall.'"

A certain possibility came to mind, and not wanting to waste time explaining, I started jogging toward the tent.

Without stopping, I tore through the thick, grimy cloth and leaped inside.

The first thing I saw was rows of spectator seats. Wooden benches were lined up, and having been somewhat protected from the elements, they were in relatively better condition than the outside.

Beyond them was a stage, illuminated by magic.

Dolls in tailcoats were scraping out unpleasant noises on broken instruments. In the center, a doll in a green cloak and a wolf-headed doll were fighting with a rapier and claws. No, they were pretending to fight.

The wooden eyes of all the dolls on the stage turned to me in unison. The unpleasant music stopped, and the dolls in tailcoats each picked up a saw or an axe.

"Mmph—! Mmph—!"

I started walking between the spectator seats, heading for the stage.

Then, I heard a muffled voice from nearby. I stopped and pointed my sword at the dolls on the stage, while turning my gaze toward the source of the voice.

There was the manager, gagged. It seemed she was tied to a chair with ropes.

Further beyond her was another old man tied up in the same way, and when I looked to the other side, there was yet another old man.

But... apart from the manager, they were already dead.

There were no external injuries other than what looked like rope burns, and the smell of excrement stung my nostrils. There was no smell of blood, and I couldn't see any reddish-brown stains at a glance.

"The price of admission is mana, huh."

Outside of dungeons, monsters cannot function without eating.

Even if they had mouths and vocal cords, dolls without esophagi or stomachs had no means of obtaining nourishment other than by stealing the mana of other living creatures.

Besides the human corpses, there were also rotting animal carcasses scattered about. It seemed they weren't picky about their audience.

I felt my brow furrow deeply under my helmet.

"Show's over, you marionettes. Time to turn you into scrap!"

As if my words were a signal, the dolls on the stage, as well as those who had been adjusting the lights from the wings and the ceiling, charged at me.

Dozens of blades were pointed at me at once, while on our side, including the ice, we had only two.

And yet,

"Out of my way!"

If they're all above the spectator seats, a single swing is enough.

Using my whole body like a spring, I spun horizontally. Mana flowed from my heart, to my arm, my fingers, through the ring, from the hilt to the blade.

A crimson flame that swallowed the magically created lights. The marionettes were carbonized as it passed, and the resulting wind tore the tent to shreds.

The huge cloth billowed up. Some of the iron pipes that had supported it also went flying, and about ten seconds later, a loud metallic crash echoed from a short distance away.

"...If you're going to use an area-of-effect attack, I'd like a signal beforehand."

Mia-san, peeking out from behind Blanc, pouted in dissatisfaction.

"Sorry. I just..."

"Well, it's fine. I was pissed off too."

She approached the manager and cut the ropes with a knife made of ice.

As soon as she removed the gag, the old woman's emotions burst forth.

"H-Help me! I don't wanna die! I don't wanna die!"

"Please calm down. The police will be here soon."

I left the manager to Mia-san and thrust the tip of my sword into the floor. At the same time, I activated [Concept Interference].

Then, a light *ping* echoed through the theater.

It was the sound of the magic circle that had been carved here to absorb mana from living creatures breaking. It was invisible to the naked eye, but with my eyes, I could see it at a glance. In fact, any Awakened would be able to detect it from the strange feeling of the mana.

It was an easy spell to detect, but it was quite difficult to create. At least, it would be impossible for me.

That meant a considerable spellcaster was using this place as a base. Well, nine times out of ten...

"We can't stay here! It's coming! I-I left my phone at the reception desk, and when I went to get it with my car, I was kidnapped, and that's where I saw it! That monster!"

"It's okay. First, take a deep breath..."

"Blanc. Guard those two. Mia-san, I'm going to..."

"Yes. Please handle the interception."

"We have to run! We're gonna die if we don't run!!"

With the half-crazed manager at my back, I walked out of the theater.

*"Hmm... This looks like one of those cases. In a depopulated rural area, even if a few old folks go unseen for a few days, their neighbors a few houses down wouldn't even notice. It's common for human connections to be weak outside of the cities, too."*

"Meaning?"

*"This stampede probably went undiscovered for a considerable amount of time. Which means there are a lot of them."*

"Coincidentally, I was thinking the same thing."

I blew away the pile of collapsed iron pipes with a single swing and stepped outside.

Then, I began to hear a number of footsteps so large it was foolish to count. Accompanied by a strange melody.

As if in a parade, the Killing Dolls were marching to surround me. Some of the clown-like ones were juggling knives, while others were advancing on large balls.

Dolls in tuxedos scraped at broken instruments, and dolls in cloaks with swords at their waists played cracked flutes.

Even to my musically uninclined ears, it was an unbearable noise. But strangely... a feeling of pity washed over me.

While I was shaking it off, the procession came to a halt.

It seemed they were here to demand payment (our lives).

I took a deep breath. Ah, this was easier. At least, it was much better than having to cut through that pitiful parade.

"—Come on."

Mia-san and Blanc could probably fend them off while protecting one person, but there was a chance the manager could be killed by a stray shot.

The more enemies I drew to myself, the higher the chance of everyone surviving. I didn't know if it would have any effect, but I took my left hand off the hilt and tried to provoke them with the most defiant smile I could muster.

*"GAAAAAH!"*

Whether it was effective or had nothing to do with my reaction, the wolf-headed dolls led the charge with a roar. Following them, the other dolls charged, each with their own weapon.

I clad my blade in wind and swung the invisible hammer horizontally in a flash. I pulverized several of them at once, and with the return swing, I stepped forward and knocked away five more.

Slipping under the bodies of their airborne comrades, the green-cloaked swordsman dolls pointed their blades at me.

In response to their approach, I swung my left hand horizontally. A trail that looked like it was scratching the sky was dyed red with fire.

I charged into the space in front of me where the dolls were burning, and the knives thrown by the clowns stabbed into the spot where I had just been. I ignored them and continued forward, cutting down the nearest individuals.

I cut one down with a diagonal slash, then immediately swung horizontally at the doll next to it. I then cut down the one next to that with a vertical slash, and spun around to cut in half the clown that had jumped on me from behind.

As if sliding into the wound of the doll I had just separated at the waist, a cloaked [Killing Doll] thrust its rapier at me.

Using my foresight, I tilted my head to dodge it, then grabbed its wrist and crushed it. I then swung it around and threw it into a random group.

That's about a quarter of them taken care of. The Killing Dolls, having learned that they would be destroyed by wind or fire if they stayed together, scattered and attacked.

In that case, I charged at the first doll that came at me. I cut it into a cross shape in an instant, then squeezed my body into the gap I had created and moved forward.

I had no intention of letting them surround me, so I ran amok, smashing the heads or torsos of the dolls as I passed.

At this point, it was no longer a battle. It was work.

A doll, half-destroyed by the aftershock of my sword swing, thrust its rapier at me as it crumbled.

I deflected it with my gauntlet and brought my iron fist down from above. As if crushing a papercraft, the [Killing Doll]'s core shattered.

But I couldn't let my guard down.

I charged at a doll that was trying to head toward the theater, and with that momentum, I swung my sword horizontally. Then, in an arc, I charged at another doll that was trying to escape.

I won't let them go, and I won't let them escape. I'll grind them to dust here.

The number of dolls, which had been over three digits, became twenty, and then, with a blast of wind, ten.

It seemed the boss had finally decided to make its move.

A loud *clang* came from the direction of the merry-go-round.

The wooden horses that had been fixed in place landed on the ground on their four legs. They neighed as if they were alive, scattering wood chips.

Those weren't monsters. I could tell from the flow of mana.

It wasn't just the wooden horses that were moving; the rusted cars of the roller coaster were coming toward me like a great serpent.

Leading them was a giant doll.

It was wrapped in black rags like a robe and moved like a spider on four legs. A staff was clutched in its log-like arm, and its face was exactly like that of a wicked witch from a picture book.

[Magician Doll].

One of the boss monsters from dungeons where Killing Dolls appear. I had a feeling it might be, given the precise magic it was using, and I was right.

I cut off my thoughts and pulverized the surrounding dolls with my wind-and-fire-clad sword. With the impact of striking the blade against the ground, I leaped up, and with another downward swing, I finished off all the Killing Dolls.

Just then, the wooden horses charged at me. Furthermore, a dozen or so orbs of light rained down on me.

I didn't want to retreat, given the positioning. So I moved forward, kicking away the wooden horses and cutting down the orbs of light from above.

In that instant, the magic bullets exploded. But something of this level wouldn't even scratch me. I cut through the explosion and charged at the [Magician Doll], cutting down the wooden horses in my path.

The witch-like doll showed no signs of panic and moved its staff. In response, the roller coaster serpent charged at me at high speed.

*If I dodge it or cut it, it will hit the theater behind me...!*

"Tch!"

I blocked it head-on with the flat of my sword, but the difference in mass sent me sliding back. The cracked brick pavement shattered, and the impact drove me into the ground up to my knees.

Just as I used a release of wind to forcibly stop my retreat, the serpent flung me into the air. Being only human, I was powerless to resist and was launched dozens of meters into the air.

Without missing a beat, the steel serpent twisted its body and slammed its tail into me. I blocked it with my sword, but my body was sent flying, and just as it had planned, I landed on the roller coaster tracks.

Just as my boots warped the metal tracks, a spear of light came at me at high speed. As I cut it down, the serpent entered the roller coaster's reception area head-first at high speed.

The wooden walls and roof shattered, and the steel monster placed its newly grown centipede-like legs on the rails. Then, it started racing toward me at over 200 kilometers per hour.

Feeling the vibrations from my feet, I looked away and briefly surveyed the amusement park.

The wooden horses and the Magician were also heading my way. Looking further, I saw that the roof of the theater was gone, and my eyes met Mia-san's.

A faint hint of worry was visible on her beautiful face. I had no time to respond, and I immediately returned my gaze to the serpent.

The thing that had become a monster machine in another sense reached the highest point. Combined with its original speed and gravity, it came at me with unbelievable acceleration to run me over.

If I dodged into the air, I would face the onslaught of the Magician and the wooden horses. If I stayed on the tracks, a collision was unavoidable.

On the surface, the situation was hopeless. However.

"Hraaaah!!"

—*SCREEEEEECH!!*

A shattering sound echoed, vibrating the rails and reverberating throughout the amusement park. Almost simultaneously, an explosion occurred on the ground.

It was simple. Just after I threw my sword at the group of wooden horses, I caught the steel serpent with both hands.

Bracing my feet and cracking the metal plates supporting the rails, I released a blast of wind. I gritted my teeth against the impact that shot through my arms and legs, and finally brought its charge to a halt.

The moment it stopped, spears of light flew at me. I blocked them by twisting my hips and ripping the monster machine from the rails.

It was too heavy to throw the whole thing, but the connecting part, the couplings, must have been damaged in the collision. If it was just the lead car, it was easy enough.

The car and the spears collided in mid-air and exploded. I charged through the explosion and rushed at the [Magician Doll] on the ground.

No wooden horses. No Killing Dolls. The leader of the dolls, now all alone, floated an orb of light in the air and prepared to fire it.

But it was too late.

The heavy iron fist of my left hand, with gravity behind it, smashed into its face.

I landed in a cloud of dust, but I couldn't kill all my momentum and skidded to a stop, tearing up the brick pavement.

The moment my momentum finally stopped was almost the exact same moment the lights went out in the ruined amusement park.
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			Mia's Answer

			After we defeated the Magician Doll, I expected an even stronger foe to appear... but nothing of the sort happened.

We dealt with the remaining Killing Dolls and rendezvoused with Mia-san's group without any trouble. For a moment, I considered collecting the drop items, but securing the safety of the person we were rescuing was the top priority.

"We've cleared out the nearby enemies. All we have to do now is wait for the police or the Self-Defense Force."

"Excellent work. Now, Mr. Manager, let's move a little."

"O-Oh... a-are we really safe now?"

"Yes, please don't worry. For us, enemies of this level are a piece of cake!"

To reassure him, Mia-san offered a smile brimming with confidence.

Her expression, as you'd expect from sisters, resembled Aira-san's... no. She was probably consciously trying to imitate her. Among the people we knew, Aira-san was the one who made that kind of face most often.

*'Did you just think something rude, Kyouta-kun?'*

"No, not at all. More importantly, when will the rescue team arrive?"

*'About that. I inquired, and they said that due to reports of a C-Rank monster, sending in a team rashly would only increase the number of casualties. So they need a little more time to prepare.'*

"Ah..."

Well, that made sense. Recalling past monster outbreaks, handgun rounds lacked the power to be effective against this rank of monster. Based on the feeling when I punched it, the Killing Doll was as hard as steel, despite being made of wood.

On top of that, we were in the middle of a mountain, and the clock had just passed 11 p.m. It was an environment where you couldn't carelessly send people in, even without monsters.

I have a feeling this is the biggest reason why they haven't been able to fully grasp the situation with dungeons located in mountains and forests.

*'Honestly, I think they'd be better off if you just came down the mountain on your own. Though they'd probably have to give you a lecture for the sake of appearances.'*

"Well, yes... I suppose so."

*'By the way, Grandma and Erina-kun have already arrived at the foot of the mountain. They're currently negotiating with the police who have sealed off the area to see if they can head your way. Not that either of them is in a huge hurry, and I doubt they'll be allowed through, since the police have their pride to consider.'*

"Understood. In that case, we'll head down the mountain ourselves."

*'Do that. The reason the police aren't contacting you through me is likely for that very reason.'*

*Ah, so telling a civilian directly, 'It's a pain to come rescue you, so come back on your own!' would be bad for their image.*

*But if they said what they were formally required to say and we took them at their word, that would also be a problem. So they just don't make contact at all.*

"...It's not really my place to say, but is that really okay?"

*'I have nooo idea. Well, the police are seriously understaffed right now.'*

*That's probably true,* I nodded. I'd heard on TV that even before the 'Day of Awakening,' they were said to be short on frontline officers, but the number of people handing in their resignations had increased since dungeons appeared.

According to the former officers who were interviewed, they said things like, 'It's just not worth it,' 'I was prepared to fight dangerous criminals, but monsters are another story,' and 'It's too much to be sent to the front lines just because I became an Awakened Person.' It all made perfect sense.

Even I had turned down an exclusive contract offer from a government agency. I didn't want to take on more risk for less pay. I couldn't blame them.

But I digress. It seemed the manager had calmed down, so we began to move.

Even though the tent's canopy had been blown away, providing some ventilation, a foul stench clung to the air. I don't think I'll ever get used to the smell of death.

Still, before we left, I closed my eyes and gave a small bow toward the bodies. Their restraints had been undone, and their hands were placed on their laps. Their eyes, which must have been wide open, were now closed. Mia-san must have done that.

From the perspective of preserving a crime scene, it wasn't a good thing to do. But I had already rampaged through the area. I hoped the police would be willing to overlook this much.

I walked at the head of our group, cautiously scanning our surroundings just in case. The order was myself, Mia-san, the manager, and then Blanc.

"..."

*'Kyouta-kun. Is something there? You seem tense...'*

Perhaps so the manager wouldn't hear, Mia-san whispered to me through the earring.

"No, it's not about enemies or anything."

*'Then what are you on guard for? Could there be a fire from the aftermath of the battle?'*

"It's not that... it's just. An amusement park at night is strangely terrifying, don't you think...?"

I hadn't noticed it during the fight, but now that I was looking at it calmly, an indescribable sense of unease sent a chill down my spine.

The only light sources were my lantern and Mia-san's flashlight. The darkness seemed to amplify the fear.

Maybe I should just create a flame in my palm to make it brighter. But occupying one of my hands for such a reason felt like a bad idea.

*'...Pfft.'*

"Hey, did you just laugh?"

*'No, it's just...! After all that rampaging... heheh...!'*

"This is different from that."

Though I was whispering, I could hear the pout in my own voice as I replied.

*'Are you scared of things like Wraiths, too?'*

"No. I've never fought one, but not particularly."

*'What about ghosts?'*

"...If I can't beat them by punching them, then a little."

"Hngh...!!"

From behind me, I heard the sound of someone biting back their laughter. She must have been trying with all her might to hold it in, realizing it would be inappropriate to burst out laughing here.

*I'm gonna knock you out, you hopeless college girl, number two.*

*'Ohohoho. I've learned something interesting. Let's watch a horror movie together later, Kyouta-kun!'*

"No. It's not that I'm bad with horror movies. Especially not recently."

My tolerance for horror was originally about average, but ever since I Awakened, I just couldn't enjoy those kinds of movies anymore.

"With my current eyes, I can see the makeup and CG too clearly..."

I can enjoy anime just fine, and I can actually appreciate action movies even more since I can clearly follow the movements with my eyes.

Especially since Awakened Persons have been entering the film industry lately, there are a lot of flashy action scenes.

*'Tch. And here I was hoping to get footage of you screaming and crying and wetting yourself so I could use it to make you my errand boy...!'*

"How malicious..."

Also, though I had no intention of saying it here, I'd seen plenty of dead bodies over the past few months.

At this point, I couldn't be scared by a fake, no matter how realistic it looked. It just brought back bad memories, which put me in a foul mood.

"Whoa. I can see the fence."

The place wasn't that large, it seemed, as we reached the edge while making small talk.

I immediately grabbed the iron fence and created an exit. This time, I bent the iron bars even further to the side than when I first opened it.

I stepped outside first and scanned the surroundings again. Considering the possibility of surviving Killing Dolls, I couldn't let my guard down too much.

If only Erina-san were here, I could relax a little more...

A thought like that crossed my mind, and I gave my head a small shake. This stray thought was proof that my guard was down.

"So, what do we do from here?"

"Carrying the manager on my back down the mountain... would be too much of a burden on her. Let's return to the campground once and take the car down."

"Got it."

I nodded at Mia-san's words and used my lantern to search for the markers I had left on our way up.

"W-Wait a minute. Are you planning to cut straight through the forest?"

"Eh? Yes. I carved markers into the trees, so there's no need to worry about getting lost."

"If it's too difficult for you, I can carry you. The distance to the foot of the mountain would be tough, but I'd like you to please endure the distance from here to the campground..."

"I'm sorry... for some reason, my body just won't move properly..."

"Not at all. We have to help each other in times of need."

"...Should I carry him?"

"Kyouta-kun, you focus on keeping watch. Your scouting and interception capabilities are far superior, after all."

"Understood. I'll protect you with everything I have."

"Thank you... both of you, thank you so much...!"

Mia-san took the manager's hand as he bowed deeply and gave him a gentle smile.

"It's alright. Come now, let's get going. It gets cold at night."

I nodded at her words and started walking, sword in hand. I led the way for the two of them and Blanc, cutting or stamping down any branches or weeds that might get in the way.

I said I would protect them, but no matter how much I scanned our surroundings, I couldn't find any sign of enemies.

Not even the chirping of insects could be heard; only our footsteps echoed in the night forest. After about twenty minutes, we arrived at the campground and, after looking around, I let out a sigh of relief.

"No sign of the enemy. Were the ones at the amusement park all of them?"

"I don't know. Still, we should remain vigilant... oh."

Mia-san let out a small, surprised voice, and I hurriedly turned around.

From her posture, it seemed the manager was about to slip off her back.

"He seems to have fallen asleep. I can't blame him. He lost too much mana all at once."

"You're right. Let's be as careful as possible..."

When I saw him during the day, he looked to be in his mid-to-late sixties, but now the manager looked like he was over eighty.

I had heard in the adventurer course before that there's a huge difference in the natural mana recovery rate between Awakened and non-Awakened people. If we had been just ten minutes later in storming that theater, it might have been irreversible.

I placed the manager in the passenger seat of the light truck, and Mia-san got into the driver's seat. I climbed into the truck bed. I also put Blanc into standby mode and loaded it onto the back.

"Should we ask the police to take care of the tent and chairs later?"

"We could go get them ourselves once we have permission to enter the mountain."

*'The cruel difference in our abilities is what makes it impossible to call you guys carefree...'*

I gave a wry smile at Aira-san's slightly exasperated voice, and the truck started moving.

I stood on the truck bed, one hand on the roof. Though my sword was sheathed, my right hand rested on the hilt, ready to draw it at any moment.

*The way back is the most dangerous.* That was something else I'd learned in the course.

*'Kyouta-kun.'*

"Yes. What is it?"

*'I don't think now is the time to say this... but still, it's just overflowing.'*

*'Gotta use the bathroom?'*

*'Sis, I'm trying to have a serious conversation right now.'*

*'Sorry.'*

On top of the slowly moving truck, I waited for her to speak.

*'I've decided. I'm going to continue being an adventurer.'*

Mia-san's voice was a whisper, but it was cheerful as she made her declaration.

Her answer.

*'It sounds mercenary of me, but... when the manager said 'thank you' to me, it made me so happy.'*

"...Is that your reason?"

*'Yes. I originally became an adventurer because I wanted someone to acknowledge me. I want that someone to be you, Sis, Grandma, and Erina-san... but I also wanted people other than you to see me.'*

"...You could do that without being an adventurer, couldn't you?"

*'Yes. But this is the path I want. This is what made me the happiest.'*

Her reason was, admittedly, a worldly one.

It feels good to be thanked. It is a happy thing to have one's desire for recognition fulfilled.

But just because it's worldly doesn't mean it's evil, not in the slightest. In the first place, is there even such a thing as good or evil when one risks their life of their own free will? In my mere fifteen years of life experience, I don't know.

Therefore, to the answer she had found... this is how I replied.

"I think that's fine. If that's what you've chosen."

Even to my own ears, my words sounded curt, as if I were pushing her away.

However, they were undeniably my true feelings. To comment on her choice from the sidelines wouldn't be fair. No, more than that...

*It's just like Mia-san.* That's what I thought.

*'Yes. I knew you would accept it, Kyouta-kun. Ah, but. This might be the kind of answer my sister hates, the kind that leaves the choice to others...'*

*'Mia. Don't underestimate me so much. I am neither so narrow-minded nor so shallow.'*

Through the earring, Aira-san spoke in an unusually gentle voice.

*'An answer you gave while watching my expression would be far less to my liking. A desire for recognition is fine. Affirmation of the self is wonderful. If you say you can risk your life for it. If you can run on the words of gratitude from others... then your life will surely be filled with color. There is no sister who would not bless that.'*

*'Sis...!'*

*'Ah, but however.'*

From her tone, I could tell Aira-san had put on a mischievous expression.

*'After all that talk of 'Sis, Sis,' am I not enough to satisfy you? How sad. Is this what they call growing out of your sister phase...?'*

*'What?! I will absolutely never leave your side again, Sis...? Should I prove it?'*

*'Ah, no thank you.'*

*'Don't say that.'*

*'It's quite alright.'*

*'Why are you being so formal?'*

*'Please pay it no mind.'*

"You hopeless sisters. If you make too much noise, you'll wake the manager. Also, please focus on driving."

*'Hopeless?!'*

*'I am not hopele... I'm not...!'*

Mia-san, who had been about to shout, hurriedly denied it in a whisper. Aira-san, on the other hand, was barking at full volume without a care.

Still, *'the reason I became an adventurer,'* huh...

I wonder what my reason was.

For the sake of the family finances... was just an excuse. It wasn't a complete lie, but it was largely to convince my parents.

For self-defense was a reason that came later. It was because I saw the dragon appear during the outbreak in Chiba and create a sea of fire, but by that time I was already an adventurer.

So, why did I decide to become one? That was───

*'Hey, Kyouta-kun! I demand a retraction! I am not hopeless. At the very least, I have the magnanimity to stop my game grinding to help my sister with a problem that occurred while she was out with a boy! And in the middle of the night, no less!'*

*'Out with a boy... that's shameless, Sis...!'*

*'So, how far did you go? To A? To B? Don't tell me you went all the way to C...?! Tell your big sister, I won't tell a soul. Really, I won't tell anyone!!'*

*'That's definitely what someone who plans to tell everyone says...!'*

"You hopeless sisters, honestly..."

The answer was starting to take shape, however vaguely.

But that didn't mean I could decide right away. This wasn't an exaggeration; it was a decision I was betting my life on.

To begin with, the weight of what Mia-san and I carried from the start was different.

She grew up in a special family environment and, despite having plenty of talent herself, she continued to walk on even while feeling warped by seeing something 'higher.'

I am a mediocre person who was born into a very ordinary family and lived a very ordinary life. I've recently come to realize the happiness in that, but that's not relevant right now.

In short, Mia-san and I are completely different people. I have some doubts about reaching an answer with the same approach.

It's hard to be convinced. This is a decision about whether or not to continue putting my life on the line. Whether I can be convinced or not is the top priority.

A small sigh escaped me.

Even while the hopeless sisters were having their stupid conversation, I continued to keep watch on our surroundings. I was debating whether I should just break through the roof and drop a fist on Mia-san's head, but the lights of the mountain's foot were gradually coming into view. It was probably the police, blocking the road.

I decided to stop thinking about my answer for today. The camp, and the answer Mia-san had found, had become a good opportunity to re-evaluate myself.

"Mia-san."

*'Y-Yes. What is it?'*

"Thank you for today."

*'Huh...? You're... welcome?'*

And after that.

Putting aside the light scolding I received from the police officer for taking it upon myself as a civilian to launch a rescue operation—even if there were extenuating circumstances...

The earful I got from the professor, who had sped her car here in the middle of the night, was another story entirely. No, really. I'm sorry for making you worry.

She said to value my own life more than others'. Not to underestimate the mountains at night. Not to underestimate the enemy's strength. It was all so logical that I couldn't say a thing in return.

But, in the end, she gently patted our heads and praised us, saying, 'You did well.' That's why I think this woman is quite the 'charmer.' I'm sure there are quite a few people at the university who have lost their hearts to this professor.

After the lecture, before I returned to the car where Erina-san was—in a style that screamed 'Yes, I'm sleeping, what of it?' with an eye mask and a snot bubble—the professor whispered in my ear.

Radiating a faint scent of soap, the beautiful educator asked in a low voice.

"Could it be that... you and Mia have become intimate?"

*Could it be that I'm not trusted at all?*

As the professor asked me as if she were a maiden gossiping about love, who could blame me for the face I made, like that of a Tibetan sand fox?

Aira-san had been teasing with full intent, but this woman was asking with the air of a bashful schoolgirl.

And yet, the content of their questions was so similar that, even though she was said to resemble her grandfather, I felt a strong sense of their blood connection.
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			The Briefing, Again

			I turned the calendar, and at last, it was October. The leaves of the roadside trees were beginning to turn slightly red and yellow, and the temperature had cooled down considerably. According to the weather forecast, the autumn foliage season would begin in another two weeks.

A few days after the camping trip, I found myself visiting Shizuku-san's workshop alone after school.

"Here you go. This is the exterior armor you ordered, and the backplate to match. You can disassemble your existing cuirass to attach the backplate. Just follow the instructions I gave you before."

"Thank you. I've sent the payment to your account."

"Right. I'll check it later."

I gave the exterior plating and backplate on the workbench a once-over before putting them in a large bag.

Her work was as good as ever. It was hard to believe she was the same age as me. It's probably due to her skill... but thinking that is probably rude of me.

"Still, you came alone today, huh?"

"And you're here without Aika-san today, too."

"She's at cram school. And it's not like we're together all the time."

"Well, it's pretty much the same for me."

"...Is that so."

Her sharp, narrow eyes stared at me.

I averted my gaze with a wry smile.

The reason I didn't come with Erina-san was because I had 'run away.' It seemed that was painfully obvious to everyone but me.

"...You know, I bet she'll be laughing like an idiot right next to you, regardless of what answer you come up with."

"...Yeah, you're probably right."

More than a week had passed since the Chief Cabinet Secretary's press conference.

It was slightly delayed due to backlash both at home and abroad, but still.

───Just as the conference had announced, the 'public access to dungeons' was reinstated.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　＊

*'That's so mean, Kyouta! Leaving me behind and going home?!'*

"Ah, sorry."

*'It's fine!'*

As soon as I got home, Erina-san sent me a Telepathy message.

*'Now, now. Don't be so angry, Erina-kun.'*

*'Huh? I'm not angry?'*

*'Kyouta-kun is a boy... which means, it must have been building up...'*

"I'll sue you for sexual harassment, you hopeless college girl."

*'What does 'building up' mean?'*

*'She means the anime and games he's been wanting to watch! And, Kyooouta-kuuun? Why, prey tell, should I be sued for sexual harassment? When did I ever say anything sexual? Why don't you explain it with that dirty little brain of yours?'*

"So annoying..."

*'Excuse me, were you just having a lewd conversation?'*

"Mia-san took the bait. That's my proof."

*'Tch, the situation is disadvantageous! I shall retreat to my lab!'*

"You should have done that from the start."

*'Oh, my sister is busy, I see. Then we'll talk about this later. Ah, and Kyouta-kun. I just got a call from the police, and they said they'll send over the tent and chairs we left at the campground.'*

"Oh, that's great. Really."

*'Yes. Well then, I still have a lecture, so.'*

"You too, Brutus?"

Honestly, these hopeless sisters need to take their studies more seriously.

...Although, among this group, I'm the one with the worst grades.

In addition to the difference in our natural intellect, the world is overflowing with entertainment these days. I tend to get distracted by the internet and games... I need to reflect on that. I mean, I do have golem maintenance and other things to do, you know?

*'Anyway, Kyouta. You went to Shī-chan's place, which means it's for Blanc's equipment, right?'*

"Yeah. The exterior armor and a backplate for mounting the Magi Battery."

While we talked via Telepathy, I was in the middle of putting the 'insides' into the armor, comparing it with the instructions.

The homemade Magi Battery. If I were to describe its appearance succinctly, 'a heart made of metal' would be fitting.

The materials were almost all unrelated to dungeons, items from the surface world. Most of it was ordinary iron, but since it also used things like raw rubies and silver, it was quite expensive for things I couldn't procure myself.

If the materials had any excess mana attached, they weren't suitable, so not being able to prepare them through alchemy was a subtle pain. The Alchemy Enthusiasts Club might have the technology to use alchemy without imbuing mana. Or maybe they can strip the mana away.

In any case, since I couldn't use what they made, I had to prepare it myself. I placed it in the outer casing, opened the dedicated injection port, and poured in a homemade magic potion.

*'Hooow is it? Think you can use it in a real fight?'*

"Probably..."

I closed the lid, tightened the screws, and placed it on the desk. The potion didn't seem to be leaking.

Though it's called a Magi Battery, it's different from a battery that uses electricity. It was something I had put together after repeatedly comparing the club's documents, the book on Arcane Gear, and my own written recipes, wracking my brain over and over.

I immediately channeled mana into the homemade Magi Battery in front of me. I hoped it would work properly...

"...Alright."

*'Oh, it worked?!'*

"I think so, at least."

Mana was definitely accumulating inside. And quite a lot of it, too.

Compared to the ones made by the club, this Magi Battery had a larger mana supply rate to its target. In fact, if I tried to restrict the flow too much, it would break. It would run out of fuel faster because of that, but this much was necessary to support Blanc's full-power combat.

Both Blanc and Byakuren were finicky golems whose performance had been forcibly enhanced at the expense of fuel efficiency to compensate for my own lack of skill. I'm sure technical specialists would criticize me for trying to solve the fuel problem without improving the golems themselves.

Still, I believed this was the best I could do for now.

"Now I just need to make some adjustments to Blanc's body, and once the test run is over, I can deploy it in a real fight. I've prepared two replacements, so I need to make sure I can swap them out properly on-site."

*'Are you going to a dungeon?'*

"...No."

My words got stuck for a few seconds before I managed to force them out.

Even I had been thinking on the premise that I would 'go to a dungeon' as a matter of course.

And yet, when I actually thought about going, my hands would stop like this.

"I want to... think about it, just a little longer."

*'Yeah, I think that's fine. Grandma always said that worrying about things is important.'*

"Thanks..."

I stroked the Magi Battery, which was now more or less complete, and let out a small sigh.

I felt pathetic. Mia-san had found her answer, and I was the only one in our group still holding back.

My rational mind knew I shouldn't rush it, but my heart was restless───

*'Stop right there, Kyouta!'*

"Yes?"

Erina-san suddenly shouted, and I tilted my head.

*Stop? Stop what?*

*'Even I can tell! You were starting to enter mopey mode, weren't you?!'*

"Mopey... well, I can't deny it."

*'It's fine to worry, but it's not okay to blame yourself! Alright, let's play right now! Turn on your game console!'*

"Well, I was about to start adjusting Blanc..."

*'C'mooon, let's playyyy! You went home without me, Shī-chan left early saying she had work, and Ā-chan went straight to cram school, so I had to go home all lonely, you knooow?!'*

"If you teleport home, there's no such thing as being lonely, is there...?"

*'Come on, come on! Let's get a change of pace and lose ourselves in a game!'*

"...Alright."

I ended up giving in, but there was some truth to what she was saying.

With a wry smile, I nodded and took out my game console.

*'Alright! Which one should we play? What do you wanna play?'*

"Let's do a racing game."

*'Alright! My ox cart is gonna spit fire!'*

"Isn't that just an accident?"

After about an hour of such silly banter, I noticed I had an email on my phone.

I'd been getting a lot of spam lately, so I wondered if this was another one.

Thinking that, I checked it and saw it was from the Dungeon Agency. It could be a phishing attempt, but I opened it just in case to check the contents.

"...Huh?"

An absentminded sound escaped me as I read the text on the screen.

Setting aside the stiff opening and other formalities, the content was something like this:

*'To all B-Rank Adventurers. The government is considering adding A-Rank Adventurers to the Dungeon Law and plans to hold a briefing session regarding promotion. The schedule is as follows, so we hope you will attend.'*

*...But they just created B-Rank a little while ago, didn't they?*

And this wording. It said 'considering,' but wasn't it pretty much a done deal? No, they probably phrased it that way so they'd have an out if the media found out.

That aside... could it be that this country is actually in serious trouble?

Even I, someone ignorant of politics and economics, could predict the public's reaction to creating 'A-Rank Adventurers' at this timing. The fact that they were going through with it meant they were no longer concerned with appearances, didn't it?

With a frown, I closed my eyes and looked up. Then, I channeled mana into the earring I was still wearing.

This was definitely not something I should be thinking about alone.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

*'Even Aira-san, who is often called a 'government stooge' on the internet, has no choice but to say this... What a total mess! The Japanese government! And it looks like they're on the brink!'*

Erina-san and the others had received similar emails, and after calling the Dungeon Agency directly to confirm, it was established that they weren't fake.

As a result, Aira-san had shouted with a laugh.

*'My, oh my. I wonder if this is Akasaka-shi's idea... Is he himself getting quite desperate? I'm starting to get a feel for both possibilities.'*

"Is that so?"

*'Well, we don't know the actual situation yet. However, it's almost certain that 'A-Rank Adventurer' will be newly established. But they'll probably leave some time in between. Instead, they'll likely throw people into dungeons as 'A-Rank Candidates.''*

"That's what I figured."

It was the same as with the 'B-Rank Candidates.'

Incidentally, the email had a line at the end that said, 'Please refrain from disclosing this to anyone outside of those involved as much as possible,' but Aira-san is our work colleague. No problem there, check!

*'So, what will you all do? Are you going?'*

*'I'm going! Because I'm a ninja!'*

*'I think I'll go as well. I'll decide whether to aim for A-Rank after hearing the briefing.'*

*'Senpai's a ninja too, after all!'*

*'I am not a ninja.'*

*'?!'*

*'And you, Kyouta-kun?'*

"...I'll go."

After a moment's hesitation, I nodded.

"I'm still debating whether to continue as an adventurer, but there's no harm in just listening. Besides... I want to know the reason they decided to propose this policy."

*'Is that so. Well, if it turns into a 'Now that you've heard, you're going to sign this contract!' situation, you can just use your gorilla power to escape.'*

"Who are you calling a gorilla?"

*'A ninja!'*

"I'm not a ninja."

*'!!??'*

*'U-Uhm... a completely lewd human?'*

"You don't have to force yourself to play along, hopeless girl number two."

*'I am not hopeless! At least, I'm not!'*

*'Mia? Kyouta-kun?'*

I grit my teeth and held back the retort that *she* was the lewd one, and ignored hopeless girl number one, who was muttering nonsense like, 'I'm a cool beauty, you know? Not hopeless, you know?'

Poor Aira-san. She must have used the telepathy mirrors so much she forgot their original purpose...

That aside. I checked the contents of the email on my phone again.

"...Well, if I have one complaint..."

I could feel my own mouth turning down into a frown.

"Why is it that every time, the meeting place is in Tokyo? Can't they hold it in about four different locations across the country?"

*'What's wrong, country bumpkin-kun? Are you scared...? Of Tokyo Station...!'*

"Shut up, hopeless girl number one. If I get lost, I'm counting on you."

*'Understood.'*

*'That, too... is the way of the ninja!'*

"I'd hate to be a ninja who gets lost in a train station."

I sometimes wonder if there's a monster lurking in Tokyo Station that confuses people and eats them.

Shinjuku and Osaka stations were called labyrinths even before the 'Day of Awakening.' Just how demonic have they become...?

I'm not supposed to have a particularly bad sense of direction, but a cold sweat trickled down my back.

Must I challenge the labyrinth known as Tokyo Station before I challenge a dungeon...?

*'Hah. I bet Kyouta-kun is cracking joke after joke in his head right now, isn't he?'*

"I'm seriously worried about this, damn it."

*'I have good news for such a Kyouta! By purchasing this ninja set and undergoing ninja training directly from Erina-chan, you won't get lost anywhere! And right now, it's 0 yen! Sooo cheap!'*

"That's the text of a scam. I'm not falling for it."

*'Kyouta-kun getting lost... Kyouta-kun as a toddler... th-that's shameless?!'*

"Shut up, pervert."

*'Pervert?!'*

Excuse me. Could you please give me a moment to think more seriously? You hopeless, perverted family.

While searching for a map of Tokyo Station on my phone, I sighed, realizing I'd have to buy a bullet train ticket again.

At this point, I wish they'd just do the briefing online. ...But they probably can't, for reasons like confidentiality. Or they'd likely say something like, 'Because those are the rules.'

Cursing the bureaucracy, I sighed again and headed to a convenience store to print out the map.
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			Kyouta-Style Boot Camp II

			"Well then, Yamadera-san. Excuse us."

"Umu. Try not to destroy the mountain too much."

"Yes. We'll be careful."

That weekend, we had come to Yamadera-san's temple.

The reason being...

"I never expected you to ask to borrow a place for a golem's test run. That was a bit of a surprise."

"S-Sorry."

"No, no. I'm not angry. Just as I said, I'm simply surprised."

It was to check on Blanc, specifically with the 'homemade Magi Battery' attached.

The city's training grounds would undoubtedly not be able to withstand it, and the Arisugawa family's uninhabited island we went to by cruiser before was too far.

A place with no people around where we didn't have to worry about pulverizing walls or floors. The only location that fit those conditions was the training ground he owned.

"Ah, right. Whatever you do, don't go near the mountain you all investigated for me before. The police have it sealed off, and the Self-Defense Force is building a store around the gate. Well, it seems they're at the stage of needing to build a road before they can even build the store."

"Yes. We'll be careful."

This Yamadera-san apparently owns multiple mountains. The place we were borrowing this time was a flat area in a valley between them, a place people don't usually enter.

And yet, he was apparently planning to use it for awakening training soon, so the weeds were neatly trimmed. It was the perfect place for a mock battle.

"But, are you sure about this? Letting us borrow the place for free."

"Don't worry about it. You said you'd level the ground with magic after you're done, and more than anything, I'm interested to see what kind of effect it will have on the training ground when high-level Awakened Persons fight...!'"

Yamadera-san's eyes glittered, but I could only offer a wry smile.

If it were a life-or-death battle with a dragon or something, maybe, but a mock battle was unlikely to have that much of an effect. If it did affect the land's mana, there would be a lot more Awakened Persons in the world.

He probably knew that, but for a scholar, 'confirming it for oneself' was likely important.

"But it's sad that I can't even watch, let alone film it."

"I apologize. In that case, we can't guarantee your safety..."

"Nuu. How regrettable..."

That was half true, but the other half was that I didn't want him to know about the Magi Battery. I wanted to reduce the risk of the secret of the Sage's Nucleus being exposed as much as possible.

It pained my heart not to explain the full circumstances when borrowing his land.

"I know! As a substitute, how about you accompany me on an outing later? See, I'm getting old. And it's been getting dangerous lately, hasn't it?"

"Um, where are you planning to go?"

"To visit my wife's grave... with these legs, it's quite difficult to go, so I was hoping a young person could lend me a hand..."

"That's... yes. I underst───"

"Yamadera-san."

Smoothly...

Erina-san, clad in a purple kimono with a golden pattern, her long blonde hair tied loosely behind her in a single tail, entered the conversation with a smile.

"I spoke with your wife on the phone the other day, and she was in excellent health. At the very least, 'it's quite difficult to go visit the grave'... that's an ill-omened thing to say, even as a joke, isn't it?"

Th-this sham monk...!?

My eyes widened as I looked at Yamadera-san, who had beads of sweat on his bald head and was averting his gaze. Could he be any more obvious!?

"W-Was that so? I'm getting old, so I might be getting a bit senile."

"Oh my! That's terrible. You should have a long talk with your wife and enjoy your time together as a couple. That way, you won't mistakenly think she might have passed away."

"Y-Yes, you're right. I'll do that. Later, that is. Umu. Later."

"Yes. That would be best."

Erina-san's smile never faltered as Yamadera-san backed away inch by inch.

"Kuh... I might really be going senile. I should have been vaguer and said it was an old friend...!'"

*I can hear you, sham monk. Don't underestimate an Awakened Person's hearing.*

I'm extremely curious as to where I was supposed to be taken.

Yamadera-san... why didn't you try your best!?

"Kyouta-kun."

"Ye~es!"

My voice cracked as I answered Erina-san.

Wow. I don't think I'll ever get used to her in this ojou-sama mode.

"It would be a bother if we stayed too long, so shall we be on our way?"

"Yessir!"

"Well then, Yamadera-san. We will be borrowing your land. We will repay this kindness by assisting with your awakening training at a later date."

"Umu. Well, really, don't worry about it. So, you know, about what just happened, if you could keep it a secret..."

"Yes. Of course."

After bowing with a graceful demeanor, Erina-san looked up with a radiant smile.

I wonder why. It was a smile so beautiful it was captivating, and yet a cold sweat trickled down my back and wouldn't stop.

Following Erina-san, I gave a nod and left, returning to Aira-san's car, which was waiting a short distance away.

"What happened, you two? The air seemed rather tense."

"Yes. I felt a presence from Erina-san, in particular, that was similar to when Grandmother is angry..."

With sweat on their cheeks, Aira-san and Mia-san turned to look at us in the back seat.

In response, Erina-san answered in her usual demeanor.

"Oh, it was nothing! We were just talking about how close Yamadera-san is with his wife!"

"...Ah, yeah. They're close, that couple."

"I hear they both practice martial arts and often spar with each other..."

Depending on the circumstances, he might be her punching bag tonight.

I debated whether to say so, but since I had no way of saving Yamadera-san, I kept my mouth shut.

Rest in peace, sham monk. I'll visit your grave, if I can.

"But I don't see how that would lead to such an atmosphere."

"Stop it, Mia. I've already decided not to get involved in this conversation."

"Eh?"

As expected of Aira-san. What a remarkable ability to sense danger.

She's clearly learned from all the lectures she gets from the professor.

"Come on! The sun will set if we're too late! Let's gooo!"

"R-Right..."

"Farewell, Yamadera-shi. May you rest in peace."

"Um, what exactly happened in the end...?"

And so, with two of the four occupants staring off into the distance, the car started to move.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

Following the map he gave us, we arrived at an open area along a river.

A light brown expanse of ground stretched out, gradually turning black toward the edges. Beyond that was a riverbank colored with moss and gravel. And further still was a gentle stream.

The opposite bank of the river was a steep cliff, and with the trees growing on top of it, it would surely provide good shade in the summer.

If one were to go fishing, it would undoubtedly be a peaceful day. Though it's not a good idea to let one's guard down too much near the water.

More importantly, we weren't here to play today.

"Erina-san."

"Yep! Here you go."

She took the bag containing Blanc and the weapon case out of her Item Box.

I thanked her, took them, and quickly assembled the golem. I put on its armor and gave it its longsword and tower shield.

Next, I placed the kettle-head on the ground along with a hastily sketched alchemy circle.

With my notes in hand, I performed the alchemy while channeling the mana of the Sage's Nucleus. It was a process I had done countless times before making Byakuren's dedicated body. However, the 'quality' of the impromptu body being formed was different.

The flow of mana was more orderly than back then, yet it felt as if it could overflow at any moment. The resulting giant, about two meters tall, maintained a humanoid shape while emitting an inhuman pressure.

Its fingertips were sharpened using the iron sand from the riverbank, and fangs were similarly alchemized in the mouth I had created at the kettle-head's connection point.

"Blanc. When I give the signal, you're to fight this golem. Don't worry about mana consumption; fight with everything you've got."

I said this to the silver knight, who simply stood there silently, then turned my gaze to the kettle-head.

"'White Wall,' you too. On my signal, fight that armored golem. Understood?"

This golem, which I had made on the spot for today, also gave no reaction, of course.

Feeling a slight sense of loneliness at that, I gave it plenty of mana and then moved away.

I headed to a spot where a rock wall rose to about waist height and joined Mia-san and Erina-san. Aira-san, meanwhile, was in the car, even further away.

"Everyone, thank you for today."

*'Umu. You should thank me from the bottom of your heart. And praise me. Me!'*

"Don't worry about it. That's what friends are for!"

"That's right! We're ninjas from the same village!!"

"We're not."

"!?"

Ignoring Erina-san, who had frozen with a shocked expression, I turned my gaze to the two golems facing each other.

They were almost the same height, but White Wall was slightly larger. In terms of width and thickness, it was overwhelmingly superior.

I wonder how much this weight difference will affect things...

"I've hardened the ground by channeling mana into it. It won't break so easily."

"Thank you. Then... begin!"

At my command, the two golems shot into motion as if spring-loaded.

Even with an impromptu body, White Wall's basic specs, powered by the Sage's Nucleus, were equivalent to a D-Rank monster... or perhaps even the boss of that rank.

It had specs that could overwhelm an average adventurer, but...

───*BOOM!*

The fight was over in an instant.

A wide slash, delivered with one hand while Blanc held its shield with the other. It struck the charging White Wall on the shoulder and was swung through in a diagonal cut.

The stone body was sent flying as if hit by a cannonball, and the surface of the ground was gouged, sending up a cloud of dust.

"That's enough!"

I stopped Blanc as it was about to deliver a follow-up attack to the rolling kettle-head and approached, stepping over the earth wall.

The impromptu body had been utterly pulverized. Not even its original shape remained.

I picked up White Wall's main body; the kettle's surface had a few dents and scratches. However, the 'imperfect homunculus' itself seemed to be unharmed.

"Alright. Well done, Blanc. White Wall. As for the mana... it looks fine."

I walked a full circle around Blanc, checking the flow of mana, and nodded.

The homemade Magi Battery was functioning properly. Even though it was just one blow, it had charged forward with its wind at full blast, and it still looked like it could fight.

"Alright, on to the next one."

Then, Erina-san, who had come over, handed me two more kettle-heads.

"White Wall 2, White Wall 3. The basics are the same as before. When I give the signal, fight this armored golem. You too, Blanc."

I repaired White Wall's surface with alchemy and generated another impromptu body. Then, I created bodies for White Wall 2 and White Wall 3 as well.

I placed the three of them so they surrounded Blanc.

"Blanc, don't aim for the head."

I returned behind the earth wall with Erina-san and took a deep breath.

"Then... begin!"

Just like before, White Wall's body was instantly cut down in a diagonal slash.

But what happened next was different. As White Wall 2 and White Wall 3 leaped at it simultaneously from the left and right rear, Blanc spun around.

It caught their respective claws with its sword and shield.

In terms of reach, Blanc had the advantage due to its weapons, and on top of that, it boasted superior strength, overpowering the two even with one hand. It compensated for the mass difference by releasing wind and forcibly pushed the White Walls back.

But White Wall 2 and 3 weren't deterred and charged again. When they were knocked to the sides, the difference in distance due to the sword and shield must have created a staggered attack this time.

The one on the shield side raised its claws and leaped. It showed an agility that belied its multi-ton weight, delivering a gravity-assisted swipe.

In response, Blanc raised its shield to defend. It blocked the attack with a heavy sound that resonated in my gut, and what's more, it sent the stone giant flying again.

Next, White Wall 2 charged with its arms spread wide for a tackle. It bared its iron fangs and lunged for the armor-covered flank.

But Blanc was faster. Its longsword swung down in an instant, chopping off the stone golem's right arm.

A reverse diagonal slash struck the staggering White Wall 2's body, and its torso shattered into pieces. The fragments scattered across the ground, and the kettle-head bounced away.

Without a moment's delay, White Wall 3 moved behind Blanc. It moved its feet with an agility that didn't match its massive frame and raised the claws of its right arm.

It seemed like a surprise attack had landed, but the difference in specs was once again apparent. By the time the iron claws were swinging down, the silver sword had already moved, smashing the stone arm first.

A powerful thrust was delivered to the chest of the off-balance White Wall 3. Before it could dodge, the tip pierced through, and the impact blew a large hole in its torso.

The stone body crumbled into pieces, and the kettle-head rolled away with a clatter.

"That's enough. Everyone, good work."

This time, the three of us went around the stone wall to Blanc and the others and collected the White Walls.

After repairing their kettle parts, I praised them lightly and returned them to Erina-san's Item Box.

"Well... the Magi Battery seems to be okay."

"Yes. It appears to be functioning without any problems."

"As expected of you, Kyouta!"

"No, no..."

I went around to Blanc's back and looked at the black rectangular box attached to it.

The connection hadn't loosened from the impact of the battle. It seemed to be working properly, and Blanc, which was using mana like crazy, showed no signs of shutting down.

But...

"It's a bit difficult to call what just happened a 'battle,' though!"

Erina-san, in her Arcane Gear, said energetically with her arms crossed under her ample chest.

Blanc's basic specs were on par with Byakuren's. A dozen C-Rank monsters would be no match for it, as long as it didn't run out of mana.

But the golem I could create with an impromptu body was limited to what the White Walls could do. And if I were to create a dedicated body just for mock battles, my wallet and materials wouldn't last. Not to mention the time.

Even with alchemy, I was maintaining Blanc's body and assembling spare parts all by myself...

"I still think the quickest way is to test it in a dungeon! Should I take you?"

"...No. It's still too early for a real battle against an opponent of equal or similar strength."

"You think so?"

Watching the previous battle, I realized something.

Blanc was overwhelmingly 'weaker' than Byakuren.

Even if they fought with only Blanc equipped with a Magi Battery, I was certain Byakuren would win. I was sure of it.

It wasn't just nostalgia. I like to think my judgment isn't so clouded as to determine a golem's superiority based on that.

"I'll be its opponent in a mock battle. Erina-san, Mia-san. If it gets dangerous, please stop me."

"Okay!"

"...Please be careful."

"I will."

I deployed my Arcane Gear and raised my fists.

I wouldn't draw my sword. If I did that, I'd destroy Blanc.

"Blanc. You will now fight me. No need to hold back. Come at me with everything you've got. The signal will be given by Erina-san over there... the one with her blonde hair tied in two tails."

Taking a deep breath, I calmly faced the knight before me.

*Glint.* The longsword shone, reflecting the sunlight.

"...But don't aim for my head, okay?! Also, if either of us falls to the ground, the fight stops immediately! No follow-up attacks! Absolutely forbidden!"

"You're wimping out!"

"Safety first!!"

"If safety is first, wouldn't it be better not to have a mock battle with a live blade in the first place...?"

Mia-san said with a slightly exasperated look, but it couldn't be helped since it wouldn't be proper training otherwise.

I don't want to fight with my fists against a real sword either...!

"Now then, to battle!"

Erina-san raised her right hand, her clear voice ringing out.

"Begin!"

The moment her hand fell, I charged.

Blanc raised its tower shield and swung its sword. But it was too slow.

My right fist, accelerated by wind, struck the corner of the shield, creating an opening in its defense. Without a moment's hesitation, I drove my left fist in, delivering a body blow.

A shockwave sent dust flying and gravel scattering. The river churned, and water crashed against the cliff and splashed back.

Blanc's body bent into a 'V' shape. But golems feel no pain. Its right-hand sword immediately swung.

I grabbed its wrist, stopping it.

"Don't wind up at this distance. Use a wrap shot... aim for your opponent's back or the back of their thigh with the flat of the blade, or strike with your shield."

Still holding its wrist, I released a blast of wind and forcibly threw Blanc behind me.

I aimed for the moment it landed, managing to do so with a release of wind, and punched its right shoulder. As it easily lost its balance, I grabbed the edge of its shield and pulled it forcefully toward me.

"If you're going to release wind, you can swing your sword from that position. Even if it's just a feint, unleash a slash to keep me from getting close."

Before I finished speaking, Blanc's sword moved.

Just as I had taught it, it aimed for the back of my thigh with the flat of the blade. But its swordsmanship was clumsy, something that could hardly be called a wrap shot.

I deflected the slash with a left backhand to the hilt, stopping it, and drove my right elbow into the shield.

"That's it. That's good. We'll work on your swordsmanship from now on."

As Blanc staggered, it came at me with a thrust. I dodged it with my footwork and simultaneously moved to its right side. I landed a light punch on its wide-open flank.

That alone was enough to make Blanc lose its balance again. I grabbed its right bicep and threw it back to its starting position.

"Don't thrust unless you're sure it will hit. And your original role is to withstand the opponent's attacks. Lower your center of gravity more and stop swaying with every move."

"The one who taught Kyouta that a thrust is a finishing move... was MEEEEE!!"

"The peanut gallery should stay quiet."

"Okay."

Blanc pressed the bottom of its shield against the ground and lowered its center of gravity. Honestly, it was still full of openings, and I could probably get around to its side, but...

"Alright. First, learn that. I'm going to start attacking now, so endure it."

I took a fighting stance and charged straight ahead.

It was a little different from 'praise to encourage growth,' but... for now, I would convey the movements I thought were 'scary if done to me.'

In any case, its learning speed was much faster than my own. Probably because it was so obedient. No, I should say innocent.

With a rush of both fists, I forcibly tore away its shield, grappled its torso, and threw it into the air.

As I charged in to attack its landing, Blanc unleashed a blast of wind while aiming for my right shoulder with its longsword.

I ducked low to slip under it and forced my way into punching range, only to have the shield thrust at my face. I leaned back to avoid the collision and kicked Blanc away, shield and all, with my knee.

───To think it would force me to use my knees already.

At this rate, it might not be long before I'm forced to draw my sword. Thinking that reminded me of the knight who vanished in that aurora.

Byakuren had gotten strong before I knew it, too...

"You know, Kyouta. You're definitely the type to spoil your kids."

"Huh? You think so after watching this mock battle...?"

"Well, yeah. I mean, the power of your punches has been pretty restrained from the start."

I ignored the conversation from the sidelines and charged again. This time, I circled to the side of Blanc, who held its shield in front.

"Lowering your center of gravity is good! Next, turn your shield in a circular motion!"

I placed a hand on the shoulder of Blanc as it tried to turn toward me and slammed a kick into the back of its knee.

Then, I grabbed its shoulder and waist and threw it.

For some reason, this was starting to get fun. I'm not knowledgeable enough about martial arts to teach people, but it should be fine for training a golem.

Above all, I wanted to get it used to my combat speed.

Alright... let's speed things up.

＊　　　　＊　　　　＊　　　　＊

"...You, man."

"Yes..."

The next day. In Shizuku-san's workshop.

On a sheet spread out on the floor lay a dented shield and armor, and a longsword full of nicks.

"No, really... you, man."

"I am so sorry...!"

Shizuku-san's equipment was amazing. Despite the armor being so beaten up, Blanc's main body was almost completely undamaged.

I conveyed this to her and bowed my head low, asking for repairs. I would need her armaments in the future.

She must be busy with Aira-san's requests, but she agreed with a sigh, for which I was eternally grateful. For some reason, it seemed to have stimulated her craftsman's spirit. What's more, she even did this time's repairs for free, so I felt deeply indebted to her.

...Though she did, of course, warn me that she would charge me a hefty sum next time.

That training method... I'll make sure not to do it again.

On the other hand, the Magi Battery had functioned without any problems until the very end, so the test was a great success.
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			Even the Pandemonium Takes Notice

			Some time passed after the test of my homemade Magi Battery.

It was a Saturday, still in early October. I found myself in Tokyo once again.

At Tokyo Station, I managed to avoid getting lost by sticking to Erina-san and the others' backs the entire time, except for a trip to the restroom. I felt a sense of personal growth.

Last time, and the time before that, I had been swept away by the crowd and gotten separated before I knew it...

After all that, we checked into our hotel and then headed to the Central Government Complex in Kasumigaseki. The bus was too crowded to get on, so we took a taxi.

Still, Tokyo was as crowded as ever, enough to make my head spin. Was it really true that there were fewer people now than before the 'Day of Awakening'?

But what was surprising was that the population hadn't decreased that much even after the 'Tokyo Incident.'

The taxi driver told me that a rumor was spreading that 'in Tokyo, powerful Awakened Persons will fight for you in an emergency.'

During the Tokyo Incident, it was the 'B-Rank Candidates' of the time. And the mysterious monster that Yamashita-san and his group fought the other day was dealt with by them and a 'passing master Awakened Person.'

I don't think such good fortune... no, a blessing in disguise, would happen so many times. But there was no need to go out of my way to deny it when the city was so lively.

As I was glossing over the conversation with some appropriate social smiles and nods, we arrived at the government complex.

I paid the fare in cash and got out of the passenger seat.

"Thank you very... eh?"

The driver's words, directed at my back as I got out of the car, stopped unnaturally.

I turned back to see what was wrong, and he was staring at me with wide eyes.

"At this place, with that back... don't tell me you're...!'"

"Thank you for the ride."

I didn't answer his question, but instead gave him a business smile and started walking toward the government building with slightly larger strides.

As I walked, I whispered to Erina-san and the others who had come up beside me, a cold sweat on my brow.

"Is my back that distinctive...?"

"No. But perhaps due to your level ups, your back now has a strange sort of dignity to it."

*'Though from the front, there's no dignity whatsoever!'*

"A ninja speaks with their back, you know...!"

"Excuse me, if you're going to make a joke, please leave a little room for me to retort."

"I'm not joking!?"

*'Neither am I.'*

"That's even worse."

While having such a silly conversation, we finished at the reception and got on the elevator.

We arrived at the floor specified in the email, got off, and followed the signs right in front of us. It seemed to be the same room as last time.

Standing in front of the double doors, I couldn't help but stare into the distance.

"...Do you think the other 'B-Rank Adventurers' have reformed?"

"Impossible... They are already in a place from which they cannot return."

*'Mia is pretty far gone herself, though.'*

"Sis?"

I let out a small sigh, glancing at Mia-san, who had started bickering with her sister through the earring.

Did I have to face that pandemonium again? The thought alone was depressing.

Then, recalling what happened last time, I hurriedly turned to Erina-san.

"What's wrong, Kyouta? I'm all ready!"

There stood a full-armored idiot.

She wore a sash that read, 'I am the head of the new generation of ninja,' and held a banner that said, 'The Invisible Ninjas have arrived!'

In her hands was a bundle of flyers that read, 'A pure vote in the village chief election,' with mine and Erina-san's faces printed on them for some reason. There was even a catchphrase I had no memory of saying. What was this, 'Embrace my Wind Release and ascend to heaven!'? I'll send you to hell.

A beautiful blonde girl, dressed in a style reminiscent of the Taisho era, was sparkling with excitement in an outfit that not even a street performer would wear. In addition to the sash and banner, she had rubber shuriken hanging from a headband and a ninja sword... probably a bamboo practice sword, at her waist.

"Erina-san."

"Yep! Let's do our best for our coalition government, Kyouta! Once we're elected, we'll welcome Senpai, Paisen, Shī-chan, and Ā-chan as executives and advisors, and run the village together!"

"Me grabbing you by the neck and sprinting all the way home, or you taking off that ridiculous getup right now. Which do you prefer?"

"My! How lewd, Kyouta! To ask me to strip in a place like this, you're so shameless!"

"..."

"I'm going to put everything away, so just wait a second!"

My seriousness must have gotten through to her when I cracked my knuckles silently.

Erina-san put away the sash, banner, flyers, and other mysterious equipment into her Item Box, transforming from a suspicious person back into a beautiful girl in a hakama.

She pouted her lips, expressing her dissatisfaction like a child.

"Geez. You're so stingy, Kyouta. To get so mad just because I made up a line for you without asking-"

"Are you implying there's nothing else to be angry about here???"

I once described Erina-san as 'unbound by the chains of common sense.'

This self-proclaimed ninja was unbound in a completely different way.

"I'm already tired, but... let's just get it over with and go in."

"Why do I have to feel this way just to attend a briefing?"

"This is so exciting!!"

Mia-san and I both stared into the distance, but the self-proclaimed ninja was as energetic as ever.

Was she one of them, too? Perhaps it was difficult for the second hopeless girl because she tried to be relatively sensible.

As the only person with common sense here, I wanted her to somehow stay on this side.

"I'm opening it..."

I called out to the two of them just in case before opening the door.

I entered, whispering, "Excuse us," and as expected, a scene that could only be described as chaos unfolded before me.

A drill-haired lady and a cat-eared butler in men's clothing, taking turns being dominant and submissive.

A bikini-armored, hairy old man and a muscular samba woman, comparing their muscles.

A pair of cross-dressing boys, doing some sort of candle wax play in the corner of the room.

A pompadour, an afro, and a mohawk, bumping their hair together and praising each other.

A beautiful Dark Elf woman in a kindergarten-like smock, whom I hadn't seen last time.

And another new face, a shirtless dwarf man with butterfly-like wings on his back.

...Oh, dear. I want to go home now.

The pandemonium before me made my face scrunch up like that wrinkled Pikachu meme from a few years ago.

"Oh, if it isn't the Invisible Ninjas!"

"That's right! We are the Invisible Ninjas!!"

I turned my gaze in the direction Erina-san had cheerfully replied, a bad feeling in my gut.

My entire field of vision was filled with flesh tones.

To be precise, a rich chest hair and powerful pectoral muscles, and a fine six-pack were closing in.

"It has been a while! I am glad to see you are well!"

"Umu. It is best for the young to be energetic."

The UMA, Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man, and the yokai, Fundoshi-Only Old Man, had appeared.

It was as violent a scene as ever. In a bad way.

"Ah, hello... during the Tokyo Incident, thank you for protecting the evacuees."

"Nonsense. We merely acted according to our own justice."

"Indeed. We only fulfilled our duty as those with power, and our role as adults."

Their words really are respectable. I thought so back then, too.

It's just that the impact of their appearance, or rather, their attack power, is way too high.

"Hmph. I wasn't there at the time, so I feel a little out of place."

"Ah, you're..."

Just then, a woman in a white tuxedo, top hat, and a mask covering her face approached.

...To think that in this group of 'B-Ranks,' this appearance would be classified as normal.

"Well, everyone seems to be in good spirits. How about it? A duel, perhaps?"

"Ah, no. The briefing is about to start, so..."

"I see... what a shame."

The white-masked person opened their tuxedo, revealing a large number of Yu-Gi-Oh decks.

I couldn't see their face, but I could tell they were genuinely sad about my answer.

But for some reason, I didn't feel a shred of guilt. Yeah, because I'm the victim being harassed by a weirdo here. I'm not in the wrong.

Why am I being harassed by a weirdo within three minutes of entering the room?

"I thought that if I could drag a famous person like you into the swamp, I could spread the word more... you don't have time after this?"

"Sorry, I have a prior engagement... famous?"

I had plans for Erina-san to drag me around to various shops after this, so it wasn't a lie.

However, being called famous caught my attention.

"Is my back that noticeable...?"

"It's not limited to your back. To begin with, high-level Awakened Persons are of a different 'caliber' as living beings. Just by standing, you draw people's attention."

"Huh."

So, in other words, people instinctively react to the mana I'm unconsciously leaking.

...I might need to work on my mana control more.

"On top of that, there are several products related to you out in Tokyo."

"What did you say?"

"Invisible Ninjas manju. Invisible Ninjas senbei. Kyoko Yajima photobook. The War Chronicles of Kyoko Yajima. The tea shop favored by Kyoko Yajima..."

"Wait. No, seriously, wait."

I reflexively shot a glance at the self-proclaimed ninja, the prime suspect, but her head immediately shook from side to side.

If she were to do something like this, it would be 'with good intentions,' so she probably wasn't lying. In that case, it meant some strangers were doing it without permission.

"I have no memory of putting out such things... and who is 'Kyoko Yajima' anyway?"

"Is it not your transformed appearance? Then, is it as the rumors say, the 'phantom fourth member of the Invisible Ninjas'...?'"

"No such person exists."

The white-masked person showed me their smartphone screen.

On it was, of all things, a picture of me in drag from the cultural festival. As her gloved finger slid across the screen, a picture of me in a maid outfit from the sports festival also appeared.

...I see.

"Erina-san."

"I've called Grandma! Leave the lawyers to me!"

"I'm in your debt."

"Don't mention it!"

A healthy commercial spirit is a good thing, but there are limits.

My patience has run out...

"Oh, how scary. Well, this is just what they call the price of fame."

"This is why I hate standing out...!'"

"It's a shock, because you're a ninja."

"I am not a ninja."

"!?"

I have a desire for recognition, too. But I don't want to become a celebrity and be turned into a 'product.' I refuse to be judged by self-proclaimed critics and made into a toy on the internet.

As we were having this conversation, it was almost time for the briefing to start.

I shot a protesting glare at Mia-san, who had become a wallflower, leaving me to deal with the weirdos, and then sat down in a nearby folding chair.

However, it seemed that, as the white-masked person said, I was rather conspicuous.

Just by lightly scanning the room, I made eye contact with quite a few people... at least, with the members who were at the Tokyo Incident.

"It seems you'll be the main focus in the village chief election, Kyouta...!"

Well, it's possible that the attention is on the self-proclaimed ninja next to me rather than on me.

After all, she has good looks and a personality that doesn't get buried even in this pandemonium. You could also call her a member of the super-weirdo class.

But a presence that drew even more attention entered the room.

Leading the way was a petite girl with a well-endowed figure and long black hair in a two-side-up style.

Flanking her were a beautiful girl with elf ears and a stunning figure, and a slender beauty with gray hair in a ponytail.

The white-masked person went to talk to that trio of different types as well. And for a few seconds, every gaze in the room was fixed on them. I was no exception.

In terms of presence, that trio was a cut above the rest.

It wasn't a matter of pure mana capacity. It was what you might call a natural 'aura.' If this world were a manga, they would surely be the main characters.

I had seen programs about them several times. There were almost always threads about them online. And they were all filled with positive content. Their overflowing charisma and the air of the powerful must have captivated many.

If the era had been different, they might have become kings or queens. As the consciousness of the formidable individuals gathered here was drawn to the entrance of these girls, who gave off such an impression...

A single man quietly entered through another door.

"Everyone, thank you for waiting."

A man in his thirties with glossy black hair styled neatly, wearing an expensive-looking suit without a hint of awkwardness.

With a face that looked like it belonged to a stage actor, he stood at the head of the room with a friendly smile.

Akasaka Yuusuke. Director of the Dungeon Agency and the one who had gathered this group.

And the 'scary person' who had the aforementioned trio perfectly under control.

"Well then───let's begin the briefing."

The briefing on the 'A-Rank Adventurer System' was about to begin.
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			Most of the B-Rank adventurers were an eccentric bunch, but perhaps many of them were serious at their core. Or maybe it was because of the three figures glaring at them from the back seats, which had become their regular spots. In any case, the briefing proceeded in an orderly fashion.

"As you can see, promotion to A-Rank comes with a variety of benefits—"

To summarize the distributed materials and Director Akasaka's words, the merits of becoming an A-Rank adventurer were as follows:

*After reaching the age of 65, upon application, one can receive a welfare pension equivalent to that of an average national public servant for that year.*

*When using public transportation such as trains and buses for adventurer-related travel, a portion of the cost will be covered by the state upon submission of an adventurer's license and the necessary documents.*

*If injured during adventurer duties, the state will pay for 30% of treatment and hospitalization costs, separate from existing insurance.*

*For monthly adventurer activities, if one ventures into C-Rank to A-Rank dungeons three or more times in a single month and culls a total of 60 or more monsters, a supplementary reward of 500,000 yen will be provided upon application.*

That was the gist of it.

Personally, it seemed like an incredible deal. Was it really okay to be treated this well?

However, after looking at the detailed figures, Erina-san's eyebrows furrowed ever so slightly. Something might be off.

Just as I thought that, a question from another participant made me realize why she was frowning.

"Hey, you got a minute, Akasaka-san?"

"Yes. What is it?"

The one who raised his hand and stood up was a shirtless dwarven man with butterfly wings on his back. According to him, these rewards seemed pretty cheap compared to the Self-Defense Force's ammunition consumption and personnel costs in high-rank dungeons.

He immediately began negotiating, demanding the supplementary reward be increased fivefold—no, tenfold. Director Akasaka responded to him with a smile.

...To be honest, I completely lost track of what they were saying midway through.

A flurry of foreign jargon flew back and forth between the two, and I couldn't understand even half of it. I wish they'd at least stick to Japanese.

...No, my bad. Even in Japanese, the terminology was so specialized it was all Greek to me.

I wish they would dumb it down to a level an average high school boy could understand. Glancing around discreetly, I saw that many others seemed to be just as lost as I was.

Erina-san wore her usual smile, so she probably understood. Mia-san had a difficult expression and was breaking out in a cold sweat, so she was likely on the verge of either keeping up or falling behind.

Among the others, the Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man and the old man in the loincloth seemed remarkably calm. Other than them, maybe the SM-style master-and-servant duo and the person in the white mask. Those were the only ones who looked like they knew what was going on.

*...I see. So I have less knowledge of the real world than those people.*

I could almost cry.

Just as tears started welling up in the corners of my eyes, the two of them finally seemed to reach an agreement. The Butterfly Dwarf sat down, satisfied, while Director Akasaka smiled quietly.

From what I caught of the end, though, all he said was, "We will consider it positively." Is that really enough? I have no idea.

I'm sure Aira-san is sporting a slightly annoying, smug look on the other end of our telepathic link, so I'll just ask her for a summary later.

And so, we heard about the merits, but it's only natural that rights come bundled with responsibilities.

The various restrictions that would come with a promotion to A-Rank were as follows:

*Accept a culling request from one's registered municipality or prefecture at least twice every three months, eliminating a total of 40 or more monsters. Failure to do so will result in a penalty of 300,000 yen paid to the resident municipality.*

*In the event of a monster stampede, one must act in accordance with directives from the municipality and prefecture. However, if one's own survival is at risk, a retreat is permissible at one's own discretion. When retreating, the official in charge of the relevant district must be notified.*

*If no adventurer activity is recognized for a period of one year or more, and there is no unavoidable reason for this, one will be demoted to B-Rank.*

That about covered it.

Frankly, the restrictions were lighter than I'd expected. I thought we'd be formally placed under the command of the SDF or the police, but it seems that won't be the case.

I breathed a sigh of relief, but I still hadn't given my 'answer' yet.

I attended this briefing today so I'd be prepared to make any choice. I need to think more seriously about my future.

But after the verbal sparring match between Director Akasaka and the Butterfly Dwarf, my brain wasn't working properly.

I'm resistant to physical fatigue, but those kinds of mind-bending conversations are just too much for me.

The string of complicated talk had left the air in the room feeling a bit stale. Sensing this, Director Akasaka announced we would take a ten-minute break.

As he left the room, the adventurers began to murmur amongst themselves.

Following their example, I immediately turned to Erina-san and the others.

"Um... honestly, what do you think? I don't feel like I understood even half of that."

"Basically, it was a ninja village dick-measuring contest!"

"Sorry, could you use human words, please?"

"Ninjas are the universal language of humanity, you know?"

What world's humanity is she talking about?

...Now that the existence of parallel worlds has been proven, I'm scared I might actually find one if I looked.

*'If you ask me, the benefits are slim for most B-Rank adventurers. Of course, the demerits are slim, too. Also, that dwarf is likely a plant. Be careful.'*

"What? But they were practically throwing verbal punches at each other."

*'It was too obvious. Nine times out of ten, it was just a staged performance. The goal was to have him speak up before the other adventurers could voice their complaints, then spew a bunch of useless jargon to make everyone think, *'Wow, what an amazing negotiation!'*'*

"Seriously?"

"As expected of my sister. I felt something was off, but..."

*'Hmph. That kind of wordplay, one step short of a scam, is my specialty! I hone it every day and night against Grandma!'*

"You're on a massive losing streak, aren't you?"

"As expected of my sister. You can always count on her for a punchline."

*'I don't think an Awakened Person needs a day off from drinking...'*

"By the way, I help out sometimes too! It looks like fun! A bit of family bonding, you know!"

"I see."

That poor professor... I should buy her some relaxing aromatherapy oils as a souvenir from Tokyo.

*'Well, there's no proof about that matter, and it's a fact that Japan is broke. You can't get blood from a stone. More importantly, the drop items from A-Rank dungeons are the greatest merit. You can consider everything else trivial.'*

"I guess..."

Personally, I'm more concerned about the pension... If I graduate and get a normal job, can I get this on top of that...?

Thinking that, I looked down at the documents again and saw some tiny text: *'However, for those with long lifespans due to elven, dwarven, or other lineage, or due to skills, judgment will be based on physical age.'*

So... so cheap...! I mean, I have no idea how my skills will affect that, but still...!

"But, what do you all think I should do? I mean, I haven't even decided if I'll continue being an adventurer, and I know I shouldn't decide something like this based solely on others' opinions... but, you know, just for reference."

*'You're really hedging your bets there. Don't worry, I won't look down on you for such a small SOS. I'll just gloat about it with a smug face later.'*

"*Don-doko-doko-doko, do-yaaa, do-yaaa...!*"

"So... annoying."

*'Anyway, about my opinion... To be honest, I don't think the obligations will change much for you guys, will they?'*

"You think so?"

*'Yup. First, the culling requests from the prefecture or city. The unpopular, high-rank dungeons are usually handled by the SDF. I'm looking at Erina-kun's documents through the mirror right now, and it seems that won't change.'*

I noticed Erina-san had placed a mirror on the desk, hidden behind the document she was holding. When did she do that...?

*'Therefore, you'll probably be assigned places you can clear with one hand tied behind your back. If you get a dungeon that's too much of a pain, just solve it with money. You all go to dungeons frequently anyway. Just pay the penalty out of your supplementary rewards. The city will just hire another adventurer with that money.'*

"...If there are performance reviews or something, that would probably have a huge impact."

*'If they were going to penalize you for something like that, they wouldn't have proposed this 'A-Rank adventurer' thing in the first place.'*

"That's true."

*'And in the event of a stampede. This will also be business as usual for you guys, given your personalities. If it's an opponent you can safely demolish, you'll help people. If it seems impossible, you'll run.'*

I gave a small nod at Aira-san's words.

If it were a superior opponent, that would be one thing, but if I can help people with a reasonable degree of safety, I want to. I wouldn't be able to sleep well otherwise.

*'And the third one is also a non-issue for you guys. To begin with, there probably isn't a single adventurer called to this place who doesn't go to dungeons frequently. All of these restrictions are, I have to say, pretty lax.'*

"I see..."

*'But.'*

Just as I nodded at her words, a hard voice echoed in my ear.

*'That's what makes it so unsettling. If these are the only obligations, why did they suddenly bring up this 'A-Rank adventurer' thing now?'*

"Is it... because of the SDF's manpower shortage?"

*'Of course, that's likely part of it. But it's the timing. The timing is strange, Kyouta-kun. Between the official introduction of B-Rank adventurers and this briefing, a huge incident occurred. And you were all present for it, weren't you?'*

"...Yeah."

There's no way I could forget. It's the reason I'm hesitating like this, standing at a crossroads.

*'The 'White Dragon and Red Dragon.' That's connected to this sudden introduction. And the 'SDF's Otherworld Dispatch,' too. The briefing is still going, right? In that case, you should assume the second half is the main event.'*

"Right."

"But hey, senpai,"

Erina-san asked in her usual elusive, laid-back manner.

"Do you honestly think the SDF dispatch is possible? That rebellion in China... they managed to prove Japanese organizations weren't involved, but internationally, we're hanging on by a thread, right? And we're still geographical neighbors, no matter what."

The rebellion in China that Erina-san mentioned still hasn't been resolved.

Half of the key figures from the previous regime are missing. The other half... well, let's just say 'the square turned red.'

Those who claimed to be remnants of `Turohorse` were proven to have no connection to that organization by Director Akasaka's pet trio. However, they were still Awakened Persons.

The perception of Awakened Persons as a danger is growing by the day overseas. I hear there are daily debates in the UN about placing them under strict control as a countermeasure against terrorism and military use.

It seems a lot of different agendas are at play, and no clear conclusion has been reached yet. But with the incident in the Middle East, the situation probably isn't trending in a good direction.

Up to this point, the Japanese government has been heavily indebted to foreign countries for their help with dungeon-related damage. When it comes down to it, they won't be able to take a strong stance.

I guess that part is up to Yamashita-san...

Really, I don't know when the `Walkers` got so big. I even hear he's been summoned to the UN. I've really gotten myself involved with someone incredible.

Who knows, maybe in a hundred years, if Yamashita-san becomes the star of a historical drama, our names might show up, too. For about ten seconds.

But I digress. I need to bring my thoughts back to the matter at hand.

"The number of SDF members who can enter dungeons is limited, and I think organizing units will be a huge strain."

"Well, that's... yeah."

I managed to stop myself from saying what I was about to blurt out.

The number of SDF personnel who can enter dungeons and fight might be about to increase.

I remembered the project the professor brought me the other day, the one that would put the SDF, the Dungeon Agency, and the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` in our debt.

That basic golem theory. Could it be that its application is... for *wearing*?

Due to the NDA in our contract, I can't say a word, not even to them. Having stopped speaking so unnaturally, Erina-san and Mia-san were now staring at me.

"What's up, Kyouta-chan?"

"Uh... it's nothing."

"...Okay!"

"Understood."

Erina-san beamed a wide smile, and Mia-san nodded deeply.

...I'm really bad at lying, I realize.

*'Well, let's leave leaky Kyouta-kun over there aside.'*

"Who are you calling leaky?"

"Sister. Please don't say anything lewd right now."

"What did you say?"

*'Oh my, is my sister this far gone...? Ahem! Uh, right. Anyway, a really intense discussion is coming up after the break. Be on your guard.'*

"Got it. Thanks for everything."

*'Don't mention it. We're friends, aren't we? My friend!'*

"...Uh, yeah, sure."

*'I won't let you escape. The moment you stop being my friend, I'll be back to having zero friends. Since Erina-kun and Mia are in the family category, I must avoid the risk of becoming a loner...!'*

"Right."

*'Next time, I'll send you an ASMR file to reconfirm that we're friends, so listen to it every night before you sleep, okay?♡'*

"That sounds like a hypnosis file. Or brainwashing."

"Is it an erotic one...!?"

"Shut up, Disappointment Number Two."

"I am not a disappointment."

*'I wasn't calling you Number One, you know?'*

"Right, right, you're a ninja."

Just as we were having this idiotic conversation, the break seemed to be over.

Director Akasaka returned, accompanied by someone who looked like a subordinate, and they began placing parchment and pens on each participant's desk.

"Now, we will continue the briefing... but before we proceed, I must ask you to promise not to speak of what you are about to hear to anyone."

The parchment placed before me was inscribed with numerous magical restrictions.

It contained a considerable amount of mana. Even a B-Rank adventurer would not escape unscathed if they were to suffer the curse contained within.

Just one of these sheets must have cost a fortune. That's how important the topic at hand must be.

"I must also ask that you turn off any communication devices you have brought with you. This, of course, includes magical tools as well."

For a brief moment, his eyes glanced in my direction. Of course, he knows about the earring.

...I have no choice.

"Aira-san. Talk to you later."

*'Right. If a split-second decision is needed, rely on Erina-kun.'*

"I will."

I removed the earring and put it in my pocket. I could feel her mana receding from the mirror's surface.

"If you are unwilling to sign this contract, please consider the briefing concluded and feel free to leave. The information regarding whether or not you will become an A-Rank adventurer has already been covered. If you have any further questions, please ask them at a later date."

His powerful gaze caused another stir in the room.

Then, after about two people had left...

"We will now collect the contracts."

Only those who had signed remained.

"...Now then, allow me to continue."

With that, Director Akasaka nodded to his subordinate, and the room went dark.

A screen descended, and he stood beside it.

"What I am about to discuss... concerns a request I would like to make of you after you have become A-Rank adventurers."

And what was projected onto the screen was—

"A white... dragon...!!"

Who let those words slip? Or perhaps, several people had murmured it at nearly the same time.

It was a profile shot of a white dragon, taken from a distance. With its eyes closed and its head lowered within a chalk-white building, the sight was almost fantastical.

But for me, it was a scene that sent a cold sweat running down my back.

Next, the screen changed to show a red dragon. This one appeared to be inside a massive building adorned in black and gold. This dragon, too, had its head down and its eyes closed.

"These are the dragons that appeared after breaking through the dungeon's outer wall, filmed by the Self-Defense Force."

As my eyes widened, the explanation continued.

"To get straight to the point, we want you to fight and subjugate the white dragon we just showed you."

His words sent a ripple of commotion through the room.

"The Self-Defense Force will handle the red dragon. However, considering the matter of the 'Otherworld Dispatch,' our forces alone are insufficient. That said, there are circumstances that prevent us from simply leaving this dragon be."

Then, the screen changed again.

Projected was a passageway where the floor, walls, and ceiling were all pure white. Here and there stood pillars inlaid with blue and gold, their majesty palpable even through the screen.

But the scale was off. A striped pole fixed with a tripod in the image was labeled '2 meters.' Considering that, the height and width of this passage had to be nearly ten meters.

Other images showed grassland-like scenery and white cityscapes, all of which were enormous.

"That dragon... a monster designated 'Guivre,' is an extremely dangerous entity."

*Guivre*... I think there was a dragon with that name in the Arthurian legends.

"These two dragons are... what you would call *environment-invasion-type-monsters* that 'rewrite' the very land they occupy."

"Environment... invasion-type...?"

The Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man in front of me muttered, sweat beading on his back.

"They rewrite even the land's leylines, transforming it into a state suitable for themselves. The experts have suggested they were likely created by the Atlantis Empire to establish bridgeheads in enemy territory."

It was an outrageous story, but when I recalled the sight of it seizing control of the dungeon, I had no choice but to nod.

This white space being projected was likely the result of Holophagus's dungeon being completely taken over. Not just the scenery, but the very size of the place was clearly different.

"If these dragons were to come outside, the damage would be immeasurable. And... while this information is not yet confirmed, they may very well connect a large number of 'other gates' to Japan."

Director Akasaka's words caused an even greater stir than before.

It was common knowledge that dungeons were gradually increasing in number. For the Director of the Dungeon Agency to say such a thing... it meant...

"We cannot let these two dragons run loose. If we do not defeat them, there will be no future for Japan... no, for the world."

The Guivre would invade enemy territory, convert it into its own, and from there connect to other dungeons—places like the Labyrinth of the Spartoi—to send in its forces all at once.

Perhaps such tactics were employed in the Atlantis Empire.

This was beyond just a nuisance.

"We in the government have a way to stop more dungeon gates from connecting to Japan. To do so, we must travel to the ruins of the Atlantis Empire."

Following that bombshell, no one could even speak.

I, too, swallowed unconsciously. Stop more dungeons from appearing in Japan? Really? A way to do that exists?

Did the government figure out the mechanism behind the gate appearances? How?

"After various calculations, we have concluded that we will not make it in time unless we deal with all of these issues concurrently."

Director Akasaka's gaze slowly swept over the adventurers in the room.

"After your promotion to A-Rank, we ask that you all work to improve your strength in dungeons throughout the country. Regarding anything that occurs during that process, we will *turn a blind eye with all our might*."

On that day, this briefing was concluded with those words of his... with this 'request.'

"Please... conquer this dungeon and slay the dragon that slumbers in its depths."

As we stared at Director Akasaka, who was bowing deeply...

Every single one of us was stunned into silence.
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New York, America.

The great metropolis, a place that could be called the center of the world, with its towering skyscrapers and streets so crowded with people and cars that the pavement was invisible.

In the back seat of an unfamiliar luxury car sat a pair of young men, hunched over like cats in a new home.

"H-Hwah, hwahwah...!"

"C-Calm down, Hiroshi. Calm down...!"

Yamashita Hiroshi, leader of the world's largest organization of Awakened Persons, the `Walkers`.

And with him, an executive and his childhood friend, Kawashima Shougo.

The two of them sat shallowly on the leather seats, looking as if their hearts might leap out of their mouths at any moment. The slight tremor in their bodies was probably unrelated to the car's motion.

"Gentlemen, please try to remain calm."

In contrast to them, an elderly man impeccably dressed in a high-end suit spoke in a relaxed voice.

His ash-grey hair was slicked back with wax, and the eyes visible behind his thin-framed glasses held a high degree of intelligence.

"But, Chris—"

"It is Ash Raymond, Representative Yamashita."

"Ah, f-forgive me."

This was Ash Raymond, Yamashita's secretary in the `Walkers`... or rather, former ambassador Chris Mackenzie in disguise.

He had come to his home country to support Yamashita, who couldn't speak English and had almost no knowledge of diplomacy or high society.

"It's not as if they are going to eat you. You simply need to act as you always do. Yuusuke said as much, did he not?"

*Chii-chii!*

A single squirrel popped its head out from the breast pocket of Chris's suit.

Yamashita thought he saw the squirrel nod, but he shook his head, deciding he must have been mistaken.

"That's easy for you to say... This is my first time in America, you know. And the first place I'm going is the UN Headquarters..."

"Would you have preferred to do some sightseeing first?"

"No, that's not what I meant!?"

"Hmm... What has you so nervous? You look as though you're thinking, 'I don't belong in a place like this.'"

"Huh? Well... it's not 'as though,' that's exactly what it is. I, uh, I mean, I'm not the kind of person who gets invited to a place like that..."

"No. That is where you are wrong, Representative Yamashita."

This time, it was former ambassador Chris who shook his head at Yamashita's tearful denial.

His blue eyes looked straight at the young man, whose cat ears were flattened against his head.

"In Japan today, you are the person most worthy of being summoned to the UN... to stand before the world's representatives. In fact, you would be well within your rights to declare loudly that they should not have summoned you at a time when the presidents and prime ministers of every nation were not gathered in one place."

"Huh?! No, that's going too far—"

"Yes. I went too far."

"You're not supposed to agree with me!?"

"Heh heh... Yes. Just like that. Speak from your gut."

Chris offered a gentle smile to Yamashita, who had retorted reflexively.

"If you hold your chest high and speak in a loud voice, your timid feelings will naturally grow larger. Well, if you overdo it, you'll make a blunder, so moderation is key... but still."

"Right..."

"...He's right, Hiroshi."

A thick palm slapped Yamashita's shoulder.

"We, the `Walkers`, have grown that much. We're a bridge connecting Awakened and non-Awakened, and we're more than big enough for the job. If you, the pillar holding it all up, look like you're about to break, all our hard work will be for nothing."

"Shougo..."

"Don't worry. If things get really bad, I'll grab you and we'll run for it!"

At the sight of his friend's grin, unchanged since childhood, Yamashita gave a small nod.

His cat ears were no longer flattened.

"...Yeah. Let's do this. I'll stand tall and prove it. That Awakened Persons aren't dangerous. That we're just people, no different from non-Awakened. That we can sit at the same table and talk just like anyone else."

"That's the spirit, my friend!"

As former ambassador Chris watched their exchange with a smile, his smartphone vibrated softly.

"Pardon me. ...Hmm."

Stroking a fake mustache that matched his wig, he turned the phone's screen toward Yamashita and the others.

"Representative Yamashita. I don't know whether to call this good news or bad news, but it's big news."

"Huh? Wh-What is it? Don't tell me the UN said, 'Actually, you don't have to come anymore'?"

"You're still scared, aren't you?"

Former ambassador Chris shook his head at Yamashita's slightly hopeful expression.

"No. The 'Nation of the Awakened' that formed in the Middle East... has just been destroyed."

"...Huh?"

Yamashita froze, his face like a cat that had just seen the cosmos.

Next to him, Shougo froze as well.

* * * * * *

A certain region in the Middle East.

The place that a mercenary group of Awakened Persons had occupied and declared the `Nation of the Awakened` had now become a hellscape of roars and gunfire.

Perhaps for them, this was just another day.

But this time, the opponent they were fighting was different.

"H-Hey! We're on the same side, aren't we?! Why are you—"

"Shut up! How dare you... how dare you deceive us!"

A soldier firing his gun wildly was cut down, sword slicing through his bulletproof vest.

Elsewhere, another took a spray of assault rifle fire head-on with a shield before running his foe through with a spear.

"I believed in you...! I thought... I thought you saved me!"

Some were enraged, others wept as the Awakened Persons decimated the soldiers.

It was the same sight as when they had first taken this land, a scene that had been repeated countless times until today.

But the soldiers they were fighting were the same comrades they had stood shoulder to shoulder with on the battlefield until just yesterday.

They weren't being controlled by some drug or spell. If one were to ask if they had gone mad, they were the ones who had been driven mad long ago.

They were the Awakened Persons who had been kidnapped from Japan and used as 'test subjects.'

In the sandy streets, grotesque beings that were a mix of human and beast fought alongside soldiers, barely holding back the fierce onslaught of the Awakened.

But when both sides knew each other's tactics, and both possessed modern weaponry... the superhumans easily overturned the difference in numbers, turning the battlefield into their personal stage.

—■■■■■■■...!!

A monster resembling a sea slug, yet clearly something else. A young man, once a victim of human experimentation, now reduced to a monster.

He let out an otherworldly roar and ravaged the monstrous men with bolts of lightning. It was a one-sided slaughter, no longer even a battle, but pure destruction.

*'Damn it!'*

The man known as the Boss hurried through an underground passage. With two of his closest aides in tow, he repeatedly fiddled with a rugged military satellite phone, clicking his tongue in frustration.

*'Damn it all, where the hell did they find out...?!'*

*'Boss, more importantly, what do we do now... The surface is already—'*

*'I know! For now, we move to the safe house! If we wait there, rescue will definitely—'*

"It may come, or it may not."

The three of them stopped in their tracks.

Just around a bend in the underground passage, a single man stood in their path.

He was a Japanese man in his thirties with a well-trained physique visible even through his camouflage fatigues. One eye was covered with a patch; the other stared straight at them.

Swallowing hard, the Boss forced a smile at the man, Hiratsuka Kikuzaburo.

"H-Hey, Hiratsuka. You came at just the right time. Our retreat—"

A gunshot rang out.

Smoke rose from the pistol Hiratsuka had drawn in an instant. The bullet had pierced the Boss's toe.

*'Aaaargh!!'*

"I believe I told you... you're persistent."

*'You son of a bitch!'*

Barking in his native tongue, an aide threw a grenade. At the same time, the other dragged the Boss back around the corner they had just passed.

The three of them stumbled into cover just as the explosion went off. The aides scrambled to their feet and tried to flee again with the Boss.

But they were stopped by an invisible wall that had appeared before them.

*'What?!'*

"Did you think I would let you escape?"

*Tap, tap.* The sound of boots echoed.

Hiratsuka emerged, brushing the smoke from his shoulder. The three men's throats tightened at the sight of him.

"I-I get it! We surrender! S-So please! Just spare our lives!"

"...I am taking you into custody. Disarm yourselves."

Hiratsuka's words stopped unnaturally, followed by the sound of shattering glass echoing through the passage.

Their gazes turned to two newly arrived Awakened Persons.

"Just in time... ya think?"

"We're alive, so we're safe, right?"

A man with a spear wearing a beast-like helmet, and a woman in full plate armor dual-wielding heavy machine guns.

They walked past the stunned Boss and his men to face Hiratsuka.

"What're ya spacing out for? Hurry up and get outta here."

"Yeah, yeah! It's one of those things. 'Leave this to us and go on ahead!' That's what this is."

"Y-You two...! Fine! I-I'll give you a bonus when we regroup! So kill him, even if it costs you your lives! Got it?!"

"Aye, aye~".

The spearman waved a hand at the fleeing Boss, who was being supported by his aides, without turning back.

At this sight, Hiratsuka holstered his pistol and instead deployed his `Arcane Gear`, which was reminiscent of a Shinto priest's robes.

Lowering his center of gravity, the one-eyed former SDF soldier asked in a low voice.

"...I believe I explained the situation to you two as well, did I not?"

"Yup! We remember! The Boss is a real bad guy, and all those heroic stories we heard were just him makin' stuff up!"

"We were just being used! If things go well, we might even get to go back to our old lives! Let's go to a future of hope, everyone!"

In response to Hiratsuka, the two of them readied their respective weapons.

"So. I was forced to help my parents pickpocket since I was seven. What kinda 'old life' d'ya think I have to go back to?"

"And I was forced to sell my body before I even got my first period. I don't really feel like going back to my old life, you know?"

"...I sympathize with your circumstances. I, too, have no intention of truly returning to my old life. The only ones I can trust now are my family."

Hiratsuka wreathed his fists in a barrier of energy.

"But even so. There is a future for you—"

"Ah, it's fine. The tear-jerking persuasion and all that. More importantly, ya can't chase the Boss unless you kill us first, right?"

"Mad-san's probably dead, too. He charged at Mr. Sea Slug with a crazy laugh. We just wanna go out laughing 'til the very end, ya know?"

A dense killing intent filled the straight underground passage.

It crept up from the ground, crawling from their feet to their throats.

"Some people say people don't change, while others say they have to."

"And then there are people who have no intention of changing. It's called diversity, Hiratsuka-san!"

"...Understood."

*Flutter.* Hiratsuka's eyepatch fell to the ground.

The prosthetic eye beneath it swiveled to fix on the two of them.

"I will beat you half to death if I must, but I will subdue you and pursue him. That is what I must do now."

"Then we'll—!"

"Let's die having fun! Because that's what we want to do!"

—That day.

The mercenary group of Awakened Persons was annihilated. The flag they had raised was shattered, and all the Awakened who had belonged to it went missing.

Due to a large-scale explosion, speculation ran rampant, suggesting infighting, an accident due to poor ammunition management, or perhaps even a bombing by a certain country.

Amidst the countless rumors, the eyewitness report of a man with an eyepatch leading several people away... simply faded away.

* * * * * *

Time and place return to America. New York.

A certain room at the UN Headquarters.

"Damn it...!"

Yamashita raised his foot to kick a nearby wall but stopped just short, striking it with a small fist instead.

"All they did was talk down to us...!"

"What should we do? Should I go give 'em a piece of my mind right now?"

"Please refrain. That would be nothing more than extortion."

Former ambassador Chris admonished Shougo, who had a vein throbbing on his forehead.

"There was certainly an opportunity. We simply failed to seize it."

"If only we could have used the collapse of that mercenary organization in the Middle East to our advantage...! To have it turned against us like that...!"

"Calm yourself. The fact that you did not become enraged in that room is, in itself, worthy of praise."

"But—!"

"You must not be hasty. The path you walk is a long and arduous one. You have only just begun."

"...Yes."

Swallowing the words that had risen to his throat, Yamashita took a deep breath.

He looked around the spacious reception room, his brows deeply furrowed as he tilted his head.

"So. Why were we brought here?"

"Apparently, a certain bigwig who came in secret wishes to meet with you. I do not know who, however."

"What, is the President of the United States coming or something?"

"Hahaha. In that case, I would prepare for my death."

At Shougo's words, former ambassador Chris laughed with lifeless eyes.

Immediately after, Yamashita's ears twitched, and at almost the same time, the squirrel in the former ambassador's breast pocket let out a small chirp.

"Someone's coming."

"The VIP in question? ...It's not an assassin, is it?"

"Well. I would like to think they wouldn't try such a thing in a place like this. But that very thought could be the reason they would do so."

As they stood on quiet alert, the sound of a knock reached their ears.

"Please, come in."

Shougo put on his public face and slowly opened the door.

Former ambassador Chris's eyes widened at the person who entered, offering a light bow and a word of thanks in 'Japanese.'

"This is... It is an honor to meet you, Prime Minister Alfred H. Armstrong."

At his words, Yamashita and Shougo froze for a moment.

They too had seen the elderly gentleman before them on television, with his black hair slicked back and an aquiline nose.

Alfred H. Armstrong. He was the current Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.

"N-Nice to meet you! I-I am Yamashita Hiroshi... uh, my name is!"

"Ah, please, calm down. Japanese is fine."

Prime Minister Armstrong, who had brought only a single secretary, smiled warmly.

As Yamashita stared blankly at his fluent Japanese, he continued with the smile of a kindly old man.

"A relative of mine was a great lover of Japan. So much so that he changed his nationality and even had his grave built there. Because of his influence, I am also proficient in Japanese."

"I-I see. Well... n-nice weather we're having!"

Prime Minister Armstrong let out a small chuckle at Yamashita, who was sweating profusely and speaking in a high-pitched voice.

"My apologies. Please, don't be so tense. Think of me as just an old man named 'Alfred.'"

"What?! No! I mean... yes, sir!"

His tail pressed flat against his back, Yamashita nodded awkwardly.

Former ambassador Chris whispered into his ear.

"Representative. A seat..."

"Ah! Armstrong-san! Please, have a seat!"

"Thank you. I shall."

Yamashita also sat down, facing Armstrong, who took his seat with graceful movements.

Looking less like a borrowed cat and more like a cat trying to disguise itself as a piece of furniture, Yamashita forced a strained smile.

"S-So, Prime Minis... san. What brings you here today?"

"I'll be direct. I came today to give you a friendly warning."

"A warning...?"

The ominous word made Yamashita's eyes narrow.

"Yes. Normally I wouldn't be so blunt, but I cannot stay long. To put it simply... the world is already prepared to drop the 'Flame of Wisdom' directly on top of you."

"What..."

He had already heard from Akasaka that they were 'on the verge of being used as a football field,' but hearing it from the current Prime Minister of the UK carried a different weight.

Yamashita nearly shot up from his seat but managed to sit back down.

"...Is it America?"

"They are the ones raising their voices the loudest, yes. But I said, 'the world,' did I not? The scales have already tipped quite far."

"Does that mean..."

"Hearing this, the people of Japan might consider evacuating abroad. That is, if the launch cannot be stopped. However... there will be almost no country willing to accept Awakened Persons."

"Wh-Why?! If anything, some places are fighting over them—"

"You have shown too much of your power."

Prime Minister Armstrong continued to speak dispassionately.

"'Only when the people have enough food and clothing do they know propriety and righteousness'... was it? A phrase from ancient China. You know what has become of that China now, I presume."

"...Yes."

"The collapse of that country has dealt a major blow to the world economy. The loss of a market. The closure of factories. There are still many foreign nationals who have not been able to return home. No country has any leeway."

There was no lie in his words. In fact, with China reverting to an era of warring states, stock prices in every country were fluctuating wildly.

On top of that, many terrorist organizations and activists had seized the opportunity to make their move.

Japan was not the only place where bloody stories were common.

"In that situation, what would happen if a country, having lost the market of Japan, were to accept a group of Awakened Persons? And there is no guarantee that the Awakened, having lost their home, would remain ladies and gentlemen."

"Th-That's—"

"Can you say with certainty that it's not true? You, who claims that Awakened are no different from non-Awakened, would you say that Awakened are more rational and kind-hearted than non-Awakened?"

"...!"

Problems caused by immigrants and refugees are happening all over the world.

If Awakened were to become refugees, the people of the country that took them in would see them as nothing but a source of terror—refugees who individually possess the combat power equivalent to a military platoon.

"Even if we were to accept them, a strong leash would be necessary. They would not be allowed to form groups. It would be impossible to treat them humanely. ...To remain a gentleman, one needs room in both one's wallet and one's heart."

"...In the first place,"

Yamashita clenched his fists tightly in his lap.

"Isn't there the option of not dropping the nuke? That way, Japan's Awakened would stay in Japan..."

"The white dragon and the red dragon."

Prime Minister Armstrong's eyes, thin as thread, opened slightly.

A sharp gaze, like that of a bird of prey, pierced through Yamashita.

"I have many friends. And besides, this is not something that can be so easily hidden. You have already heard from Akasaka Yuusuke, have you not?"

"...Yes."

"To dispatch an army into a dungeon and subjugate those two dragons. What would be the cost? And could it be recovered? Japan today has no such financial leeway, and the same can be said for the rest of the world."

As Yamashita fell silent, he continued.

"You may think it's all one-sided convenience. But that is how things are. People live by their own convenience."

"...Then today's summons to the UN was..."

"Merely a performance. For those who wished to use you to enhance their own value, and for those who wished to demean you to sell themselves somewhere. There was no one in that room who was truly thinking about the human rights of the Awakened. At least, that was the case in today's meeting."

"Grr...!"

Whether out of frustration or anger, Yamashita bit his lip.

If he hadn't, he felt he might have lunged at the man before him.

"If those dragons are left unchecked, the world will be in danger. Therefore, the world has no choice but to accept the 'sacrifice of Japan.' Even if it means using a power that is considered taboo."

"..."

As Prime Minister Armstrong concluded, Yamashita simply closed his eyes.

Seeing his reaction, the Prime Minister felt a flicker of disappointment, though he did not show it. He wondered if the boy intended to close his eyes, cover his ears, and escape from reality like a child.

But when he saw Yamashita's eyes after they opened again...

"Even so,"

He drew in a small breath.

"I... I don't want to give up. I want to struggle until the very end."

"...Do you fancy yourself having realized your mission? Automating one's thoughts is not something I would recommend."

"No. This isn't something I *should* do. It's something I *want* to do."

As Yamashita stared straight at him, Prime Minister Armstrong let out his first 'genuine smile.'

His lips twisted into a crescent moon, baring his canines. He faced him with a look that could hardly be called gentlemanly.

"A brat who hasn't lived a third of my life dares to bark so loud. What do you think you can do, you who are nothing more than a kitten?"

"I haven't decided anything yet. There's so much I don't know. Still, there are two things I want to do."

"And what are they? Yamashita Hiroshi. You, who are on the verge of becoming the king of stray cats, what will you accomplish?"

"First, stop the nuclear attack. Second, make the world accept Awakened Persons. I'll say it as many times as it takes. We and you are the same. The fact that we're physically stronger or can use magic is a trivial matter. We can sit at the same table, eat the same food, and laugh together. Me, and you...!"

Yamashita stood up.

For a moment, the secretary's eyebrows shot up, but Prime Minister Armstrong simply watched him in silence.

"So, please be my friend."

"...What?"

Prime Minister Armstrong looked quizzically at the outstretched hand.

"To achieve my goals, I want you to be my friend. Is that not allowed?"

"...A one-sided convenience."

"Yes. I am human, after all."

At his words, Armstrong laughed with a slightly exasperated look, then...

With a faint creak of his old bones, he stood up and took Yamashita's hand.

"To become a friend of mine... you may regret it later when I use you to the very marrow of your bones, you know?"

"The feeling is mutual, Armstrong-san. I'll be using you, too."

The great eagle with a defiant smile, and the kitten desperately trying to smile back.

They looked like nothing else, yet in that moment, they became 'friends.'

"...Prime Minister. It is almost time."

"Yes."

Nodding at his secretary, who had glanced at his watch, Prime Minister Armstrong released his grip, his defiant smile still in place.

As their fingers parted, he turned on his heel.

"Farewell then, Hiroshi. Prepare yourself, for I will make good use of you."

"Of course, Armstrong-san. And I won't go easy on you just because you're an old man."

"Don't be ridiculous, boy."

With those parting words, the Prime Minister and his secretary exited the room.

After they left, Shougo and former ambassador Chris rushed to Yamashita's side.

"Th-That was amazing, Hiroshi! You were incredible, man!"

"You've done it, Representative Yamashita...! This is without a doubt a huge step forward...?!"

The two of them chattered excitedly, but tilted their heads when Yamashita didn't respond.

Gently, Shougo waved a hand in front of his face.

"...Uh, it's no good, Raymond-san. He's passed out. Standing up."

"What..."

Yamashita Hiroshi. Representative of the `Walkers`.

With a smile on his face, he had burned out, completely... white as ash.

* * * * * *

In the car on the way to the airport, Prime Minister Armstrong, both hands resting on his cane, chuckled at the memory.

*'You seem to be in a good mood, Prime Minister.'*

*'Ah, yes. I went to see him out of pity, but... heh heh.'*

In contrast to his expressionless secretary, the Prime Minister's smile deepened as if he couldn't hold it back.

*'I thought he was just a kitten, but he may well be a lion. Goodness, this is what makes life so interesting...!'*

*'Shall we prepare a gift for your newfound friend, then?'*

*'That insufferable young man needs nothing. But, let's see.'*

He tapped his fingers on the head of his cane.

*'I told him that one knows propriety only when they have enough food and clothing, but to want to remain a gentleman until the day one dies, no matter what... that is the way of an Englishman. Don't you agree?'*

*'Indeed. I would like to be that way myself.'*

*'If that is the case, then like a gentleman, I shall refrain from placing a weight on the forbidden scales.'*

Glancing at the cheerful Prime Minister, the secretary checked the concealed magical self-defense tool he carried.

He hadn't been subjected to telepathy or any kind of curse. Armstrong, as an individual, had simply taken a liking to the man known as Yamashita Hiroshi.

*'By the way, Prime Minister.'*

*'What is it? Of course, after Japan is turned into a sea of fire—'*

*'No, not that.'*

The secretary, who had been by his side for many years, stated flatly, his face devoid of expression.

*'I have told you many times that your laugh is frightening and you should fix it. Can't anything be done about it? That vulture-like laugh of yours.'*

*'...Is it really that bad?'*

*'If I were a film director, I would cast you as Professor Moriarty with that face.'*

*'...I will be more careful.'*

*'Please do.'*

The meeting of Prime Minister Alfred H. Armstrong and Representative Yamashita Hiroshi.

What effect their strange friendship would have on the world... no one yet knew.

Furthermore, several incidents would befall Yamashita's party before their return to Japan, but that is another story.
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			Not for One Reason Alone

			The briefing at the Dungeon Agency ended well after the sun had set.

Director Akasaka's 'request' was not something that could be agreed to on the spot, so of course it would take time.

A breath attack that could pierce a dungeon's outer wall. The results of a reconnaissance-in-force by the SDF revealed that portable firearms couldn't even properly damage its scales. Curses and poisons used with magical tools had some effect but were far from fatal. Its speed and other capabilities were unknown, but with an army of soldiers generated from its scales and its subordinate wyverns, diving into its personal space would be difficult.

While the path was wide enough to send a large army, without a certain level of 'quality,' it would just be adding more targets. Even with skilled fighters, the risk of getting in each other's way could not be ignored.

In other words, a small, elite force. A platoon-sized raid at most was desirable... or so he said.

This request was clearly beyond the scope of what should be asked of adventurers. Many participants voiced their objections... but complaining to Director Akasaka wouldn't improve the situation.

No. No matter who said what, nothing would get better.

According to the director, the world was already considering a 'nuclear strike' as a solution. In this global climate of exhaustion and chaos, no country wanted to expend its own military forces or munitions if it could be helped.

Therefore, the plan was to jointly drop a nuke to eliminate the dragon the moment it emerged from the dungeon... or so he said.

Of course, I wasn't going to take his words at face value. It could just be a bluff. In fact, I hoped it was.

B-Rank adventurers would have their own connections. After the briefing, everyone was surely looking into the possibility of a nuclear attack.

Director Akasaka hadn't expected an immediate decision, either. He concluded by saying he wanted us to take our time and think about it.

However, he added that we didn't have much time left.

* * * * * *

"Haaah..."

After showering at the hotel where I was staying, I sat on the bed, drying my hair with one of the provided towels.

I was wearing a t-shirt and track pants I'd brought from home, my usual attire, but the luxuriousness of the room made it hard to relax.

I was staying in the same hotel as Erina-san and the others... but it still felt far too fancy for me.

I picked up my smartphone, but immediately tossed it back onto the bed. I wasn't in the mood for the internet or games right now.

After the briefing, I had asked Aira-san a few vague questions.

*'If that white dragon comes out of the dungeon, do you think the governments of other countries will send reinforcements?'*

To that question, she...

*'...Grandma's old friends and relatives have been contacting her repeatedly, asking her to return to Britain. That's always been the case, but since the day you all encountered the white dragon... the number of calls has more than doubled.'*

...is what she told me. Her tone was strained, as if something was stuck in her teeth.

It seemed I couldn't just dismiss Director Akasaka's words as a lie. And it was unlikely that Britain was the only country to abandon Japan. From what I'd seen on the news lately, they were a fairly pro-Japanese nation.

We couldn't expect reinforcements from abroad, and the SDF's forces alone were insufficient. At the same time, the SDF needed to be dispatched to the other world as soon as possible to prevent the increase of dungeons.

And if those two dragons came over to our side, the leylines would be encroached upon, causing a massive number of gates to appear. The likely response to that would be a nuclear strike the moment the dragons emerged.

To prevent that, we needed to defeat those two inside the dungeon. And for that, a small, elite operation was preferable.

...Yeah. I understood. Whether I accepted it was another matter.

"Fuuu..."

Another small sigh escaped me.

I understood the logic. I understood that what Director Akasaka was saying was necessary to 'save Japan.'

I also felt that civilians, even if they were adventurers, shouldn't be dragged into such an operation. But if a nuclear strike happened, there would be no room to say such things.

Furthermore, I couldn't strongly criticize the foreign powers for choosing the nuclear option. Because if I were in the same position, I'd do the same. If a fire next door was about to spread to your own house, it's normal to take a hammer to the burning house to prevent the flames from spreading.

That hammer might be abnormal in many ways, but the logic was sound.

...Maybe I should just run away abroad.

I could grovel to the professor, do whatever it takes, and evacuate to England with my friends and family. With an Awakened Person's body, I'd like to think I could find work somehow.

There would be language and cultural barriers, but thanks to the professor, I'm much better off than I was last year. And nowadays, you can even use translation apps. Also, it's pathetic to rely on the professor again, but it might be an option to ask her to help me find a job.

I was originally diving into dungeons on a request from her research lab. It wouldn't be unreasonable to rely on her as an extension of that.

The more I thought about it, the more I felt it might just work out. It might be the delusion of a naive kid who doesn't know the world, but it had to be better than fighting that white dragon.

—Or so I thought.

But for some reason, I just couldn't 'accept' it.

Yes, *accept* it. Logically, this decision seems correct, yet I can't accept it. Why is that?

It's not that I lack patriotism, but I'm the type who would run without hesitation if told to 'die for my country.' I don't have that much attachment to it.

Do I feel shame in fleeing across the sea? I'm not entirely without shame, but if I had to choose between pride and my life, I'd choose my life. Even if my opponent was someone I despised, I'd be willing to lick their boots for the sake of my life and my family's.

That's why it's a mystery. The more I analyze myself, the more I have to tilt my head in confusion.

"........."

My hand unconsciously reached for my smartphone.

I opened my contacts and tapped the name of the person I was looking for. She answered on the second ring.

*'Hellooo? What's up, Kyouta-chan? Oh, are we hanging out now?!'*

I gave a wry smile at her usual self and shook my head, even though she couldn't see.

"No, not that. I just had something I wanted to talk about."

*'Hoh hoh. A consultation, you say? Very well! You may ask me, the ninja master, anything! Let's start with how to form hand signs!'*

"Ah, no thanks, I'm good."

*'!?'*

I felt like the self-proclaimed ninja was making a dramatic, manga-style face, but I ignored it and continued.

"So... Erina-san, what do you plan to do about the white dragon?"

*'Obviously, I'm gonna go kill it! That thing dared to give the `Invisible Ninjas` the stink eye, you know!!'*

"Well, I thought you'd say that."

*'Besides, taking on a giant enemy with the fate of the nation at stake is so ninja-like!'*

"I thought you'd say that, too."

It was so predictable that I couldn't help but laugh.

I could tell that on the other end of the line, she was wearing her usual smile.

*'Senpai is definitely going to fight, and senpai is going to come with us, too!'*

"Aira-san is? Wait, did you tell her the details?"

*'Yup! She heard about it from Grandma, so she said it's no problem!'*

"I see..."

Considering the SDF dispatch, it's natural to assume the professor was briefed at around the same time.

Aira-san... well, she's brilliant in many ways, so the professor probably told her as a research assistant rather than a granddaughter. Probably right after I called her after the briefing.

*'So don't worry, Kyouta-chan!'*

"Huh?"

In her usual tone, but with a strange amount of force behind her words, Erina-san declared.

Surely, with that same sun-like smile on her face.

*'Your grudge for Byakuren-chan and all of Kyouta-chan's worries, this ninja leader Erina-san will solve them all for you!!'*

"—...Ah."

With her words, *thud*.

Something settled into place inside my chest.

With the phone still to my ear, I stared at the spotless ceiling, then turned my gaze forward.

Imagining the carefree face of this self-proclaimed ninja through the phone.

"Erina-san."

*'What is it? Oh, if you're going to England, I think there's this property that's unpopular there but pretty good for Japanese people—'*

"I'm going to grab those pigtails and throw you, you fool."

*'TAWAKE?!'*

All my worrying started to feel ridiculous.

Erina-san, because she has a firm sense of self.

Aira-san, because she cares for her family.

Mia-san, because she wants to be special to someone.

Shizuku-san, for her family's factory. Aika-san, for friendship.

Because they had all decided to stay here, to fight with a single, strong conviction, I had convinced myself that I had to do the same.

It's rare to be able to risk your life for a single reason. It seems a lot of strong people have gathered around me.

It's something that an ordinary person like me can't imitate.

So, my own answer is fine.

"I'll fight, too. I won't run away."

*'...Are you sure? Is it because I said I'm going to fight? You don't have to go along with me, you know?'*

"Well, to be honest. That's part of it."

*'I knew it. In that case—'*

"But that's not all."

*'...?'*

Not for one unwavering reason. But for the many things I can't let go of.

"I don't want to be separated from you."

*'—'*

"The right to fight alongside you... I hate the idea of giving that up forever, even if it's just temporary."

*'Wha? Ah, yeah?'*

"And I don't want to be separated from Aira-san or Mia-san either. Or Shizuku-san, or Aika-san. And of course, my family. They're all important to me."

"...Yeah. You're right."

"And besides... I can't stand the thought of running away without smashing the skull of that damn lizard that turned Byakuren to ashes."

*'Exactly!'*

"So."

If I say this, there's probably no turning back.

I have a feeling about that. But even knowing that, I can't stop. I don't feel like stopping.

"Let's go slay a dragon. Please, fight with me."

*'You got it! Let's show 'em what we've got, partner!!'*

We laughed together over the phone.

Whether this exchange becomes a curse or a charm... that depends on what happens from now on.

But for now, in this moment, it felt very good.

...However, there was still a reason I couldn't tell her, the person who called me her partner.

Ending the call, I placed the phone on the bed and gently covered my face with both hands.

"There's no way I can say it..."

—*I want to be with you because I'm in love with you.*

"Confessing one-sidedly at a time like this is just creepy...!"

Erina-san is kind to everyone and deeply values her friendships. I'm sure there have been countless idiots like me who got the wrong idea.

She must have cut them all down with that cheerful smile, or perhaps a troubled one.

This is bad. If I get shot down now, I'll never recover. I'll end up escaping to a homunculus wife like the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club`.

No, what if? What if, by some chance, my feelings for Erina-san were mutual?

"And on top of that, admitting that I might like Aira-san, Mia-san, Shizuku-san, and Aika-san too goes beyond unfaithful, I'm just scum...!!"

Hey, have I always been this much of a loser? Seriously? I'm starting to want to die a little.

No, it's not like that. High school boys, you know, when they're surrounded by beautiful girls, they want to date all of them! They might even want to do more than date them!

But even so! All my thoughts! They're all! Below the belt!

Is there any love in there? There is! And that's why this is so much worse!

Ahhh... In the professor's classes, topics like 'Cultures with Polygamy,' 'The Pros and Cons of a Harem,' and 'Is Polygamy Evil If It's Legal?' came up often, so maybe I was influenced?

No, it's not right to blame others. In the first place, there's no way the professor, a model educator, would have such intentions. Get a grip, me.

So that means this promiscuous idea came from within me...?!

Maybe I should just die? No way. My shame is about to overcome my will to live.

Maybe I should commit seppuku... not that it would kill me. It would just be painful.

"Haaah... If only Japan had a polygamy system, and they were all in love with me... What kind of eroge is this?"

It's sad just saying it. So empty. I'm really overthinking this whole virgin thing.

I'm just going to sleep. I'll surrender myself to this unbelievably fluffy bed and pass all my worries onto tomorrow's me.

For now, I'll kill that damn lizard. It's mostly its fault anyway.

I'll chop off that ridiculously large neck of its. I just found another reason to aim for dragon-slaying.

I connected my phone to the charger, went to the bathroom, and then got into bed.

I turned off the light with the remote and closed my eyes.

Was it because the bed was so good? Or was it for another reason?

I had a feeling I would sleep well today.
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			The day I returned from Tokyo.

"Mom. Dad."

I met my parents in the living room when they came back from a dungeon in the evening and told them the conclusion I had reached.

I didn't think I could explain it well... so without giving any reasons, I just gave them my 'answer.'

"I'm going to continue being an adventurer. I'm going back to the dungeons."

My mother's face, on the verge of tears. My father's, biting his lip in silence. I probably won't be able to forget those expressions for a while.

And yet, the two of them...

"...Be careful."

"Promise me you won't push yourself too hard."

With awkward smiles, they sent me on my way.

* * * * * *

"So you're going."

"Yes."

A few days later... after school on Friday, I headed to Shizuku-san's workshop.

This time, it was just Erina-san and me. With Aika-san also there, it was the same group that always eats lunch together at school.

"...Take these."

With her usual sullen face, Shizuku-san placed two wooden boxes on the workbench.

One contained the `Flügel`. But the other held an unfamiliar silver bracelet resting on a red cloth.

"This is..."

"The 'Ring of the Flame Horse'... It's the 'Bracelet of the Flame Horse' now."

"I helped, you know? Shizuku-san was so determined to get it done before that guy went to the dungeons again, she worked frantically—"

"Shut it, anvil."

"What was that, you tiny brat?"

I gave a wry smile at the mismatched pair, who were now silently pulling at each other's cheeks, and carefully took the bracelet from the wooden box.

It was heavy. But it wouldn't be a problem for swinging my arm. Besides, Awakened Persons are far too light for their strength anyway.

"Thank you. The cost is—"

"I don't need anything for it. No, wait, I'll take it."

"Which is it..."

Shaking off Aika-san's hand, Shizuku-san looked up at me with her sharp eyes.

At first glance, it might seem like she's glaring, but there was no hostility in her presence. If anything, I felt a mana of concern and worry from her.

"...I'll collect when I feel like it. Don't you dare run off with it."

"You know what that is, Kyouta-kun. It's the classic 'I'm entrusting this to you, so don't you dare die' line! My, Shizuku-san can be quite the maiden—"

"Sh-shut up, you idiot! Don't explain it!"

"It can't be helped! Your usual words and actions are so far from a maiden's that it's really hard to tell!?"

With beast-like growls, the mismatched pair glared at each other again.

This happens pretty often at school, so it's a familiar sight for me. In the beginning, I used to fret about whether I should intervene.

"Thank you, Shizuku-san."

"...Hmph. It's nothing. I just did my job."

"And you too, Aika-san. You helped, right?"

"Hehe... Kyouta-kun."

Gently, Aika-san offered her right hand.

"Please be safe. My parents want to thank you again properly. It's thanks to you that I can share a meal with my family again."

"No, not at all... Even if I hadn't done anything, I'm sure—"

"It's not 'I'm sure.' You became the bridge for us. That fact will not change."

As if to urge me, she kept her right hand outstretched and took a step closer.

"Let's all get together again. I don't know what kind of place you're going to... but it's a place that requires 'resolve,' isn't it?"

"...Yes."

I placed the bracelet back in its box and took her hand.

A soft, delicate, girlish hand. The feel of her slightly cool, moist palm made me blush a little.

But it seemed she felt the same way, as Aika-san also smiled with a faint blush on her cheeks.

"I wish you good fortune in battle. We'll be waiting for you, our hero."

"Please don't call me a hero."

"I refuse. I'll keep calling you that until I get tired of it, so be prepared."

"Seriously..."

While I was flustered, Erina-san placed her hand on top of ours.

"Yup, yup! Everyone's a ninja!"

"No, that's not it."

"That's not it at all."

"That's not right."

"What?!"

Shizuku-san added her hand as well, and the hands of the four of us were joined.

"...We're heading out."

"We're heading out!"

"Yes. You two, please be careful!"

"Yeah. See you at school."

* * * * * *

And then, on Saturday. We took a taxi to the station, and from the station, we transferred to an SDF vehicle.

We arrived at our destination dungeon.

Its exterior didn't look much different from the B-Rank dungeons I had been to before. A wire fence surrounded a building that looked like a `Dungeon Store`, and sentries stood at the entrance.

Inside, there were no convenience stores, just a simple changing room and toilet, and a reception desk staffed by an SDF member with a pistol at his hip.

After changing and using the restroom, I waited for Erina-san and the others before heading to the reception.

I presented my adventurer's license and a permit from the Dungeon Agency to the rugged, warrior-like SDF member, and was shown to the gate room.

"Good luck."

"Yes. Thank you."

I thanked him as he saw us off with a salute and closed the door. It was a metal door, but not completely sealed; there was a small space at the bottom.

So, there should have been proper air circulation, but for some reason, the air in this room felt 'heavy.'

Facing the white door before me, I took one deep breath. I deployed my `Arcane Gear` and glanced at Erina-san.

With a nod, she took `Blanc` out of her `Item Box`. I assembled it, unlocked the weapon case, and equipped it with its armor and battle-axe.

After confirming the activation of Mia-san's `Ukon and Sakon`, I spoke to Aira-san through the earring.

"Preparations are complete. We are now entering the dungeon."

*'Right. I have the map sent from the Dungeon Agency ready here. We're good to go anytime.'*

"Yes."

I looked back at my companions, and they nodded in return.

Confirming with my own eyes that their hands were on my shoulder, I turned back to the white door.

"Then, we're going in."

*'Yeah, go on.'*

Listening to her unusually forceful voice, I stepped through the white door.

It was that familiar sensation of the floor disappearing from under my feet, yet without any feeling of floating. The discomfort lasted only a moment before the feel of a hard floor came through my boots.

*Fwoom.* As if to welcome us, blue flames ignited in the torches mounted on the passage walls.

The floor was made of massive black flagstones that looked as if they had been carved from a single slab of rock. The walls, made of a similar material, had thick, ornate pillars embedded in them at regular intervals.

The torches lined up between the pillars, however, were not fueled by wood.

They were human bones. Of course, they were now just part of the dungeon, nothing more than lumps of salt, so there was no need to be creeped out. Though it was... unpleasant.

But even that quickly became unnoticeable due to the wind that caressed my skin, a wind that stirred a person's anxieties. It was as if a beast large enough to tower over me was right in front of me, tongue out, drooling. Such a damp wind flowed through this dungeon.

"Fuuu..."

I let out a slightly longer breath and looked behind me.

"Mia-san, please be on the lookout. Erina-san."

"Okay!"

With a thumbs-up, she handed me a black, box-shaped component, and I gave a small word of thanks.

Then, I inserted it into the socket on Blanc's back.

There were security cameras in the gate room, so it couldn't be attached until we were inside the dungeon. I confirmed that my homemade `Magi Battery` was functioning properly and nodded.

"Battery operation confirmed. We will now begin exploration."

*'Right. First, find a marker.'*

"Yes."

I began to walk on the floor, which I called flagstones for convenience, though it felt neither like stone, concrete, nor, of course, iron.

I turned on the lantern at my hip just in case, but the blue flames on the walls provided enough light.

Also, the size of the passage was no problem for swinging a sword. In fact, it was too big.

It was about as wide as a two-lane road, and over seven meters high. This vast dungeon was clearly not designed for humans to walk through.

Though, if you knew its primary 'residents,' the size was understandable...

*Clack, clack.* The hard sounds echoed in the passage. I walked down a path where my legs would turn to lead if I lost focus, moving my arm, which felt the weight of the bracelet, and let the mantle on my shoulders flutter as I advanced.

Was this pressure caused by the mana drifting in the air? Or was it simply my own fear?

Either way, my legs still moved. My arm gripping the sword was infused with just the right amount of strength.

In less than a minute, I spotted a yellow paint mark, out of place in this space that was both eerie and solemn.

"Aira-san. We are currently at 'H-12.'"

*'Hmm. Wait a moment... Alright. Continue along the path, then turn right at the third intersection.'*

"Roger."

I replied through the earring and started walking again.

The path curved gently, descending at an angle that was unnoticeable just by walking.

As if guiding visitors to the depths of the earth.

"Stop."

At Erina-san's voice, I stopped dead in my tracks.

At the same time, I lowered my center of gravity and held my sword at the ready.

"Enemies?"

"Yeah. Two of them, coming from down the path."

"Understood."

The next moment...

—*Raaawwwrrrrrrooooaaarrr...!*

A beast's roar echoed, *doubled*, through the passage. The blue flames flickered, throwing our shadows into disarray.

While the reverberation still shook the air, heavy footsteps approached.

A heavy, thudding sound of a four-legged beast, and a sound like percussion instruments being struck rapidly.

Before long, two grotesque figures appeared from down the passage.

*'Grrr...!'*

*'Gaaaa...!'*

Two heads growled. A monster with a colossal body like an elephant, covered in black fur.

Its eyes glowed crimson, and its mane was the color of jade. The mane ran from the necks of its twin heads, merged along its back, and continued to its tail. Its tail of the same color was long, but it reared up as if it were an independent creature.

A snake without eyes grew as the tail of the two-headed beast. A watchdog with a total of three heads, drooling as if about to pounce on us at any moment.

`Orthrus`.

Beside that monster stood a giant clad in golden armor, its skin like that of a corpse.

An ancient Greek-style helmet and cuirass, and a circular shield. In each right hand was a rugged spear befitting its giant stature.

But what was most striking was that this giant was a single being composed of three bodies.

Their upper bodies were back to back, fused at the waist. Their six legs pointed in different directions, making them almost insect-like.

A literally three-in-one giant heavy infantryman, with its heads at a height of about three meters.

`Geryon`.

The guardian and the watchdog, both of whom were said to have been slain by the great hero Heracles in mythology.

Their spears, and their fangs...

...were pointed at us.
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			Adventure

			"VVVAAAAAAAGH—!"

At the same moment Geryon’s three heads roared, the Orthrus drooling beside it began to gather mana in its maws.

It took less than a tenth of a second. A crimson flame that instantly filled my vision erupted from its twin heads.

As the veritable tsunami of fire closed in, the figure in silver armor raised its long-handled battle axe.

"Blanc!"

The axe howled as its blade swung diagonally upward in a reverse cross-cut.

It’s impossible to slice through fire, but common sense had no place here.

[Concept Interference].

The silver blade, now wreathed in a gale, bisected the crimson tsunami.

Through the parted wall of flames, I saw Geryon, which should have been hidden by the fire, in a spear-throwing stance.

From the moment I saw it to the moment its arm swung was, quite literally, the blink of an eye.

Using my precognition, I read the trajectory of the log-like spears flying faster than sound. I deflected the first with my sword, knocked down the second, and batted the third away with my left gauntlet.

After launching a volley of spears while spinning, the three-headed giant leaped. Carried by its momentum, it brought down a newly-formed spear on top of me.

In response, I took two steps back to evade. As my vision was obscured by dust and shattered paving stones, I used my ‘sight’ to dart forward, leaving the spear that was descending from directly above behind me.

Before my eyes were the giant’s legs—impossibly muscular for its deathly pale skin.

I charged forward as if to ram it headfirst, then pivoted on my left foot into a horizontal spin. Keeping low, I planted my right foot firmly on the stone floor and slid between its legs.

An instant later, with the full momentum of my spin, I slammed my flame- and wind-wreathed blade into the back of its knee. With a sickening *shunk*, the blade tore through skin, severing flesh and bone.

"GAAAAAAAH!?"

Losing one of its legs, the giant shrieked and staggered off-balance. I planted a foot on its loincloth and vaulted upward.

I grabbed the shoulder of the nearest screaming torso with my left hand and plunged my sword into its neck.

Grinding against bone, I twisted the hilt to shred its nerves. The wind and flame still clinging to my blade seared its flesh from the inside.

Immediately, the torso to my left tried to smash me with its shield. I instinctively turned the sole of my foot toward it, absorbing the impact with my knees. I didn't fight its strength and let myself be sent flying.

My body shot away like a cannonball. As the distance to the wall closed in an instant, I released a blast of wind from my Flügel to spin.

I planted my feet on one of the ornate pillars embedded in the wall and immediately leaped diagonally downward. Without a moment's delay, a follow-up spear struck and shattered the pillar.

But the giant’s assault didn’t stop there. Its arm swung, its spearhead carving a destructive path along the wall as it chased me.

Keeping my body facing my opponent, I kicked off the floor to escape the spear's range.

Suddenly, a massive watchdog the size of an elephant came at me from the side, jaws agape.

But I didn’t even need to glance at it. Countless lances of ice flew past, piercing its black fur.

"Gaaah!?"

"Voh!"

Cries of pain erupted from both heads as the Orthrus was sent flying, spewing blood and guts. And then she charged in, her long blonde hair streaming behind her.

All I had to do was focus on the giant before me. I swayed to the side to dodge the thrusting spear and ran toward its right—the side without a shield.

Naturally, Geryon tried to turn and present its shield. But the moment its two remaining heads focused on me, the silver giant came crashing down from above.

Blanc, its battle axe empowered by wind-based acceleration and gravity, slammed down and crushed one of the giant’s heads, helmet and all. The impact forced more than half of its five legs to buckle, exposing a clear opening.

Even so, the last remaining torso immediately turned its shield and spear toward both me and Blanc. But by the time the white shadow entered my vision, I was already closing in.

I parried the instinctively thrust spear downward with my left palm and used the recoil to launch my body upward.

Spinning horizontally, parallel to the ground, I swung my sword with one hand. The blade bit into the giant’s neck, and with the added acceleration of wind and flame, it sliced diagonally through the torso.

As my momentum carried me into the air, I shifted my gaze to the Orthrus.

It was already over. A spear of ice had pierced its torso, and a ninja sword had entered its left eye, destroying its brain. Its right head and serpentine tail had been crushed by Ukon and Sakon, respectively.

Just as I landed, the two monsters collapsed with a low rumble. As I turned to keep them in my sights, they both transformed into piles of salt of equivalent mass.

After watching them dissolve, I glanced over at Erina-san.

"Don’t hear any other enemy footsteps. All clear!"

"Got it. …Phew."

I relaxed my stance at her words and let out a small breath.

*"Good work, everyone. Is anyone injured?"*

"No, I’m fine."

"Same here!"

"Me too."

*"Excellent. I had a feeling, but it’s a relief to see you can handle this rank without any issues."*

"Yes."

Through the telepathic link, I could feel Aira-san’s relief. It seemed she’d been worried in her own way.

That made me a little happy.

Watching Ukon retrieve the drop items from the pile of salt, I looked down at the silver bracelet on my left arm.

"How is it, Kyo-chan? The collaboration piece from Shii-chan and the others."

"It’s great. The output is higher, yet it’s stable."

The ‘Bracelet of the Flame Horse,’ formerly the ‘Ring of the Flame Horse.’ A simple name, but easy to understand, which I liked. Tools used on the battlefield felt better this way.

"Best of all, I can maintain the flame even when I take my left hand off the sword. It really opens up my combat options."

"Yeah! You should tell them that yourself when we get back!"

"Of course."

Just as I nodded to a beaming Erina-san, it seemed the item retrieval was complete.

Ukon was holding a red-legged, wooden carving of an ox. It was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand.

It was intricately crafted—just what you’d expect from an A-Rank drop item. It contained an immense amount of mana.

If I remember correctly, its effect was to ‘increase the wielder’s physical strength.’ Another simple ability. But for that reason, it was never a waste to have one.

*The strange thing is that both Geryon and Orthrus drop the same item. They look completely different, but maybe they’re part of the same ‘lot’.*

Well, I’ll leave that kind of thinking to someone else.

Erina-san took a purple drawstring pouch from her Item Box and placed the ox figurines inside.

Then, she held one of the pouches out to me.

"Here you go, Kyo-chan!"

"Thanks."

I took it and tied the string to the sword belt of my Arcane Gear.

Looking over, I saw Erina-san tucking hers into the breast of her kimono. That ninja-like outfit didn’t seem to have many places to store things, yet she managed it skillfully.

"Are you sure about this, Mia-san?"

"Yes. It will be more effective if you two have them. In exchange, please protect me properly, okay?"

I nodded in response to her gentle smile as she held her staff. Erina-san gave a thumbs-up and a grin.

We would sell these magic items, but I wanted to secure some for our own use as well. Their effect was greater than the Orc Champion drops, and they weren’t single-use.

Considering future battles, I wanted three for each of us, including spares. Not just for the members here, but for Shizuku-san, Aika-san, the professor, and Aira-san too, while I was at it.

We’d also kept the magic items dropped by the Holophagus without selling them. It was a shame that dungeon now belonged to the white dragon… Guivre, making retrieval impossible.

They would have been useful for taking that white lizard’s head. We’d have to use them carefully.

"Let’s resume the exploration."

*"Right. Don’t let your guard down."*

"Yes, of course."

The battle with Geryon and Orthrus was, judging by the result alone, an easy victory. And indeed, based on how it felt, they were opponents we could consistently defeat.

However, what if they came at us in numbers? If we were pincered? If enemy reinforcements suddenly attacked from the side?

Considering all that, I wasn’t sure we could handle it. It wasn’t impossible, but we’d have to take some serious risks.

Once again, the sound of our footsteps echoed in the corridor. A quick glance at Blanc showed no stagnation or lack in its mana flow. The Magi Battery seemed to be functioning properly.

As expected of the [Sage’s Nucleus]… a Philosopher’s Stone, I suppose.

The passage descended at a gentle slope, almost imperceptible to the senses. Occasionally, we’d encounter a clear set of downward stairs.

As we proceeded and neared the third crossroad Aira-san had mentioned, another warning came from Erina-san.

"Footsteps from the left passage. Number is… probably three. Two Orthrus, one Geryon, maybe?"

"Got it. We want to avoid being flanked. Let’s meet them here."

"I agree."

"Okay!"

We set up to ambush them at the corner, but a surprise attack was unlikely. Just as we had our superior ‘ears,’ they had their ‘noses.’

—*Woooooooooooon!*

A chorus of four howls shook the passage. Immediately, multiple sets of footsteps began charging toward us with tremendous speed.

"Ten… five… three…"

But even if a surprise attack wasn’t possible, a preemptive strike with brute force was.

At Erina-san’s count, I raised my sword and circulated my mana—

"Zero!"

"Hyaah!!"

At maximum output, I unleashed a storm of fire straight ahead.

Converging and then expanding, the heat ray, wrapped in wind, swallowed the Orthrus that burst forth.

Its massive body was carbonized in an instant. I kicked aside the scattered remains through the shimmering, superheated air and charged into their midst.

Despite its abrupt stop, Geryon immediately raised its shield. The other Orthrus bared its sharp, spear-like fangs and leaped at me.

I ducked under the beast’s descending paw and sliced its belly as I passed. Then, in the next moment, the eyeless serpent tail was lunging at me, its massive maw wide open.

I slid to evade it, and just as it passed between my legs, Geryon unleashed a thrust. In response, I blasted wind from my Flügel to forcibly sit up and block with my sword.

I parried the spearhead diagonally with my blade and, without stopping, tried to circle around to the giant’s right. But the giant wouldn’t allow it; its three heads glared at me as its six legs pivoted to keep its shield and spear facing me.

The Orthrus with the slashed belly was vomiting blood, but it planted its powerful limbs on the stone floor, turning its twin heads toward me and my companions.

Suddenly, the giant bent its knees and leaped. At the same time, hellfire fueled by mana erupted from the twin-headed beast’s mouths.

Right after I cut through it with wind and [Concept Interference], Geryon’s spear descended from directly above. I sidestepped to dodge, but a second and third spear followed in quick succession. They pierced the stone floor, each strike unleashing a wave of dust and a shockwave.

I retreated in an S-pattern to avoid them, only to be met by a shield bash, as if the giant meant to crush me with its entire body.

I couldn’t take that hit. This time, I leaped forward to evade the crushing shield. Dust from the shattered floor filled the air, and a log-like spear pierced through it, coming right for me.

I caught the spearhead with the flat of my blade and, without resisting, let the force send me flying toward my allies. My precognition warned me of a beast’s foreleg aiming for the back of my head, and I spun with a backhand fist to forcibly divert its trajectory.

As I swapped places with the Orthrus, the serpent tail bared its fangs without a moment’s delay. I deflected its snout with my pommel and used the recoil to spin horizontally, aligning my blade with its long neck.

My wind-and-flame-wreathed blade seared through its jade-colored scales. Just as I severed the tail, Blanc leaped over us and charged the giant.

Shrieking from the loss of its tail, the Orthrus’s twin heads turned to the silver knight that had passed over it. Seizing the opportunity, I leaped back toward the wall, and into the now-clear line of fire, lances of ice immediately shot forth.

One of the giant beast’s left hind legs was pierced, and a scream echoed through the passage. Taking advantage of the opening, I unleashed a maximum-output blast of wind from my Flügel and dashed past the staggering Orthrus.

As I passed, I slashed at its left foreleg. It wasn’t a clean cut, but I severed the bone.

With the watchdog collapsing completely off-balance behind me, I leaped into the battle ahead.

In the fight between Blanc and Geryon, a storm—in a not-so-metaphorical sense—was raging. The former was attacking with brute force, while the giant was skillfully using its three shields to mount a defense.

It was a brief stalemate. And then, my blade joined the fray.

"Oooooh…!"

The three heads grunted, trying to create distance. But unfortunately for them, I had the advantage in mobility.

Seizing the opening as it retreated, the battle axe struck the *core* of a shield. The golden shield shattered, and the massive arm beneath it was torn apart.

As a spray of dark, viscous blood filled the air, I charged. Instead of slowing, I accelerated with my Flügel, passing by its flank and searing through two of its legs.

With a short scream, the giant lost its balance. I scraped the floor with the soles of my feet to reverse direction and took flight. From the opposite side, Blanc also leaped, releasing wind as it did so, and we attacked from both sides.

The battle axe clove one of the torsos in a diagonal slash, and my longsword simultaneously lopped off two heads. My momentum carried me higher as I glanced toward the Orthrus. That fight seemed to be over as well; the massive black beast lay collapsed on the floor.

Landing softly, I remained vigilant. Keeping the two giant bodies that were turning to salt in my vision, I put my back to the wall and scanned my surroundings.

Then, I heard that familiar, laid-back voice.

"No other sounds! No more enemies!"

"Got it. Good work."

"Good work, everyone."

"Nice work!"

I let out a breath of relief, lowered my sword, and turned to Mia-san.

"How’s your mana? I imagine you’re using more than usual."

"No problem. I’ve gotten stronger too, you know."

Mia-san puffed out her chest with a slightly proud smile, clenching her fists.

I nodded in return and quickly looked away. This girl could be so unguarded sometimes; it was bad for the eyes. I had to be careful not to let my gaze drift toward her accentuated chest.

While Ukon collected the drops, I spoke to Aira-san through my earring.

"Battle over. We’ll resume exploration after collecting the drop items."

*"Understood. From the sound of it, you’re all safe. Just don’t get lost because of the fighting, alright?"*

"Right. From the path we were on, we go right, correct?"

*"That’s correct. That dungeon is quite large, so getting lost would be a disaster. It’s not impossible that you might find the next marker, get into a fight, and then move on without confirming your direction."*

"I’ll keep that in mind."

The chances of getting lost were low thanks to the paint markers and Aira-san’s navigation, but the more we moved, the more we’d be worn down.

We had the upper hand in battle, but we were still expending energy. I wanted to avoid any unnecessary consecutive fights.

Steeling myself once more, I confirmed that Ukon had given the drops to Erina-san and Mia-san. Seeing Mia-san put the wooden carving into her pouch, I rested the flat of my sword on my shoulder.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Let’s go!"

"Yes…!"

In contrast to the ever-energetic Erina-san, my voice and Mia-san’s were a little tense. And that was understandable. It wasn’t just because it had been a while since our last dungeon.

The cause was our ‘destination.’

First, we would head for the exit secured by the Self-Defense Force.

And after that—

We would challenge this dungeon’s *master*.

This wasn’t a chance encounter, nor were we rescuing someone under attack.

We were here because we had chosen this ‘trial’ for ourselves.

To defeat that dragon, we had to be able to do at least this much. To overcome a catastrophe beyond all existing ranks.

We had no intention of going to a B-Rank or lower dungeon for a warm-up. We had hesitated long enough. We couldn’t afford to stand still any longer.

…Though it was a little embarrassing for me, the one who had agonized the most, to be saying that.

Pushing those thoughts to the corner of my mind, I forced my heavy, instinct-driven legs forward with reason and grit.

Down a passage that gently sloped deeper and deeper underground, keenly feeling the presence that awaited us at its end.

We continued our ‘adventure.’
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			A Beast from the Age of Gods

			With a roar, the Orthrus lunged.

"Voooh!"

"Gaaah!"

I retreated to dodge a bite arcing in from the right, but it used that momentum to lunge with its left head.

I instinctively met its fangs with my left gauntlet, but the difference in mass sent my body staggering diagonally backward. As I stumbled, the Orthrus spun, using the momentum from its lunging heads.

Its serpent tail, thick as a log, slammed toward me, the sheer wind pressure cracking the stone floor.

In response, I forced myself to spin from my off-balance stance. Empowered by the acceleration of wind and flame, I brought my blade to meet the jade-colored serpent.

The instant they collided, a hard, metallic clang echoed as scales met steel, and a powerful shock shot up my right arm.

But it was only for a moment. My sword, aided by my opponent’s own speed, sliced through scales, flesh, and bone in one clean motion.

The serpent’s head flew through the air. The Orthrus shrieked as it lost its balance, the force of its spin exposing its flank to me.

Without a moment’s delay, I gripped the hilt with both hands and charged. My blade slipped between its ribs and pierced its heart, and I channeled wind and flame into the wound.

The storm raging inside tore its organs to shreds, and a heat ray burst out its other side.

It might have multiple heads, but it only had one body. I twisted the hilt and swung the blade diagonally upward, but no blood sprayed out. Instead, fragments of the carbonized Orthrus scattered through the air.

With a ground-shaking thud, the giant beast collapsed. Taking a few steps back, I raised my sword and scanned my surroundings.

It seemed the three-headed giant fighting over there had just been defeated as well. Both monsters were turning into white salt upon the black stone floor.

"Good work, everyone. No other enemies around."

"Got it. …Phew."

I replied curtly to Erina-san’s voice and exhaled.

As I relaxed my stance and rolled my neck, she handed me a water bottle.

"Here. Hydrate."

"Mm, thanks."

I sheathed my sword and gave a small nod.

As I did, a drop of sweat trickled down my cheek. It seemed I was more exhausted than I’d realized.

"You too, senpai!"

"Thank you."

"Oh, Erina-san. While you’re at it, could I get a spare Magi Battery?"

"You got it! One battery, coming up!"

"Thanks."

I took the replacement battery from her and moved around to Blanc’s back.

I removed the old one and installed the new. After confirming that mana was flowing properly, I handed the spent one to Erina-san.

"If you would."

"Okay!"

"Blanc. While we rest, stay on alert, just in case."

"Sakon, please watch the opposite side of Blanc. Ukon, you can join guard duty after you’ve collected the drop items."

With Blanc watching our front and Sakon our rear, the three of us leaned against a wall for a short break.

This was a mentally taxing dungeon. With attacks coming one after another, you had to constantly push your entire body, brain included, to its limits.

It wasn't just that the enemies' stats were high; the sheer number of attacks and the weight behind each one created intense pressure.

*"Looks like everyone’s exhausted."*

"You bet, senpai! Even ninjas need a break!"

*"Indeed, indeed. Rest well. I’ll keep an eye out through the mirror on Ukon, just in case."*

"Thanks, senpai! All hail the president!"

*"Hmph. You can praise me plenty later."*

"Too much work, so no thanks!"

*"Oh, um…"*

Aira-san seemed wounded by the simple rejection. Tough luck.

But it really was too much work. Not because of Aira-san's personality, but because of sheer exhaustion.

The proof was that Mia-san wasn’t even trying to console or harass her older sister. She was busy taking a small vial from a pouch on her hip, downing it, and then forcefully washing it down with the sports drink from her water bottle.

"How are your mana levels, both of you?"

"I’m still good to go! My fighting style doesn’t really use that much, anyway."

"I can still go on as well. I still have two of the mana potions my grandmother gave me."

Mana potions. Professor Arisugawa was usually reluctant to let others drink them outside of emergencies, saying their ‘scientific safety hasn’t been guaranteed,’ but it seems that’s been changing recently.

Perhaps it was the result of her own experiments, or perhaps the direct dangers had increased to the point where worrying about side effects was a luxury.

Probably both. From what we knew, the only downsides to that potion were its incredibly foul taste and the intense fatigue that hit you a day later.

I felt bad for Mia-san, but we were counting on her.

*"I’ve been wondering, how useful are those wooden ox carvings? Being A-Rank drop items, I imagine they have a dramatic effect."*

Aira-san asked, seemingly trying to get back on track.

Whether the drops from the monsters here were affecting our combat… huh.

There was no reason to lie, so I gave my honest opinion.

"Maybe…?"

"They’re super helpful!"

"I can’t really tell…"

*"Whoa, three completely different answers!?"*

I could hear Aira-san practically doing a spit-take over the telepathic link, which made Erina-san laugh cheerfully.

"I think that’s to be expected. Senpai’s fighting style doesn’t really let her feel the effect, and Kyo-chan already had enough attack power for this dungeon to begin with."

*"I see… so in that case, Kyo-chan-kun would only feel the benefit of the magic item when fighting a tougher, stronger opponent."*

"…Then, in a way, this is perfect timing."

After Erina-san took the drop items, Ukon joined the watch.

As I watched, I took a sip from my water bottle. The cold sports drink was just what my slightly overheated brain needed.

"The boss monster’s location is close… right?"

*"…Yes. This will likely be the last break you take in this dungeon."*

It had been about an hour and forty minutes since we began our exploration.

We’d fought Geryon and Orthrus multiple times and even stopped by the exit area… but even so, we should have descended quite a long way.

The passages were mostly gentle slopes, but occasionally there were clear staircases. These were properly sized for humans, so the people of Atlantis must have used them as well.

Our current location was probably deep underground. Though, being in a dungeon, it was hard to tell for sure.

"Shall we get going?"

"Yeah!"

"Yes."

I handed my water bottle to Erina-san to put in her Item Box. Then I drew my sword from its sheath, gripping it as if to test the feel.

Then, one deep breath. A mental switch.

"Blanc, fall in behind me at a diagonal. Aira-san, we’re resuming the exploration."

*"Understood. Your destination is near, but don’t let your guard down on the way."*

"Right."

And so, we started walking again.

As if the journey so far had been a lie, we were able to proceed deeper and deeper without encountering any enemies.

What we reached was a massive, majestic gate.

Crafted from the same mysterious black stone as the walls and ceiling, it was adorned with blue and gold patterns. Blood-red jewels were embedded in it like scattered stardust, not gaudy, but asserting their presence all the same.

Even I, with no real eye for art, could see it was a masterpiece forged by a master craftsman. Yet at the same time, it exuded an overwhelming, intimidating aura.

"…Alright, we’re going in. Is everyone ready?"

I turned back and asked my companions once more.

I already knew the answer, but I felt it was something that needed to be said.

"Yeah! You bet I am!"

Erina-san declared, her pigtails swaying as she placed her hands on her hips with a confident grin.

"…Yes. Let’s do this. This is a wall we must overcome for the future."

Mia-san’s voice and the hand gripping her staff trembled with nervousness, but she still managed a brave smile.

I nodded back at them.

*"I hate to be a buzzkill, but I have to say it… If you feel you can’t win, retreat immediately. Use the golems as sacrificial pawns and come back."*

Aira-san’s calm voice came through the telepathic link.

It was obvious her words came from a place of kindness. But if that time came… it wouldn’t be her burden to bear.

It was ours, the creators who brought them here. Just like with Byakuren and the others.

That’s why I smiled and replied.

"Yes. But we’re going to win."

My grip on my sword tightened instinctively. Then, I consciously relaxed.

Unnecessary tension was a hindrance. I would face this with a clear mind.

*"…If that’s the case, then."*

A voice tinged with a wry smile echoed through the link.

*"Go. And come back."*

"Yes!"

We answered in unison. Blanc and I each placed a hand on the gate.

Pushing with our off-hands, we felt a dense wave of mana leak out. If it had a color, it would be the pitch-black of ‘death.’

With the sound of hard surfaces grinding together, the door slowly opened. Despite its thickness and texture, it was surprisingly light.

It wasn’t because of our strength… I don’t think.

This gate does not refuse those who come.

But should one try to leave, it would possess a weight beyond its appearance.

This room was made to eliminate the insolent who dared to enter this labyrinth with unworthy dreams.

A gap wide enough for three people opened, but the inside remained pitch-black. Without hesitation, I stepped through.

*Slurp.* It was a different sensation from passing through a dungeon gate. Similar to teleportation, it prevented any attacks from the outside.

And it was the signal for the ‘gatekeeper’ to awaken.

—*Grrrrrrrrr…*

The disgruntled growl of a canine. As if that were a switch, the skulls adorning the walls all ignited.

A vast space was illuminated by pale blue flames. This room, large enough to fit several Tokyo Domes, was completely empty.

Instead, there was a monster.

A massive body, the size of a large truck. Bristly black fur, each strand as sharp as a needle and as long as a spear.

Its four limbs, planted firmly on the stone floor, were as thick and powerful as the trunks of ancient, sacred trees. Its crimson claws looked like cursed swords that had drunk the blood of thousands.

But what commanded the most attention were the three pairs of eyes staring right at us.

A red glint, like the flames of a furnace that could melt even iron. Three canine heads glared at us, drooling venomous saliva.

And where a tail should be, a steel-colored serpent extended. It had no eyes, only a massive mouth that could easily swallow a human whole, from which it flicked its tongue.

There was no need to ask what this monster was. It was a beast known to almost everyone, a creature of legend.

The watchdog of Hell—Cerberus.

They say you can distract it with a wheat cake kneaded with honey.

But while in this labyrinth, the monsters require no food or drink. They don’t even have an appetite.

They say if you can play a beautiful melody, this watchdog will fall into a peaceful slumber.

But the monsters in this labyrinth do not sleep. They wait, sleepless, for intruders to arrive.

Therefore, the only way to defeat it is to fight. In the legends, only one man ever accomplished that.

Peerless, unrivaled, the greatest hero of Greece. Heracles alone.

Though there are three of us, we must face this monster head-on, just as that hero did. This is A-Rank.

Quietly, we each ready our weapons. After coming this far, none of us would flinch from being glared at by a mere monster that resembled the guardian of the underworld.

…No. That was a lie. I was terrified.

The pressure was so intense I wanted to take back my words and flee. The monster before me was merely called Cerberus because it resembled it, but its presence was so imposing it felt as if it had leaped straight out of mythology.

If I was going to run, now was the time. There would be no better moment.

But.

"Haaaah…!"

I forced a breath from the corner of my mouth.

And charged.

Leaving fear behind, tearing hesitation to shreds. Forward. Forward! FORWARD!!

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛—!!!"*

I was met by a threefold roar that seemed to echo from the depths of hell itself. I answered with my own battle cry and raised my sword.

A slash, accelerated to its maximum by a blast of wind, its speed further enhanced by the flames wreathing the blade. It collided with a bite that came in a hook-like trajectory, using the full power of a twisting body.

The fangs of one of Cerberus’s heads clashed with my flaming blade. The venomous saliva vaporized instantly, and a shockwave shook the entire labyrinth.

The deadlock lasted for a few seconds. We were both thrown back, and the difference in mass sent me flying further. The stone floor at the point of impact was pulverized, the dust cloud already scattered by the shockwave.

Gritting my teeth against the lingering impact that resonated in my bones, I felt the power of the magic item. I see. Having this definitely makes a huge difference.

Instantly, the three heads of the now-distant Cerberus opened their jaws. The mana converged in less than a tenth of a second. What should have been a simple rapid-fire attack came as a tsunami of azure flames.

The hellfire sought to burn every living thing in this world to ashes. As this embodiment of death, a world apart from that of the Orthrus, surged forward, a great water serpent leaped over me to challenge it.

A massive volume of water, enough to swallow several houses, collided with Cerberus’s breath. Amidst the explosive sound and billowing steam, I kicked off the floor and leaped into the air.

Flying alongside Blanc, who had also blasted off with wind, I broke through the steam to assault the three-headed beast.

But we were swatted away by a sideways lash of its serpent tail, moving like a high-speed whip. We managed to block in time, but Blanc and I were sent flying in separate directions.

Cerberus didn’t stop there. It scattered the steam and swung its tail with its entire body. A second horizontal sweep, this time aimed at Mia-san.

Ukon and Sakon blocked it, bracing their stone and ice tower shields at an angle, their feet digging lines into the stone floor as they held their ground.

But Cerberus spun again. Without losing momentum, it unleashed an overhead slam.

I released a maximum-output blast of wind from my Flügel. Becoming a cannonball myself, I charged the serpent’s tail. Not the tip, but its midpoint.

I slammed my sword into it before it could reach full acceleration and managed to divert its trajectory.

It’s hard, and heavy. I was trying to swing my blade with all my might, but the steel-colored scales only cracked, and the blade went no further.

I was deflected, my own trajectory altered, and I moved away from the tail. Immediately, one of the heads shot a fireball at me.

I dodged it at the last second, but the intense heat seared my skin as it passed by. The stray shot hit the ceiling, creating a deafening roar and a shockwave.

"Guh…!"

The blast pushed me from behind, throwing me off balance, but no follow-up attack came. Cerberus’s attention had shifted to Blanc, who had charged again, and Erina-san, who had thrown a kunai at its eye.

Seizing the chance, I dove straight down from above. I held my sword over my shoulder and began a headfirst descent toward my target.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛—!!!"*

With a roar, Cerberus leaped backward, displaying teleportation-like agility with its incredible leg strength.

Just before crashing into the floor, I righted myself, releasing a burst of flame from my sword tip to accelerate horizontally and narrowly avoid a crash.

I tried to close the distance, but Cerberus began to sprint sideways.

It was fast. As if to use every inch of this vast space, its four limbs became a gale. Moving in an arc, two of its heads acted as turrets, launching fireballs at me.

Chasing Cerberus at maximum speed, I evaded with a combination of barrel rolls and wall jumps. I also cut down a fireball aimed at Mia-san with [Concept Interference] and pressed forward.

Its attacks were heavy, but not unbearable. As I closed the distance, a phalanx of ice spears materialized in front of the sprinting beast.

With its own acceleration, a collision would inevitably impale it. Instantly, its limbs shattered the supposedly steel-hard stone floor as it made a phenomenal leap.

The truck-sized beast jumped nearly ten meters into the air. I instinctively looked up and met its three pairs of eyes.

*This is bad…!*

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛ッッッ!!!"*

Azure flames shot from its three jaws, converging into a heat ray that hurtled toward me.

I couldn’t dodge in time. I raised my blade and met it head-on with [Concept Interference].

"Gh, aaah…!"

My blade glowed red-hot, and my entire body screamed from the heat and impact.

I couldn't block it all. I managed to deflect it diagonally, and the bundled heat rays pierced the floor. Like a blowtorch to ice, it melted instantly, the beam tearing a gash across the stone.

Cerberus kept moving its heads sideways, chasing me. Was this breath attack its sword!?

Abandoning my half-melted sword, I retreated at maximum speed. I flew, desperately searching for a position that wouldn’t involve my allies. An azure line was drawn across the floor and ceiling.

I stamped my feet on the wind to come to a sudden stop, letting the heat ray pass. The shock felt like my organs had been turned inside out, and the bones throughout my body groaned. Gritting my teeth, I kicked off again, aiming for a position higher than Cerberus.

But it read my move. The serpent tail shot out to block my path, its massive mouth gaping open.

"Ooooooh!"

A meaningless cry escaped my throat. I barrel-rolled just before impact. My shoulder was grazed, but I dodged, only to find the heat ray closing in on me.

But just before it hit, a giant shuriken came flying in.

It caught the breath attack, transforming on the spot into a massive fiery tornado. I raised my left fist and charged into it.

One wrong move and my arm would be lopped off by the spinning blades, but I didn't hesitate, slamming my iron fist into the central ring.

A double dose of [Concept Interference] and [Mana Conversion]. The Daisharinmaru, which had been on the verge of being overpowered, flew toward Cerberus.

The shuriken tore through the breath attack, yet flew as if guided by it. It smashed into the beast’s left head.

A scream loud enough to be a sonic weapon echoed through the chamber as I reconstituted my sword in its sheath. I drew it instantly and dove toward the falling Cerberus.

But the monster’s eyes hadn't dimmed by even a fraction. If anything, they pierced me with a gaze even more intense than when we first encountered it.

Following the premonition from my [Spirit Eye], I changed my trajectory. The serpent tail passed through the space I had just occupied.

*THUD.* The beast landed with a ground-shaking impact. I landed opposite it, dozens of meters away on the stone floor.

I killed my momentum, my feet scraping sparks off the floor, and readied my sword.

Its left head was indeed smashed. But even that head was glaring at me with its remaining eye.

All three heads were still active. This was a creature of a different ‘caliber’ than any normal being.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛…………!!!"*

With a low growl, Cerberus planted its forelegs firmly on the stone floor once more.

I, too, shifted my sword into a low guard.

Blanc, Erina-san, Ukon and the others, Mia-san. They all readied their weapons again.

Everyone sensed it. Even the golems, who shouldn't be capable of such thought, understood.

This is where the real fight begins. Cerberus’s *warm-up* was over.

The three-headed beast’s roar shook the world. Azure flames, leaking from the corners of its mouths, enveloped its entire black body, shimmering like both armor and a weapon.

This monster was the first circle of hell. The chain that keeps sinners from escaping. The boundary between this world and the next.

The hunt of the Underworld's Watchdog was about to begin.
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			*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛—!!!"*

At the moment of its roar, a tsunami of azure flames erupted from it in all directions. It was trying to incinerate us all at once!

"Blanc!"

My precognition warned me a split second early, and I yelled to my golem. At the same time, I lowered my center of gravity even further and met the surging flames with my blade.

[Concept Interference].

My longsword and the battle axe entangled the waves of azure fire, tearing them apart and flinging them upward. I wouldn't let them reach the rear guard.

Immediately after, Erina-san threw the Daisharinmaru. As the shuriken flew toward it with wind-powered acceleration, Cerberus dodged, leaving a blue afterimage in the air.

It’s fast. Is that armor of flame accelerating it?

The three-headed beast sprinted away from us front-liners with even greater speed than before, its paws shattering the floor. Then, it spun its flame-wreathed body around. It was the same move I’d seen earlier in the fight.

The serpent tail, no longer steel-colored but glowing crimson from the heat, swung in a devastating horizontal sweep.

In response, a great wall of blue ice appeared. An ice block, dozens of meters thick and generated in an instant, stood in the path of the living whip.

A moment later, a deafening roar echoed as the wall shattered. Chunks of ice the size of a human torso scattered, but the tail’s trajectory was altered, passing overhead.

Cerberus didn’t stop, spinning again. But instead of a second sweep, this time it leaped.

Using the flame for acceleration, it soared through the air at high speed, aiming to crush Mia-san. A monster the size of a large truck became a cannonball hurtling toward her.

"Like I’ll let you!"

I charged in from the side. Releasing wind from my Flügel and my feet, I slammed my blade into Cerberus’s flank.

Carrying the momentum, my [Concept Interference] ensnared its armor of flame as I swung my sword diagonally upward. The great beast’s fur was torn, its flesh ripped, and blood sprayed into the air.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛……!!!"*

The three heads grunted as they landed where they’d been knocked. Despite the gash in its side, it showed no sign of faltering.

Fireballs erupted from each of its mouths. One head aimed at me, the others at my allies to keep them pinned.

From a state of slowed momentum after the collision, I rapidly accelerated to dodge the first shot. Then I flew in a curve, gaining altitude to leave the second and third shots behind.

I barrel-rolled to fly diagonally and evade the fourth shot, which had been aimed to predict my path. Then I changed my orientation, turning my head toward Cerberus.

And then, I accelerated again. As I tried to close the distance, the great beast started running. It moved its limbs to keep its distance, firing a barrage of fireballs.

I dodged the poorly aimed shots and drew closer, slowly but surely closing the gap. Fortunately, ahead of it was a wall. No matter how vast this space was, with its massive body and speed—

"?!"

A premonition from my [Spirit Eye] made me pull up and slow down. At the same time, I stamped my feet on the wind to stop myself.

Instantly, Cerberus leaped onto the wall, then kicked off. It lunged at me. Its tree-trunk-like forelegs were raised, its massive claws glinting.

An ultra-high-speed approach using its azure flames. At the last possible second, I interposed my blade and parried it diagonally downward.

The difference in mass sent my body flying upward. As I was about to lose my balance, the serpent tail followed up. I instinctively thrust my left hand out to the side and dodged with a blast of flame.

This is just… ridiculously overpowered…!

As my organs screamed from the G-forces, I kept my eyes locked on Cerberus. It used only its flaming aura to block the ice lances that were aiming for its landing spot, then sprinted, knocking aside Blanc, who had been in its path.

The silver knight scattered fragments as it somehow managed to right itself in mid-air, its body intact. But Cerberus, having made a sharp turn, was coming back for it.

Aiming for its back, I too dove. I released wind and flame from my sword tip and charged with the maximum acceleration I could control.

Using my Flügel as well, I caught up to Cerberus. I aimed for its neck with my momentum, but it slammed its tail into the floor to forcibly tilt its body and evade.

Immediately, the three heads, now angled upward, opened their jaws and took aim at me. I changed the direction of my sword, which I’d been using for acceleration, and retreated diagonally backward. As the azure heads passed before my eyes, a set of gaping, serpentine jaws pursued me.

I couldn't dodge in time. I instantly used my sword as a shield, and fangs clashed with steel, sending sparks flying.

After a shock so intense I thought my shoulder had dislocated, my vision shifted. I was launched nearly to the ceiling before I even realized I'd been hit.

Luckily, the acceleration was so great it left even the intense pain behind, so I avoided passing out. Just before hitting the ceiling, I twisted my body and flew along it.

Behind me, a blue light pierced the black ceiling and then swept sideways. Sensing it without looking back, I dodged by tilting my body.

I was pushed by the expanding, superheated air, and I let it carry me, sliding away. I lowered my altitude, circling in a wide but fast arc.

Cerberus had twisted its body again, unleashing another tail sweep at those on the ground. They deflected the first blow with a wall of ice, and the second was sent upward as Ukon and Sakon braced their shields at an angle.

But the impact knocked the shields from the two golems’ hands. I could see their left arm joints were broken.

Perhaps sensing an opportunity, just as it was about to unleash a third tail sweep, the Daisharinmaru—retrieved at some point—was thrown.

Cerberus leaped to evade the blade, using the recoil from swinging its tail. I attacked it as it did, but it countered with its claws.

The blade and claws collided, and a high-pitched sound and shockwave shook the chamber.

Gritting my teeth against the sound that threatened to rupture my own eardrums, I descended diagonally.

If I slowed down, I’d be killed. I slammed into the stone floor, still at full speed, and landed on both feet. I skidded sideways, black fragments scattering around me like sparks.

Cerberus had used its tail’s jaw to grip the floor and land instantly. It kicked up a massive cloud of dust, but left it behind as it charged me.

A charge that shattered the floor with every step. I desperately parried the attacks from its left and right heads as they came at me in arcs.

My arm felt like it was about to be torn off, and I couldn't find an opening to counter. Just then, my heel lifted slightly off the ground, and the central head swung down.

A headbutt, accelerated by its azure flames. I used my Flügel to retreat as an earthquake shook the entire labyrinth.

The resulting shockwave sent me staggering back further than I’d anticipated. I couldn't counterattack.

But its goal wasn’t to stop my assault. This was the ‘serpent’s range.’

With its central head buried in a massive crater, Cerberus immediately did a forward roll. Its entire massive body, along with its long serpent tail, came crashing down.

I couldn’t dodge it. But just as the supersonic slam was about to hit, the silver knight intercepted, smashing its battle axe into the tail from the side.

The axe-blow, delivered like a body check, shattered its handle but managed to divert the tail’s strike. Fragments of the stone floor flew like buckshot, cracking my helmet and breastplate.

But I could move. My helmet was sacrificed, but my head was only grazed, and my torso was just pierced by a few stone fragments.

With my vision now clear, I dashed past Blanc and charged the great beast. As the hound of hell pulled its head free and bared its fangs, I let out a battle cry and raised my sword.

"Oooooooooooooh—!"

Just as before, the right head came at me in an arc, and I met it with a slash that used my entire body, swinging downward. The fangs passed over my head, and my blade found the thick, flame-wreathed neck.

Instantly, my [Concept Interference] ensnared its flames, converting them into fuel for acceleration. I then expanded the slash with wind, bringing its bones within range.

And then, I swung through. My arms screamed in protest, and I crashed shoulder-first into the ground. My vision flickered from the sharp pain, but I forced myself to roll and face the enemy.

—*■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛!!*

A mournful howl. And then, a head larger than a man rolled across the floor with a heavy thud.

Finally, one down. As I raised my sword, the two remaining heads turned their gazes on me. In an instant, the great beast, cloaked in dense killing intent, leaped.

But its trajectory was far too linear.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛—!!??"*

The massive shuriken, having flown in again, struck Cerberus’s right hind leg, catching its flames and spinning even faster. It became a whirlwind of blue, tearing the god-tree-like leg to shreds.

As it lost its balance, I charged in. I circled to its right and slashed its flank. Aided by the flames I’d absorbed with [Concept Interference], the slash reached its internal organs.

But my follow-up attack was cut short by my precognition. Just after I leaped back, its left foreleg slammed down, shattering the spot where I had just been.

Cerberus then roared again, releasing azure flames in all directions. I barely managed to endure by shielding myself with my Flügel, but my allies…!

Erina-san had fired a grappling hook into the wall and escaped upward. Blanc had done the same with a leap. But Mia-san—!

In that moment, eight towers… no. Eight spears made of black stone materialized, surrounding Cerberus. They flew at the great beast all at once.

Amidst the shock and tremors that made it difficult to even stand, I used wind to hover and glanced behind me.

There was a melting wall of ice, and behind it, Ukon and the others were holding their shields.

They had forcibly held their half-destroyed shields by freezing their broken left arms in place. Behind them stood an unharmed Mia-san.

"Kyouta-kun!"

"Hh!"

I didn’t reply to her sharp voice, but I responded.

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛—!!"*

Both heads vomited blood as they used their powerful legs and tail to swat away the stone spears impaling them.

It was bleeding from all over, its armor of azure flame gone. But I gathered the remnants of that flame onto my own blade.

The blade of wind and flame expanded explosively. Raising it high, I charged toward Cerberus.

"Ze, aaaaaaaah!!"

One flash. My all-out slash, meant to tear the great beast’s torso apart, was intercepted by one of its heads.

Its fangs, which could crush any living thing, were shattered by this unnatural mass of mana. The head, which had already been half-destroyed, was completely obliterated.

Leaving only the final, central head.

"—!!"

Using its second head as a sacrificial shield, the central head now had its maw aimed right at me.

The immense convergence of mana seemed to be drawing in space itself. In my vision, which felt like it was skipping frames, its jaw locked onto me. *Click*.

An attack of last resort, sacrificing flesh and bone to take me down with it.

Evasion was impossible. Defense was too late. This was a guaranteed kill. The full-power hellfire of the Underworld's Watchdog. The leaking heat alone was enough to melt the earth into lava, and the swirling vortex of mana would keep anyone else at bay.

But.

"Blanc!"

The golem’s iron fist, having dashed across the melting ground, slammed into the watchdog’s jaw.

An uppercut delivered while leaping at maximum output. The central head’s mouth was forced shut, delaying the blast by a fraction of a second.

But it didn't stop. Cerberus forced its jaws open and swung the azure heat ray down like a sword.

It was no longer a guaranteed kill. It was a gamble for the beast as well. And for that very reason, it was a threat.

I, too, kicked off Blanc’s shoulder and leaped.

Pushing my Flügel to its limit, I charged, raising my sword. The extreme acceleration made my vision flash red for a moment, but I didn’t care.

As long as this one strike held, it would be enough. With that resolve, I swung my arm.

Two swords clashed. A blade of fire that reached the ceiling and a blade of raging wind pushed against each other, swelling as they tried to consume one another.

I tried to ensnare my opponent’s flames with [Concept Interference], but it was heavy. This ability only ‘interfered’; to overcome it, I had to win a contest of strength.

The mingling fire and wind became a single pillar, howling between us.

Victory would be decided by the slimmest of margins.

"OOOOOOOOOOOOH—!"

*"■゛■゛■゛■゛—!"*

Flames erupted from the silver bracelet, hot enough to burn my own left arm. Then, my Flügel pushed against my back with enough force to crack my bones.

Furthermore, mana was drawn from the wooden ox, and finally.

"—!!"

I swung my sword.

The world went silent. I didn't know if my ears had given out, or if we had blown away the very air.

But with my own two eyes, I clearly saw the great beast’s body, split in two.

An instant later, a shockwave like an explosion slammed into my entire body, and I was sent flying like a leaf. As my vision spun, something wrapped around my waist.

I was pulled by it, and my body, which had been hurtling toward the far wall, stopped. I managed to release a blast of wind to land on the ground.

"Gah, gck…!"

The wire around my waist released, and I fell to one knee, using my sword as a crutch.

Beyond my rushing companions, I saw what was left of Cerberus’s head—about seventy percent of it.

There was nothing below the neck; even for a monster, there was no way it was alive.

But I… I met its furnace-like eyes and we stared at each other for a moment. Because I felt it was what I had to do.

Eventually, its eyes closed. With a peaceful expression, its face turned to white.

"Hh… haaah."

I realized I’d been holding my breath. The moment I let it out in a great rush, my sword snapped with a *crack*.

This time, I fell face-first onto the ground. I didn’t even have the strength left to break my fall.

"Kyo-chan!"

"Kyouta-kun!"

*"Hey! Get up! Don’t die!"*

"I’m… not… dying… definitely…"

I answered the voice coming from my earring and somehow managed to roll onto my back.

With a clatter of armor, a pair of scorched black legs approached. I took the offered, battered gauntlet and stood up.

"…Good work, Blanc."

The silver knight, who was letting me lean on its shoulder, responded to my words.

Slowly. But surely, it nodded.
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			The defeat of Cerberus.

We had defeated an A-Rank boss monster, one of the strongest enemies among all the dungeons.

I’d lost the wooden ox carving and the lantern I was carrying during the final exchange, but that was a necessary expense.

In fact, it was the Flügel and the Bracelet of the Flame Horse that were abnormal for having survived that battle with only scratches, their functions unimpaired. It was proof of their creators’ skill.

The golems had all sustained moderate to heavy damage but had returned safely. As for Erina-san and Mia-san, they had some bruises and burns, but nothing an Awakened Person’s natural healing couldn't fix by the next day.

It was an undeniable, resounding victory. Considering the drop items, experience, and especially the boost to our morale, it had been a very fruitful ‘adventure.’

And so, the day after that fierce battle.

"Aaargh…"

I was lying in bed, melting.

Physically and magically, I was completely fine. But I was mentally exhausted. I didn't want to think about how many times I had come close to death in that fight.

So this was A-Rank. To be honest, I never wanted to go back, but reality dictated otherwise. Which, of course, was why I was feeling so drained.

To make matters worse, I was also exhausted from being mobbed by the SDF personnel at the Dungeon Store right after we came out.

I mean, I get it. They were genuinely worried about us and were happy to see us return alive.

And I also understood that getting too close to Erina-san and the other girls would be a compliance issue. So it made sense that they all swarmed me.

But being surrounded by a bunch of buff old dudes is just plain terrifying…!

That was the first time I ever thought my neck might snap from being patted on the head so much. Towards the end, they were even tossing me in the air so high I was barely missing the ceiling. It was a bit of a horror experience.

What’s that? I’m always flying around in battle? Flying on my own and being thrown by a group of people are two completely different things…

There was a muscular old guy who was so overcome with emotion he was crying half-naked. A younger guy buried my head in his impressive pecs while slapping my back. A grizzled veteran with arms still thick despite his age threw one around my shoulders.

…I was happy they were happy, but at the same time, it was all a bit much.

While my need for validation was fulfilled, I felt like something precious inside me was being ground to dust.

As I lay there limply in bed, my smartphone rang.

I sluggishly picked it up from the bedside table. Apparently, it was a call from Aira-san.

"Hello… this is he…"

*"Good mornin’, Kyouta-kun! Oh wait, it’s almost noon!"*

She’s way too energetic.

*"But what’s with that zombie-like voice? Are you dead?"*

"If I turn into a zombie, I’m biting your head first…!"

*"How scary. It's a horror movie staple for a sexy beauty like me to die at some point. Ah, to be cursed with such deadly beauty!"*

"Nah. You’d be the comic relief, so you’d probably survive until the very end and then die from some careless mistake."

*"What did you say?"*

She’s beautiful and has a great figure, but in a movie, she’d definitely be the comic relief.

Well, for all her goofiness, she’s part of the Pervert Clan, so if she ever got serious about acting, the average pin-up model wouldn’t stand a chance.

"So, what is it? I don’t really have the energy to play games with you right now."

*"Hm? Are you actually feeling unwell? I hope it’s something my [Appraisal] can see…"*

"Ah, no. I’m just tired. Don’t worry about it."

Aira-san had started to sound genuinely concerned, so I sat up in bed and answered her.

*"If you say so. Well, don’t push yourself."*

"Got it. So, what did you need?"

*"I was thinking of a victory party! Let’s all get together at my place again and have some fun!"*

"Ah… no. I’m seriously exhausted, so maybe…"

*"I see… that’s a shame. I was thinking of having Erina-kun and the others cosplay."*

"I’m coming."

I shot to my feet. Exhaustion? My [Sage’s Nucleus] had erased such a thing.

Yes, it was purely my unique skill. The influence of my unique skill.

Not the power of my libido. You have to believe me!

*"Just the reaction I was hoping for. Alright, let’s do it today! Right now!"*

"Yes!"

*"Erina-kun will come pick you up this evening, so look forward to it!"*

"Yes! I’ll follow you for life, Aira-san!"

*"Haaahahahaha! Of course, Kyouta-kun! Keep following closely behind me from now on!"*

"Hooray! The solitary genius! The superhuman who never fails a class! The pro-level gamer!"

*"Hmph! Hey, weren’t you not complimenting me after that first one?"*

***

And so, I have arrived in paradise.

As usual, my kigurumi provides perfect defense. I’m glad I asked Aira-san to store it for me in the Arisugawa family warehouse.

…For some reason, the inside was strangely damp. I wonder if she washed it for me?

Well, that aside.

"To celebrate our successful A-Rank clear! Cheers!"

"Cheers!"

At Aira-san’s somewhat desperate-sounding lead, we all raised our glasses.

The reason for her state was probably this.

"Sorry for crashing the party."

"We weren’t directly involved, though."

It was because Shizuku-san and Aika-san were here.

Aira-san was currently hiding behind my kigurumi-clad self, sipping on barley tea. Please stop chanting ‘This is beer, this is beer, this is beer’ like it's a magic spell. It’s creepy.

"Not at all! You two were a huge help! Right, Kyo-chan!?"

"Absolutely. Thank you very much."

I agreed completely. Without the cloak and bracelet, I would have had a limb or two torn off.

I’m not sure if I could have continued fighting in that state, so their help had a major impact on the outcome.

"Yeah. I’ll accept your thanks, but…"

"You’re staring quite blatantly, Kyouta-kun."

"Yeah! Glad to see you’re doing well!"

"Wh-what are you talking about…"

I did my best to look away at their words.

But I couldn’t stop my gaze from being drawn back.

*Thank you, Aira-san…! Thank you…!*

First, Shizuku-san. She was in a simple bunny girl outfit. The contrast between her somewhat broad shoulders for a woman and her petite frame gave off a strange allure.

But above all, the impact of her rocket-like chest, which looked ready to spill out at any moment, was immense. I mean, if I peeked from above, would I get a glimpse of the promised land? Not that I have the guts to try.

Furthermore, the angle of the high-cut leg was intense. It completely exposed the top of her thighs, and if it shifted just a little, something that shouldn’t be seen would be. The combination of her fleshy thighs and fishnet-patterned thigh-highs was also excellent.

Next, Aika-san. She was in a china dress. Not the traditional kind, but the type you’d only see worn in more… enlightened establishments.

Her long black hair, usually worn straight, was tied up in two buns, exposing the white nape of her neck.

Separate from that ‘quiet charm,’ everything from the neck down was flamboyantly lewd… I mean, enlightened.

The thin, form-fitting black fabric clung to her slender body. Her shoulders and back were largely exposed, and the slit was deep. To top it off, the skirt length was also quite daring.

And this [Spirit Eye] of mine did not miss the fact that when she turned for a moment, the back was open so far that I could see a little bit of her butt…!

While the valley of her smooth, small buttocks was thrilling, the fact that I could see it meant… could she be wearing very low-rise underwear? My gray matter produced this brilliant deduction.

And then, Erina-san. A member of the Pervert Clan.

She was a lewd shrine maiden, so much so that I felt she should apologize to the eight million gods.

What was with that kimono, with its exposed shoulders, armpits, and side-boob? Was it even a kimono? Thank you very much.

Her slender shoulders and arms were beautiful, and her armpits, whether through care or natural perfection, were so flawlessly smooth that some people would probably prostrate themselves before them.

But personally, I couldn’t stop my eyes from being drawn to the fact that her chest would pop out if the kimono shifted just a little. To think that my orichalcum-grade self-control could be cracked. As expected of the Pervert Clan. Those wonderfully soft curves must possess their own gravitational pull.

The bottom half was just as extraordinary. She wore the red hakama of a shrine maiden, but since the top was missing its left and right panels, various things were visible from the side. Specifically, her thighs and the tops of her legs.

The most important part was thankfully hidden, but I couldn’t see any underwear lines either. Were they hidden by the hakama’s waistband, or perhaps…

She wore kimono-like sleeves from her forearms down, but there was no mistaking it. This was a lewd shrine maiden.

Even my three classmates were this devastating, but there were still three more members of the Pervert Clan present. Can you hold on, my dear reason…!

"Sis…! This outfit is just too embarrassing…!"

"Really? More than your usual behavior?"

"Sis???"

The lewd angel in a white coat. A.k.a., disappointing college student number one.

A succubus pretending to be an angel. A.k.a., disappointing college student number two.

The instigator of this paradise was wearing something more modest compared to the others. But perhaps her own senses had become numb. It was more than lewd enough.

Aira-san’s long silver hair was tied up at the back of her head, and with the nurse’s cap, she had the air of an angel in white.

Her large chest was properly covered by fabric. Though whether the size was right or not, it was packed so tightly you could practically hear it straining.

And the finishing touch was that miniskirt. Apologize. Apologize to all the nurses in the country, you original disappointing college student.

Fishnet stockings. Given Shizuku-san’s outfit, had she gotten into fishnets recently? I think it's an excellent hobby.

The contrast between her pure white thighs and the black fishnets below was magnificent. On top of that, the skirt was so short that her underwear would be visible with just a little movement. In fact, I saw it.

Black lace with purple frills…! So mature…!

Next was Mia-san, the person who should probably change her race from elf to succubus.

A white collar with a blue ribbon. A white, dress-like outfit, with even white wings on her back. Combined with her beautiful blonde hair and stunning looks, from that angle, she looked like an angel.

But as is tradition, from the neck down, she was a succubus.

Her dress-like outfit exposed all of her side-boob, and the central part was also missing fabric. If it were a swimsuit, the closest thing would be a ‘cross-holder bikini’? Though this clearly had even less fabric than that.

Her deep cleavage was on full display, and the gap was so prominent I was starting to have lecherous old-man thoughts about what purpose it might serve.

She wore a rugged belt around her waist, but below it was only a front and back flap of fabric. Seriously, why is the fabric on the sides always missing?

Her long, smooth-skinned legs were plump and soft. Those beautiful legs, which could certainly be described as such, were shyly pressed together.

Her long ears were red to the tips, and Mia-san was trying to cover her chest with her left hand. But her chest was too magnificent for her slender arm to cover completely. If anything, it only made it more erotic.

…Yeah.

"Mom… Dad… thank you… for giving me life…!"

"He’s getting emotional."

"This is amusing. I shall take a picture."

"I want to be in it too! Yay!"

I felt a flash go off, but it was probably my imagination. I was too busy burning their magnificent figures onto my retinas.

*Hold on, my [Spirit Eye]…! This, this very moment, is your time to shine…!*

Actually, I wonder if they’d let me take a picture if I groveled. I mean, Aika-san was holding her phone.

"Aira… I can permit a little bit of fun, but why must I wear something like this as well…"

And so sighed the Pervert Clan member… I mean, Professor Arisugawa, looking exasperated.

She was, unbelievably, in a white one-piece racing swimsuit. The black lines on it accentuated her lithe physique.

Her chest was, compared to the average of her granddaughters, on the smaller side. In fact, it was probably small even compared to the Japanese average.

But it was definitely ‘there.’ The swell of it was visible, along with her beautifully cinched waist. And the line from her waist to her hips was practically a work of art.

Was this person, elf or not, really a grandmother…? The university she taught at must be full of students with broken fetishes.

"Come on, Grandma. It would be a total downer if you were the only one in normal clothes, right?"

"I won’t deny that, but in that case, I would have just relaxed in my room."

"Now, now! You’re finally back, so it’s time for some bonding! But still… a swimsuit at your age is kinda cringe, lol."

"Hmph."

"Bwuh?!"

The first disappointing one, who had been pointing and laughing, was felled by the professor’s karate chop.

The lewd shrine maiden ninja was fooling around next to the fallen girl, yelling, "She’s down! She can’t get up! One! Two!" so she was probably fine.

"By the way, Grandma. Is it true you ranked up to B-Rank?"

"Yes. I haven’t had much time lately due to coordinating with the SDF, but I plan to start dungeoneering again. I may join the A-Rank Candidates soon."

"R-Really…!? That’s amazing…"

"My grandchildren are doing dangerous things. I have no intention of sitting back and waiting."

"As always, Erina’s relatives are insanely talented."

"Shizuku-san, you’re in the same boat from a normal person’s perspective, you know? Just in a different way."

"You think? Well, there’s a lot I can’t do, so… uh, I’m counting on you. For stuff."

"Fufu. Of course! We’re best friends, after all! I’ll cover for you where you struggle!"

"Nine! Ten! The match is over! Senpai, a heartbreaking loss!"

"Grr…! Next year, next year I’ll get my revenge…!"

"That’s the spirit, senpai! Alright, let’s start your ninja training right now!"

"Uh, no thanks."

Peacefully, noisily. Time passed as we snacked on sweets and played video games.

Honestly, I had a lot of anxiety about the future.

I still didn’t feel like I could beat the white dragon. Even if I fought Cerberus again, it wouldn’t be an easy win.

I also had concerns about the world’s decisions and the treatment of Awakened Persons. I wondered if Yamashita-san had succeeded at the UN. With the revolution in China and the turmoil in the Middle East, the world’s view of the Awakened was becoming increasingly harsh.

But for now. Just for now.

I was able to forget my anxieties and simply enjoy this pleasant time with my friends. The fatigue in my heart was healing.

*I wish these days could last forever…* No.

I will continue to fight to protect these days.

"Hey, Kyo-chan. Your kart has been going off-course a lot. You okay?"

"Give him a break, Erina-kun. Kyouta’s gaze is too busy to have time to look at the screen."

"Amazing. His eyes are moving as sharply as when he was fighting Cerberus."

I wish these days could last forever…!!
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Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. A certain floor in the Central Government Complex.

In a corner of that floor, the staff of the Dungeon Agency were once again gathered for a meeting.

"That concludes the battle reports we have received from the 'A-Rank Candidates'."

"I see..."

Having finished reading the documents in his hand, Director Akasaka gave a small nod.

"Frankly, this is more than I expected."

"Indeed. The candidates' morale is about three times higher than we anticipated."

"Yes."

To be blunt, the Dungeon Agency—or rather, the government—had gone into that briefing half-expecting failure.

The world's gaze upon the Awakened had grown cold. It wasn't like before, when they could find employment just about anywhere.

Recently, a growing number of them had been fired or demoted from security firms and private military companies, only to get involved with local gangs and cause trouble. This trend only accelerated the negative public perception.

But that didn't mean there was no demand for them at all.

While America was working behind the scenes to exclude the Awakened, a select few skilled individuals were receiving more fervent offers than ever before, for reasons like, *'What if a dungeon disaster occurs outside of Japan?'* or *'What if a hostile organization uses an Awakened assassin against us?'*

Essentially, the plan was to hire a small number of elite individuals while reducing the overall numbers. It was easier to manage their leashes that way.

And the 'A-Rank Candidates' were especially noteworthy among them. At this point, their personal quirks were irrelevant. To say they were in high demand would be an understatement.

And the Japanese government simply didn't have the resources to keep them here.

Trying to persuade them with words was also exceedingly difficult. Even Director Akasaka had almost no experience negotiating with such an openly eccentric group. When a former colleague, who used to walk the halls of Kasumigaseki in a suit alongside him, showed up in a half-naked fairy cosplay, his spirit nearly broke.

This time, however, it wasn't a matter of Director Akasaka succeeding in his negotiations.

They—the candidates—had taken up arms of their own free will.

*'My father and my grandfather both died for our country. But I cannot die in the same way. My children and grandchildren are more important. But that is precisely why... I will stake this loincloth. For the future.'*

*'Justice! That is what I swore upon these Stars and Stripes. Is it justice to abandon my mother's homeland, my friends, my comrades? Nay! I will show them the power of the U.S.-Japan alliance!'*

*'Why must my path be tied up in tortoiseshell rope by some lizard who is not my destined Master? My path is for me and my yet-unmet Master to decide!'*

*'I will simply follow my lady. And one day, we shall be kept as a set by a true Master... To make that dream a reality, I will accept any hardship. Oh, I'm getting a little excited.'*

*'Goo! Goo ga ga! Gaaah!'*

*'This bikini armor is not just for show. Armor is meant to protect. I shall make this body a shield for those who cannot fight. That is the way of a warrior.'*

*'I hate getting scars on my back! A fight's gotta be face-to-face! So what? If I die, it just means that was all the woman I was!'*

*'If this operation is a success, I want you to enroll me in kindergarten as a reward for my service. If that's not possible, I'll compromise with preschool.'*

*'I was just thinking it'd be fun to whip a dragon.'*

*'Woof!'*

*'Backin' down now would be unmanly! The God of Hair would laugh his ass off at us! We're gonna keep tearin' it up 'til the very end! Later, bitches! Rock on!'*

*'We always thought we were born in the wrong era. But we were mistaken. From the bottom of our hearts, we are grateful to have been born in this age.'*

*'Honestly, I want to run. But I've come to understand my reason to fight... I will absolutely smash that dragon's skull to pieces.'*

"...We have nothing but gratitude for them."

Although about twenty percent of their 'answers' were incomprehensible, the vast majority of the candidates had declared their participation in the operation to subjugate the white dragon, Guivre.

For now, he could only rely on their fighting spirit, but Director Akasaka swore in his heart that he would one day repay this debt.

"So, what's the status of the two dragons?"

"Both remain quiet, as if sleeping. However, the dungeon's expansion is continuing, albeit slightly, and we've been told the maps need to be redrawn."

"I see. We'll need to maintain close coordination with the Self-Defense Force. Make sure information is shared thoroughly, no matter how trivial."

"Yes, sir."

"But the experts concluded that those two are 'dungeons in the shape of living creatures'... is that really true?"

One of the staff members stroked his stubble as he looked at the documents in his hand.

Taking that as a cue, the other staff members began to voice their own thoughts.

"We have no choice but to believe it. They're beings that can't be explained by existing physics or chemistry. We can only bet on the astrologers. Well, we are comparing the readings from multiple practitioners."

"Relying on Onmyoji and astrologers here in the 21st century... It's a little late to be saying this, but it makes me uneasy."

"Don't say that. The fact is, their powers have helped us. We don't have time to be skeptical."

"It'd be great if they just stayed cooped up in their dungeons... but what preparations do we have in case they emerge before the operation?"

"We're preparing unmanned weapons to delay them at a minimum, and we're also preparing for the evacuation of residents from the nuclear missile's blast radius. The latter has already begun, slowly. Can't tell them the real reason, of course."

"This projected blast radius... this could cause more damage than if those dragons just went on a rampage. How many are they planning to drop?"

"They're sure being decisive, just because it's some distant island nation. Damn them...!"

"More importantly, Director. Is it really true? That 'those two won't be resurrected'?"

The staff member's words were met with a nod from Director Akasaka.

"There's a high probability of that. Those two have a different 'purpose' from normal monsters. As a result of being equipped with various functions, they've become independent dungeons. If they die, the altered leylines will return to normal over time, so the 'dungeon that produces them' will cease to exist."

"So even the do-anything Atlantis had its limits."

"That's right. The Atlantis Empire wasn't a nation of gods, and those dragons are ultimately nothing more than things created by man. Therefore, they can be killed... though it pains me to entrust that task to the heroes of our modern age."

For a brief moment, a deep wrinkle creased his brow before Director Akasaka looked around at his subordinates.

"But that's precisely why we will do what we can. We're going to back up the Self-Defense Force and the 'A-Rank Candidates' with everything we've got."

"Yes, sir!"

They determined their respective roles, and the staff members moved out in unison.

Director Akasaka himself headed to his desk and began to organize the documents regarding the candidates' transportation on the day of the operation.

Just then, a male staff member, Satou, approached, holding a tablet. He leaned close to the director's ear and spoke in a low voice, a cold sweat beading on his forehead.

"Director. The 'Lucky Squirrel' is apparently looking for nuts in the desert. Says the bridge construction will take a little more time."

Only a handful of people knew the meaning of these seemingly nonsensical words.

And Director Akasaka, of course, knew that the contents of this report were extremely serious.

"...Understood. I'll send the 'building materials.' Arrange for them to be able to pick them up at the port."

"Yes, sir. I'll pass it on."

As his subordinate quickly operated the tablet, Director Akasaka thought of his daughter for a moment, then gave a small shake of his head.

He, too, had made his resolve. Now that his daughter had chosen this dangerous mission for herself, he would not worry about her beyond his official duties.

But... as 'Director Akasaka of the Dungeon Agency,' surely he was allowed to pray for the safety of the small collaborator who had undertaken the mission to guard the leader and an executive of the 'Walkers.'

He closed his eyes for just a few seconds, then his fingers began to move again.

* * * * *

"This is a sweatshop! It's not just a sweatshop, it's a soul-crushing abyss, this guild!"

At the 'Walkers' headquarters.

In one of the executive offices, Yamashita Akemi howled before the mountains of paperwork piled up on either side of her computer.

"Can't be helped, Akemi-chan. Your brother and Shougo-san are across the sea right now," her friend Kiriko replied in a mumble.

"I know, but still... Ugh, I should've volunteered to be a bodyguard!"

"That, I cannot allow, even for my best friend. Do not interfere with a bond between men."

"Could you not do that with my brother, please?"

Akemi's cheeks twitched, but Kiriko was already lost in her own world.

"This time, it's a trio with a handsome middle-aged man joining them... A recently world-weary cat-eared boy. His macho childhood friend. A worldly gentleman who's seen it all... There's no way nothing will happen. There's definitely a '*throbbing*' event going on...!"

"There is not. Well, I mean, the airport bus did suddenly stall, and the plane landed somewhere unknown due to mechanical trouble, but..."

"If any woman tries to get in there, I will kill her. I'm prepared to take her down with me. I will absolutely not let their love story be disturbed."

"You know, I think I have the right, as his sister, to punch you, Kiriko-chan."

"Sorry."

"You're forgiven."

With that, Akemi stretched her arms and back with a groan.

"Ngh... Break's over. Gotta get back to work."

"I'm going back to my room, too. I need to somehow gather the materials the club requested."

"This request totally disregards profitability, seriously... At worst, I guess we'll have to gather them in a dungeon ourselves."

"Yeah. That's probably what'll happen. Let's have the secretaries handle the scheduling."

"Okay. Never thought I'd have a secretary at this age."

"I didn't expect that either."

"Right? Okay. Well then, let's get to this... huh?"

*Twitch.* Akemi's cat ears moved.

"What is it?"

"No, I just thought I heard something..."

"Ho, as expected of Yamashita-kun's sister."

"W-Who's there?!"

In an instant, the two of them deployed their `Arcane Gear`, standing back-to-back with weapons ready.

They were warriors who had survived numerous desperate battles. Yet, they had allowed someone to get within earshot. Even if they were at headquarters, it must have been due to carelessness and fatigue.

But it was precisely because they were at headquarters that they raised their guard against the mysterious intruder. This building had multiple layers of barriers, set up with the help of the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club.' And this intruder had passed through all of them.

A cold drop of sweat trickled down their cheeks.

"Ah, please don't be so alarmed. We're not exactly strangers, are we?"

"Oh yeah...? Then we'd like you to show your face."

"I cannot show my face. But I will show myself."

And then.

"Yo."

"Uwaah."

A section of the ceiling opened, and a man in black descended with a slithering motion.

Akemi recognized the smell, and Kiriko recognized the mana he exuded.

"No way, the Vice-Chairman of the club?"

"Indeed. It has been a while since the izakaya."

"...Why, from a place like that?"

Though he was an acquaintance, Kiriko didn't lower her guard, channeling power into her staff.

In response, the Vice-Chairman gave a small shrug.

"Things have been rather busy lately. If my movements were to be known when I'm out and about, my life would be in danger."

"Your life?"

"Yes. I'd be killed by Akasaka-kun... I wish I could say that as a joke. This week alone, the Chairman and I have been the targets of two kidnapping attempts."

Akemi gasped softly at his words.

"The club has always been targeted by various groups, but it's gotten particularly bad recently. Oh, here's a souvenir and an order form. And an inventory list of the golems we'll be sending you."

"Ah, thanks."

"How very thoughtful."

The two of them reflexively accepted the bag of sweets and the bundle of documents he produced from under his robe.

"You two should be careful as well. These days, I can't even trust important documents unless they're hand-delivered."

"...So, about your entry route?"

"...Doesn't the phrase 'a personal secret passage' stir a certain sense of romance in you?"

"You've got to be kidding me."

*Thump, thump.* Akemi kicked the Vice-Chairman's shin. And from the other side, Kiriko jabbed the tip of her staff under his chin.

"Ow, ow. Stop that. Don't bully an old man."

"Shut up, I'll sue you."

"Hmph. Don't think you can beat me in court. I am a legal expert."

"The defeat of the rule of law..."

As their assault slackened, the Vice-Chairman slithered back up into the ceiling.

"Well then, ladies. Be very careful not to get kidnapped. America, in particular, seems to have thrown away all restraint lately. Please tell Yamashita-kun I said hello when he returns. If you two were to fall to a malicious bullet now, the Awakened in this country would erupt."

With those parting words, the Vice-Chairman's presence faded away.

Staring up at the closed ceiling, Akemi muttered.

"...I wonder if Nii-san's okay."

"Akemi-chan. This pastry is amazing. It's the limited edition one you have to wait three hours in line for."

Three seconds later, the cat-eared girl delivered a Thai kick to her friend's rather large rear end.

* * * * *

Washington, D.C., United States.

In the Oval Office of the White House, President Fudge Valentine rested both elbows on his desk, his fingers steepled before his mouth.

"So, Doc. What's the progress?"

"Everything is proceeding smoothly, Mr. President."

An old man in a white coat, the very picture of a scientist, replied with a smug grin.

Next to him, the Director of the CIA shot the man a glance and clenched his fist.

"I see. Then I'm counting on you. For the future of humanity."

"Of course. I have no such lofty ideals... but if it gets me test subjects and a budget, I will cooperate as much as you like. Now, if you'll excuse me."

As soon as the man called Doc had left the room, the CIA Director spoke up.

"Mr. President. Please, reconsider. A man like that is not worthy of trust. He may be capable, but his character is far too dangerous."

"I know. But he is necessary nonetheless."

The President unlaced his fingers and gently stroked his own left arm.

"Even so... I, and the United States, must atone for our sins."

Below his neatly trimmed mustache, his thin lips spun the words dispassionately.

"The creation of the gate to the other world was a complete accident. I was initially overjoyed by this unintended result... that much is true."

"Mr. President...?"

"But."

His left arm slammed down on the heavy desk.

A loud bang echoed through the office. A picture frame that had been on the desk fell to the floor, the glass shattering.

"As a result, I unleashed unspeakable monsters upon this world...! If this is not a sin, then what is!"

"...The damage from monsters is certainly immense. But that's precisely why we should use Japan's adventurers—"

"No."

"...?"

The denial was so forceful that the Director furrowed his brow.

"The monsters I speak of have human forms, speak human words, are indistinguishable from humans. And they are the inhuman beings that humans have twisted into."

"...Don't tell me."

"Yes."

President Fudge Valentine stood up, clenching his fists tightly.

"The Awakened. I cannot allow those monsters to run free."

At those words, the Director was momentarily speechless.

"I was deceiving myself. Pretending to focus on the 'frontier' and short-term gains. I was averting my eyes from my own sin."

"............"

"When I learned of the other world... I was immediately terrified. I didn't know when those monsters might invade our world. And we were the ones who opened that path. Japan is already contaminated. I couldn't bear... the weight of that sin."

A single tear traced a path down the President's cheek.

"But, even after becoming a demon, George gave me advice. I... will not run anymore."

His blue eyes shining brighter than ever, he declared.

"Before any more humans turn into monsters, we must stop the 'infection.' We must prevent them from multiplying any further, no matter what it takes."

---President Fudge Valentine had a certain nickname.

He had been given many glamorous monikers for his handsome looks and brilliant career, but shortly after he took office, an article appeared with this headline:

*'The Most Radical President in History: Fudge Valentine.'*

"We will erase that invasive alien species from this world. That will be our atonement."

The CIA Director swallowed a hard lump in his throat.

"...What will you do about the dungeons?"

"Of course, I don't expect to be able to exterminate those monsters immediately. We will reduce their numbers gradually while also making use of them. An eye for an eye. The people of that country 'create reasons' for the injustices that befall them. And then they convince themselves of those reasons. Even after we drop the nukes, depending on how we handle it, it will still be possible to keep a lid on the dungeons in Japan. Eventually, we will destroy the Awakened on the other side and eradicate them as well..."

"Will it really go so smoothly?"

"It is not a matter of whether it will go smoothly. We must do it. To protect the world. The Atlantis Empire is said to have possessed technology that surpassed worlds. As long as that is the case, there is a possibility that their world could invade ours."

"...To protect the world, you say."

"Yes."

The President moved away from his desk and gripped the CIA Director's shoulders.

"I am counting on you. I know you'll do what's necessary."

He glanced for a moment at the desk, which was heavily dented from where he had punched it.

"...Yes, Mr. President. I will see it done, even if it costs me my life."

He met the President's glittering blue eyes and nodded.

* * * * *

"I can't believe... even the Cessna crashed."

"This is beyond being cursed."

Speeding through the desert in a car driven by his childhood friend, Yamashita, the leader of the 'Walkers,' let out a small sigh.

"I expected assassins from somewhere to come after us, but I never thought we'd be targeted this relentlessly."

"But we haven't even properly seen the enemy yet, have we?"

"It seems like they either self-destruct on their own or get neutralized by the local police..."

"It feels a bit too convenient to call it a silver lining. Is this also thanks to that 'Lucky Squirrel' of ours?"

"*Chichi...*"

When Yamashita and the others looked back, they saw a squirrel lying sprawled out and exhausted on the seat...

"Oh, Chris-san. Are you contacting someone?"

"...Yes. I was arranging our next destination through a connection of a former superior... someone I should now call an older friend."

Former Ambassador Chris Mackenzie, now in his usual attire and a pair of sunglasses, having decided there was no point in a disguise anymore, was sitting there.

A smartphone was clutched in his hand, and he stared at the screen with a difficult expression.

"...If this were a movie, this would be the part where Chris-san is revealed to be the enemy spy."

"Haha. If that were the case, I'd do a much better job of it. Besides..."

After a weak laugh, Chris lightly pushed up his sunglasses with a finger.

"I have to make sure you get back to Japan safely, Yamashita-san. And I have one more reason for that now."

The car sped through the desert. The squirrel would go missing for about an hour from this point, but since it reappeared so suddenly, Yamashita and his companions, though suspicious, outwardly accepted that it must have been hiding in the gap between the seats.

They would never know that the squirrel was gasping for breath as if on the verge of death, and that former Ambassador Chris was desperately tending to it.
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● Characters

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 70 Race: Human/Awakened Person

Strength: 124 (Growth Potential: A) Durability: 124 (Growth Potential: A) Agility: 127 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 127 (Growth Potential: A)

Skills

'[Spirit Eye]'

'[Mana Conversion: Wind]'

'[Concept Interference]'

Unique Skill

'[Sage's Nucleus]'

Notes: The protagonist of this work. In the story, he is more famous for his back view and his cross-dressing than for his real name. In terms of anti-monster combat, he is one of the top 5 most powerful individuals in the world, but mentally, he is an ordinary high school student. For this reason, he has developed an unconscious PTSD regarding life-or-death battles.

He had been staying away from dungeons due to his fear of the 'White Dragon,' but he has rallied after becoming aware of his romantic feelings. However, he is currently in a state of slight self-loathing after realizing that those feelings are directed at multiple people. This desire for a harem might be due to someone's influence, but he had such feelings from the start.

Having lost 'Byakuren,' he is now accompanied by a new golem named 'Blanc.' He has also equipped it with a self-made, detachable Magi Battery using his unique skill. The reason his cross-dressing has become so famous is that adults like 'Professor Arisugawa,' 'Director Akasaka,' and the Self-Defense Force intervened to suppress stories to reduce the chances of a media frenzy, which somehow resulted in this outcome.

'Rinzaki Erina' LV: 68 Race: Human/Awakened Person

Strength: 101 (Growth Potential: C) Durability: 101 (Growth Potential: C) Agility: 124 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 112 (Growth Potential: B)

Skills

'[Invisibility]'

'[Five Senses Enhancement]'

'[Spatial Magic]'

Notes: The main heroine of this work? After this chapter, it is being considered whether the '?' should be removed. At first glance, she seems to have strong communication skills. However, in reality, she lacks empathy and is the type of girl who 'doesn't understand people's hearts.' In her 'ojou-sama mode,' her statements are often precise, but that is calculated from knowledge. Because of this, she can sometimes unintentionally crush people's hearts with good intentions. She is generally hyper, but a part of her mind is calm. Combined with her ability to arbitrarily turn her pain receptors on and off, she is incredibly reliable during dungeon explorations. During her phone call with Kyouta, her thought process short-circuited for a rare moment, but no one other than herself noticed.

'Arisugawa Aira'

*Status and skills are omitted as there have been no changes.

Notes: Heroine? number 2 of this work, and hopeless college girl number 1. Her appearance is that of a beautiful half-elf with long silver hair and a large bust, giving her a cool beauty vibe. But on the inside, she has a severe communication disorder. It has improved slightly recently. She collects cosplay outfits as a hobby, but not necessarily to wear them. If anything, she's a collector. When celebrating something with her friends, she brings out this collection for entertainment. About half of this is to reward Kyouta, and the other half is to enjoy his reaction. Currently, she is preparing 'something' with the cooperation of Kyouta, Shizuku, and Sana. She's making it for self-defense, but... Her recent worry is that her half-sister's wild behavior is accelerating.

'Miyoshi Mia' LV: 68 Race: Elf/Awakened Person

Strength: 93 (Growth Potential: D) Durability: 93 (Growth Potential: D) Agility: 121 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 124 (Growth Potential: A)

Skills

'[Civil Engineering Magic]'

'[Water and Ice Magic]'

'[Mana Conservation]'

Notes: Heroine? number 3 of this work, and hopeless college girl number 2. There is no longer any trace of the shadowy beauty she was at the beginning of the story. Her reconciliation with her sister Aira and her interactions with Kyouta have boosted her confidence and restored her mental state. As a result of the backlash, she has become a pervert. She is not a lesbian, but Aira and Erina are apparently exceptions. This is likely due to her long-held 'complex towards geniuses.' On the other hand, she also holds affection and excitement for Kyouta, whom she had previously categorized as a rare curiosity. If she keeps running at this pace, she could be the first to reach the finish line, but outside of combat, she gets timid at crucial moments, so Kyouta still thinks he's 'probably not a target.' In fact, she was the first person to conclude, *'I can't just choose one! I'll have them all!'* Person? Probably a person.

'The Mismatched Pair'

Notes: Now treated as a set even in the settings, the tall, slender beauty Busujima Aika and the short, sanpaku-eyed, large-busted Ooyama Shizuku. Heroines? numbers 4 and 5 of this work. They hold a feeling for Kyouta that could be either respect or love, seeing him as a 'hero in a pinch.' They occasionally take on the expression of long-time fans cheering from the sidelines. On the other hand, in daily life, they see him as either an ordinary boy or an interesting quiet pervert. It seems they've experienced what it's like to have a 'gap moe' for a guy. Shizuku often asks for Kyouta's semen as a material, but when her work is praised to her face, she turns into a silent tsundere. In a way, she's also a being with a 'gap.' Aika, a fan of shoujo manga, smiles at this. That said, she does her best to stop Shizuku from trying to hand Kyouta a condom. As a friend. As a maiden. Their combat talents are average, but thanks to power-leveling by Kyouta, they are strong for general adventurers. The fact that they diligently continue to level up off-screen is also a big factor. Still, even 'B-Rank' is a distant goal, so they have devoted themselves to providing support with equipment.

'Arisugawa Eva' LV: 62 Race: Elf/Awakened Person

Strength: 107 (Growth Potential: A) Durability: 100 (Growth Potential: B) Agility: 114 (Growth Potential: A) Mana: 117 (Growth Potential: A)

Skills

'[Red Sash of Power]'

'[Magical Pharmacology]'

'[Mana Conservation]'

Unique Skill

'[Witch of Time and Space]' A skill that manipulates time and space. It can be considered a de facto superior version of Spatial Magic. It allows for accelerating or decelerating oneself or inorganic objects, short-distance teleportation to marked locations, an item box, and more. Deceleration can also be applied to other living beings if a golden chain can be shot and hit them. Past and future sight are also possible, but the former is limited to within one hour, and the latter provides only very abstract and chronologically jumbled visions.

Notes: Erina and the others' grandmother. A 71-year-old elf university professor who, for some reason, is ardently wished to become a heroine in the comment section. Usually serious and gentle. However, she is a reliable adult who is firm when necessary. If her children or grandchildren are harmed, she has a family-loving side that will personally take up arms and charge in. As a teacher, she is not tyrannical or unreasonable, but she is quite the spartan. She is a good teacher, so she is popular among her students. For students who mess up, she lectures them with a barrage of sound reasoning. Being an elf, her apparent age is in her mid-to-late twenties, so not a few students have had their preferences completely warped by her. And so, while being an ideal grandmother and professor, she will stop at nothing when it comes to finding a husband for her granddaughter. Her motto is 'All's fair in love and war.' For her, choosing her granddaughter's husband is war. During her private lessons with Kyouta, topics such as 'The Merits and Demerits of a Harem,' 'The State of Concubines Around the World,' and 'Is Polygamy Truly Evil in Modern Society?' came up, but she states that there was no particular hidden meaning.

Her family is from the British nobility, so she is good at negotiations. Erina's 'ojou-sama mode' is close to how she was in her youth.

'Yamashita Hiroshi and His Merry Friends'

*Skills and stats are omitted.

Notes: Yamashita, the leader of the 'Walkers,' which has suddenly become one of the world's leading Awakened organizations, and Kawashima Shougo, former Ambassador Chris, and a mysterious squirrel who accompanied him to the United Nations. He was stunned to find that the world was already leaning towards launching nuclear missiles at Japan, and that the attitude towards the Awakened had become 'we don't need anyone but a few elites.' However, there are a few who look upon the unyielding Yamashita with hope. He's probably an old-man-killer. On his way back to Japan, he encountered a series of unfortunate events, such as 'the bus stalling for some reason,' the plane he was on 'making an emergency landing at a different airport due to poor maintenance,' 'the ship catching fire from a mysterious explosion,' and 'the Cessna crashing due to a bird strike.' However, in all of these accidents, not a single person, including civilians, has died, and they have not even seen their would-be assassins. The mysterious squirrel goes missing before and after each accident, and when it reappears, it is always out of breath and collapsed, but that is surely unrelated. Akasaka Yuune says so, too.

'President Fudge Valentine'

Notes: The concept is the most radical American president in history. A considerably dangerous individual. He used to call the other world a 'frontier,' but in reality, he despised both the other world and the Awakened who had awakened to special powers due to its influence. He is currently funding certain research with the aim of annihilating the Awakened.

● The White Dragon and the Red Dragon

They have the appearance of classic Western dragons, but in reality, they are 'dungeons in the shape of a dragon.' Their connection to the leylines is voluntary, and they have the power to transform the surrounding environment into their own labyrinth. They were created by the Atlantis Empire to establish a bridgehead in enemy territory. A high-performance dragon with a wide variety of abilities to counter enemy nations that stole the Empire's technology, or nobles who rebelled against the Emperor. However, as a result of packing in too many abilities, they are not one-of-a-kind but two-of-a-kind. There are no other units of the same model in existence. One reason for this is that the Empire was destroyed by a failed experiment shortly after creating these two. The purpose of these two is one thing only: the return of the Atlantis Empire. The dragons have completely mistaken Japan for the Atlantis Empire. Their weakness is 'mass destruction weapons that are not imbued with mana.' Such weapons did not exist in the other world at the time, so they have nothing that could be called radar. Even so, they would intercept a frontal attack, but a bombing or missile from a high altitude would be a guaranteed direct hit on the 'first time.'

● Appearing Monsters

*'D-Rank Monsters'*

'Giant Mantis': A giant mantis, as the name suggests. It can change its body color to match its surroundings over a few seconds, concealing itself with camouflage. It ambushes enemies that pass by. It is about two meters in size and has the power and toughness of a brown bear.

'Giant Bee': Likewise, a giant bee as the name suggests. It flies at about 50 km/h. Its size is about one meter, not including wings and legs. The poisonous stinger on its abdomen, about the size of a child's arm, contains a potent venom that can kill even an African elephant in an instant.

*'C-Rank Monsters'*

'Killing Doll': A wooden doll so intricately made that it looks human from a distance. Up close, ball joints can be seen where it is not covered by clothing. There are two types: one that is active only during the day, and one that is active only at night. This depends on the 'theme park' where these monsters worked. During the Atlantis Empire era, they operated in entertainment facilities for nobles and wealthy merchants. The fee was mana, but for an Awakened Person of level '10,' it was a trivial amount. They were also security staff and rescue personnel in case of an accident, so their performance is high. It seems that soldiers on the front lines voiced their opinion that it was a waste of money and that the dolls should be sent to the front.

*'A-Rank'*

'Orthrus': A monster resembling the two-headed dog from Greek mythology. It breathes fire that can melt even iron from its mouths, and the snake head that serves as its tail has venomous fangs. A watchdog with the sturdiness to not die even if one head is crushed, and scouting ability from its keen sense of smell. Its physical abilities are also high, befitting its rank, making it an all-rounder. If you want to run away from this monster, you need a minimum speed of 150 km/h.

'Geryon': Also from Greek mythology, a monster resembling a giant with three fused heavy infantrymen. Each is a highly skilled warrior, and they unleash coordinated attacks in perfect unison. They are extremely strong in close combat, but their best technique is a triple javelin throw. A single hit has the destructive power equivalent to an old-style tank cannon, and even a high-ranking Awakened Person would not escape unscathed from a direct hit. They constantly move their shields to protect each other, making it difficult to find an opening. Their only weakness is that it is difficult to attack between their legs. However, even if you get in there, there is a possibility of being crushed. Its armored giant body weighs over three tons.

*'Boss Monsters'*

'Evil Dragonfly'

Strength: 35 Durability: 25 Agility: 50 Mana: 10

Skills

'[Clairvoyance]'

'[Poison Resistance]'

Notes: A giant insect-type monster that was nesting in the mountains. It has a form that is a combination of a dragonfly, a mantis, and a bee. Its size is about four meters, a giant for an insect. It specializes in high-speed combat, attacking enemies with hit-and-run tactics. Due to the difference in rank, it was easily burned in the main story, but if it were to appear in a city, it is a vicious monster guaranteed to cause immense damage.

'Magician Doll'

Strength: 50 Durability: 40 Agility: 50 Mana: 60

Skills

'[Mana Collection]': Slowly collects mana from living beings on the magic circle. It can also supply it to monsters under its control. It is a very complex spell, so it is impossible for modern humans to decipher.

'[Granting of Pseudo-Life]': The power to temporarily give life to and control beings that are originally lifeless. In the main story, it used this on the horses of a merry-go-round and the cars of a roller coaster, controlling them.

Notes: A witch with an evil appearance, as if made of a combination of several dolls. In reality, it was the manager and villain of a theme park. During the Atlantis Empire era, a show featuring a battle between werewolf-type dolls led by this monster and swordsmen in capes was popular. In addition to that, it also had a busy role, such as accepting mana as payment and performing plays with toys given life. This monster finally came out to the surface when the audience stopped coming and even the parade props were broken. Making the abandoned amusement park its stronghold, it uses nearby animals and humans as an audience, repeatedly performing the popular acts of the time.

'Cerberus'

Strength: 80 Durability: 75 Agility: 100 Mana: 70

Skills

'[Hell's Watchdog]': As long as it is in its own territory, all stats receive a significant boost. In the space where Kyouta and his party fought it, all its stats had a '+50' enhancement.

'[Bearer of Hellfire]': Controls a blue flame that burns all living things. It is powerful even when simply released, but it can also be used to enhance close combat ability by shrouding itself in it. However, during that time, it is also slowly burned by its own flame.

'[Mana Conservation]': As this skill has already appeared, it is omitted.

Notes: The boss of this chapter. The three-headed watchdog that needs no introduction. Its strong style is to simply crush opponents with self-enhancement. It is simply strong, fast, and tough. It can continue to fight as long as at least one of its three heads remains, and it can also fight at mid-range by swinging its great snake tail. Its appearance location in the dungeon is fixed. When it is time for the next one to be born, it leaves its post and starts to wander around the dungeon. In that case, the effect of its first skill is halved. If it goes outside the dungeon, the effect is completely lost. Also, while monsters in a dungeon do not need to eat, drink, or sleep, outside, their attention can be easily diverted with sweet wheat snacks or beautiful music. A rather disappointing monster. However, in the space behind this watchdog, which cannot be entered due to a collapse, there are no treasures. There is only the grave of a certain nobleman who died without being able to return to his country. It was probably the first watchdog that sealed off the room that was connected to nowhere but the room where Cerberus is.
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It was almost mid-October. While auto-battling in a gacha game on my phone, I idly watched TV in the living room after school.

*'You see, it was just too soon to let adventurers go back into dungeons. Who's to say another powerful monster won't appear from outside a dungeon again?'*

*'We don't understand the other world's ecosystem, so dangerous poisonous insects or diseases could suddenly be introduced! When I was on location deep in the Amazon, let me tell you...'*

*'First of all, the SDF's Otherworld Dispatch can only be seen as an act of aggression. It's a violation of the constitution. Do you want to go down in history as invaders? Answer me, Prime Minister!'*

*'The rebellion in China has yet to be quelled, and the chaos is only spreading. The country is currently divided among three warlords, each claiming legitimacy.'*

*'Please take a look. These are his physical fitness test results after one month in a dungeon. Even someone who hasn't exercised much can easily break pre-'Day of Awakening' world records in this short period. This just goes to show how dangerous the military use of the Awakened is. It's as clear as day.'*

*'Awakened Persons are not the slaves of the non-Awakened! Now is the time to carry on the will of Turohorse's Representative Yaguruma and seize true freedom!'*

*'The number of missing persons cases in rural areas has tripled compared to before the 'Day of Awakening.' This is proof of the government's delayed response. One cannot help but say there are issues that need to be addressed before any otherworldly dispatch.'*

*'We demand peaceful employment for the Awakened! What society needs now is not the dangerous profession of adventuring, but the facilitation of sound jobs in infrastructure maintenance.'*

*'The White Guns are waiting for you to enlist! To all you Awakened out there, why not spread your wings and fly out into the world with us?! Call this number now, and we'll take you on a trial tour where you can shoot a real gun! Come on! Enlist in the private military company of justice, the White Guns!'*

And so on. Commentators, idols, and politicians, people who are apparently famous though I don't really know them, were all saying various things. I was surprised when a commercial for a foreign private military company came on.

It had gotten to the point where no one found it strange to hear people in suits, even members of the Diet in the National Diet Building, talking about 'dungeons' or 'monsters.'

Two and a half years since the 'Day of Awakening.' And for me, half a year of life as an adventurer.

The extraordinary was on the verge of becoming the ordinary.

"Ah."

While I was lost in thought, I made a tap mistake in my game.

...Well, this was part of the ordinary, too.

* * * * *

This was a world where dungeons were a given.

And being an adventurer was a normal profession. But within that world, you could say that I—that we—occupied a slightly special position.

In the store's changing room, I quickly got dressed. I put on a jumpsuit, hiking boots, and a steel-plated helmet. Then, I equipped the bulletproof vest supplied by the Self-Defense Force.

Even though I'd deploy my `Arcane Gear`, I needed to be prepared for it to be dispelled if I was knocked unconscious.

I gave the vest a light tap to check it, confirmed my earring was in place, and then left the changing room. Soon after, my similarly dressed companions emerged from the women's changing room.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Kyo-chan!"

"No, I just got here myself."

*'My, my, it's just like a date,'* Aira-san's teasing voice came through the earring.

"Yeah, yeah. Sure it is."

*'Hmph. What a boring reaction, Kyo-chan-kun.'*

"A-A date... so that means on the way back...?!"

*'You should give me an interesting reaction like my sister does.'*

"Do you really want two people like Mia-san around?"

*'Hahaha. Alright, let's be serious. Let's challenge this dungeon without any more fooling around...!'*

"Yes, yes, of course."

Replying nonchalantly, I glanced over at the unusually quiet Erina-san.

She was frozen in place, though she wore her usual cheerful smile.

"Erina-san?"

"Yup! That's right, dungeon delving is none other than ninja training. One must be serious!"

"That's not what it is, though?"

"!?"

Seems like there's no problem. Or maybe she's just always like this.

"Well then... shall we go?"

"Yeah!"

"Yes...!"

One deep breath. Together with my companions, I headed for the reception desk.

I presented my adventurer's license and the Dungeon Agency permit from the case attached to my bulletproof vest, and we proceeded to the gate room.

"Good luck."

"Yes. Thank you."

I gave a nod to the Self-Defense Force officer who saw us off with a salute, and the door closed.

We stopped in front of the white door in the center of the room and deployed our `Arcane Gear`.

A sallet helmet with an open front. Around my neck, a simple gorget like a choker with an iron plate. A thick cuirass covering my torso.

Steel vambraces covering my forearms, and greaves protecting my legs from the knees down. I lightly tapped the floor with the toe of my boot to check the fit.

With my hands, covered by the leather part of the gauntlets, I attached an LED lantern and a drawstring pouch to my sword belt. I retightened the whole thing, including the waistcloth with chainmail sewn into the back.

Finally, I checked the knife and one-and-a-half-handed sword at my hips. I drew them slightly from their sheaths to inspect the blades.

When I looked over at Erina-san, she, dressed like a ninja, took out the bag containing 'Blanc,' a weapon case, and a wooden box containing a bracelet and a cloak from her [Item Box].

After thanking her, I quickly assembled Blanc. It took about a minute to equip his armor and weapon, which I then checked by hand and eye. Next, I put on the bracelet and cloak over my own `Arcane Gear`.

Once my preparations were complete, I gave a small nod and looked over at Mia-san. It seemed she had finished activating 'Ukon and Sakon' as well.

Blanc's Magi Battery would be installed inside the dungeon. I spoke to Aira-san through the earring.

"Preparations are complete. We are now entering the dungeon."

*'Understood. ...The one you're challenging this time is also an 'A-Rank,' same as before. You might have some leeway with your levels and equipment, but you still can't let your guard down for a second.'*

"Right."

The three of us nodded in unison at her words.

The thing that set us apart from other adventurers was that we were among the fewer than thirty people in the world who were 'A-Rank Adventurers'... or more accurately, candidates for that rank.

This meant we were about to enter a danger zone that ordinary people were absolutely forbidden from entering, as non-police and non-military personnel, without a single modern weapon.

Well, according to Director Akasaka of the Dungeon Agency, he'd 'do his best to overlook any minor items brought in,' but honestly, I wouldn't know how to use a gun if you gave me one now.

At this rank, an amateur firing a machine gun would probably just get in the way of their allies.

So, this was fine. This equipment was the best.

I lightly touched the cloak on my shoulders and took another deep breath, switching my mindset to combat mode.

"Alright, we're going in."

*'Right. Good luck. All of you, be careful.'*

"Roger."

"You got it!"

"Yes."

My companions placed their hands on my shoulders, and the golems each made contact as well. With everyone touching someone else, I, at the front, began to walk forward.

Naturally, my feet were headed beyond the white gate before me.

A sensation like the ground disappearing. But there was no feeling of floating. The strange feeling ended quickly, and I felt the hard floor through my boots.

Walls made of stacked, light-brown stone blocks, with the same for the floor and ceiling.

The passage was about ten meters wide and, I'd heard, twelve meters high.

The moment we entered, the sconces on the walls lit up all at once. In the dimly lit corridor, the lantern on my hip cast a particularly strong light.

It was a scene straight out of a fantasy world's labyrinth. But this was real.

The dry air caressed my skin, and the flames of the sconces flickered, distorting our shadows.

The sword drawn from its sheath reflected the light with a dull glint.

Alright, today... let's have an 'adventure'.
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			A light-brown corridor, illuminated by the flames of sconces and an LED light.

Stepping cautiously on the floor of fitted stone blocks, we advanced.

The dry air flowing through the labyrinth seemed to sap the moisture from our bodies. From the arched ceiling, small pebbles occasionally trickled down.

This must have once been a well-maintained building, but now there was no trace of its former glory.

In the corridor where our heavy footsteps echoed, I spotted a yellow painted mark.

"Aira-san, we are currently at 'B-26'."

*'Excellent. ...Hmm, then proceed straight ahead along the path. You should come to a crossroads, so please turn right there.'*

"Understood."

Just as Aira-san said, we continued down the path.

After walking for about ten minutes, the moment we spotted the crossroads, Erina-san stopped.

"Wait."

"Tch..."

I immediately lowered my center of gravity and held my sword at the ready.

"Two sets of footsteps from the right, approaching us. They've probably already noticed us."

"Roger."

With a small nod, I circulated mana through my body.

"What's the plan? Should I 'use it'?"

"...No."

I gave a small shake of my head to Erina-san, who had one hand in her [Item Box].

"I want to save that for the boss. Besides, I want to see if we can win in a straight fight."

"Got it. ...They're about to come into view."

Almost simultaneously with her words...

---*Clack, clack.*

I could hear the sound of something hard and sharp striking the floor.

Presently, a towering monster slithered into view from around the corner.

It had the head and torso of a great serpent. Above its yellow eyes, located about two meters off the ground, grew a pair of tightly twisted horns.

It possessed the forelegs of a lion, each as thick as a grown man's thigh, and the hind legs of a bird of prey, which were just as visibly powerful.

And, most eye-catching of all, was the scorpion's tail, as thick as its torso. In contrast to its shimmering, deep-green scales, the tail was covered in an earth-colored exoskeleton.

In terms of size alone, it was more conventional than some monsters I'd seen. Its form was bizarre, but it didn't have the same visual sense of pressure.

But my 'eye' saw it differently.

The mana it contained was filled with nothing but pure killing intent.

A black, swirling aura of death, as if it hated the very species of humanity. If Cerberus was the watchdog of the underworld, this was a slaughterer that had crawled out from it.

And yet, it possessed a strange sanctity. Its posture was so noble that it wouldn't have felt out of place to call it a divine beast.

'Mushussu.'

One of the eleven monsters born of the goddess Tiamat, said to be the oldest dragon in human history.

It was said to have carried numerous gods on its back, and at times, even sprouted wings to fly through the sky.

A monster closely resembling it was now focusing all its murderous intent on us.

"*SHIIIAAAA!!*"

Opening a massive mouth that could swallow a person whole, the Mushussu in the lead exhaled a crimson mist from the depths of its throat.

A direct hit would cause even an Awakened Person's entire body to swell up as if burned, leading to an agonizing death. As for non-Awakened, I'd heard their lives were in danger even from kilometers away until the creature that exhaled the poison mist was eliminated.

Such was its potent poison, but if it doesn't reach you, it's meaningless.

"Hah!"

From my ready stance, a single flash. With the wind sheathing my blade, I blew away the red mist that had spread to fill the corridor.

The real attack was next.

---*CLANG!*

A powerful impact struck my raised left arm, just as I'd foreseen. It was the scorpion's tail, lashing out at a speed that even my [Spirit Eye] could barely follow.

The Mushussu crouched, its rear raised like a pouncing feline. From that stance, it unleashed a continuous barrage of strikes with its poisonous stinger.

I parried the first blow with my sword, deflected the second with my gauntlet, and dodged the third by leaping to the right. I kicked off the wall into the air, then kicked off the wall again near the ceiling.

Leaping over the first creature, I lunged at the second one, still beyond the corner.

"*SHIIH!*"

I pushed back the welcoming red mist with wind and closed the distance. I swung my sword with the momentum, but the exoskeleton of its tail stopped it just inches from its neck.

It was tough. As sparks and shockwaves scattered, the Mushussu forcefully flicked its tail upwards.

Without resisting its power, I was launched into the air, using Flügel to slide along just below the ceiling. The muscles beneath its exoskeleton stretched, and the stinger punched through the stone.

By the time I landed, the tail had already been withdrawn. Its extension and retraction speed was faster than my own running speed.

"*SHAAA!*"

The Mushussu spread its forelegs wide, lowered its head, and unleashed a volley of strikes with its tail.

I dodged them with side steps, then bent my knees on the fourth strike.

The stinger passed over my head. From directly below, I swung my sword at the muscle fibers extending out from the exoskeleton.

The blade, wreathed in wind and fire, collided with the log-like muscle, and the tail bent into a 'V' shape. I tried to sever it, but it was just too hard.

It wasn't just the exoskeleton. The flesh within also had the strength of bundled special alloys.

"Ooh!"

Twisting my entire body, I forced the sword through. With a hard sound, more like hitting metal than flesh, the tail was flung upwards, its tip striking the wall and ceiling.

But my opponent wasn't unscathed. A part of its exoskeleton was charred black, and the faint smell of burning meat drifted through the air.

Still, a mere burn wouldn't stop this monster.

"*JIIYAAA!*"

With a roar filled with rage, it leaped. With an agility that belied its massive, bear-sized body even without the tail, it raised its lion-like forepaw.

I immediately blocked the claw from the left with my sword, and it used the rebound to unleash another strike from the right.

From there, it delivered a six-hit combo. Unable to even parry, I was forced back, blocking each blow with my blade.

Just as I lost my balance from the impacts, it swung its left foreleg and immediately followed up with a backward kick. The eagle's talons, unused until now, glinted sharply.

I couldn't dodge in time. The moment its talons, aiming for my chest, were blocked by my left gauntlet, they clamped down, and I was swung around.

"Guh!"

I was slammed into the wall with enough force to nearly dislocate my shoulder.

I created a crater in the wall with my back, and dust filled my vision. Immediately after, the poisonous stinger pierced through it, closing in.

In response, I swung my sword up to meet it. However, I struck with the 'pommel.'

*GOOONG.* A heavy sound echoed through the corridor.

"*JII!?*"

I gripped the tip of the blade with both hands and swung the pommel like a club.

The murder-strike, a technique of Western swordsmanship. This was the first time I'd used it in a real fight since the Treant.

"*SHAAA!*"

"Raaah!"

The tip of the tail, already cracked from the previous blow. As it thrust towards my face, I brought my sword down in a diagonal slash.

I released wind and fire from one side of the crossguard, accelerating the swing. The pommel struck the base of the stinger, shattering the exoskeleton.

Crimson poison and ink-like blood splattered, and the scorpion's tail bounced on the floor.

I immediately closed the distance. Without losing momentum, I spun horizontally and swung with all my might at the side of the serpent's head.

But it dodged by tilting its head back. It raised its lion forepaw for a counterattack, but it didn't matter.

"Hnngh!"

When it came to acceleration, I had the upper hand. The pommel of my missed horizontal swing continued its arc, rotating a full circle to slam into the base of its left foreleg.

"---!?"

Leaving even its scream behind, the Mushussu was sent flying. It bounced along the floor for about ten meters, shattering the stone, before managing to right itself by digging in with its eagle hind legs and lion right foreleg.

It immediately lashed out with its now-tipless tail, but it only cut through empty air.

Because I was already in front of it, sword raised high.

"URUUUAAAAAHHHH!"

The pommel caught its scale-covered crown and was brought straight down.

A deafening roar. Dust like that from a bombing raid billowed up, and massive cracks spread across the floor at my feet. When I blew it away with wind, I could see the Mushussu's head embedded in the floor.

The splattered, ink-like blood and flesh instantly turned white.

"Alright, next."

I pulled the pommel free and turned around. Looking towards the other one, I saw its tail frozen solid and shattered by Blanc's battle-axe, just as a wire wrapped around the mouth that was about to release poison mist.

Using the momentum from pulling back the extended wire, Erina-san closed in and struck the Mushussu's head from above with her other claw. At the moment of impact, the tip was launched forward.

It pierced the scales, and the claw destroyed its brain.

The pile-bunker-like attack made the monster's body twitch once before it went limp, turning to salt.

Erina-san lightly flicked her claws to shake off the salt, then struck a bicep curl bodybuilding pose with a smug look on her face.

Right. No enemies nearby. I discreetly averted my gaze from the self-proclaimed ninja.

*'...Well. I only heard your voice during your fight, Kyo-chan-kun, but...'*

Aira-san's slightly awkward voice came through the earring.

*'You were letting out some rather barbaric roars. Are you okay? Can you still speak human?'*

"I'm going to crack your skull open for real, you hopeless college girl."

*'I'm sorry.'*

"You're forgiven."

The 'murder-strike' is a time-honored technique of Western swordsmanship. If anything, it should be called the wisdom of humanity.

As we were talking, Mia-san peeked her head around the corner with a wry smile. Ukon and Sakon followed her.

While Ukon searched the pile of salt for a drop item, I rested the flat of my blade on my shoulder.

"I'm glad to see you're safe, Kyouta-kun."

"Yes. You two seem to be alright as well."

"Nice power, Kyo-chan!"

Erina-san, who had put away her claws at some point, was now doing a side chest? Or some other bodybuilding pose.

When you do that with your body, it's just sexy, so I wish you'd stop. I averted my eyes again and let out a small sigh.

Glancing at the golems, they also seemed to be unscathed. Overall, our combat power was sufficient. It wasn't easy, but I recognized anew that this was a dungeon where we could handle consecutive battles.

"But they're tough enemies, just like the Self-Defense Force's intel said. Especially the tail's exoskeleton, I don't think I could cut it with a normal attack."

*'Rumor has it that it can even deflect a tank shell. It's safe to assume that destroying it in combat is impossible.'*

"Yeah. It's durable enough that I could only just break it with a murder-strike."

*'A what?'*

"Except for boss monsters, I'll be focusing on blunt attacks. My attacks will be a bit wide, creating openings, so I'd appreciate it if you could cover me."

"Yes, leave it to me."

"Bring it on!"

Erina-san was now doing... what was it called? A side triceps pose, I think. She linked her arms behind her back, showing it off from the side.

Is she doing this because I'm using brute force? Why is she pushing the gag with brute force too?

Also, with her figure, that's poison for the eyes. I had to restrain my gaze from being drawn to her chest and thighs, reminding myself we were in a dungeon as I pressed my brow through my helmet.

"...Please stop with the hard-to-comment-on gags."

"Okaay."

*'Hey, what did you just say? You broke it? Did you stop being human?'*

"You shouldn't joke around so much either. We're in the middle of an exploration."

*'Was that... was that my fault just now...?'*

I sighed and turned my gaze to Ukon.

In its stone palm rested a fist-sized stone tablet. On its surface was an engraving of a Mushussu.

It's apparently a magical tool that acts as a substitute if you're targeted by curses or poison.

I've heard from the Dungeon Agency that the white dragon's dungeon is constantly expanding. We need to be prepared for any situation.

Besides, the experience points are quite good. I felt my level go up by one again.

I watched as Erina-san took the drop item from Ukon, put it in a different pouch from the one with the wooden bull statue, and equipped it with Mia-san. Then I turned on my heel and called out to Aira-san.

"We're resuming the exploration. We turn right at the crossroads and then go straight, correct?"

*'Y-yes. From there, you'll pass two crossroads and come to a T-junction. Please turn left there.'*

"Roger. We're heading out now."

*'Right. You three, be careful.'*

"Yes."

"You got it!"

"Yes!"

I gave a wry smile at the two energetic replies from behind me, then immediately hardened my expression.

'Tighten your helmet strings after a victory,' was it? We've grown stronger since the battle with Cerberus, and we've felt our levels increase in the fight against the Mushussu.

But we can't get carried away. I steeled my resolve and continued walking through the dungeon.

Trailing our shadows that flickered in time with the sconce flames, we advanced deeper into the labyrinth.
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*SHAAAA!*

"Raaaargh!"

I 'placed' the pommel of my sword, swung like a hammer, directly in the path of the approaching stinger.

Just as my *Spirit Eye* predicted, the Mushussu's tail collided with the pommel. With a deafening roar, its light-brown exoskeleton shattered and flew apart.

Even as it cried out in agony, the most ancient of dragonkin flashed its foreclaws and leaped toward me. I swung my sword—accelerated by wind and flame—down at its head.

The steel pommel smashed through scales that could repel rifle rounds. It cracked the skull beneath and crushed the brain, slamming the creature into the floor.

I charged through the swirling dust toward the next enemy.

Whether by its pit organs or some other means, my opponent had pinpointed my location without relying on sight. It moved to intercept me with a tail I shouldn't have been able to see, but I, too, perceived its attack by tracking the flow of mana.

Dropping to my left knee, I slipped under the stinger in a low crouch and swung the hilt upward.

"Jiiieeeaaaaahhh!!"

The pommel struck the Mushussu’s neck at a diagonal angle and, with the added acceleration of wind and flame, forcibly slammed it to the ground.

Its massive body—larger than a horse or even a bear if you included its tail—shattered the floor, bounced once, and crashed into a wall several meters away. It stopped moving.

Following through on my swing, I spun around without losing momentum and stood up, turning my gaze to the next enemy. But...

*Jiii...!?*

Its powerful tail was pinned by ice and a forked staff, and just as it opened its great maw to spew toxic mist, `Blanc`'s battle axe came swinging down.

The thick, wind-wreathed blade shattered its fangs and, without slowing, sliced clean through from its upper jaw to the corner of its eye.

As Blanc completed its swing, it was yanked back by a wire that flew from behind. An instant later, the Mushussu, its upper head gone, smashed its foreclaws into the floor.

It took two, then three more steps before toppling over, the monster already beginning to turn to salt. Confirming that all enemies in my field of vision were turning white, I kept my weapon raised and glanced at Erina-san.

"That's the last of them in this area! Great work, everyone!"

Hearing her words, I let the tension drain from my shoulders, shifted my grip on my sword, and sheathed it.

"Yeah, good work."

"Good work. Shall we take a short break?"

"Seconded!"

"Yes."

Nodding at Mia-san's words, I leaned my back against the wall next to Erina-san.

I looked down at my palms, opening and closing them to check my condition.

*Excellent work, everyone. But Kyouta-kun, are you all right? That technique, 'Satsugeki' or whatever it's called... it looks like it hurts your fingers.*

"A little, yeah. The gauntlets keep my fingers from getting cut, but since I'm using wind and flame, they really dig in."

I offered a wry smile through the earring.

If I'd done that without any protection, my fingers would undoubtedly be torn to shreds by now. The Mordschlag and half-swording stances were fundamentally designed with the use of gauntlets in mind.

Still, it hurt. Fortunately, thanks to the healing from my *Sage's Nucleus*, I was in perfect condition aside from some lingering pain.

"It won't affect my combat performance. I can keep going."

"Rotation, Kyouta-chan! Using centrifugal force effectively is key for striking! You gotta spin, spin, spin!"

"Right."

"I sometimes think... Erina-san and Kyouta-kun, your fighting styles are completely different, yet you interact like a senior and junior student."

"I'm the senior, huh! Alright, junior, massage my shoulders!"

"Are you from the Showa era? It's true our fighting styles are totally different, but Erina-san's pure technique is overwhelmingly superior. The principles may differ, but in the end, the result of 'getting close and defeating the enemy' is the same. I can learn from her fundamentals. Plus, she knows a wide variety of fighting techniques."

"Heck yeah!"

Erina-san puffed out her chest with a smug look, and Mia-san nodded, saying, "I see."

"As a reward for such a fine junior, I shall give you this! Want a yakisoba-pan too?"

"Ah, thanks. I'm good on the bread, though."

"Got it!"

"The senior-junior roles have suddenly reversed..."

I took a sip of water from the canteen Erina-san handed me and let out a small sigh.

"So, Aira-san. About where are we in the dungeon now?"

*Mhm. You're quite deep in. You should be nearing the boss room soon.*

"Understood."

About an hour had passed since we began our exploration.

Along the way, we marked a spot near an exit and were now heading toward the area where the boss appears.

Like Cerberus, the master of this dungeon doesn't typically move around much. Only when a new boss monster is 'produced' does it get pushed out and start to wander.

According to the Self-Defense Force, there's currently only one in the labyrinth. If we're going to challenge it, now is the time.

*...Still, are you really going to fight it? It seems like you could level up just fine on the Mushussu alone.*

"That might be true. But I want to proceed at as fast a pace as possible. We have school, so we can't just stay cooped up in a dungeon forever."

*Honestly, I think you should just quit school. If something happens to Japan, a high school diploma won't mean a thing.*

"Oh, it will. Like if something happens and we have to flee the country. Or if the SDF makes a huge leap forward in dungeon clearing and adventurers become obsolete. A diploma is incredibly important, don't you think?"

*What a buzzkill.*

"It's just reality."

In a world like this, you never know what might happen. Since the *Day of Awakening*, the things you'd think 'would never happen' happen all the time. Just like a dream. Whether it's a good dream or a nightmare is a toss-up, though.

In any case, it's important to be prepared. At the very least, if I don't graduate high school, the anxiety about my future is enough to make me puke.

"I think that's a good way to look at it. Besides, enjoying campus life with you and Erina-san sounds like fun!"

*Oho? The two of you are going to be my juniors, you know? My little sanctuaries and sources of comfort in university life?*

"No way. Mia-san aside, you'll have graduated long before then, Aira-san."

*I'm going to grad school, so it's fine!*

"A grad student shouldn't be using freshmen as a sanctuary. If anything, you should be helping them."

*Hey, grad students are busy with all sorts of things. Probably.*

"'Probably,' she says."

"Hey! Senpai, does your university have a ninja studies department?!"

"Like hell it would."

*Barely... no, it doesn't...!*

"It's not 'barely.' It's an absolute no."

"So close!"

"Fine, whatever."

I sighed and screwed the cap back on my canteen.

"Erina-san, if you would."

"You got it! Kyouta-chan, let's do our best in the ninja department together!"

"You can go by yourself."

"!?"

With the self-proclaimed ninja making a face that screamed betrayal behind me, I rolled my shoulders.

"Shall we resume exploring?"

"Yes, let's."

Ukon had already finished collecting the drop items and was standing guard with Blanc and the others.

I took one deep breath. A small routine to switch my focus.

"Erina-san, you ready?"

"Of course! Let's do this!"

I nodded at her usual energetic reply and focused my attention on the earring.

"Alright, we're moving out."

*Yeah. Be extremely careful.*

"You got it, senpai! We're gonna put on a real show for you! Look forward to it!"

After a wry smile at Erina-san's needlessly sharp shadowboxing, I called out to the golems and we started walking through the dungeon once more.

Ten minutes passed. We had one more battle, but broke through without difficulty.

We came to a long, gentle staircase and slowly descended.

After about five minutes, my feet touched stone pavement. The torches on the wall couldn't illuminate the whole space, but a massive sphere of light in the eighty-meter-high ceiling allowed us to see everything.

If I had to describe this place, it would be a drained, colossal swimming pool, or perhaps a decaying harbor.

Either way, it was a space that must have once held a vast amount of water. We were standing on what looked like a dock.

I jumped down a drop of several meters, landing on the rough, exposed rock floor. We pressed onward.

We were a good distance from the stairs. Finally, the time came.

"It's coming! Straight ahead, from below!"

"Got it!"

At Erina-san's call, we all leaped backward in unison.

The next moment, the ground dozens of meters ahead of us exploded.

No, that wasn't right. Something enormous had just burst through the hard rock floor.

Slithering out. A great serpent emerged from the massive hole in the ground. Its torso was over five meters in diameter, and its length was easily ten times that.

In the blink of an eye, the monstrously huge body slithered out onto the ground... into the place that was once filled with water. It closely resembled a snake, but it planted arm-like forelegs as thick as its torso onto the rocky earth.

It had verdant scales, and a purple mist leaked from the corners of its mouth. Its eyes shone like gold. Its fangs were as long and thick as several humans, and two horns of no less imposing majesty swept back from its head.

It was clearly not a creature a mere human should challenge, especially with just a sword.

*Basmu.*

One of the eleven monsters born of the goddess Tiamat, the very embodiment of all the world's venomous snakes.

The great serpent, ruler of the seas, that swallowed animals and people alike, a creature so mighty that even deities chose to placate it rather than attempt to slay it.

The monster before me, bearing that same name, was simply too big.

A single stir of its body made the air tremble and crushed massive boulders. Its breath became a gale, roaring like an earthquake.

The dust cloud it had kicked up still hadn't settled, swirling around it as if to accentuate its terrifying presence. The monster, large enough to swallow a tank, glared at us with its vertically slit pupils.

Its mana was overwhelmingly dense, overflowing with more killing intent than even the Mushussu.

In response, I simply and silently raised my sword. I gripped the hilt and pointed the tip at the great serpent.

I was afraid. But...

It wasn't as terrifying as that white dragon.

*—OOOOOOOOOOOOH!!*

As its roar cracked the very earth, I leaped. Using Flügel, I took flight and shot straight for Basmu's face.

Its golden eyes tracked my movements precisely as it raised its left foreleg.

Fast. It moved with an agility that defied its massive frame. Ignoring the foreleg raised as a shield, I swung my sword down, but even wreathed in wind and flame, I only managed to slice a single scale.

It swatted me away with sheer force, but I didn't fight it, simply letting myself fly backward.

I'd expected as much, but I doubted even my killing strikes would do any real damage. This thing was even tougher than the Mushussu's tail.

After swatting me away, Basmu slithered toward me. It closed the distance, raising a tremendous cloud of dust, and reared back its right foreleg.

But a massive stone stake erupted from the ground, blocking its path. The monster smashed through the pillar-like stake without hesitation, but it lost its balance slightly, and its right foreleg swung through empty air.

That alone unleashed a hurricane-force wind. I cranked Flügel to full power, somehow managing to avoid being blown away.

As I charged again in a wide arc, Basmu caused every scale on its body to glow.

"Tch!"

Following my *Spirit Eye*'s prediction, I pulled up to decelerate, simultaneously evading upward.

At almost the same instant, beams of purple light shot out from the monster in all directions. Each beam was thick enough to swallow a person, a torrent of heat that gouged the earth for hundreds of meters. The dock was vaporized in an instant, and the staircase collapsed.

Weaving in a zigzag pattern to dodge, I glanced at my allies on the ground. Ukon and Sakon had become a wall for Mia-san, and Blanc, standing before them, was deflecting the beams with his battle axe.

And Erina-san was on her own, dashing across the ground, evading the attacks and the resulting shrapnel.

They were fine. In that case, I just had to do my part.

Basmu was firing beams like a porcupine shooting quills, even scraping the ceiling. I flew above it and initiated a steep dive.

I dodged the lances of light in a spiral and closed in. Swinging my wind-and-flame-wreathed sword, I slashed at its right eye.

*GAAAAH!*

Basmu twisted its neck, swinging its horn at me. My sword collided with it, making only a slight gash before being repelled.

I tumbled through the air two, three times, but I never took my eyes off the monster. In response, its massive jaws turned toward me.

A breath of cursed poison, unleashed with no tell.

A fog of death containing not only every poison in this world, but also 'poisons not of this world.' A space where even a high-level Awakened Person would die in two seconds enveloped me.

But it didn't matter.

Still shrouded in wind, I charged. The poison was pushed aside before it could touch my skin, and the air I breathed was purified by my *Sage's Nucleus*.

Its surprise attack, however, was blocked this time by its crossed forelegs.

My max-speed charge collided, and we were locked in a stalemate. The impact nearly made me black out for a second, but I gritted my teeth and endured.

Several scales cracked, but I couldn't reach the flesh beneath. What's more, the shattered scales were regenerating before my eyes.

I unleashed a maximum burst of wind and flame, but I couldn't push through. A roar from the monster sent me flying back.

"Guh...!"

Immediately after I was thrown back, pillars of ice shot like missiles from all directions, converging on Basmu's colossal body.

Their sheer mass alone was terrifying, but combined with their sharpness and rotation, each attack was equivalent to an artillery shell of the same size.

A roar and tremor even greater than when Basmu first appeared rocked the dungeon. I couldn't tell if my vision was shaking or if the space itself was trembling.

But.

*GOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!!*

It was unharmed. Scattering shards of ice and scales, the great serpent turned its gaze toward the attacker.

Basmu targeted Mia-san and began to slither toward her. The golems stood in its way, but stopping a charge from something with that much mass would be difficult.

But there was one other person here.

With a rustle, the 'black mantle' she wore billowed out.

"Ninja art..."

Crafted by Shizuku-san. A black steel cloak imbued with Erina-san's skills. Like Flügel, it was a piece of steel armor that could be mistaken for cloth.

Its true value was 'Invisibility.' Why would she rely on a tool for a skill she already used constantly?

It was purely...

"*Black Hell Cannon*!!"

...to hide something from the enemy's sight—something that wasn't her *Arcane Gear* and couldn't be concealed by a skill alone.

A sonic assault that surpassed the earlier ice barrage echoed through the labyrinth, and almost simultaneously, Basmu's massive body was 'lifted into the air.'

A few seconds later, another earthquake. The great serpent tumbled, tearing up the rocky ground.

A trail of crimson blood painted the air like rain, forming a river.

"How'd you like that!"

Erina-san was holding a cannon nearly as tall as she was.

Adorned in black and blue, it consisted of three barrels bundled together. She supported a grip near the barrels with her left hand and pulled a lever on the side of the box-shaped rear section with her right.

The barrels rotated, replacing the one that had just fired with a fresh one.

A drop item from Cerberus. A three-barreled cannon named the *Black Hell Cannon*. Though, the name was something the self-proclaimed ninja came up with on her own.

The projectiles were made of the same material as *Arcane Gear*. It needed to be pre-loaded with mana as gunpowder, and reloading took nearly an hour.

It had no rifling, and the ammunition was spherical, so its power dropped off significantly at a distance, and aiming was unreliable at best. The recoil would tear off the arm of an ordinary Awakened Person. Furthermore, since it was triggered by an external mana source, it couldn't be used through machinery, or even by a normal golem.

But... when fired at point-blank range...

*Ga, aaaaaa...!!*

...its destructive power was comparable to the hellfire unleashed by Cerberus.

I charged at Basmu as it bled profusely from its stomach, giving it no time to rest. But it ignored the widening wound and slammed its long tail into the ground, *leaping*.

Its body, weighing over 500 tons, soared into the air. Near the ceiling, it unleashed mana from its entire body and raised both forelegs.

In that instant, a massive sphere of water materialized above the monster's head. An enormous volume of water, enough to engulf even Basmu itself, was launched toward the ground at just shy of the speed of sound.

I dodged instinctively, but the wind pressure pushed me back slightly. The 'seawater' crashed into the rocky ground with a deafening roar, spreading out like a tsunami.

"O, Earth!"

A wall of rock materialized around Mia-san and the others. It blocked the surging wave, and then magic was cast on their feet, allowing them to walk on water.

A moment later, Basmu landed in the sea. The water had spread out so much that it was only knee-deep, and getting shallower by the second, but the monster immediately began to focus its mana again.

A magic circle over 100 meters in diameter unfolded in the blink of an eye. As it spread above the monster's head, great serpents began to emerge one after another from the seawater.

These serpents, each capable of swallowing a human whole, were a part of Basmu, its kin. Each one was a formidable foe, on par with a Mushussu.

But unfortunately for them, we had a countermeasure planned.

"Freeze!!"

A staff was swung down with a dignified voice. The moment it touched the seawater, a frigid wind raged.

The serpents that were trying to crawl out were all frozen solid in an instant, turned into ice statues. Ambushed the moment they appeared, their formidable bodies meant nothing.

And in that moment, right after casting a large-scale spell, Basmu revealed a clear opening. I seized the chance and charged.

"Hmph...!"

*Oooooh...!!*

Its own body was frozen over, covered in frost. Even so, its golden eyes blazed as it swung its claws at me.

The speed of the claw tips broke the sound barrier. Dodging after seeing it would be too late. Therefore, I had to 'see' it to dodge.

I barrel-rolled past the sweeping counterattack and closed the distance. I swung my sword back and plunged it with all my might into its eyeball.

With a wet squelch, the blade pierced the great serpent's eye, sinking in up to my elbow.

*————GIIIAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!??*

Its unearthly scream became a weapon, and I felt my eardrums rupture.

I winced from the sharp pain, but I didn't let up my attack. Its foreleg was already closing in on my back.

I placed my left hand on my right bicep and channeled mana at maximum output. From my heart to my shoulder, to my forearm, through the bracelet, down my right arm, and into the blade.

No matter how tough its body was, from the inside...!

"Burn, to asheeeees!"

"*Black Hell Cannon*, fire!"

The blade plunged through its eye, the cannon shoved into the wound on its belly.

Both spewed crimson and azure flames, incinerating the monster of myth.
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Side: None

"It feels so wonderful... to be alive...!"

"You said it...!"

In Kanagawa Prefecture, Japan.

In the lobby of the `Walkers` guild headquarters, Yamashita Hiroshi and Kawashima Shougo had tears streaming down their faces.

The guild master and one of his top officers were both acting bizarrely, but the headquarters staff paid them no mind. They just walked past with a casual, "Ah, welcome back, sir."

It wasn't unusual for the leadership, especially Yamashita, to end up like this. The staff just assumed he'd gotten tangled up with the freaks from the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` again and kept their distance, fearing they might get caught in the crossfire.

Yamashita Hiroshi. He was a man with more charisma than he gave himself credit for, but he was recognized less for that and more for being a 'weirdo magnet.'

"I can't believe it... three emergency landings, including a Cessna, before we could even get home... a boat exploding twice... and we almost died five times while traveling by car or bus..."

"I'm never, ever going abroad again...!"

Yamashita covered his face, sobbing quietly, while Shougo wept manfully beside him.

Two women approached them with brisk steps.

"Welcome back, big brother! Shougo-san! Are you okay!?"

"Akemi..."

It was Yamashita Akemi, the sister of the cat-eared sibling duo, and her friend, Kiriko.

Yamashita raised his head and sniffled.

"Sniff... You were that worried about me...! I'm so happy...!"

"Ew, gross. Go die."

"Sorry. Even I thought that was a bit much."

Seeing his sister's genuine look of disgust, Yamashita wiped his tears with a handkerchief.

"Well, yeah. My bad. Sorry we're late getting back."

"No, it's fine. Something really bad happened, right?"

"You can tell...?"

"The vice-chairman of the club came all the way here to warn us, so yeah."

"What?"

Yamashita's expression turned dead serious as he partially summoned his *Arcane Gear*.

He materialized an iron hammer in his hand and turned toward the entrance, but Shougo grabbed him to stop him.

"Don't do it, Hiroshi! You're totally planning to storm the club's headquarters, aren't you!?"

"Shut up! A pervert got close to my sister, of course I'm gonna do something! This time I'll wipe those idiots off the face of the earth!"

"You're breaking character!"

"Brother. Cut it out and listen to me seriously."

"Ah, yes, ma'am."

At his sister's stern expression, Yamashita made the hammer disappear. Shougo let out a sigh of relief.

Incidentally, during this exchange, Kiriko was breathing heavily at the sight of the two men pressed together, but Akemi completely ignored her.

"Things have been getting really sketchy lately. I'll give you the details in my room."

"Got it... You're sure nothing weird happened to you, right?"

"Of course not. If it had, that pervert's funeral would've been held by now."

"R-Right."

"Hahaha! Well, Akemi-chan is as tough as ever! Guess I'll let you siblings have your time. I'm heading home to—"

"Ah, Shougo-san, this way. There's a pile of paperwork waiting for you."

"Eh?"

As Shougo tried to laugh and walk away, Kiriko grabbed his bicep firmly with both hands.

"No, I'm seriously exhausted—"

"Discussions on the production system for 'Simple Magic Tools,' a meeting with the association for victims of `Turohorse`, collection of the drop items needed for that plan. And so on, and so on. There's plenty of work to do."

"...Don't tell me you guys are exhausted too, Kiriko-chan?"

"Yep. To be specific, I'm on my second all-nighter."

"...I'll do my best."

"Please do."

Yamashita gave a salute to his childhood friend as he was led away like cattle to the slaughter.

"Farewell, my friend... I'll rest after my meeting."

"What are you talking about, brother? You have a huge pile of work waiting for you, too."

"I had a feeling."

Yamashita's tail drooped limply.

"Well, you should at least be able to relax tonight, so hang in there until then."

"Yeah..."

The guild master of the `Walkers` was also led away.

Once they were in the elevator, Akemi asked her brother as if she'd just remembered something.

"So, it sounds like you had a pretty rough journey. Did you fight assassins, like in the movies? You know, brawling on the roof of a train, or a gunfight on a ship?"

"Of course not."

At his sister's words, Yamashita gave a small shrug.

"We never even met anyone like that... thanks to the *Lucky Squirrel*."

"Lucky... Squirrel?"

"I'll have to go thank Director Akasaka later. He's probably one of the director's people. I'm sure he'll pass along the message if I ask."

Yamashita's eyes grew a little distant as he wondered what to get as a thank-you gift.

It wasn't until the clock's hand had nearly made a full circle that he and his friends were finally able to return to their homes.

* * * * * *

"Japan, I have returned...!"

"Ah, welcome back, Prez. Did your art style change or something?"

"Welcome back, Yuune-san. Did you get taller?"

"Welcome back. That body of yours... don't tell me you stole Joestar's body...!"

"Sorry. Just give me a second."

Three high school girls and Akasaka Yuune had gathered at a family restaurant in northern Chiba Prefecture.

After a series of loud cracking and popping sounds echoed from the restroom, Yuune returned to the table.

"Sorry for the wait. I kind of lost myself for a moment there."

"Ah, youth."

"Nah, I feel like it's something different with her."

"You seem fine in the sunlight... so I guess you didn't become a vampire."

The four of them sat around the table, continuing their conversation while waiting for the food they had randomly ordered.

Just like normal high school girls.

"So, what's up, Prez? You suddenly said you had a 'part-time job' and then you were out of touch for a week."

"You already have a good idea, don't you? Seeing as you're so conspicuously holding open that article about Guild Master Yamashita."

Akasaka Yuune glanced at the magazine held by the girl with elf ears. The open page reported on the trouble that had occurred on Guild Master Yamashita's flight a few days ago.

"Everyone was fine. Zero fatalities. There's nothing more to say, is there?"

"Hmm. Well, it's not really our business, but there are two things I wanted to ask."

"What is it? And just so you know, there's almost nothing I can tell you."

"Prez."

The girl with her long hair in twin pigtails rested her head on her arms and looked up at Yuune.

She wore an innocent, lovely smile.

"So... did you have to kill anyone?"

A cold sweat trickled down Yuune's back.

It was as if the temperature in their immediate vicinity had dropped several degrees. The elf-eared girl was smiling like a saint, and the gray-haired girl looked disinterested, though her eyes were fixed on Yuune.

Feeling an indescribable pressure, she nevertheless stared back at the girl with the twin pigtails.

"No. *Zero fatalities*. I just told you that."

Akasaka Yuune hadn't killed a single person.

She couldn't speak for what might have happened to her opponents afterward—if someone else had targeted them—but her own hands were still clean.

Sensing this, the girl with the twin pigtails...

"I see. That's good."

...let out a genuinely relieved sigh and shifted from slumping on the table to resting her chin in her hands.

The pressure that had been lingering over their table vanished.

"Alright! Then today we're celebrating the Prez's return! It's on us, so order whatever you want!"

"Oh, really? In that case, I'll have all the parfaits on this page."

"That was a fast switch."

The gray-haired girl looked at Yuune with exasperation.

"Shut up, you three stooges. I've been craving Japanese sweets! Do you have any idea what it's like for a gorgeous high school girl to live on nothing but rations and supplements?!"

"Yuune-san, please never say that at school. Several people would break down crying."

"Dieting seems tough, huh?"

"Nah. I doubt anyone diets by eating military rations."

The girl with the twin pigtails chuckled as Yuune's pupils dilated while she stared at the menu on the table.

"But I'm glad. Glad you're still the same old Prez."

"Huh? What's that supposed to mean? I'm not usually this obsessed with food."

"That's not what I meant... well, never mind."

"...Was it an order from your—from my dad?"

"Nope. Mr. Akasaka just said he 'trusted you.' This was our own decision."

"Yes! Papa would be so proud! I did it!"

"You didn't 'do' anything, though."

"That's not what I meant."

Yuune pumped her fist while the gray-haired girl made a deadpan, off-the-mark comment.

The twin-pigtails girl just laughed.

"I'm really glad. We were worried we might have to give you our 'first time.'"

"Hmph. A needless worry. As if I, the daughter of my—of my dad, would forget to hold back against opponents of that level."

"Why don't you just call him 'Papa' already?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about...!"

"She's hopelessly bad at being a spy when it comes to things like this."

"It's fine, it's just like the Prez! I like it!"

"Akasaka Yuune. You should be careful on moonless nights...!"

"I'm straight, thank you."

When the French fries they had ordered arrived, they paused their conversation to order parfaits and other things.

Afterward, they got up to go to the drink bar.

"Alright, I shall bestow upon the Prez my special Giganto Mix-Mix Deluxe...!"

"I respectfully decline. Give it to the fake saint over there."

"I'm sorry, but even I can't handle that."

"Oh, I forgot my wallet today. You guys can get the bill."

"How can you say that so shamelessly, you girl who had to repeat a year...!"

"My bad."

"Ahahahaha!"

The girls chattered loudly.

Amidst it all, Yuune thought to herself.

*—These three morons are scarier. I have no idea what they're capable of.*

Even if they had been laughing together a second ago, this trio would surely turn their weapons on an opponent without hesitation. Not because they felt nothing, but because their grief wouldn't slow them down.

Having gained experience on her journey from America to Japan, Yuune understood this instinctively.

Those who called themselves professionals were terrifying in their methods. Without the support of former ambassador Chris, Yuune wouldn't have been able to complete her 'mission.' No matter how powerful an Awakened Person was, they were still human. For experts in killing, there were countless ways to deal with them, with a few exceptions.

However, this trio was dangerous on a whole other level.

They would calmly do things a professional—no, a person with a normal thought process and ethics—would never do. And it wasn't out of desperation or recklessness, but a barbarity born from careful consideration.

They had their reason. But their equation for it was clearly skewed from the norm.

As Yuune was lost in thought, she realized the girl with the twin pigtails had stopped walking and was looking up at her.

"Prez... do you hate us now?"

Her face was anxious, like a child looking to its parent for approval.

Yuune roughly patted the head of her classmate, who was quite a bit shorter than her.

"It's not about like or hate, you idiot. It's business as usual, you little troublemaker."

"...Yeah!"

As her 'friend' returned to a beaming smile, Yuune gave a small snort.

"Papa said he might have to ask you guys for help with some things soon. Aside from that other job."

"...I see."

"But, you know."

Yuune jabbed her index finger onto her friend's forehead. A fearless grin spread across her face.

"If you guys screw up... I'll give you my 'first time.' My own decision."

"...I see. Thanks."

After a brief moment of surprise, the twin-pigtails girl laughed cheerfully.

"But that's a needless worry! We're just pure, proper, and slightly cute high school girls!"

"Whatever. Not like I want to fight you guys anyway."

"Hey, you two! I can't believe you're flirting when you should be coming over here! No more touching! It's for-bid-den!"

"Prez. A parting gift from me. Drink it with gratitude."

"Shut up, morons number two and three! And number three, what did you mix in this?"

"Green tea, coke, and oolong tea."

"Drink it yourself, you flat-chested repeater."

"Bringing up my chest is crossing a line, you know! And it's not like you're that big yourself!"

"I'm average. That is the absolute difference between you and me."

"Now, now. Please don't fight over something so trivial. It's unseemly."

"I'll crush you first."

"Don't think every night will be a moonlit one...!"

"Wait, is the hate directed at me now?"

"Ahahahahaha!!"

The girls continued to make a ruckus until a server came over to scold them.

They were just foolish students. That's who they were.

At least, as long as the world—or at least the world immediately around them—remained at peace.

* * * * * *

"Is that information reliable?"

*Yes.*

In Kasumigaseki, Tokyo, at the Central Government Complex.

Akasaka Yuusuke was on the phone in a bathroom stall, speaking in a low voice.

He was talking to Chris Mackenzie, the former U.S. ambassador who had just returned to Japan with Yamashita's group.

*My source was my former superior, from before I worked at the embassy. The information is highly credible.*

"...Is there any chance it's a trap?"

*We're looking into it on our end, but it seems to be genuine.*

"...Understood."

He finished the hushed conversation and ended the call.

Then, Director Akasaka opened the calendar on his phone.

"I can't believe it... of all the days to choose."

Marked on it was a schedule known only to a handful of Dungeon Agency staff.

The date for the subjugation of the red and white dragons. And the day of the SDF's Otherworld Dispatch.

"President Fudge Valentine... what on earth are you planning?"

The day before that date, a U.S. military stealth aircraft was scheduled to take off.

Carrying the President of the United States—to 'Japan'.
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			Invisible Ninjas, Second Squad

			After school, we found ourselves at Shizuku-san's workshop.

Amidst the familiar hum of machinery, her workspace now occupied a quarter of the entire factory floor.

What was once just a partitioned area sectioned off by a thick curtain now had simple but proper walls.

*At this rate*, I thought, *the whole factory is going to become her workshop.*

Well, as long as the factory itself remained, Shizuku-san would probably be fine with it. Even if the products changed, as long as the workers stayed the same, it was still the same factory.

"So, what's with the sudden visit? You got an order for me?"

"Yep! First, I want Shī-chan to take a look at this!"

With that, Erina-san pulled a massive cannon from her *Item Box*.

It was the three-barreled revolving cannon, adorned in black and blue. The drop item from Cerberus.

As it was placed with a heavy thud on the metal workbench, Aika-san's eyes widened, and Shizuku-san placed a hand on her chin.

"The *Black Hell Cannon*! My new ninja tool!"

Erina-san struck a pose, gesturing dramatically toward the cannon with both hands as if to say, 'Ta-da!'

"Well, I've seen it once already. Right after you got it."

"This is my first time seeing it. I can feel an incredible amount of mana... but the mana stored inside feels like it's yours, Kyouta-kun."

"Yes. It uses mana instead of gunpowder."

I nodded in response to Aika-san's words.

"The ammunition is also made with the same principle as *Arcane Gear*, and I've already loaded it."

"I see... But loading this seems like it would take days for anyone but you, Kyouta-kun."

"Yeah! If I tried to load it, I'd probably pass out after just one barrel!"

"Aika, don't you even think about trying to channel mana into it. Once you start loading this thing, you can't stop. Not by your own will, anyway. You either fill it to the brim or cut off the arm touching the barrel. It'll suck you dry and kill you. You can't just charge it in multiple sessions whenever you want."

"Isn't that a cursed weapon?"

"The world of a ninja... is a merciless one...!"

As Aika-san's expression went blank, I offered a vague smile and ignored the self-proclaimed ninja next to me.

In truth, it was an incredibly dangerous item for anyone who didn't have an absurd amount of mana like I did. Was that hellhound trying to say that if you wanted to use its power, you had to offer up your life?

"So, I know it's a long shot, but."

"Shī-chan! Can you trick it out for me?"

"Not a chance in hell, you idiot."

"So harsh!?"

Shizuku-san made a pouting face, and Erina-san's eyes welled up with tears.

"Um, could you at least change the shape of the warhead and add some rifling?"

"I told you, I can't. You know how hard it is to modify a completed magic tool. If this thing used separate ammunition, I could make some dart-shaped shells, but there's no way to load them. You'd risk the barrel breaking in the middle of a fight."

"But you managed to do it with the ring... so I thought maybe you could, Shī-chan."

"Don't you dare compare that with this...!"

With a heavy sigh, Shizuku-san pinched the bridge of her nose as if staving off a headache.

"The *Bracelet of the Flame Horse* was like overclocking a commercial PC and slapping a touch panel on it. Trying to mess with that *Black Hell Cannon* is as reckless as an amateur trying to do a full maintenance check on a supercomputer."

"It's that complex...?"

"That magic tool is incredibly precise. It's in a different 'class.' It's beyond my skill. Even the `Alchemy Enthusiasts Club` would probably struggle with it. Seriously, that damn Atlantis Empire..."

Shizuku-san glared at the *Black Hell Cannon* with hatred.

If she was saying that, then we had no choice but to give up. Besides, that was more of a 'nice to have' request. Our main goal was something else.

"In that case, what about making it usable by a golem?"

"The difficulty just went up, didn't it? Impossible, impossible... Well, a golem probably can't use it, but."

With a sidelong glance, Shizuku-san's eyes flicked to another desk.

After a quick look at the blueprints spread out there, she gave a fearless smirk.

"I can at least modify the grip so that *other thing* can use it."

"That's my Shī-chan! I love you!"

"Shut up. You're too damn close, get off me...!"

Erina-san, beaming, threw her arms around Shizuku-san and nuzzled her cheek against her.

I discreetly averted my eyes from the sight of her massive chest squishing and changing shape. *Hold fast, my orichalcum reason...!*

"So, there's one more thing I wanted to ask, or rather, have you look at."

"What is it? And just so you know, any more work is gonna push me past my limit."

"No, this one's more for Ā-chan."

"For me?"

Aika-san tilted her head, her long black hair swaying, and Erina-san nodded.

Stepping away from Shizuku-san, she took a metal box from her *Item Box*.

It was large enough to fit a human torso and was securely locked. Furthermore, its surface was covered with numerous warning labels.

"Oi. What's with that obviously dangerous-looking thing?"

"It *is* dangerous! One slip-up and even an Awakened Person could bite the dust!"

"You serious?"

"I am. That's a drop item from the A-Rank boss monster we just fought."

"...So, it's on the same level as that cannon, and what's more..."

"It's related to poison and curses, I take it? Since it's for me."

Shizuku-san's face twisted in disgust, and a bead of sweat trickled down Aika-san's cheek.

"Don't bring something like that into my place... is what I want to say. But I'm guessing it doesn't vaporize, right?"

"That's right. As long as you don't touch the blade, it's fine. Otherwise, the SDF would have confiscated it by now."

"I'm opening it now, just a sec!"

Putting away the cannon, Erina-san placed the box on the workbench.

She undid both of the two locks and slowly opened the lid.

"Ugh..."

The malevolent mana that was released made everyone but Erina-san groan quietly. No matter how many times I saw it, it was grotesque.

Inside lay a dagger with a serpentine blade.

It was small compared to its case, but its presence was more than enough to overwhelm the entire workspace. The dark green blade glinted under the factory lights.

"It's a drop item from a monster called Basmu. Normally, civilians aren't allowed to have it, but we got special permission!"

"Well, the same could be said for the cannon, I suppose."

When we were promoted to A-Rank, Director Akasaka told us he would 'do his best to look the other way on certain matters,' and this was likely part of that.

It would probably only last until we subjugated the white dragon, but we wouldn't have any regrets after defeating that thing anyway.

We planned to use up both the cannon and this dagger, to throw everything we had at that lizard.

"It's more than amazing, it's terrifying... What could they have been thinking, to want to mix this much poison and curse together? And to do it with such a perfectly calculated combination, so that they don't weaken each other..."

Aika-san stared at the dagger, looking like she was about to be sick.

I couldn't imagine that the Atlantis Empire was able to create something like this from the start. If they could, monsters in lower-rank dungeons would be equipped with them.

It was likely created shortly before or after the empire's fall. A period of various 'trial and error' experiments that were nauseating just to imagine.

There must have been ordinary citizens involved, so I knew it was disrespectful to think this, but... I was truly glad that empire was gone.

"This is something that no human, let alone an Awakened Person, should ever touch. It erodes all living things, killing them at the end of a long agony. That's what this is...!"

"By the way, Kyouta-chan took a direct hit from a breath attack that was just as bad as this."

"Well, that's just Kyouta-kun for you."

"Hey, what's with that tone of acceptance?"

I couldn't help but interject, but I was ignored. *Just what kind of being am I in your eyes...?*

"So, you fought two A-Rank bosses in a row, huh? How was this one compared to the first?"

"It was strong, but thanks to a good matchup, the fight itself was short."

"Still, we didn't have any room for error, though."

Erina-san and I looked at each other, our eyes distant.

Looking at the result alone, we came out unscathed and managed to completely shut down our opponent. However, if we had let Basmu do even one thing it wanted, there was a chance the tables could have been turned.

We had enough firepower to kill its massive body, and we had hard counters like myself and Mia-san. Without that, we might have been swallowed up by its poison breath, which even the Mushussu's ward couldn't block, or by the horde of kin it summoned.

It was truly an opponent where we could say we only won because of a favorable matchup.

"So, what exactly do you want me to do...?"

"I was hoping you could make a sheath for this."

"If we keep it in the case all the time, we won't be able to draw it quickly when we need it."

"...I see. It's true, a normal sheath would have the poison seep through from the inside."

The inside of this metal case was inscribed with numerous magic circles. We were currently borrowing it from the SDF, who used them to transport dangerous magical items.

This dagger was harmless as long as you didn't touch the blade, but conversely, anything that touched the blade would be assailed by its curse and poison.

Looking closely, I could see that the magic circles kept the dagger constantly levitating, so that it didn't even touch the cotton padding lining the case.

Incidentally, that cotton was soaked in a potent magical potion. It couldn't neutralize the poison, but it should buy some time.

"I understand. I'll see what I can do."

"Please do! We'll pay you well, of course."

"No, you've all helped me so much... Ah."

She clapped her hands together and looked back and forth between me and Shizuku-san.

Then, she smiled sweetly.

"In that case, I'll put it on your 'tab.' You'd better pay me back, okay? Erina-san. Kyouta-kun."

"She's copying her! She's copying her, Kyouta-chan!"

"Please call it 'paying homage.'"

"Huh? I don't talk all cutesy-cutesy like that. A tab is just a tab."

I chuckled at the three of them, as noisy as ever. Even though the request itself was plenty dangerous.

That aside.

"Aika-san, for crafting the sheath, please take this."

"What's this...?"

She tilted her head at the small vial I offered her.

"It's an antidote. I asked Professor Arisugawa to make it using a part of me as a material. If there's an accident while you're working, please use this. Given the nature of the poison, it shouldn't be instantly fatal."

"Hold on, Kyouta. Hey."

Perhaps because I had asked her friend to do a dangerous job, Shizuku-san glared at me, her sharp eyes narrowed to their limit.

"You... you wouldn't let me use it, but... you gave your semen to Erina's grandma...!?"

"It was blood, you harassing dwarf."

So that's not what happened at all.

"Even so...! For me to be able to use your blood, it took so long for...!"

"No, that was just a matter of sharing secrets. It's not like I treat you and the professor differently."

"Tch...! You cheater!"

"What a terrible thing to say."

I could have sworn I heard the sound of a large piece of metal dropping in the distance. I hoped everything was alright.

I felt a strange sense of killing intent. Hmm, a bad feeling...

"Anyway, I know I'm asking you to do something very dangerous, and I feel bad about it, but..."

"No. I may not be able to stand with you on the battlefield, but I am proud to be your ally."

Aika-san took the vial, her hands enveloping mine as she did.

Her cool yet soft touch made my heart skip a beat.

"That's why I'm so happy you're relying on me. Leave it to me. I'll make sure it's done right."

"P-Please do."

"Look, Erina. Aika's trying to seduce him."

"What a hussy!!"

"I-It's not seduction! And Erina-san, where did you learn such a word!?"

"From a manga I borrowed from senpai!"

"...I'll have a word with Aira-san about that later."

"Please do...!"

Her face red all the way to her ears, Aika-san clutched the vial to her chest as if it were a precious treasure.

"I'll take good care of it. I'll have Shizuku-san help me, so don't worry."

"Eh? I'm busy with other work..."

"I'll have you help me, so don't worry."

"...Yeah."

Shizuku-san was acting like a henpecked husband. They were a close pair, this mismatched duo.

Well, I heard that Aika-san usually helped her with her studies and other things, so maybe she just couldn't say no to her.

"Alright, I'm counting on you two! Let's show them that the technical skill of the *Invisible Ninjas* is the best in the world!"

"Ah, while we may be your allies, we are not members of the *Invisible Ninjas*."

"Same here."

"Why not!?"

"The name."

As we had this silly conversation, we started for home.

...It would be best if these preparations ended up being for nothing, of course.

Still, I would continue to prepare. To make ready to kill that damn lizard.

I clenched my fist and headed for the bus stop.

Incidentally, as we were leaving the factory, I saw a middle-aged man with sharp eyes holding a wrench being restrained by the other workers while Ooyama-san's mother yelled at him... I decided not to think about who that person was, or what kind of misunderstanding he was having.

I'll just pray that Shizuku-san can clear up the misunderstanding somehow!
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			The Monstrous Warrior

			After school, we rode in a Self-Defense Force vehicle from the station to the dungeon.

We passed through the 'No Entry' fence and into the store. After our usual preparations, we went through reception and into the gate room.

I summoned my *Arcane Gear* and equipped `Blanc` and the others with their weapons and armor.

*Everyone. You're exploring after a full day of school today. Your condition might not be as good as usual, but do not let your guard down in the dungeon.*

"Understood."

"Got it!"

"Of course."

*Very well. I pray for your safe return.*

"Thank you. We're entering the dungeon now."

I took one deep breath. Confirming my teammates' hands were on my shoulders, I stepped into the labyrinth.

After a brief sensation of the ground disappearing beneath me, the hard, gritty texture of the path returned through my boots.

We were on a well-trodden dirt path, flanked on both sides by dense, overgrown trees. Above us, false stars twinkled, and a full moon, as red as blood, looked down.

A chill, cold wind caressed my skin. The rustling of branches and leaves created the illusion that someone was watching me.

"We've entered the dungeon. We'll begin exploration after installing the Magi Batteries."

*Mhm.*

Erina-san handed me the Magi Batteries, and I attached one to Blanc's back.

I confirmed that the mana was circulating properly and gave a small nod.

*Alright, follow the path up the 'mountain.' As long as you don't wander into the forest, you shouldn't get lost before you reach the summit.*

"Understood."

With only the moon and stars for light, we relied on a lantern and the lights attached to the golems to navigate the winding path.

The path gradually sloped upward, and just as Aira-san had said, there were no forks or crossroads.

Suddenly, I caught sight of a piece of cloth strung between the trees. On it, in yellow paint, were an alphabet letter and numbers.

"Aira-san, we're at 'K-12' now."

*Good timing. The exit is a little further ahead. Mark it there, then head for the summit.*

"Right."

With a short reply, I continued up the mountain.

After about five minutes of walking through the rustling trees and cold wind, Erina-san finally gave a warning.

"Ten o'clock, two sets of footsteps approaching... and one more following them. The first two will probably engage us just before they all meet up."

"Understood."

I drew my sword and faced the direction she indicated. Soon, I could also hear the sound of footsteps.

*Thud, thud, thud.* The violent but rhythmically powerful sound of something stomping on the ground. I sensed a heavy tank-like rush, one that wouldn't hesitate to crash through and shatter the thick, sturdy trees that stood in its way.

Contact was only a few seconds away.

*OOOOOOOOOOOH—!*

A war cry echoed through the false night.

The ground erupted as if from an explosion, and the massive figure that caused it leaped toward us.

It stood between 220 and 230 centimeters tall. It was dressed like a low-ranking warrior from the Heian period, wearing a *doumaru* cuirass, large *ōsode* shoulder guards, and armored gauntlets and greaves.

In its hands was a massive nata blade, its cutting edge easily over a meter long, thick enough to cleave not just branches but tree trunks in a single blow.

But what was most striking was the wearer itself.

Its skin was a deep vermilion, not from blood flow, but a crimson hue all its own. Its eyes glowed yellow, and from its mouth peeked fangs like those of a carnivore.

And its forehead. Atop its hairless head, a pair of horns grew upward.

An oni. A monster every Japanese person knew, but this creature was a cut above the ordinary.

*Oni Musha*.

Not a term for a valiant human warrior, but a simple, direct name for this monster.

Two Oni Musha, with the momentum of their leap, gripped their nata blades with both hands and slashed down at me and Blanc.

"Hrk...!"

Two roars. One erupted right in front of me, and I held it back with a shower of sparks. My ankles sank into the ground as I released a blast of wind to absorb the impact.

The other roar receded into the distance with Blanc. Pushed back by the high-speed mass, they were separated from us.

"You two, go with Blanc!"

"OK!"

I called out to my allies, and it became a one-on-one fight.

The weight difference was obvious. The nata and my sword screeched as metal ground against metal, both of us pushing against the other.

But.

"Ooooh!"

*Gah!?*

With a push from Flügel, I forcibly shoved my opponent's weapon aside and flicked it upward with a twist.

I unleashed a diagonal slash at the off-balance Oni Musha.

But the oni, despite its unstable posture, turned its shoulder toward me and used its large shoulder guard as a shield. The ground at our feet caved in, and the earth behind it was peeled back in a fan shape by the shockwave.

As the trees tilted, the Oni Musha held its ground, its feet planted firmly on the earth.

*Another tough one...!*

The shoulder guard, though its small plates were cracking, had stopped my blade. In that state, the Oni Musha swung its nata, now held in one right hand, in an upward diagonal slash.

I blocked the approaching blade, which whistled through the air, with my left gauntlet, pulled my sword free, and immediately struck its chest with the pommel.

The armor blocked it, but the impact got through. As it staggered slightly, I followed up without pause, driving my left iron fist into its jaw in an uppercut, and then thrust my sword into the thick neck that was now exposed.

*Giii...!?*

I cut through bone, the tip of my sword exiting out the back. Even in that state, the Oni Musha raised its nata, but with a swing of my blade, augmented by wind and flame, it was finally forced to its knees.

With a reverse swing, I completely severed its head just as my *Spirit Eye* gave a prediction.

"One after another!"

*GAAAAH!*

A second one charged through the trees. It swung its nata with both hands, and I met its blade with my own first.

A high-pitched yet gut-wrenching sound echoed through the mountain. The nata shattered mid-blade, its tip flying off into the distance.

*OOOH!*

Undeterred, the Oni Musha swung its right claws at me, but I evaded with a quick step. I moved behind it and raised my sword.

The blade that was meant to slice open its back was once again blocked by a shoulder guard. The Oni Musha lowered its stance, firmly absorbing my slash, and then shifted its center of gravity to push back.

At that moment, my left foot swept its ankle. With the feeling of a thick bone snapping, the Oni Musha's massive body fell backward.

I gave it no time to stand. I swung my sword with my right hand alone, striking its neck.

The blade tore through flesh, severed the carotid artery, and bit halfway through the bone. For a human, it would have been a fatal wound.

But for a monster like this...

*Aaaaaaaah!*

With bloody foam bubbling from its neck, the oni roared and grabbed my blade and wrist with both hands.

Furthermore, with an agility that defied its massive frame, it lifted its hips and wrapped its legs around my neck like a snake. A move similar to a triangle choke in judo. It ignored the sword digging deeper into its own neck, using its long reach to its advantage.

I instinctively shoved my left hand between my neck and its leg, but the Oni Musha continued to squeeze.

*This thing even knows grappling techniques...!*

"Kuh, uuuuh...!"

*Giiii...!*

A creaking sound echoed from both our bodies.

I could break free, but I couldn't predict the counter. In that case...!

I planted my feet firmly on the ground and leaned back. A common strength and weakness of both Awakened Persons and humanoid monsters. Their power output was high, but their body weight was light.

In a direct clash it might be different, but in a grapple, a weight of only 200 kilograms or so was nothing.

*Guuuh...!*

Still caught in the triangle-like hold, I lifted the Oni Musha's massive body with just my upper body strength.

With a wet squelch, the blade sank deeper into its neck. The hold didn't break, but that didn't matter. The point was to make sure my opponent *couldn't* escape.

"Explode!"

I channeled wind and flame into the blade and released it. The wound was forced open, and the monster was burned from the inside out.

I blew away the scattered flesh and blood with a gust of wind and forcibly broke free of the legs that still clung to me even in death.

I immediately turned my gaze to my allies, where it seemed their fight was also reaching its conclusion.

Blanc was holding its battle axe with a long grip, right hand reversed, left hand forward. With it, it used the butt of the staff to force its opponent to raise its shoulder guard, then hooked the edge of the axe on the guard to forcibly pull it down.

At that moment, a spear of ice curved through the air and struck the oni's back. As its spine froze, the axe's butt smashed its chin from below.

With a cracking sound from its back, the Oni Musha recoiled. Erina-san leaped onto it, placed her foot on its shoulder, grabbed a horn with her left hand to hold it steady, and without pause, plunged her ninja-to into its eyeball.

She pierced its brain, then gracefully rotated her entire body like a gymnast to destroy its insides. She pulled out her sword and landed lightly.

The three Oni Musha lay fallen. As they all began to turn to salt, Erina-san raised her ninja-to high.

"Alright! Who cares about samurai! Ninjas are! Stronger!!"

"Ah, she says there are no more enemies."

"That's right, exactly! We are! Unrivaled!!"

"She says there are no anomalies in her detection range."

"Right."

I nodded at Mia-san's translation and relaxed my stance. To be honest, I had already let my guard down considerably the moment Erina-san started goofing off.

I let out a small sigh and rubbed my neck. I had a choker-style gorget, but it was designed for blade protection, not against chokeholds.

A triangle choke is supposed to break the elbow and constrict the carotid artery, but that oni... it was trying to snap my neck along with my arm.

"You two, be careful. These things use something like judo."

"Grappling, huh! A worthy opponent!"

"...Doesn't Erina-san seem even more hyper than usual today?"

"She's apparently always dreamed of a ninja versus samurai fight..."

"Ah..."

She was always a lively person, but inside a dungeon, she was usually a bit more composed. The reason she was so worked up must be because of that.

*Erina-kun. It's not bad to have fun, but be serious. Don't forget that your life is on the line.*

"Got it! A serious fight to the death, right!"

*It's not just your life, but the lives of the other two are also depending on your scouting. Don't you forget that, you hear?*

"Of course, senpai!"

While Erina-san nodded enthusiastically, my eyes widened in shock.

Wondering if I'd misheard, I turned to Mia-san, only to find her looking back at me with a similar expression of surprise.

"Aira-san is...!"

"Being incredibly reasonable...!"

*Hold on a minute.*

I couldn't hide my surprise at the normally disappointing university student acting like a genuine 'adult.'

*What's that? I'm always the coolest of the cool beauties. A genius blessed with two or three gifts from the heavens. Super Aira-chan. I object to being treated like I'm normally a slacker!*

"Ah, good, it's the real her."

"It doesn't seem to be an imposter...!"

*To that extent?*

As I let out a sigh of relief, Erina-san tapped me on the shoulder.

"Honestly, Kyouta-chan. And you too, senpai. We're in a dungeon, so be serious. Honestly..."

*That's right. You should be more serious. Hey boys, stop fooling around.*

"You're right, but that's incredibly annoying."

"Who are you calling a boy? I'm more of a woman than you are, big sister."

*What did you say?! Just because you're better at housework, have bigger boobs, and pay more attention to fashion, that judgment is far too hasty!*

"It's a fair assessment."

"That's right, she's a kunoichi!"

"And you're an idiot."

"!?"

The relaxed atmosphere was giving me a slight headache, but Erina-san's gaze was still vigilantly scanning our surroundings, so I had nothing to say.

That was her specialty, after all—joking around while still seriously scouting...

While we were talking, Ukon collected the drop items and brought them over.

It was a pure white, bone-like 'horn.' Not one of the two that had been on its head, but a horn nonetheless.

Professor Arisugawa apparently uses them for magic potions. I didn't know the details, but I trusted she wouldn't use them for anything strange. We also got a decent reward for them.

Most importantly, we could aim to level up with the experience here. As part of our preparations for the white dragon, it was more than sufficient.

"Alright, let's resume exploration."

*Yeah. Be careful, now.*

"Understood."

"Yes."

"Right! Let's go conquer the world!"

I rested the flat of my blade on my shoulder and started up the mountain again.

Under the gaze of the eerily red moon, we aimed for the summit.
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			The Lord of Mount Ooe

			Beneath the glow of a false moon, the clash of blades shook the trees.

"OOOOOOH!!"

An Oni Musha roared as it charged, slashing down with its massive nata blade. I struck the flat of the descending blade to parry it aside, then used our relative velocity to slam my shoulder into its torso.

With a crack, the Oni’s massive body went flying. Immediately, I foresaw an attack from behind and leaped into the air.

"Guoh!"

"Shhh…!"

I flipped mid-air, using the wind to execute a U-turn and dive sharply. With my momentum unchecked, I brought my sword down on the crown of the one that had tried to ambush me.

My blade split its skull and sliced through its neck, finally stopping as it bit into the rim of its cuirass. It was undoubtedly a fatal wound, yet the oni groaned and grabbed my arm and the sword embedded in its head.

"You…!"

"GAAAAH!"

I sensed the one I had sent flying moments ago rushing at me from behind.

I quickly planted my right foot on the clinging oni's shoulder, blasted my Flügel to spin vertically, and lifted the creature's body into the air, slamming its back into the nata blade of the other attacking Oni Musha.

A deafening roar echoed, and the powerful impact nearly threw me off balance, but I managed to land on my feet. The blade of my sword was slightly warped, but I had no time to worry about it.

"GOOOOOH!"

Having just smashed its comrade’s back, the Oni Musha, its face a mask of fury, swung its nata down from an overhead stance.

I leaped back to evade it, simultaneously drawing a knife with my left hand and throwing it without a moment's hesitation. It struck the creature in its left eye.

It let out a cry of agony, but the oni still didn't stop. It twisted its torso, using its large pauldron as a shield as it charged forward.

I lowered my sword into a ready stance and charged as well. The moment my opponent raised its nata to strike, I dove into its blind spot on its left side.

The Oni Musha must have anticipated I would move to its left. Sure enough, the nata swung horizontally, chasing after me without losing any speed.

So, I circled further around to get behind it.

Using the difference in our speed, I forcibly left its spinning slash—which had driven its pivot foot into the ground—in the dust.

I thrust my sword up from below, aiming for the back of its defenseless head.

I felt the tip gouge into its brain. The oni groaned, still trying to move, so I channeled wind and fire through the blade and into its body.

As I backed away from the creature whose head had just exploded, I glanced over at my allies.

Blanc was holding off one, while Ukon and Sakon held another at bay. Seeing Erina-san move to support Blanc, I rushed toward Ukon's group.

The golems, made of stone and ice, were using their two shields to block the ferocious onslaught of the nata. The lances of ice they fired in arcs were either blocked by the oni's pauldrons and vambraces or simply swatted away, and the spears that shot up from the earth were kicked to pieces.

The situation was a stalemate. The oni, growing impatient, took a large step forward. I used my Flügel to fly at its unguarded back and sent its head flying.

The creature’s body, the wound seared by my attack, took a few more steps and raised its nata, only to be struck down by Ukon and Sakon’s sasumata before collapsing to the ground.

When I looked toward Blanc and Erina-san, I saw the battleaxe pinning the nata down from above. Using the golem’s silver back as a foothold, the blonde-haired girl leaped, plunging her ninja sword into the oni's throat and twisting it.

"Gi, ahh…!"

The oni, still not stopping, grabbed the blade of her sword with its left hand. In response, she thrust her left-hand claw at it.

Mana surged, and a mystical wind exploded. The claw, fired from point-blank range, pierced through the oni's face.

With my back to Ukon and Sakon, I scanned my surroundings, confirming there were no more enemies standing. When I looked back at Erina-san, she was holding her ninja sword high.

"Enemy general, vanquished!"

"He wasn't a general, though."

I couldn't help but retort as I relaxed my stance. The fact that she was joking around meant there were no other monsters within her detection range.

"Thank you very much, Kyouta-kun."

"Not at all. We help each other out. Sometimes you're the ones saving me."

I gave a small shake of my head in response to Mia-san's thanks.

"More importantly, are you okay? You look a little pale… Is your mana low?"

"I'm just about at that point, yes."

"Then let's take a little break, senpai and Kyo-chan! Here, have some tea!"

Erina-san scurried over and offered Mia-san a water bottle.

"Thank you… Ukon, collect the drop items. Sakon, please keep watch."

"Erina-san, sorry, but could you help with the battery too?"

"You got it!"

"Thanks."

I partially dispelled my warped sword and reconstructed it within its sheath. I quickly swapped out Blanc's Magi Battery and ordered it to watch in a different direction from Sakon.

Standing beside them, I took a sip of the sports drink from the water bottle I'd received. The pleasant coolness seeped into my body, which was flushed from the battle.

*'Good work, everyone. It seems you're all safe,'* Aira's voice echoed in my mind.

"Yes. They're tough, but well within the range we can handle."

"Yeah! In game terms, it feels like we're at the perfect level for this area!"

*'I see… But that also means you have no safety margin, so please, be extremely careful.'*

"Got it."

"Okay!"

As we nodded in response to her Telepathy, Mia-san pulled a small vial from a pouch on her back and downed its contents in one gulp.

Her beautiful face twisted grotesquely, and she chugged the tea from her water bottle as if to wash the taste away. That was one of the professor's special potions, if I remembered correctly. It should have replenished her mana.

"Is that stuff really that bad?"

"…Imagine aojiru, but extremely sour, and about thirty percent more bitter."

"Wow… Well, my condolences."

"It's better than collapsing from Mana Deficiency Syndrome…!"

"Good medicine is bitter to the taste, as they say!"

After saying that, Erina-san, who had just downed her own potion, muttered 'This is a hunger pill, this is a hunger pill' over and over like a mantra, a plastered smile on her face.

I think hunger pills were a type of military ration pill. I'd heard that according to recent theories, those ration pills were surprisingly tasty… but I doubted this was the same thing.

*'Hahaha. I'm glad to see you're all having fun. Yes, the combination of tea and cookies is truly the best.'*

"Nee-san, I'll be bringing you a drink mixed with aojiru, vinegar, and some other things later."

"Senpai! We're one team! We're one team, right?!"

*'I refuse! And what do you mean, 'other things'?!'*

"Things like pit viper blood and crushed bee larvae."

*'How do you come up with that so easily?!'*

I looked away, not wanting to get involved.

Though Awakened Persons have a high tolerance for spiciness, they're normal when it comes to bitterness. It's nice to be able to properly appreciate the astringency of tea, but I'd pass on aojiru.

Milder versions were probably available these days, but the chances of Mia-san buying one of those were close to zero. The smile didn't reach her eyes.

The grudge held over food is a terrifying thing. Well, a drink in this case.

*'Ahem! A-anyway. You've all climbed quite a ways up the mountain. You should be nearing the summit… where the boss monster will appear. I doubt this will be a fruitless trip. Are you prepared?'*

"Yes. Of course."

Her words switched my focus.

We could just keep fighting Oni Musha to steadily gain experience, but fighting the mountain's lord should provide a different, valuable kind of experience.

To defeat that white dragon, clashes with powerful foes are essential. It might be different for a genius like Erina-san, but someone like me, who lacks 'skill in battle' beyond my catalog specs, needs the experience.

Pure technique can be gained through training, but things like 'reading' the flow of battle, and 'acclimation' can only be obtained through real combat.

*'Understood. I'll be on standby, ready to call the store for rescue at any time. Just make sure you come back alive.'*

"We will."

"Yes, Nee-san!"

"Osu! We'll show them what the Invisible Ninjas can do!"

"We should change that name someday."

"If we include Shizuku-san's group, maybe we can win by majority vote."

"Invisible Ninjas! Move out!!"

Ignoring our obvious drop in spirits, Erina-san shouted, "Hoorah, hoorah, hoorah!"

I handed her my water bottle and took a deep breath.

Break time was over. It was time to take the head of this mountain's lord.

"Alright, let's go."

*'Yes. Go.'*

With those words echoing through my earring, we resumed our exploration.

The attacks from the Oni Musha, of which we'd fought dozens, suddenly ceased, and we reached the summit with surprising ease.

Looking back, the moon and starlight alone weren't enough to see the scenery. The forest, now eerily quiet, just rustled softly in the wind.

With that sound, which felt almost like a mocking laugh, at our backs, I turned my gaze forward.

At the summit was the entrance to a massive cave. The walls and ceiling were jagged, as if it had been forcibly carved out of a giant boulder.

I glanced at the girls for a final confirmation, and they returned my look with firm nods.

I nodded back and stepped into the cave.

A gentle slope continued downward for several dozen meters. The path was wide enough for two large trucks to pass side-by-side, and it led us to an even larger cavern.

In the center of the dome-shaped space stood a beautiful wooden structure.

It resembled the Noh stage I had seen on TV before.

A roof supported by four thick pillars. In the back, a painting of a plant resembling a vibrant cherry blossom, with a walkway extending to the side. Further on was a small hut-like building with a noren curtain hanging in the entrance.

However, it was clearly larger than the one I'd seen before. There were no spectator seats at all, just bare rock floor, and its solitary presence felt somehow strange… and mystical.

On that stage, a single grotesque figure was seated on one knee. The rakutatehiza posture, I believe it was called. It looked down on us with a relaxed air.

It had long, wiry black hair. Three horns grew from its forehead. Dressed in a kimono with its upper body bare, its muscular physique was a shade of gray.

Dark blue scales dotted its body, and its golden eyes were narrowed. Sharp canines peeked from the corners of its smiling mouth.

At first glance, it radiated intelligence. But the Self-Defense Force had told us beforehand that it was incapable of conversation.

More importantly, facing it like this, I understood not with knowledge, but with instinct.

This was a monster to whom human reason did not apply. Neither its mana, nor its thoughts.

Grabbing a sword that lay nearby, the oni slowly rose to its feet. It stood at around two meters and ten centimeters, a head shorter than the Oni Musha we had fought so far.

But the aura it exuded was many times more potent.

As the oni placed its hand on the hilt, a massive icicle flew toward it—a greeting to open the battle.

The mass of ice, like a battering ram, hurtled toward the gray oni at just shy of the speed of sound. Spinning like a rifle bullet for maximum piercing power, it was, however—

—*CRASH!*—

—shattered to pieces with a single blow. The fragments that flew into the air then ignited, turning to water before they could even hit the Noh stage.

The oni's hand, at some point, was now holding a tachi. I understood that it had used the spine of the blade to shatter the ice.

*'Kaka!'*

The three-horned oni cackled and casually tossed its scabbard onto the stage.

The mana I could feel raged like a great river. The presence, reminiscent of a serpent as large as a tower, naturally made me lower my center of gravity.

This oni was in a different league from the others. A being truly worthy of being called the chieftain of the oni.

That's why the Self-Defense Force had called it this.

'Shuten Douji.'

One of the three great yokai of Japan. Alongside Tamamo-no-Mae, the fox spirit who came from China to India and then to Japan, and Daitengumaru, the demon god with supernatural powers to control the weather, this was the ruler of Mount Ooe.

Strictly speaking, the monster before me was merely given the same name as the great yokai. But this pressure made me understand, whether I liked it or not, that it was in no way unworthy of the name.

The yokai's mouth curved into a crescent moon as it leaned its weight forward.

*Here it comes…!*

We lunged at the same time. Shuten Douji, who had shattered part of the stage as it charged, collided with me as I rushed forward with my Flügel at full blast.

A deafening roar shook the cave, and the rocky ground cracked from the shockwave. The tachi and my one-and-a-half-handed sword met, sending sparks flying.

And I was using both hands to grip my hilt, while the sword swung at me was wielded with *one hand*.

*'Kah!'*

"Guh…!?"

I couldn't react in time to the left hook that followed, and it slammed into my side.

My breastplate caved in in the shape of a fist, and my body was sent flying like a leaf. I managed to stop just short of crashing into the cave wall.

As I charged in to attack again, Blanc rushed forward with its battleaxe, and a spear of ice targeted the creature from above.

As our blades swung from both sides simultaneously, my sword was blocked by the tachi, and the battleaxe was caught by its hilt.

And the spear descending from above was melted by a will-o'-the-wisp that flared up from the creature. I instinctively retreated, but Blanc was caught in the blast.

The white armor was scorched, and its movements slowed. Shuten Douji forcibly pulled it closer.

*'Kakaka!'*

With a laugh, it smashed Blanc's face with the pommel and drove a front kick into its abdomen.

As Blanc went flying, I charged in to take its place, but my attack was instantly parried by the tachi.

But I didn't stop this time. The moment our blades locked, I twisted mine around and aimed for its chin in a bind.

Shuten Douji dodged by leaning back slightly, so I swung my sword at its torso, but this time it was blocked with the hilt.

Next, its left fist aimed for the side of my head, but I ducked to avoid it. I spun my body horizontally and unleashed a sweeping slash at its side.

Shuten Douji leaped back to dodge. A wire wrapped around its leg, and I swung the suspended creature around.

It was thrown toward the Noh stage, but the oni twisted its body and landed with its left hand and both feet on the ground to decelerate.

Blanc leaped at it, bringing its battleaxe down in an overhead swing.

The blade, accelerated by wind and gravity, sent spiderweb cracks through the rocky ground. A split second later, a cloud of dust erupted as if from an explosion, only to be blown away by the force of Shuten Douji's sword pressure. I surmised from the situation that Blanc's blade had been parried and then swatted away.

Having already started running, I was behind Shuten Douji at almost the same moment. I aimed for its defenseless back, but it blocked my attack with its tachi, held up behind it without even turning around.

It threw a backfist, which I intercepted with a left uppercut, forcibly knocking its arm upwards. I pulled my sword back and swung for its neck.

But Shuten Douji leaned forward to dodge and simultaneously launched a backward kick. I jumped to mitigate the impact, but my cuirass let out a loud groan.

"Guh…!"

As I was sent flying, Shuten Douji gave chase. It gripped its tachi with both hands and charged at me with a smile.

An overhead cut, a diagonal slash, a rising slash, a horizontal sweep. I parried these attacks while still being blown back. The wall was approaching fast, and I couldn't slow down. I instinctively used the wind to change my posture and slammed into it feet-first.

An excruciating pain shot through my entire body, but I couldn't afford to pay it any mind. Shuten Douji was already here.

"Oooooooh!"

I ran along the wall, deflecting its sword strikes. I dug my feet into the rock face, using the impact of the slashes to keep from falling, and channeled all the wind I could muster into defense.

It was an exchange of blows while running a hundred meters in just under two seconds. I continued to parry, carving footprints into the wall, until I saw a wide horizontal slash coming and leaped.

A large gash appeared where I had just been. Looking down, I unleashed a slash at Shuten Douji's head.

Shuten Douji deflected it with its horn and launched a kick like an overhead soccer shot.

Just as I thought I couldn't dodge, a wire pulled me out of harm's way. At the same time, a dragon of water flew in and swallowed the oni.

But it was only for an instant. The dragon exploded from the will-o'-the-wisp, and the gray oni walked leisurely through the falling rain of water.

*'Kakaka…!'*

What was so amusing? It laughed. Or perhaps, it was simply 'made' that way.

I unwound the wire from my waist and readied my sword again. Before I could even catch my breath, the oni was charging at me, tachi in hand.

It drew its right hand back, its left palm resting along the blade. A thrust? No!

The blade spun around, and Shuten Douji ducked low, swinging its sword up toward my chin from below. My foresight allowed me to dodge back, but I wasn't fast enough, and my right cheek was slashed open.

"Ngh…!"

*'Kakakaa!'*

As I desperately blocked the ensuing onslaught with my sword and gauntlet, Blanc charged from the side, swinging its battleaxe at Shuten Douji.

A gray kick shot out to intercept it, but the silver knight blocked it with the shaft of its axe.

Blanc, gripping the long shaft with both an overhand and underhand grip, unleashed a flurry of strikes with the spearhead and butt end, like a rapid succession of punches.

As Shuten Douji parried them with its left hand, I joined the attack. When my blade was blocked by its tachi, I used a bind, and when it was parried and the distance closed, I went to strike with my pommel.

We attacked in turns, giving it no time to rest. Even monsters of the labyrinth, who need neither food nor sleep, do 'fatigue'.

Because they breathe, their lungs crave oxygen, and if their consumption of mana from the labyrinth exceeds the supply, their movements will dull.

Above all, it wasn't just me and Blanc here.

"Earth, rise!"

A wall of stone appeared behind the retreating Shuten Douji, cutting off its escape.

Immediately after, my *Spirit Eye* read the flow of mana. I kicked Blanc in the side, sending it flying as I leaped away. A moment later, a blue flame erupted with a deafening roar.

The stone wall was obliterated, and Shuten Douji was sent flying backward in a 'V' shape. Erina-san had fired the *Black Hell Cannon* from behind the wall.

The oni had taken a direct hit, even if there was an obstacle in the way. The monster crashed headfirst into the stage, snapping the once-stately pillars and bringing the roof down.

As Shuten Douji was buried under the collapsing stage, I lowered my center of gravity and raised my sword high.

"Ooooh…!"

I focused my mana into the blade. A storm brewed within the cave, and crimson flames joined it.

The inferno was hot enough to melt the ground beneath my feet. I unleashed it as a slash toward the collapsed stage.

There's no way that monster would die from this. I have to press the attack…!

The single blow, thrown with all my killing intent, struck what was once the stage. The air expanded and exploded.

I finished it—no, I haven't.

I understood from the flow of mana and immediately readied my stance in the direction I sensed the presence.

Several dozen meters from the stage, the gray oni landed silently.

Its left side was charred black, and a pool of red blood was forming at its feet.

*'Kaka… kakaka…!'*

Its mouth curved into a crescent moon, and its golden eyes gleamed. Shuten Douji, as if to display its composure, straightened its back and spread its arms to the sides. The raging mana made it clear this wasn't just a bluff.

In that instant, the mana focused on its back.

It wasn't healing its wounds. On the contrary, blood erupted from its wounds as four 'somethings' burst forth.

They were arms.

Extending from its right side, an arm with blue skin. An arm with white skin.

Extending from its left side, an arm with light orange skin. An arm with red skin.

Each was a brawny, muscular arm, about three meters long. Sharp claws grew from their fingertips, and they radiated a sinister mana.

The Four Heavenly Kings of Mount Ooe… the four arms were reminiscent of the oni said to have served Shuten Douji in legend.

That Ibaraki Douji wasn't among them was a small mercy, I tried to console myself.

Shuten Douji's presence was still strong. It casually readied its tachi and stared straight at me.

It was as if the intoxication hadn't worn off, but the sake had finally and fully kicked in.

The yokai laughed, full of glee.
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			The Oni Chieftain

			*'Kakakaka!!'*

With a sound that could have been a laugh or the cry of a monstrous bird, Shuten Douji slammed its white and red arms into the ground.

In that instant, with an explosion, its massive body appeared right before my eyes—no, it was closing in.

"Kuh!"

The tachi and my one-and-a-half-handed sword collided, and a sharp pain shot through my entire body. I used the wind to push my body forward, forcibly locking our blades as I fought the urge to be lifted off my feet.

But I couldn't overpower the oni, which was gripping the ground with the arms on its back. So, I reversed the wind to retreat, sliding my blade along its own and aiming the tip at Shuten Douji's left eye.

It would be good if it served as a feint, but—

*'Kaka!'*

—it charged in regardless!

The oni deflected the tip of my sword with its horn and swung its blade again. The distance was too close to effectively use a tachi, but with its strength, it was more than enough to kill a person.

I managed to pull my blade back and block the slash. In that moment—

"Tch!?"

Following my precognition, I relaxed my body and bent my knees. An instant later, the light orange arm passed through the space where my head had been.

I barely managed to get my left gauntlet in the way of the right kick that followed.

Immediately after being kicked away, the white arm struck my left shoulder from the side. With a sickening crunch, my shoulder dislocated, and I was sent flying. Through my blurring vision, I saw Blanc, who had been attacking Shuten Douji from a diagonal angle, get swatted away by the blue arm.

"Guh, gah…!"

I bounced off the rocky ground several times before managing to land on my feet. Cold sweat beaded on my brow as I looked at my dangling left arm.

My *Sage's Nucleus* activated immediately, and the bone snapped back into place. Tears welled up in my eyes under my helmet from the pain that shot through me.

But my opponent wouldn't wait. It was already gripping its tachi with both hands and charging toward me.

"Freeze!"

As a spear of ice rained down from above, flying over me, Shuten Douji crossed its two upper arms above its head to defend.

It used its two lower arms to grip the ground and accelerate, thrusting its sword forward with its original arms.

I deflected the thrust aimed at my face with a rising diagonal slash. I tried to press forward and counter, but my opponent pulled its sword back faster.

I managed to parry the second blow with my pommel, letting it slide across the surface of my breastplate.

I immediately aimed for my opponent's neck with a one-handed swing, but at that moment, a third thrust was unleashed.

"You…!"

Seeing a future where I was skewered, I aborted my slash and leaped backward. The tip of its blade grazed my breastplate, but I managed to evade it.

As I backed away, a hook came from the arms on its back again. This time I blocked it with my blade, but while I cut the flesh, the bone stopped it. I dug my feet into the ground and deflected it diagonally upward.

I sidestepped the punch from the white arm that followed without a moment's delay and charged in. As we passed each other, I swung my sword at its side.

*'Kaka!'*

The slash was blocked by the tsuba, but I ran past it regardless. Immediately after, a lance of ice, fired from behind my back, closed in on Shuten Douji.

It caught the massive, pyramid-shaped spearhead with its left arm, bracing against the impact with its two lower arms and both legs.

As Shuten Douji crushed the ice lance, I reversed my direction and charged again. Blanc attacked at the same time.

We swung my one-and-a-half-handed sword and its battleaxe at the oni's back, but it leaped into the air by slamming its two upper arms into the ground.

As our attacks hit empty air, the monster, now near the ceiling, spread the four arms on its back wide and concentrated an enormous amount of mana in each palm.

I need to fly up and stop it… No, I'm a breath too late!

"Everyone, to my side!"

"Ngh!"

I obeyed Mia-san's words without a second thought, rushing to her side with Blanc. As I slid in beside her, a dome of stone walls enveloped us all, including Erina-san. I could feel an outer shell of ice forming around it through the flow of mana, and I knew that Ukon and Sakon were readying their shields.

Considering her mana capacity, this defense was far more robust than it looked. It could probably even withstand the main cannon of a battleship.

But, even so.

In that instant, the world shook with a deafening roar.

The stone walls cracked and crumbled. In the thick cloud of dust that billowed up, I saw Ukon and Sakon sent flying, their shields and arms completely gone.

A trail of destruction scarred the ground. At its center, Shuten Douji, its four arms dug into the earth, readied its tachi with a crazed smile.

As the monster charged, I too moved forward. The two blades clashed, and the impact blew away the lingering dust cloud.

Knowing a direct clash was disadvantageous, I deflected Shuten Douji diagonally backward. I blocked the immediate rising slash from its return stroke with my gauntlet, letting the impact carry me back.

Blanc charged in to take my place. The blue arm met it with a backfist, but the silver knight ducked underneath, stepped on the white-skinned arm, and aimed its battleaxe at Shuten Douji's neck.

In response, the oni leaned back to dodge, supporting its seemingly falling body with its red arm while delivering a left kick to Blanc's side. The nearly 200-kilogram body flew like a rubber ball.

It was strong. The arms growing from its back—the light orange and red on the right, the blue and white on the left—all moved as if they were separate living creatures, yet they were in perfect coordination.

Without a moment to breathe, Shuten Douji used its two lower arms, the red and white ones, to grip the ground and charge at high speed. Its target was Mia-san, who was readying her staff.

"I won't let you!"

I engaged my Flügel at full power and charged at it from the side. I barrel-rolled to evade a light-orange backfist and swung my sword at its neck.

Shuten Douji blocked it with its tachi. Blanc immediately charged from the opposite side, but the blue arm met it with a horizontal sweep. The knight ducked to avoid it, and a split-second later, the white arm swept through the same space.

I was knocked back by the tachi, but my feet held firm.

Erina-san, who had been invisible until now thanks to her magic cloak, was right next to the oni, aiming her cannon.

In that instant, the roar of the cannon echoed through the cave. The shockwave cracked the ceiling, and the projectile blew a large hole in the wall.

But Shuten Douji's flesh was not pierced.

"What…!"

It had driven its red arm into the ground and leaped upward to dodge. The oni, now parallel to the ground, channeled mana into the blue and white arms it extended toward the ceiling.

"Dodge!"

At my shout, Blanc abandoned its ready stance and leaped away. Erina-san also escaped upward with her claw, and I wheeled around with my Flügel.

In that moment, a tremor like a meteor strike and a shockwave filled the space. But the destruction didn't stop there. Will-o'-the-wisps erupted from the cracked ground.

We had managed to evade it, as had Mia-san, who had defended with a wall of ice and stone. Shuten Douji's gaze flickered between us all for a moment, then it dashed toward Blanc, who had been a little slow to escape and was now dragging its left leg.

Its two lower arms and footwork combined in a series of feints to the left and right. The battleaxe's counterattack hit nothing but air, and the oni raised its tachi.

Blanc's right arm, which had just swung the battleaxe, was cut off by Shuten Douji. The blade slipped right through the gap in the armor at the elbow joint.

The right arm went flying, but a golem feels no pain.

Blanc, its glass eyes gleaming under its helmet, spun on its right foot. It then clamped Shuten Douji's wrists under its left arm.

A momentary restraint. To answer it, I charged at full speed.

"Zeaaaaah!"

I dove almost straight down. A spinning slash, loaded with centrifugal force, bit into the elbow joint of the light orange arm that was about to strike Blanc. The acceleration from fire and wind allowed me to sever it completely.

I tried to cut off the red arm below it as well, but my aim was slightly off, hitting the forearm instead. The blade was stopped by the bone, but it had cut deep into the flesh.

And on the right side. Lances of ice pierced the massive blue and white arms, freezing them, followed immediately by several stone lances that ran them through.

The four arms' movements were stopped, but Shuten Douji did not flinch. It released its left hand from the hilt and pulled it free from Blanc's grip.

Then, its five fingers formed a spearhand that struck the elbow joint. At the same time, its right hand swung sideways, and the knight's left arm was torn off.

"You bastard!"

I kicked the red arm, forcibly wrenched my sword free, and charged at Shuten Douji. The slash aimed at its neck was blocked by its left arm, used as a shield when it couldn't raise its tachi in time.

The blade crushed flesh and bit into bone. From that position, I accelerated with fire and wind and swung through with sheer force.

Shuten Douji was sent flying a dozen meters away. It skidded to a stop, its two feet carving lines in the ground, and turned its face toward me.

As always, it was smiling.

The light orange arm was gone from the mid-point down, and the wounds on its red arm and left arm were deep. The blue and white arms were covered in frost, and blood flowed endlessly from where they had been pierced by the stone lances.

Its entire left side was already charred black from being burned along with the Noh stage. The navy blue scales on its body pulsed, and it was slowly regenerating, but… it would never fully heal during this battle.

And yet, Shuten Douji was smiling eerily.

This thing would surely never stop from pain. It would continue to dance, as if battle itself were a banquet. It was made that way.

In that case—I just have to kill it completely.

We kicked off the ground at almost the same time. The tachi and the one-and-a-half-handed sword clashed with a high-pitched sound, and we exchanged blows in quick succession.

Yes, I can keep up. With the wound on its left arm, the bleeding from all over its body, and the severe burns. Against this Shuten Douji…!

One, two, three clashes. I ducked to avoid the red arm that came at my head, then dodged the following kick with a horizontal spin while slashing its side.

As blood flew, the blue and white arms brought their fists down from above in a delayed attack. I left them behind with a burst from my Flügel, circled to its back, and unleashed a flash of my blade. I sliced deep, from its left shoulder to its side.

A fatal wound for a human. But my opponent was the chieftain of the oni.

*'Kakakaa!'*

I deflected its turning slash upward and tried to cut its abdomen. But it caught the tsuba with its left palm, and a headbutt exploded against me.

"Guh… No!"

My helmet was shattered by its horn, but I sent Shuten Douji flying with a left hook to its right cheek. Blood and several molars scattered from its mouth.

It recoiled slightly but immediately came at the side of my head with its pommel. I managed to block it with my tsuba, but I couldn't stop the momentum and was pushed back.

My vision swam with pain, and a little blood got in my eyes. I rolled across the ground, and using my precognition, I pushed off the ground with my left hand to spring up. The tachi swung down where I had been, creating a massive crack.

Into that space, lances of ice flew from all directions. The oni used its three remaining arms to counter them with flames, but a stone lance mixed in with them broke through the will-o'-the-wisp and pierced its body twice.

*'Kah…!'*

More blood flowed from its crescent-shaped mouth.

I tried to press the attack, but Shuten Douji slammed its two lower arms into the ground and leaped high. It then spread the arms on its back and concentrated mana in its palms.

"I won't let you!"

I kicked off the ground hard and leaped as well. I used my Flügel to forcibly catch up and swung with all my might.

The tachi and sword scattered sparks, and the flow of mana was disrupted. I blocked the blow, which was wreathed in will-o'-the-wisp, but its left fist smashed into my side. My breastplate shattered, and my ribs cried out in protest.

"Gah…!"

As I was sent flying, I saw her.

Her blond hair flowing, she had used her claw to climb to the ceiling. Abandoning her wire, she held a cannon as tall as herself in mid-air.

"There!"

The roar of the cannon echoed, and this time, the lead ball wrapped in blue flames struck Shuten Douji's body directly.

I flew through the air, pushed by the wind pressure, and caught Erina-san, who had been sent flying by the recoil. I descended near the ground and let her go.

When I looked up, Shuten Douji, most of its upper left body gone, was falling under the pull of gravity.

A dragon of stone coated in ice ascended toward it. It opened its massive jaws to swallow it, but the chipped and battered tachi sliced it apart.

The oni landed after cleaving the several-dozen-meter dragon in two, but it coughed up blood and swayed slightly.

I dove down. Gripping my sword with both hands, I accelerated with wind and fire and attacked.

*'Kaaaah!'*

My sword, carrying the weight of gravity, pushed back the blade swung to intercept it. The spine of my sword hit its horn, snapping the left one off.

I fired my Flügel again, and the tachi bit into Shuten Douji's head. But I couldn't finish it.

The half-destroyed blue and white arms raised their fists at me as we were locked in combat.

But then, Ukon and Sakon latched onto them. Using simple arms made of ice, they each sealed one of the oni's arms.

Crack, crackle. The brawny arms began to freeze over.

*'Kaa…!'*

Just as Shuten Douji tried to shake them off, Blanc descended from above at high speed.

Accelerated by a maximum burst of wind, its feet, held together, struck the frozen arms directly. With a sound like shattering glass, it crushed both of them at once.

Shuten Douji, while deflecting me diagonally backward, kicked at Blanc, who had bent its knees from the landing impact. The silver knight was sent flying along with Ukon and Sakon.

I immediately spun around and attacked its back, but it was blocked by the tachi, which had been swung around behind it. Shuten Douji placed the spine of the blade against my battered back and threw me forward, as if in a shoulder throw.

"Kuh…!"

As my vision spun, I managed to turn my feet downward and land. I dug into the rocky ground and readied my sword.

Then, the oni charged like a beast. Its gray skin stained with blood, it swung its tachi at me.

I met its diagonal slash with a rising diagonal slash of my own, then evaded the following rising slash, horizontal sweep, and overhead cut with a horizontal spin on my left foot. I brought my blade to its side and tore it open.

I felt the blade reach its heart. For a single moment, my guard dropped, and the pommel that came down crashed into the top of my head.

"Guh…!"

My vision shook, but my pain seemed to be numbed by endorphins. I dodged the knee that approached my face, planted my feet, and unleashed a rising diagonal slash.

The oni's body was now more red from blood than its original gray.

I followed up with a slash aimed at its neck. It raised its tachi to block, but—*CRACK*. Its blade snapped in two.

*'—!'*

"Oooooooh!"

My blade, accelerated by fire and wind, tore through skin, pushed aside flesh, and reached the bone.

But it stopped. The slash, having seared the carotid artery, was lodged deep in the hard bone, unable to move forward or back.

Shuten Douji gripped its broken sword in a reverse grip and raised it. But it was stopped by a wire that shot out.

Due to the difference in our strength, it was only an obstruction for a few seconds. But that was enough.

From my heart to my shoulder, to my arm, to the bracelet, and then to the blade.

The *Bracelet of the Flame Horse*, unable to handle the supply of mana that surpassed its limits, cried out and glowed red.

"Break… THROUGH!"

An aurora of light engulfed the cave.

The rocky ground turned to lava, and a vortex of explosively expanding mana enveloped Shuten Douji's upper body.

The destruction from the beam of heat didn't stop there, piercing even the thick ceiling. The cave, already damaged by the aftershocks of our fierce battle, reached its limit and erupted in flames as if it were a volcano.

A deafening roar and a fiery explosion. A split second later, I realized my sword had shattered, and the untethered mana had detonated right in front of me.

I took the full force of the shockwave and was sent flying. I was slammed into the ground headfirst, bounced, and then fell face-first.

After rolling across the ground, I managed to push myself up with my left hand.

My vision swam with intense pain, but I could still endure it. The damage wasn't enough to cause bleeding. I stood up and reached for my knife.

I didn't know what it, Shuten Douji, would do. I wanted to avoid giving that oni any time to do something while I waited for my allies' support.

I was about to draw the blade from its sheath… but I stopped.

Something came flying out of the billowing black smoke.

It bounced like a ball, lost its momentum, and slowly rolled toward me. And then, my gaze met its golden eyes.

*'Kaka…ka…'*

A weak laugh. With its remaining breath, it uttered only that, and Shuten Douji's head began to turn white.

I released my hand from the knife and simply watched the scene unfold.

After confirming it had completely turned to salt, I finally let go of my tension. Even standing was a chore, so I lay down on the spot.

On the jagged ground, wholly unsuited for a bed.

I looked up at the false night sky through the large hole in the ceiling.

"Kyo-chan!"

"Kyouta-kun!"

*'Hey! Are you okay! Answer me!'*

I heard the voices of my friends. And the sound of the golems' footsteps. I raised my right hand and made a fist.

"We won… It's our… victory."

To say I surpassed Raikou… would be an overstatement, since Ibaraki Douji wasn't here, I thought to myself, shaking my head.

But a win is a win.

Shuten Douji, vanquished.



		
		
		
			Chapter 241: Professor Arisugawa Will Commit Seppuku in Apology
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 241

			Professor Arisugawa Will Commit Seppuku in Apology

			The day after the battle with Shuten Douji, where I received an all-range muscle-worship reception from the SDF at the store, I went to Shizuku-san's workshop with Erina-san after school.

"You…"

"I'm so, so sorry…!"

The *Bracelet of the Flame Horse* I handed her was in a truly terrible state.

The bracelet, once silver with a red pattern, was now warped and distorted because I'd pushed it too far. The excessive mana supply had caused the magic tool itself to overheat.

"I told you to put it on your tab… What in the world did you do to it?"

"Well, I just went all out, like…"

"You pushed it beyond the output I wrote in the manual, is that it? You got a habit of removing limiters or something?"

"I have no words to defend myself…!"

With me only able to apologize, Shizuku-san sighed and scratched her head.

"It broke in a fight. You don't need to apologize. From the looks of it, only the surface is damaged. The important parts are still usable. In fact, the function itself is fine. It'll last a few more battles in this state, so if it happens again, just keep using it until you're out of the dungeon. As a craftsman, I can't recommend it, though. No telling when it'll actually break."

"Oh, as expected of Shizuku-san's work!"

"Don't flatter me. If it's just fixing the exterior, I can get it done tonight. Gimme."

"Okay."

"Also, I'm almost done with a spare. Come pick that up another day."

"I will. Thank you very much."

"Jeez…"

Shizuku-san carefully examined the bracelet she'd taken, finally turning it over to look at the back.

"…This part is fine, at least."

"Huh?"

"It's nothing."

"My name and Shizuku-san's are engraved on the back, you know. I think she was just relieved that part was okay."

"Shut up."

Aika-san, the commentator, explained.

I see, so that's what it was.

"An inscription is the mark of the creator. It's important for a craftsman."

"…Yeah. Right."

"Ugh, this normally unreliable hero…"

"Eh?"

For some reason, Shizuku-san and Aika-san were giving me exasperated looks.

I mean, engraving your name on someone's equipment and treasuring it… it's like something lovers would do. I figured it would be rude to misunderstand it that way, so I came up with my own interpretation.

"Ah, and also…"

Feeling a little awkward, I changed the subject.

Well, this was also something I felt bad about, something difficult to ask.

"What is it?"

"Actually, Blanc's armor was also damaged… I was hoping to request a new set and a spare."

"…Well, can't be helped. But I'm charging you properly for that one."

"Yes, of course."

"I've actually already made a set. You can take that one today."

"Thank you so much."

"I'll go get it now, so wait here a bit. Aika, help me out. And Erina. You can look, but don't touch the tools."

"Yes."

"Okey-dokey!"

Shizuku-san and Aika-san disappeared behind another partition at the back of the workspace.

While waiting for them, I decided to look at the tools and equipment displayed on the walls, just like Erina-san.

A kite shield with no crest, bearing a pattern like Damascus steel.

A silver chainmail shirt, so finely and smoothly woven that you couldn't see the gaps unless you were up close.

A flail with a fist-sized weight, so black it seemed to absorb light, connected by a chain.

A six-foot staff with a white shaft, golden decorations on both ends, and red cloth wrapped around the grip.

A rugged composite bow, unstrung, bent backward like the letter 'C'.

And various other weapons and armor. It seemed the bladed weapons were stored elsewhere, but everything I could see was imbued with high-purity mana.

These were all weapons that, depending on the wielder, could likely stand against Fafnir or the Rey Cuelebre. That shield, for instance, might even be able to block Cerberus's claws.

It was a magnificent sight, a lineup of what could be called legendary arms and armor. Even someone who couldn't sense mana would instinctively feel a sense of awe from their presence.

As I thought, Shizuku-san's skill was incredible. She probably had help from her father and the factory workers, but it was still an unbelievable quality for a girl our age to produce.

Her skill probably had something to do with it… but she was surely some kind of genius.

Thinking about it calmly, having someone like that as a semi-exclusive craftsman is pretty amazing, isn't it?

"It's okay, Kyo-chan! Shī-chan and the others are probably thinking the same thing!"

"Could you not read my mind so casually?"

"My bad!"

"I forgive you."

As we were talking, Shizuku-san and the others returned with a full set of armor on a cart.

"What are you two talking about?"

"About what an amazing craftsman Shī-chan is!"

"Yes. Thank you so much for everything."

"…Yeah."

Shizuku-san's cheeks colored slightly as she answered gruffly, her eyes darting away.

Behind her, Aika-san folded her arms at this reaction, nodding with an expression that said, *'Yes, yes. This is good, this is good.'*

"Anyway, here you go. Blanc's armor."

"Thank you… hey."

What was on the cart was undoubtedly Blanc's armor.

However, its color scheme was different from before.

"It'd be confusing if it stayed the same as Byakuren's forever. As its own dedicated equipment, I took the liberty of changing the color."

The armor was posed in a sitting position, using an armor case and a display stand.

The basic shape was the same, but the parts from the elbows down and knees down were dyed a deep navy blue.

Furthermore, the torso piece had three vertical, flower-shaped iron decorations on the right side of the center.

"If you think it's none of my business, I can change it back."

"…No."

What she said was right. Keeping the design exactly the same as Byakuren's could lead to mistakes, given the changes like the Magi Battery socket.

Such mistakes probably wouldn't happen often, but it was better to reduce the possibility if we could.

Above all… Blanc is Blanc, after all.

"Thank you again, for everything."

* * *

*'Hey, Kyo-chan-kun. You free right now? You are. Then how about a match with me… won't you?'*

"No, I'm not free."

*'Wha… what…?! You have something more important to do than play with me?! Don't tell me it's an eroge! What kind of game is it! Explain in detail! In detail!'*

"I'm making spare parts for Blanc, you idiot."

*'AHO?!'*

That night, as I was adding various things to the transmutation circle I had stored, a Telepathy call came in from Aira-san.

*'So… me or your work, which is more important?!'*

"Are you a high-maintenance girlfriend?"

*'Is being a ninja a job! Or a way of life!!'*

"Completely unrelated."

Some self-proclaimed ninja just joined the conversation.

*'Sob, sob… Erina-kun, listen to me. Kyo-chan-kun says he won't play with me…! Don't you think that's cruel?'*

*'That's not right, Kyo-chan! You're the one who said you'd take proper care of her, didn't you?!'*

"I did not."

*'That's right, Kyo-chan-kun! You have to take responsibility!!'*

"Are you okay with being treated like a dog?"

*'Excuse me, did you just say Nee-san and 'puppy play'?'*

"Ugh, she's here."

Now a top-tier pervert had joined in, and I couldn't help but purse my lips.

What is this? An oversupply of jesters. Maybe I should call Eric-san now.

…No, that won't work. For some reason, I could picture Eric-san being pestered by his wife and some old man who can break chopsticks with his butt cheeks, shouting, *'I'm busy over here, too!?'*

What even is an old man who can break chopsticks with his butt cheeks?

"Alright, fine. I'll take a break, so let's play a game or something in the meantime."

*'Hoo! As expected of Kyo-chan-kun! I love ya! ☆'*

"Yeah, yeah."

*'A confession battle game! Then, first up, Erina, go!'*

"Eh, no, I don't think that's what this is…"

Is it that 'I love you game'?

It was probably just Erina-san messing around, but I was a little curious. I didn't deny it outright and focused my attention on listening.

*'Ahem… Mic test, mic test. Fresh wheat, fresh rice, fresh eggs!'*

"…"

*'The guest next door is a guest who eats a lot of persimmons! Tokyo Special Patent Permit Bureau! There are two chickens in the garden!'*

"…………"

*'Jugemu Jugemu Gokō-no surikire Kaijarisuigyo-no suigyōmatsu Unraimatsu Fūraimatsu! Kuunerutokoro-ni sumutokoro! Yaburakō—'*

"Just get on with it!"

Crap, I couldn't help but butt in.

*'Alright, here I go!'*

"Ah, yes."

*'This is so exciting…!'*

*'Now, let's see what you've got…!'*

Mia-san aside, what position was Aira-san speaking from?

Ignoring the disappointing sisters, I could feel Erina-san making a determined face through the Telepathy.

A short intake of breath, and then.

*'I've fallen in love with your eyes, ZEEEEEE!!'*

"Three points."

That was so far below my expectations.

*'What! A five-point scale?!'*

"Out of a hundred, you moron."

*'Which means! If I multiply the number of characters by three!'*

"That's not how it works."

*'Kyouta-kun times Erina-san…!'*

"No, that's not it. And stop joining in weirdly, Disappointment Number Two."

*'I am not a disappointment?!'*

My only other option would be to call her a pervert, but I thought that would be too mean, so I didn't press it.

"I mean, setting aside how incredibly cliché the content is, what's with the 'ZE' at the end? 'ZE'?"

*'Nooo! It's 'ZEEEEEE'!'*

"That's even worse."

*'Hmph, Erina-kun is the weakest of the four confession lords…'*

"Where did that come from?"

*'Now, Mia! Gooo!'*

*'W-Wha?!'*

*'Yo, I wanna see Mia's good side!'*

*'Senpai! Please!'*

"What is this turn of events?"

*'I-I suppose I have no choice…!'*

"Seriously, what is this?"

*'Ahem.'*

After a small cough, Mia-san took a deep breath.

*'Kyouta-kun is like an amusement park of perver—nnnngh!'*

*'Did she just bite her tongue?'*

*'She totally did!'*

"Um, are you okay? Also, what were you about to say, Disappointing College Student Number Two?"

*'N-no, that's not it…! It was a slip of the tongue…!'*

"I'll say it anyway, okay? That's even worse."

Between Erina-san and Mia-san, why do they always cause another accident right after messing up? I just don't get it.

*'You can't help it, Mia. Alright, the finale is up to you, Kyo-chan-kun!'*

"Uh, no thanks."

*'Alright, the finale is up to you, Kyo-chan-kun!'*

"No, I said—"

*'Alright, the finale is up to you, Kyo-chan-kun!'*

"…Ah, this is one of those loops that continues until I say 'yes', isn't it?"

*'Alright, the finale is up to you, Kyo-chan-kun!'*

"Ugh… Fine, damn it."

How did it come to this, I wondered, but it would be rude to be the only one not going along with the flow.

I mean, I think it's weird how Aira-san is suddenly acting like her turn is over, though. I'm pretty sure that wasn't your original intention.

"Um…"

*'…………'*

*'…………'*

*'Hey, hey, the pitcher's getting scared.'*

"Um, why is everyone except Disappointment Number One silent?"

*'Because we were forming hand signs!'*

"Why?"

*'Just a little image training.'*

"Why???"

*'Delaying tactics are not befitting of a man, Kyo-chan-kun! Come on, out with it!'*

"Don't try to make me drink. And you've been drinking, haven't you?"

*'It's not a no-alcohol day, so it's fine!'*

"Damn you…"

*'C'mon, con-fess! Con-fess!'*

"Alright, fine! I'll do it, okay?!"

This kind of thing just gets more embarrassing the more you get flustered.

It's just a game. Just humoring a drunkard's antics.

The moment I took a breath, even Aira-san went silent. I felt myself hesitate, but I forced myself to move my mouth.

If… if I were to confess to someone. The words would be.

"No matter what happens to the world. I will—"

*'Aira. I have a question about the report you submitted today. Is now a good time?'*

Silence fell for several seconds.

*'Hm? …Were you in the middle of a Telepathy call? I seem to have interrupted. By the way, what were you talking about?'*

*'It was Kyo-chan's confession time, Grandma!'*

"Well, yes, but that's not the point—"

*'—I see.'*

The professor took a long, deep breath.

*'I will commit seppuku to apologize.'*

*'Wait, Baba-sama?! Why are you summoning your *Arcane Gear*?! Wait, are you serious?!'*

*'Oh, this is bad.'*

*'Eh, wait, are you for real?! I'm on my way!''*

"Calm down, Professor! It's a game! Just a game!"

*'What? So you were just playing with my granddaughters?'*

"I think something's getting lost in translation here!?"

*'That's not it, Grandma! Kyo-chan's not at fault, we are!'*

"What a way to put it!?"

*'That time… I thought my daughter was old enough, so I did nothing… and that child…!'*

"Oh no, trauma switch activated!"

*'That's not it, Baba-sama… about that person…'*

"Crap, that one too!"

*'Hehe… I… even I… why at that time…!'*

"Is this whole family a minefield?!"

After that, I had to explain the situation in excruciating detail.

And for my trouble, the professor told me some lovey-dovey stories about her late husband 'for reference'.
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			Interlude: The Unbreakable Armor

			Side: None

Somewhere in Saitama Prefecture. A short distance from the former headquarters of Turohorse.

The area, originally a sparsely populated mountain region, was now almost completely deserted due to the discovery of their Private Dungeon.

Underneath a Self-Defense Force base, built on the pretext of monitoring and managing that dungeon.

In a wide, unfinished concrete space, a single golem was walking.

Or rather, it would be more accurate to say one person and one golem.

"Tajima unit, walking stably."

"Vitals normal. No abnormalities in the wearer."

"Joint range of motion is as expected."

Researchers in white coats, SDF personnel in camouflage, and black-clad figures who looked like they were about to go on a witch hunt.

A diverse group of people worked intently in front of computers and specialized gauges.

The golem, the focus of all their attention, had a peculiar shape.

To put it simply, 'a drum barrel with arms and legs' would be the most apt description.

There was no neck between the head and torso; they were a single iron cylinder. The lower body was visible, but it was clad in what looked like thick iron pants, with almost no discernible division from the torso.

The human arms protruding from the drum-like torso were covered in a special fiber akin to a spacesuit, and steel arms ran parallel to them, fixed in place.

The human hands gripped handles on the steel forearms, and the iron fingers moved in sync with the wearer's fingers further ahead.

The legs were in a similar state, the only difference being that they had pedals instead of grips.

From behind, a box as large as a human torso was attached to the drum-shaped body, connected to the steel limbs by what looked like metal bones.

The whole thing was about two meters tall and one meter twenty centimeters wide. The machine's weight, including the improved Magi Battery on its back, was ninety kilograms.

It was a squat, and to put it bluntly, ungainly golem. To some, it might just look like a poorly made mascot costume.

However, the face of the wearer peeking through the small window on the torso was dead serious, and the eyes of those watching him walk were filled with hope.

"We will now begin the exercise test. Second Lieutenant Tajima, please proceed at a light jog."

*'Roger.'*

Answering through the speaker, the SDF officer named Tajima began to move at a faster pace than before.

His stride made him faster than a normal person, but his trained body would likely be quicker on its own.

Moving at that speed, he headed for a designated area.

Waiting for him was various training equipment. Dumbbells, barbells. A punching bag, a jump rope, and so on. Several lines of tape were also on the floor.

"Alright, please start with the dumbbells."

*'Yes, sir!'*

Second Lieutenant Tajima, answering cheerfully, began to use the training equipment one after another.

The golem he wore demonstrated strength far beyond human capabilities. He lifted a 600-kilogram barbell with ease and destroyed the punching bag in just a few hits.

On the other hand, its agility was severely lacking. He couldn't successfully jump rope even once and nearly fell over during the side-step drill.

The SDF personnel and the men in black reacted with a mix of joy and concern. Once a certain amount of data had been collected, an SDF officer with a radio called out to Tajima.

"Second Lieutenant Tajima, thank you for your hard work. Please proceed to the firing range."

*'Roger that!'*

His voice showed no signs of fatigue, but several streams of sweat were running down Second Lieutenant Tajima's cheeks.

He piloted the golem into a concrete box-like room located in the corner of the large space.

Inside, gauges and cameras were set up behind bulletproof glass, where SDF personnel and the men in black were on standby.

And on the other side, beyond the bulletproof glass, was a table with various firearms and a target set up twenty-five meters away.

Second Lieutenant Tajima stood by the table, looking down at the guns through the window.

"We will now begin the firing experiment. Please start with the pistol on the far right."

*'Roger!'*

As instructed, he tried to pick up the pistol.

But the steel fingers fumbled, knocking the pistol's grip away. The thickness and length of the fingers were comparable to a gloved adult male's, so size wasn't the issue.

On his second attempt, he managed to grab it, and though he fumbled a bit, he loaded the magazine and pulled the slide to chamber a round.

With his forearms and shins now longer than usual, Second Lieutenant Tajima's stance was somewhat awkward as he aimed the pistol.

*'Firing!'*

After announcing, he pulled the trigger.

A gunshot rang out. The bullet accurately hit the center of the target.

The subsequent shots also landed near the center. This drew breaths of admiration from both the shooter and those measuring.

Part of it was his own skill, but more than that, the golem's body was extremely stable. It shrugged off the gun's recoil, and its posture never wavered.

He emptied the magazine and loaded the next one that was placed nearby. He was a fraction of a second faster than before.

After using all the prepared ammunition, he switched firearms one after another.

An assault rifle. A light machine gun. And a heavy machine gun.

As expected, the heavy machine gun had more recoil and its accuracy dropped, but it was proven that firing from a standing position was possible.

This result inevitably raised the spirits of the personnel and the men in black watching from behind the bulletproof glass.

"Amazing… At this rate, he might be able to consistently hit a target 300 meters away in the next outdoor experiment."

"With everything but the heavy machine gun, yeah. Well, 25 meters is more than enough for combat inside a dungeon. I'm more concerned about the difficulty he had with loading the belt-fed magazine."

"Then there's the matter of close-quarters combat! Agile movements are difficult, so we need to keep that in mind…"

While the white-coated and black-clad groups were engrossed in conversation, an SDF officer spoke into a microphone to Tajima.

"The test is complete. Second Lieutenant Tajima, thank you for your hard work. Please move to the designated area and remove the golem suit."

*'Roger. Thank you very much.'*

After removing the magazine and confirming the chamber was empty, Second Lieutenant Tajima returned the gun to the table and bowed through the bulletproof glass. He then exited the room, followed an attendant to the opposite corner, and sat the machine down on a bench.

SDF personnel began removing the fasteners with screwdrivers and wrenches, and in about a minute, Second Lieutenant Tajima was freed, clad in a bodysuit.

Though he was sweating, he didn't look particularly tired. He accepted a towel and a drink from another officer and began talking with the researchers in their white coats.

The black-clad men… the *Alchemy Enthusiasts Club*, gathered around the golem, whose drum-like torso was opened front and back, and began their inspection.

General Marui and Director Akasaka were watching the scene.

"It seems to be going smoothly."

"Yes. There are many issues, but its performance has improved dramatically compared to before. The improvement in controllability is especially astounding."

A smile he couldn't hide crept onto General Marui's face as he adjusted his glasses. It was rare to see the man with the squarish face form a curve with his lips.

"There are currently no health problems for the wearer. There are restrictions—a trained body, and a height between 166 and 173 centimeters—but it no longer breaks bones or joints with a single use like before."

"I should think not," a man in black interjected.

The name tag hanging from his neck read only 'Chairman', and the photo section, which still showed him in his hood, served no purpose as identification.

This was more a measure to distinguish him from the other club members.

"Truly impressive, Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. To think the needle of technology could advance this far."

"The result of our efforts… that, of course, but the influence of 'that book' is also significant."

As Director Akasaka smiled pleasantly, the Chairman's eyes gleamed under his hood.

"That was likely just a small portion of a vast collection of materials, selected and compiled by an alchemist, wasn't it? A very clear and excellent resource. Without it, we would not have made such progress in this short time."

The materials they had seen, excerpts from Yagawa Kyouta's book on *Arcane Gear*, were, frankly, not new knowledge to the club.

But they were more than enough to achieve understanding.

The alchemy performed by them, the skill users, was like intuitively getting the answer '2', whereas that resource showed '1 + 1 = 2'. That was the difference.

They had been able to do the math without the formula, but now, the formula had been presented. This allowed them to 'apply' it.

"I see. I'm wary of being indebted to 'the Professor', but it seems to have been worth it."

"Indeed. However… if we could read more of that material, not just a limited selection, but all of it… no, even just twenty more pages. We could expect further improvements to the golem. No, we *will* make them."

The Chairman of the club, Police Superintendent Honda, was an incorrigible pervert and a self-centered man.

However, he was also a man who had hidden his true nature to climb the ranks of the police organization. As such, he was normally very skilled at negotiations. Above all, he was a sharp man. Except when his fetishes exploded.

And right now, he was unable to control himself.

"Connect me to the Professor. No, give me or the Vice-Chairman the right to meet with her. If you do, I will surely…!"

"That is not possible. The knowledge held by her, by the Invisible Ninjas, is vast. But if we become too indebted, our future—"

"You don't understand anything!"

The Chairman grabbed Director Akasaka by the collar and roared.

"With that knowledge, we should be able to create our long-desired homunculus wives!!"

Yes, the Chairman's fetishes were exploding. In real time.

A stir went through the other club members. Noticing this out of the corner of his eye, Director Akasaka continued without changing his expression.

"Hahaha. For now, please focus on the golem for the Self-Defense Force, Chairman."

"What are you saying! Our ideal homunculus wives can fight, too!"

"That's right! My mama, no, my Ma, is super strong and smart, but she's only sweet to me!"

"See, even our Kojima-kun says so!"

General Marui wondered, 'Who's Kojima?', but decided to ignore it.

The club members were divided into those wearing hoods and those not, and Kojima (29, single) was one of the former. He was completely indistinguishable.

"And she looks like an elementary schooler, but she speaks like a noja-loli! A Ma with a mature air who looks good in a kimono with a kiseru pipe!"

"Alright, Kojima-kun, that's enough! Get back!"

"My flat-chested, legal loli Ma is the strongest!"

"Someone shut that guy up! It's a matter of the club's dignity! I told you not to say that outside!"

"MAAAM!!"

As Kojima, or rather, the pervert, was dragged away by other perverts, Director Akasaka calmly continued the conversation.

For the record, General Marui had also become quite used to them recently. Whether this tolerance would be useful in his future life remained to be seen.

"I see. If you could provide them as a fighting force, that would certainly be reassuring."

"Right?! So, make an appointment with the Professor immediately—"

"By the way."

With a broad smile, Director Akasaka continued.

"How long would it take to create these ideal homunculi of yours?"

Slowly, the Chairman and the others all averted their eyes from him.

The gazes of the researchers and SDF personnel looking at the club members were cold. Although some looked at them with the eyes of comrades.

"A-a few years? Maybe?"

"Japan will be destroyed by then, Chairman. For now, please focus on this."

"We'll do it in parallel! We'll definitely do it properly! So, please?! Please!!"

General Marui thought, 'He's like an elementary schooler who wants to go play while ignoring his summer homework.'

Feeling sorry for all the elementary schoolers in the country, he silently apologized.

"What is it! Do you want to see me throw a tantrum! Very well! Gaze your fill upon a man in his fifties lying on the ground and throwing a fit!"

"Chairman."

"Hmph! Whatever you say is useless! I can't be stopped! Not by anyone but the Professor!"

"I'm starting to feel like hearing my daughter's voice, so may I make a call?"

"Alright, everyone! Back to work! The future of Japan rests on our shoulders!"

The Chairman remembered. The killing intent he had seen on that cliff, something no normal human should ever display.

And next to her, the barbarians who were smiling, but whose eyes were not.

"…He's the same as ever, isn't he? Or rather, the whole Alchemy Enthusiasts Club is."

General Marui turned his gaze to the golem sitting on the bench.

Director Akasaka nodded and turned to look as well.

"Yes. But their skill and passion are genuine."

"That passion is headed in a rather incorrigible direction, though."

"It doesn't matter, does it? Everyone here is working for their own selfish desires."

To the grim-faced General Marui, Director Akasaka remained smiling.

"Loyalty to the country, guilt for the deceased, money, honor. And lust. But that's normal. Where there are desires, there are people."

"Are you a believer in the theory that man is inherently evil?"

"I wonder. I believe there is neither good nor evil at the core of humanity, and certainly no hierarchy when it comes to desire. As long as we can all face the same direction, that is enough. At least, that is what I believe."

"…That's reasonable."

A fearless smile appeared on General Marui's face.

"While upholding humanity as much as possible… I will do whatever it takes to protect this country. That is my job."

"Yes. Let us do our best together."

The two laughed together, postponing a future where they might one day stand in opposition.

Their positions might force them to cross words one day… but now was not that time.

For the sake of protecting their country, they would continue to smile.

"By the way."

"What is it?"

Director Akasaka turned to General Marui as if he had just remembered something.

"Does that wearable golem have a name?"

"Ah, that. Of course it does. It would be inconvenient without one, and it's a matter of the troops' morale."

General Marui narrowed his eyes behind his square glasses, watching as Second Lieutenant Tajima suited up again for the next experiment.

An 'imperfect homunculus' was installed in the crown of that golem as its core, and he was 'instructing' the movement of its limbs from within its belly.

By repeating experiments like this, they would not only get a clearer path to mass production and improvement, but it should also lead to the golem's learning.

"Unbreakable armor. An immortal shield. With those wishes in mind, we call that machine this."

The bolts were tightened, the fixtures secured. The warrior clad in the golem stood up.

"*Kongō*. That is the golem's name."
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			The Date of the Decisive Battle

			The day after Professor Arisugawa's seppuku commotion.

After school.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛■゛—!"

"Deaaaaah!"

Deep underground, in a space illuminated by blue flames, I charged at Cerberus.

The watchdog, already having lost its left and right heads, was covered in wounds. Yet its eyes gleamed coldly, and its body, wreathed in flame, continued to accelerate.

It had been running in an arc, but the moment I tried to strike its flank, it reversed direction, swinging its serpent tail in a wide sweep.

I shot upward to evade it, then flipped upside down in mid-air, kicked off the wind to accelerate, and charged again.

It must have predicted my move, as its maw was already turned toward me. Behind the rows of sword-sharp fangs, mana gathered in the watchdog's open mouth and was unleashed before I had time to dodge.

As the blue aurora filled my vision, I pressed forward regardless, slamming my sword into the pillar of fire.

*[Concept Interference]*.

"Oooooooooooh!"

A head-on collision. A pure contest of strength. I unleashed the maximum output of wind from my Flügel and my feet.

There's no need to absorb and return it. Just cut it open.

The blades of fire and steel clashed for about ten seconds. My sword groaned, but I forcibly tore through. The blue flames scattered to the left and right, and a path opened before me. But immediately after, the watchdog, now in plain sight, swung its front paw at me without a moment's hesitation.

Its ultimate move used as a mere decoy for its true attack. From my position, it was an invisible strike. But still. The claws, accelerated by fire, were already 'visible' to me.

I dodged with a minimal, gentle ascent. The scythe of death passed just a few centimeters below me. I switched my grip on the sword to a reverse grip—and with all my strength, plunged it into Cerberus's head.

"■゛■゛■゛■゛—!"

Letting out a death cry—no, a roar—the guardian of the underworld sought to take me with it by expanding the blue flames that enveloped it.

Self-destruction. The moment I realized, I changed my body's orientation while drawing the swelling flames toward my blade.

"Shii…!"

Pushing the blade deeper, I drove the one-and-a-half-handed sword that was stuck in its brow down toward the tip of its nose, accelerating with the wind.

I tore through tough hide and bone, pulling my sword free with brute force.

With my blade, now warped by the impact and heat, at the ready, I turned back to Cerberus. There, the watchdog stood, flames spilling from its wounds.

The blue flames it had gathered for self-destruction erupted upward with directionality. The mana dissolved near the ceiling, raining down like water.

After a few seconds, Cerberus lost the mana it contained and collapsed. The flames that had cloaked its body vanished, and it lay limp.

After a brief staring contest with its eyes, the jet-black watchdog turned into white salt.

"Fuuu…"

I partially dispelled my heavily damaged sword and began reconstructing it in its sheath, exhaling. The space itself was as hot as an oven, probably because of the scattered flames from our battle.

"Good work, Kyo-chan!"

"Are you alright, Kyouta-kun!"

"Yes. No problem. Good work to you two, as well."

As Erina-san and the others ran toward me with smiles, I finished my zanshin and relaxed my shoulders. Behind them, Blanc and the others followed, almost unscathed except for minor scratches, and I let out a breath of relief.

*'Congratulations. What was a desperate battle until just recently, you can now defeat with stability.'*

"Yeah. This being my second time helps, but more than that, I can really feel the benefit of my level."

I answered Aira-san while looking at my left palm.

To my own eyes, I could only tell that the quantity and quality of mana circulating in my body had increased; I couldn't tell just how much stronger I'd become.

But she would know, as a number.

*'That's right. After all, you just hit the milestone of LV: 80 in that fight. Your stats are growing well, too.'*

"Eh, that much?"

*'Indeed.'*

It seemed Aira-san had used her [Appraisal] skill, and she confirmed it via Telepathy.

*'Erina-kun has also reached 75. Your levels have risen considerably compared to when you encountered the Guivre. You've gotten strong, truly.'*

"I… see."

"That's the benefit of being promoted to A-Rank!"

I nodded at Erina-san's words.

Awakened Persons are like game characters who get stronger the more enemies they defeat. On top of that, fighting stronger opponents makes them level up faster.

This dungeon, the highest rank according to SDF regulations, was the perfect place to strengthen an Awakened Person.

"But, it's a little unsettling."

Mia-san tightened her grip on her staff, her brows furrowed.

"It might just be my own conceit… but I feel like we could be called human weapons without exaggeration. On a scale comparable to a fleet of battleships or bombers."

*'Probably. In fact, I think you reached that level a while ago.'*

"And other Awakened Persons will become like this, too. …What will happen to the world's military balance?"

*'Well, it's like a kaiju with a human form and human intelligence. So they're seen as extremely dangerous! But there are probably just as many people trying to use them!'*

"…You're right."

Mia-san's words made me stop and think.

It was always said that Awakened Persons were perfect for terrorism and assassination, but a high-ranking one could be of immense strategic value on their own.

In a localized conflict, the presence or absence of an Awakened Person could decide the outcome. The 'mercenary group with Awakened Persons' that was on TV a while ago had apparently overwhelmed other combat units.

To be blunt… if I were to suddenly attack the National Diet Building right now, like in a movie, would there be anyone who could stop me?

Miyamoto-san, whom I met in Tokyo before, and the group of three girls came to mind. But the former seemed to not usually be in Tokyo, given that he had jumped out of a helicopter. And those three probably weren't stationed in Tokyo either.

…This line of thinking is getting a bit too wild.

I shook my head, chasing away the images that had surfaced.

"Mmm, I don't think that's something for us to worry about."

*'Indeed. Let the politicians and bureaucrats worry about that. Once you get the right to vote, you'll have to think about it, though.'*

"Nee-san and I can already vote."

*'HAHAHA! When I vote, I just go with the safest party! I have no intention of thinking too deeply about it!'*

"Honestly…"

I smiled wryly at Mia-san, who puffed out her cheeks in exasperation.

As Aira-san and the others said, it wasn't something for us to worry about right now. For now, we should focus only on the threat looming just ahead.

This wasn't an opponent we could beat while looking away.

*'Now then… I have two pieces of major news for you.'*

"Can't that wait until we get back?"

*'Don't worry. This will be quick. You might as well hear it.'*

As I watched Ukon hand the drop items to Erina-san, I turned my body toward the exit and listened to Aira-san's voice.

She sounded, unusually, just a little tense.

*'First, Erina-kun and Mia have reached their level caps. Any further strengthening will have to come from their own skill, their equipment, or by some means of breaking through that limit.'*

"Alright! Yes! One step closer to being the village chief!"

"Finally… is it? It feels quite profound. But at the same time, I feel like, 'already?'..."

"Congratulations… I guess that's the right thing to say."

I gave a small round of applause to Erina-san, who was throwing her hands up in a victory pose, and Mia-san, who was looking at her own hands with a complex expression.

In the adventurer world, reaching the cap was quite a status symbol. Not in terms of strength, but as an item for evaluation.

It was proof of having fought that much in dungeons, of being an experienced combatant dedicated to fighting monsters.

They were the kind of talent that various companies and countries would covet. Well, it didn't really matter much to us, who were practically exclusive to the Professor. If anything, Mia-san's complex expression was understandable, since getting any stronger would now be a challenge.

But, breaking through the cap… It's been two and a half years since the *Day of Awakening*. Few people have reached the cap, but they have existed. However, I haven't heard much about anyone going beyond it.

Is there no way to break the cap, or are there some extremely special conditions? Since Awakened Persons are living beings, the former seems more likely.

*'And second. In a way, this is the main event.'*

Aira-san took a small breath, then said.

*'The date for the 'Guivre Subjugation Operation' has been set.'*

That's what she told me.

* * *

October 31st.

That was the day of the decisive battle with the Guivre… the white dragon.

Dragon slaying on Halloween, of all days. What a Western-style Obon festival. Director Akasaka couldn't have planned it that way, surely. To see fate in this coincidence would be stretching it a bit too far.

It was currently the beginning of late October. In a little over a week, we would be diving into the dragon's nest.

Well, how should I put it…

"It doesn't feel real…"

I sat on my bed and immediately fell backward. The springs creaked slightly from the momentum, and my vision swam.

I stared blankly at the slightly stained ceiling and let out a small sigh.

I had resolved to crack that thing's skull open, and to prepare for it, I had fought numerous powerful enemies.

Cerberus. Basmu. Shuten Douji. All of them were monsters whose names resounded in myths. It was enough to make me feel like I had become a hero from a fairy tale.

But I was just a human. Even with the power to fight a battleship, if my heart was gouged out, I would die, and if my skull was crushed, I would die.

*—Can I win? Against that dragon.*

I remembered that white aurora. The sight of the silver knight, our shield, disappearing in that light.

I found myself clenching my right fist tightly. It was only when it started to creak that I noticed.

I consciously uncurled my fingers… but somehow, I didn't feel like getting up.

I spent who knows how long just passing the time aimlessly, ten minutes, twenty minutes. The ringing of my smartphone finally brought my consciousness back to reality.

I picked it up from beside my pillow and saw Aira-san's name on the screen.

Wondering what she wanted, I slowly sat up and answered the phone.

*'Well hello there, Kyo-chan-kun! Are you doing well?!'*

"So loud…"

I couldn't help but purse my lips at the even more high-spirited than usual disappointing college student.

"I'm fine, probably. So, what's with the sudden call? A game?"

*'Hmph. This is a call from a beautiful older sister, and that's the bored voice you give me? You should be more grateful for the chance to talk to the intelligent and cool me.'*

"You mean disappointing and idiotic."

*'Kyo-chan-kun, who frequently glances at my chest and thighs when we meet in person. Do you really think you can say such things?'*

"Aira-san is a cool beauty with arms and legs, Your Majesty!"

*'Very good!'*

Damn it, with her kinetic vision, I thought she wouldn't notice me sneaking a peek with my *Spirit Eye*…! No, she's seen through me since we first met. Because of the mirror's position.

That's the extent of the Spirit Eye. Maybe Awakened Persons aren't such a big deal after all?

*'You're happy to be talking to me, aren't you, Kyo-chan-kun?!'*

"Yes!"

*'You're glad you met me, aren't you, Kyo-chan-kun?!'*

"Of course!"

*'If I invited you, you'd come anywhere, wouldn't you, Kyo-chan-kun?!'*

"Through fire and water!"

*'Then—'*

There, Aira-san took a breath, and then.

*'Let's… talk for a bit. Just the two of us.'*

She said it in the gentlest of voices.
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			It's Okay to Run. Even So...

			Being late October, the nights had grown chilly.

I pedaled through the thoroughly darkened town on a bicycle I hadn’t ridden in ages. This might have been the first time I’d gone out this late for something unrelated to a dungeon.

My parents, however, far from stopping me, had pushed me out the door with all their might. They were practically giddy. And that was despite me telling them that Aira-san and I didn’t have that kind of relationship.

The designated meeting spot was a deserted park.

I remembered coming here for some school event back in elementary school, and I seemed to recall there being all sorts of playground equipment and trees surrounding the area.

But now, it was remarkably sparse. All that remained were three pull-up bars, a sandbox, and a single bench and vending machine. The trees that once ringed the park were now just scattered here and there, several meters apart. It was unavoidable for safety reasons, I suppose, but it made for a lonely scene.

Slightly bewildered by a sight so different from my memory, I parked my bike in the corner of a parking space that had been added in place of the trees.

A single car was parked there. I recognized the model and glanced toward it, but a familiar voice reached me first.

"Kyou-chan-kun."

"Ah, Aira-sa—"

I started to reply, but the words caught in my throat.

There she was, illuminated by the moon and the park’s streetlights. Gently tucking her silvery-white hair behind her right ear, she offered me a placid smile.

She must have been looking at the vending machine when she heard the sound of my bike. Twisting at the waist, Aira-san turned and gave a little lift to the can in her hand.

"You’re surprisingly early. Were you that eager to see me?"

She wore a blue vertical-striped sweater and a long white skirt. Combined with the scenery, she looked incomparably… well, mature, compared to her usual self.

As I stood there, stunned, Aira-san approached me with a quizzical look on her face.

"What’s wrong? Staring off into space like that. Don’t tell me you’re not feeling well?"

"Ah, no… I’m fine."

"Hmm. I suppose calling you out at this hour was a bad idea after all."

"It’s no problem. I’m really okay."

"I see… Well then, this is my apology. Please, have a drink."

"Oh, thanks…"

She came to a stop right in front of me, looking up at my face.

My heart was still pounding in my chest. I averted my gaze as I took the can from her.

Trying to distract myself, I immediately popped the tab and took a sip.

"*Guh?!*"

*Sooo sweet!* The warm, syrupy liquid that filled my mouth nearly made me choke.

Watching me, Aira-san let out a cackle.

"It’s oshiroko. It’ll warm you up."

"What kind of choice is that?! Isn’t this when you’re supposed to get canned coffee or something?!"

"The only tea in that vending machine was afternoon tea. And it was cold."

"Right, your family are hardcore tea fanatics!"

"Well, I mainly chose the oshiroko to see that reaction!"

"So you’re a deliberate offender, you damn—!"

"Oh, my. Such filthy language, Kyou-chan-kun."

"And your way of speaking is just plain idiotic, Your Disappointmentship…!"

"AHO?!"

Well, thanks to that, we were back to our usual dynamic. And, all things considered, it tasted pretty good.

Sipping at the oshiroko, I looked down at the disappointing college girl before me.

"So, what did you need? At this hour."

"…Right. Do you mind if we walk while we talk?"

"I don’t really mind, but…"

Normally, she wouldn’t make someone with an open drink walk around much.

She was, despite everything, a well-raised person, so she wouldn't eat or drink while standing unless it was a buffet or something. Neither Aira-san nor Erina-san would. Mia-san, too, for that matter.

In the first place, it was rare for her to suggest we be alone like this.

Raising a mental question mark at this out-of-character behavior from Aira-san, I fell into step three paces behind and to her side.

"…So, how have you been lately?"

"What’s with that? You sound like a father struggling to make conversation."

"I am your father."

"Nooo. …Let’s see."

After a deadpan reenactment of a certain dark-sider, I took another sip of oshiroko.

"Well, I guess you could say things have been fulfilling. Probably."

"Oh? In what way?"

"I hang out with Erina-san and the others pretty often, and I’ve saved up a good amount of money thanks to my adventurer work. Though I’ve also had weird rumors spread about me and started getting a lot more unwanted attention."

Between the sports festival and the ‘Tokyo Incident,’ I’d stood out way too much. It seemed the price of fame I’d been avoiding for so long had finally caught up with me.

There were rumors, both true and false, and I was constantly being stared at. If it were just malice, it wouldn't be so bad… well, I’d hate that too. But it was unbearable to have gazes filled with strange expectations, respect, or even something bordering on worship.

Aside from my power, I was just a normal high school student. It was, simply put, stressful.

Still, even with all that, the time I spent with my friends was fun. So, on balance, I suppose it was a net positive.

"Rumors, hmm? There are good ones and bad ones, but online, the former seems to be more common. I often see posts about how you’re protecting the future of Japan…"

"I’d rather they didn’t. We’re not exactly heroes of justice, you know."

"True enough."

The park that had felt so large when I was a child now seemed like nothing more than an ordinary, not-so-spacious park.

Even though we were walking slowly, we were already more than halfway around it.

"How about you, Aira-san?"

"Let’s see. Well, I’m getting by, I suppose."

"Huh."

"Lately, I’ve even been able to hold casual conversations at the university. I don’t have anyone I can call a friend yet, but it’s no longer a struggle just to spend time in the lab."

"Well, now… you’ve certainly grown."

"How cheeky. I’m older than you, you know. Can’t you sense this overflowing intelligence?"

"Is that intelligence overflowing so much it’s making a puddle on the ground?"

"What kind of expression is that?"

Aira-san chuckled, then stopped and turned to face me.

"See that bench? A long time ago, I happened to play a card game there with an elementary school girl I met by chance."

"Ah, I heard about that from Erina-san. Something about you playing dirty, it turning into a real fight, and you getting beaten to tears."

"Hmph. Well, everyone has a past."

"A dark past, you mean."

I took another small sip of the oshiroko.

I’d always avoided it, but the sweetness was almost addictive. Though I felt like drinking it regularly would probably be a bad idea.

"You know quite a few of my pathetic stories, don’t you?"

"So you were aware they were pathetic…"

"That’s because the thing I considered most worthless was my own existence."

She said it so casually.

"Objectively speaking, I’m highly capable in everything except for physical activities and interpersonal skills. Instinctively, I even have self-love. But subjectively… my mind rejects the very existence that is ‘me’."

"…I remember you saying something like that before."

"Yes. That time you tactlessly barged into a maiden’s inner world because it was an emergency."

When we accidentally ended up in the Minotaur’s labyrinth, I learned how she truly saw herself.

What I had vaguely suspected up until then became a certainty at that moment.

Arisugawa Aira, this woman who called herself a genius, had judged herself as 'unworthy of living' due to a past trauma.

Her reasons for wanting to live were just strong enough to outweigh her reasons for wanting to die. That was the only reason she was still alive. She was the kind of person who would vanish in an instant if she ever found a good enough reason to die.

But.

"I believe I told you back then that I want you to live."

"Yes. I remember."

No matter what she thought of herself, my own feelings wouldn't change.

At this point, a life without her would be… lonely, I think.

"It was an incredibly selfish and, on top of that, a terribly cliché line. I remember it all too well."

"You’ve got a sharp tongue."

"You’ll just have to accept it with grace."

She gave a slight shrug, and I offered a wry smile in return.

Then, we started walking again, slowly circling the park.

"Now then. To get back on topic, you and your friends are the talk of the town. Though not quite as much as that certain trio, of course."

"Trio… oh, you mean them."

"Indeed. The Dungeon Agency is pushing them as official spokespeople, so their media exposure is on another level. Though they rarely do direct interviews."

"They’re probably the kind of people who’d be a disaster if you put them in front of a camera and let them talk freely."

"What, are they perverts too?"

"No… I think their values just don’t align with modern Japan."

It was just a hunch, but that trio had a different aura about them.

They were relentlessly self-disciplined, yet couldn't suppress their cat-like curiosity. I got the feeling they were desperate to unleash the emotions they kept bottled up inside.

If the other candidates were ‘those who have liberated their inner selves,’ then that trio was the opposite. Their smiles and their few media comments probably weren't lies.

It’s just that they had strong desires pushed deep down inside. And because those desires might accidentally leak out, they couldn't appear on TV much.

Of course, it’s normal to have things you want to hide, and this was all just my own speculation anyway.

"Hmm… Can you read people’s minds?"

"No. I just get a vague sense from the mana they unconsciously emit."

"I thought so. There’s no way you can read everyone’s minds. You blockhead."

"Huh? Why did you just insult me?"

That was completely out of nowhere.

Was it that? Was she telling me to consider the feelings of a woman being looked at lecherously? Crap, I thought I was safe because she hadn't noticed, but I guess I was wrong.

A bead of cold sweat trickled down my cheek.

"I’m sorry. I’ll just get on my knees and…"

"That’s why you’re hopeless, for saying things like that."

"Aira-san called me hopeless…?!"

"Hahaha. I’ll kill you. Socially."

"I am truly sorry."

"You are forgiven. I’ll also forgive you for looking at me with lewd eyes. I shall accept it as the price of beauty."

"Thank you…!"

It seemed I had avoided a trial. Still bent at a ninety-degree angle, I sighed in relief from the bottom of my heart.

By the way, did her saying 'looking at me' imply it was okay to continue in the future? No, if I asked that out loud, it would be undeniable sexual harassment, so I’d better not.

Aira-san sighed as if to say *good grief*. I straightened up and followed her lead.

"…We’ve already done another lap."

Returning to the park entrance, she stopped.

Then, she turned to face me again.

"It’s about time we get to the main topic."

"Finally?"

I stared straight at Aira-san, my voice tinged with exasperation.

As always, her face was unfairly beautiful. When a beauty like her looked so serious, she seemed like the heroine of a story. Despite being a disappointing college girl.

"Hey, Kyou-chan-kun."

"Yes."

"Won’t you run away? Somewhere far away."

Her cherry-pink lips spun the words with cold indifference.

"I’ve already picked out suitable places to escape to in case the leylines collapse. With my abilities and yours, we can make it anywhere. We can even drag Erina-kun and the others onto a plane or a boat. I’m sure Baba-sama would come with us, too."

Her voice was mechanical, devoid of emotion… no. She was *trying* to keep it devoid of emotion.

But unable to hide her desperation, her words picked up speed.

"You can block Erina-kun’s teleportation and Mia’s magic. Even in a contest of strength, you can hold them both down at once. Even if they overwhelm you with martial arts, you should be able to at least restrain them. If we go far enough that they can’t return to Japan on their own, Erina-kun, at least, will give up."

"Aira-san."

"Everyone is forcing their hopes onto you all too selfishly. You’re still just teenagers. This isn’t the Warring States period. You’re not at an age where you should be risking your lives. And besides, who cares about the future of Japan? You belong to a country to live, but dying for it is nonsense. Especially when there are plenty of other communities to choose from."

"Aira-san."

"Don’t worry. I am a self-proclaimed genius. I admit I’m usually a disappointment. But this time, I’ll use my full abilities. We can escape anywhere, and our lives after we escape will be secure. Your family, Aika-kun and the others—they can come too. I can manage up to thirty people. So…"

She rattled on, seemingly oblivious to my voice.

"So… please, run away."

A single tear traced a path down her cheek.

"You told me you didn’t want me to die. I’m returning those words to you, exactly as they are. For Erina-kun, for Mia, for Baba-sama. I don’t want any of you to die."

With a soft thud, Aira-san threw herself into my chest. Her long silver hair swayed as she pressed her forehead against me.

Her muffled, tear-choked voice continued.

"It’s okay to run from a fight you might not win. You have no such responsibility. So…"

"…To be honest, I want to run away, too."

"Then—!"

"Even so."

After a moment’s hesitation, I placed my right hand on her head.

"I’ve decided to fight."

"…That was your 'answer,' wasn't it?"

"Yes. It hasn’t changed. I might regret this choice later… but for now, at least, I’m not running."

For revenge for *Byakuren*.

To surpass my past self.

Because I want to stand by *her* side.

And for various other reasons. There isn't just one single reason, but because of many different things, I've already made my decision.

"So, I’m sorry."

"…Don’t apologize. It makes it sound like I just confessed and got rejected."

"Haha. You’re right. If you confessed to me… no. It's nothing."

I’m sure if Aira-san confessed to me… I’d be surprised, and then I’d nod.

After that, I’d probably be over the moon.

Because, when it comes down to it, I’m incredibly fond of this woman who is, appearances aside, a total disappointment.

"If I confessed my love to you right here and kissed you, would you run away with me? And bring Erina-kun and the others?"

"Who knows. But I don’t really like that sort of thing."

"I thought not…"

I couldn’t see her face, but I was sure we were both smiling.

"But… I see. I have no right not to respect your answer. After all, I was the one who pushed you to find it."

"Just so you know, you don’t have to feel responsible or anything."

"Oh my, do you think I’m the kind of woman who feels such things?"

"I do. You may be flighty, but you’re a kind person."

"…You fool."

"If I’m a fool, you’re the disappointment of all disappointments."

A few seconds later, Aira-san took a few steps back.

She took out a handkerchief and wiped her face.

"Honestly, you’re a helpless one!"

She looked at me with her usual, infuriating smile.

"Do you think you’re the protagonist of a story, or a hero from mythology? Ow, ow, it hurts! Someone bring me a bandage! One big enough to cover his entire head!"

"Shut up, you moron."

"Moron?! After calling me a fool, now I’m a moron?! What kind of talk is that to the most beautiful woman of the century?!"

I started sipping my oshiroko again, only to find it was empty.

Hmm, from the weight, I thought there should be a little left… ah, the azuki beans are all at the bottom.

"Honestly, you’re a hopeless case! But it can’t be helped. A fool is a fool, after all!"

"Excuse me, I have some azuki beans left at the bottom of my can."

"Now?! You’re supposed to shake it while you drink when the liquid gets low, you fool!"

"Seriously…"

That was a minor shock. Was there any way to recover from this?

"Hey! Listen to me! And why am I the one playing the straight man?! That’s your role, Kyou-chan-kun!"

"I think taking a break is important."

"Could you please not throw me a curveball when I’m being completely serious?!"

I mean, from my perspective, she was just bringing up something I’d already decided on.

And she was the one who led me to find my 'answer' in the first place. The sense of 'too little, too late' was overwhelming.

I gave her a deadpan stare, and she cleared her throat theatrically.

"Ahem! In any case! …If you and the others are going to fight, then I will support you with all my might. You can scrape your forehead on the ground in gratitude."

"I’d rather not do it on the ground, but I am grateful. Truly. In fact, I’m thankful for your help every day."

"W-Well. Our usual explorations are my request, so it’s a mutual arrangement."

Aira-san folded her arms under her chest, her eyes darting about slightly.

I wish she wouldn’t emphasize her chest like that. I might end up unleashing the full potential of my [Spirit Eye].

"Honestly… I suppose I should say this?"

Aira-san thought for a moment, then held out her right hand.

"Let’s look out for each other until the day we die. Kyou-chan-kun."

"Yes. Same here, Aira-san."

And so, with straight faces, we shared a firm handshake.

It felt kind of embarrassing, and we both burst out laughing.

"This is almost like a confession."

"It really is. How awkward."

I immediately relaxed my grip, but her fingers caught on my hand.

As if reluctant to let go, her slender, pale fingers slowly slipped away.

"…Shall we head back?"

"Yeah. I’ll walk you… no. Come to think of it."

I looked over at the car parked in the lot.

"Is the Professor here, by any chance?"

"Yes. When I said I was going to the park at this hour, she volunteered to be my driver and bodyguard."

"I see. But why is she suppressing her mana so much… And yet she feels like she’s ready to strike the moment she senses anything?"

She’s probably even using her unique skill to hide the mana circulating inside her. Even with my [Spirit Eye], I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t known she was there and looked for her.

"Well. Perhaps she’s watching to make sure you don’t turn into a beast and attack me?"

"Hah, nice joke."

"Kyou-chan-kun. I haven’t forgotten that you eagerly photographed me in my pilot suit and are cherishing those pictures, you know?"

"My self-control is made of orichalcum! Sir!"

"Don’t call me ‘Sir.’ Honestly, my grandmother's family has a complicated history with that title, so please stop."

"Ah, sorry about that. Anyway, I was wondering if you could lend me your wisdom regarding these azuki beans."

"In the middle of this conversation?! Good grief, you’re a handful. With your strength, it would be faster to just rip the can open with your bare hands!"

"Ah… but my hands would get all sticky."

We walked towards the parking lot, talking about such silly things.

Laughing together, just like always.

"…Thank you."

"Huh? Being thanked for an idea this simple is actually kind of irritating."

"That's not what I meant…"

I was happy she told me it was okay to run.

And that’s what solidified my resolve.

"I will absolutely survive. So, you’d better not die either, okay?"

Stopping near the rear seat of the car, she turned to look back at me.

"Of course. Who do you think I am?"

Her hair, shimmering in the moonlight, fluttered as she placed a hand on her chest and gave me a confident smile.

—Damn it… she really is a beautiful person.

So much so that just looking at her made me smile.
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			This Is Not a Confession

			Three days had passed since we were informed of the date of the decisive battle.

Thanks to Aira-san, I was finally starting to feel the reality of it. In a little over a week, I would be challenging that dragon.

And so, with a completely extraordinary event like ‘dragon slaying’ on my schedule…

"And therefore, in this equation…"

That being said, it wasn’t as if my everyday life had suddenly vanished.

Staring down my textbook and the blackboard, I scribbled in my notebook with a mechanical pencil, feeling a little anxious about whether this was really what I should be doing.

When I thought about the future, a good education was important. I couldn’t imagine being an adventurer forever. I mean, a society that constantly needs adventurers would be in a genuine civilizational crisis. I may have yearned for another world, but I had no desire to live a medieval-level existence.

However, the operation we were about to participate in was crucial, one that would decide the fate of Japan, and possibly the world.

Shouldn’t I be allowed to slack off on my studies until we slay that dragon? Wouldn’t it be more meaningful to spend that time leveling up or practicing my swordsmanship?

My thoughts must have shown on my face, because the math teacher kept glancing my way.

This was no good. Because I’d become needlessly famous, I wasn't being called out, but that was all the more reason to keep myself in line.

There was a saying about reaping what you sow, and it was always better to live an honest life.

Even if the world didn't always work like the proverbs said, it was better for my mental health to believe it did.

With these muddled thoughts, I turned my attention back to the lesson.

…That being said, I really wanted to ask if I would ever actually use math once I get a job.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

"I see. So that’s why you were making all those faces during class."

"Well, yeah…"

After school, I had come to Shizuku-san’s workshop.

As usual, Aika-san was there, but Erina-san was absent. Apparently, she had to talk to her parents via video call.

She was heading into the decisive battle, too. There must have been a mountain of things she wanted to say, and things she needed to say.

She’d asked in her usual energetic tone, ‘Kyou-chan, you wanna talk too?’, but I wasn’t so tactless as to interrupt a family moment.

Since I had been invited to the workshop anyway, I had politely declined.

"Putting the battle aside, I think studying math is important. It helps you develop logical thinking, which improves your problem-solving skills. I’m sure it will be useful in your adventures, too."

"Yeah…"

"Give it up, Kyouta. A model student like her will never understand how we feel."

Shizuku-san returned from the back of the room, her usual scowl on her face.

"A model student… I suppose I am, technically. It’s easy to forget when Erina-san is around. She’s always at the top of our grade, even without going to cram school."

"The fact that she's fluent in English makes her a model student in my book."

"Is that your standard…? Besides, I can’t speak it that well. It’s just enough for casual conversation."

"Kyouta. If you get a failing grade in English, we’re going to remedial classes together."

"Sorry. Professor Arisugawa has been teaching me, so I think I’m okay in English."

"From now on, your nickname is Traitor."

"But I’m getting worried about math and world history lately…"

"From now on, your nickname is Comrade."

"Come on, Shizuku-san, you have too many weak subjects…"

"Time spent hammering steel is more important to me."

Shizuku-san placed a wooden box on the desk and gently averted her eyes.

"And look. My work involves the lives of you and the others, so it’s only right that I concentrate on that. I should deal with the immediate crisis, a super-sized crisis at that, not some distant future. Like dragons, or dragons. Also dragons."

"You have an answer for everything. That 'distant future' is the second-term finals, which are about this time next month, you know?"

"Don’t remind me…! I want to bury the memory of midterms in darkness…!"

After shaking her head with a look like she’d chewed on a dozen bitter bugs, Shizuku-san gestured to the wooden box with her thumb and turned back to me.

"More importantly! Kyouta, here’s your repaired bracelet. Take it."

"Thanks. That was fast. I heard it would take a little longer…"

"For you guys, I’d drop my studies and focus on this, obviously…!"

"There’s your excuse, you study-hater."

Aika-san looked on wearily as Shizuku-san gave a rare, proud thumbs-up.

"Honestly. For Kyouta-kun and Erina-san, she’ll even open an English dictionary and ask me to read and explain technical books to her."

"Shut up. We’re not talking about that."

As Aika-san shrugged, I remembered how Shizuku-san had painstakingly researched aerodynamics and what-not for the Flügel.

"I don’t know what to say, but thank you. Both of you."

"…It’s nothing. It’s what any craftsman would do."

"You’re welcome. We help each other out when we’re in trouble. Besides… being able to help a ‘hero’ makes me happy."

Shizuku-san huffed and turned away, while Aika-san smiled brightly.

Her words made my cheeks twitch.

"Please, stop calling me a hero. I’m not that great."

"I refuse. Just so you know, I have no intention of saying things like, ‘You’re a hero, so you have to do this or that.’ I just think of you that way on my own."

"I’d rather you didn’t do that either."

I struggled for words, unable to strongly deny Aika-san as she smiled like a mischievous child.

Somehow, even though she called me a ‘hero,’ her eyes didn’t hold the same overflowing expectation as other people’s.

But I could tell it was a fond gaze. I just didn’t know what her intentions were, which just goes to show how difficult girls are.

Maybe I should just ask her straight out.

"You call me a hero, but what part of me do you think is heroic? I think I’ve shown you some pretty pathetic sides of me. Like that whole thing with math just now."

"Let’s see. I do sometimes think you’re a bit of a disappointment."

"He’s always eyeing my chest and Erina’s, and sneaking glances at Aika’s thighs and butt. He looks at Aira-san and Mia-san with lewd eyes, too."

"I am truly sorry."

At Shizuku-san’s words, I bowed deeply.

If I may offer an excuse, it can’t be helped for a healthy high school boy. Anyone would be like this if they were surrounded by beautiful girls.

If I told my middle-school self about this, he’d probably punch me while crying tears of blood, but my worldly desires are stimulated every day. My self-control is being worn down by a grinder on a daily basis.

"However, Kyouta-kun’s pathetic side, you say?"

Aika-san placed a hand on her shapely chin, feigning thought.

"First, the clothes you usually wear were bought by your mom, and when you do pick them yourself, they’re almost always black."

"Even though he drools over chests and butts, he’s too much of a coward to make a move himself."

"You’re bad at dealing with people, and you get really nervous around strangers unless you can treat it as a job."

"I’ve never even seen you talk to anyone besides us. And when you do, it’s all about anime or games if it’s not work-related."

"Um… could you please stop there…"

Their litany of verbal jabs was like a bed of needles for my heart.

It was simply painful. I was starting to feel sorry for just existing.

"But."

"But, well…"

Aika-san and Shizuku-san looked at each other, then shared a wry smile.

Then, they turned back to me.

"Because we know that you’re just a guy you could find anywhere."

"I’m not *not* grateful… that you saved us that time."

Aika-san smiled softly, while Shizuku-san averted her gaze, her cheeks faintly red.

"On the day of the sports festival, when I saw you soaring through the sky… I was captivated. You had just been buried under rubble, yet you immediately took up your sword and charged at the monster."

"And yet, you were clearly scared, which makes you a strange one. Really. I thought you were either fearless or had multiple personalities, but you were just ‘desperately enduring it’."

At their words, I scratched the back of my head, unsure of what expression to make.

They were talking about the time I fought the demon. Back then, I was just focused on protecting my family and friends with everything I had.

I desperately racked my brain, and came to the conclusion that it was impossible for everyone to escape safely. So I reluctantly… or rather, I think I was actually teary-eyed as I swung my sword.

"You were crying a little then, weren’t you, Kyouta-kun? It was hard to tell with your helmet."

"You could tell…? It was pretty pathetic of me, so please forget about it."

"Idiot. Being able to fight while feeling scared is what’s cool… I mean, it shows how hard you were trying, so it’s fine."

"It was incredibly cool! Shizuku-san thinks so too!"

"I didn’t say that!"

Shizuku-san tried to headbutt Aika-san in the side, but she was nimbly dodged.

"So… that’s right. We know both your cool side and your uncool side, and even so… we think you’re a ‘hero’."

Aika-san placed a hand on her chest and looked straight at me.

Her traditionally beautiful face was tinged with a slight blush.

"Hey, Kyouta-kun."

"Uh, ah, yes."

I was momentarily captivated by her smile, and my response was delayed.

As if to cover it up, I straightened my back.

"Will you continue to be our hero? I want to see all your different sides, right up close. The cool parts, and the uncool parts. Your gallant face, and your goofy face. I want to keep watching you. Will you give me that permission?"

"Huh, what?"

Her words, so much like a confession, left me stunned.

*Wait, seriously? Is that what this is?*

My cheeks were hot. I could tell I was blushing bright red.

As I stood there, opening and closing my mouth, Aika-san let out a small laugh.

"I’m glad I got to see that expression, too. For the record, *that* wasn’t a confession, so please don’t panic, okay?"

"Huh? …Ah, right! Of course! Yep! I’m fine. I didn't jump to any conclusions or anything!"

I nodded my head up and down vigorously.

*That was close!* What is this woman, a femme fatale?! A misunderstanding-manufacturing machine?! On top of her indecent [Arcane Gear], is she an unconsciously wicked woman too?! She's going to do serious damage to the education and emotional stability of today's youth! Absolutely!

"You chickened out."

"I did not. I was just following the ‘proper order’."

"Is that so."

Proper order? Of what? What does that mean?

My thoughts couldn’t keep up with the cryptic conversation of this odd couple. It was no use. My brain was completely fried.

"So. May I have your answer?"

"Ah, um, well… yes."

I couldn’t win this one.

After those confession-like words, I didn’t think I could carry on a normal conversation. If this was a tactic, then this woman was indeed a wicked one.

"Hmm. From that expression, I take it you’re having some dishonorable misunderstanding about me?"

"Well, the exhibitionist part is a fact, isn’t it? Your [Arcane Gear], I mean."

"That wasn’t my intention!"

Aika-san, her face bright red, yelled at Shizuku-san. Well, there was no defending that outfit; it was indecent.

As if to cover her embarrassment, she cleared her throat with an ‘ahem’ and approached me.

I instinctively tried to step back, but thought that would be rude and held my ground. I expected Aika-san to stop in front of me, but for some reason, she came even closer.

"Huh? Huh?"

A hand was gently placed on my chest.

In a posture that was almost leaning against me, she stood on her toes and brought her face close to my ear.

"This is a first for me, too. All of it."

"Ha…"

This time, my thoughts came to a complete stop.

Only the situation around me was being processed as data in my brain.

Aika-san pulled away, her face still bright red, and placed her index finger in front of her thin lips. As if to say, this is our little secret.

*…Isn’t she a wicked woman after all?*

"Hey. Exhibitionist and virgin."

"I’m not an exhibitionist!"

"Shut up. I’m busy. If you’re going to flirt any more, do it somewhere else."

Shizuku-san sighed, looking annoyed. Then, she took something out of her pocket.

Her palm concealed it, so I couldn’t see what it was. But I could definitely feel mana from it.

"Kyouta. Hold out your hand."

"O-Okay."

My head was still fuzzy, but I reflexively offered her my arm.

It was a sudden request, so it was my left hand, not the right I usually hold my sword with. Shizuku-san gently took my hand and slipped a ring onto my finger.

Onto my ring finger.

"—"

"This is a modified drop from the Orc Champion that Aika, *Mokuren*, and I defeated the other day. We just happened to run into it and had to take it down, okay? Just… let’s leave it at that."

It was a rugged, steel-colored ring. From it, I could faintly feel the presence of a formidable enemy I had once fought.

"It’s still a one-time use item. But I’ve boosted its output to the max. It should be useful in your fight… probably. No, it will definitely be useful."

"Ah, well…"

"You don’t have to pay for it. It’s not a loan or anything. It’s a… a sample product. So, make sure you use it. I’ll ask for your feedback when you get back, and I’ll check if it’s broken. If you tell me you forgot to use it, I’ll be mad."

"Um…"

"Wh-What is it? Don’t tell me you don’t want it."

Shizuku-san glared at me with her sharp eyes.

But because of our height difference, she was looking up at me, and her cheeks were as red as her hair.

"Shizuku-san, Shizuku-san."

"What is it, Aika? I was just explaining its specifications to him."

"The left ring finger… does it have a special meaning?"

"…Ah."

At Aika-san’s words, she finally seemed to realize where she had placed the ring.

More flustered than ever before, she started to panic, looking as if her face might burst into flames.

"N-N-No, that’s not it! It’s not like that! It was just a coincidence, that finger was in an easy position to put a ring on! Kyouta! Don’t stick out your arm in such a confusing way! Your right hand! Give me your right hand!"

"Y-Yes!"

"Hmph!"

She yanked the ring off my left ring finger and jammed it onto my right ring finger.

"There! This is the right way! Forget what just happened!"

"Right!"

My heart was about to give out. My heart, which should be several times tougher than the average Awakened Person's thanks to my [Sage's Nucleus], was pounding as if it were about to burst.

This naturally sexually harassing dwarf, what kind of ‘mistake’ was she making? What would she do if I misunderstood and said ‘Let’s get married’?

This odd couple, they were both wicked women. I wish they would stop unconsciously seducing people. I’m more susceptible than a light novel heroine from a decade ago.

"A coward… no, you’re not, are you?"

"O-Of course not! I have no such intentions!"

"No intentions, you say? Even though it’s the ‘right ring finger’?"

"Huh? Of course. It’s not the left hand, after all."

Aika-san was smiling, looking like she was having the time of her life. Like a young girl reading her favorite shojo manga, her lips were curled into a gleeful grin.

"Listen, Kyouta. Do not, under any circumstances, misunderstand. And use this ring. Come back and tell me what you think. Got it?!"

"O-Of course! I definitely will!"

"Good, I have your word!"

"Hmph. ‘Come back alive,’ can’t you say it a little more sweetly, Shizuku-san?"

"Shut up, you anvil!"

"Them’s fightin’ words, you shorty!"

As usual, the odd couple started bickering good-naturedly.

At that, I was finally able to think normally again.

…Even as a huge, extraordinary event loomed, everyday life continued.

Maybe that was fine. It probably suited me better.

I sat down on a nearby folding chair and decided to watch the two of them banter. It wouldn’t be fair for me to be the only one getting all the attention.

Their back-and-forth was something I could watch for a long time without getting bored.

…Come to think of it, the factory seems unusually quiet today. I wonder if it’s closed?
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			More Than the Morning Sun

			Less than a week remained until the day of the final battle.

It was the last weekend before the Guivre subjugation. And as for what I was doing…

"I’d been wanting to go camping together again, but I never thought we’d be able to come so soon."

Under a sky full of stars, I took a sip of the coffee Mia-san had brewed for me.

The sweetness of sugar and the smoothness of milk, perfectly balanced by the bitterness, spread through my mouth.

"You're right… we have Yamadera-san to thank for this."

That opportunistic monk might be a handful, but he was a good person too.

After all, he had lent us this mountain, a different one from where that monster had been found.

Apparently, he had once planned to turn this place into a campsite, riding the boom, and had even installed some facilities. A story I'd heard somewhere before.

But with the monster situation, the demand for campsites had plummeted. Now it was just treated as one of his training grounds, but for today, it was all ours.

"…The sky is beautiful, isn’t it?"

Sitting in the chair next to me, she murmured, gazing up at the stars.

*You’re the one who’s beautiful,* I thought, but I didn't have the guts to say such a cheesy line. Besides, it felt like saying something like that right now would just be tactless.

The sky was like a canvas scattered with jewels. And in its midst, a round moon glowed faintly.

The season for moon-viewing was over, but to me, it was more than beautiful enough.

It would be a waste to use this as a pickup line. I just gazed at the sky alongside her and nodded.

"It is. The moon is beautiful."

"…Is that a Natsume Soseki reference?"

"In our situation, saying ‘I can die happy now’ would be way too ominous."

"That’s true."

Mia-san giggled.

Then, she lowered her gaze to the mug she held in both hands.

"…We’ve found our ‘answers,’ haven’t we? We both have."

"Yeah. That night, we were both so lost, but we found them surprisingly quickly."

—*Will you continue to venture into the labyrinth?*

—*Of course. And I’ll even slay that dragon.*

If I told my past self from our last camping trip that, he would undoubtedly look at me as if I were a suicidal maniac.

But I’ve already decided.

"Well, unlike you, Mia-san, I can’t give a clear reason. I have too many reasons for deciding to fight, so I can't put it into words properly."

"I think that’s fine. Whether it's simple or complex doesn't make one better than the other. The fact that you were able to find an answer at all—that in itself is a huge thing."

"I guess so."

"Yes. It is."

The sound of two people sipping coffee melted into the night.

"…Do you think we can win?"

"We can win… let’s believe that."

At Mia-san’s question, I laughed, though it sounded unconfident even to my own ears.

"I believe we have a chance. We’re stronger than we were last time. And this time, the other candidates will be there too. Our fighting strength is dozens of times greater than it was then."

"That’s true… Normally, it would be a situation where we’d be fighting over the kill, not just winning. The fact that we can’t be sure of victory is what makes that dragon so terrifying."

"Yeah… it really is terrifying."

Ripples formed on the surface of my coffee.

Remembering the beast’s form, my hand had started to tremble slightly. I realized this and gave a bitter smile.

"In that case, Mia-san, you—"

"I won’t run."

Just as I was about to say, *'It's okay to run,'* remembering what Aira-san had said to me, Mia-san cut me off.

"I won’t run away."

"…Right. I thought you’d say that."

I returned her earnest gaze with a smile.

Some people are happy to be told, 'It's okay to run.' And some are not. That’s all there is to it.

If she didn’t need to hear it, saying anything more would be uncouth. I just had to stand with her and swing my weapon.

"…Now then. Putting that settled matter aside, shall we talk about something else?"

Her quiet mood vanished as she laughed cheerfully.

"That's a sudden change of topic. So, what do you want to talk about?"

"Let's see…"

As if to say the dragon talk was over, Mia-san brought her right index finger to her lips in a thoughtful pose.

When a beautiful person does it, almost anything looks good. As I was thinking that, she smiled like a child who had just thought of a prank.

"How about some love talk? It’s a classic for school trips, isn’t it?"

"Isn't that something girls do with each other?"

"It’s fine. Come on, Kyouta-kun. You first."

"What, I have to start?"

"You’re the man, so show me your cool side."

"Wow, that’s sexist."

As Mia-san giggled, I lightly scratched the back of my head.

*You second-rate disappointing college girl.* Should I just say your name as the person I’m interested in?

…If I had that kind of courage, the number of years I've been single wouldn't equal my age.

I let out a small sigh and returned my gaze to the starry sky.

"Even if you say that… there’s no one specific I want to date, so I don’t have much to talk about."

I wasn’t lying. It wasn’t just ‘one specific person’; when I thought of who I’d like to date, five names came to mind: Erina-san, Aira-san, Mia-san, and the odd couple.

…I really am a fickle person.

*Was I always this much of a loser?* Japanese law only allows you to date one person, and I was chasing not two, but five rabbits. I had a feeling the chances of me ending up with no one were higher.

I'm so pathetic…

"Oh? So you don’t have a type? Like, you prefer long hair or short hair?"

"Not really. As long as the hairstyle suits them, either is fine."

"What about tall or short?"

"That doesn't matter either. Tall or short, I don't mind."

"Well then, what about chests?"

"…I, uh, think a person’s worth isn’t determined by their appearance…!"

"You hesitated a lot just now."

"It’s what’s inside. It’s what’s inside that counts, Mia-san."

I felt a deadpan stare from my side, but I ignored it with all my might.

Honestly, I wanted to shout 'I love them! Big boobs!' into the night mountain, but that would make me a pervert. I wanted to avoid becoming an 'A-Rank Candidate' in that sense at all costs.

I was different from perverts like Mia-san and Erina-san.

"Did you just think something rude?"

"NO, NOTHING."

"Please turn this way for a moment."

"Hahaha. No, really. I would never think anything improper."

"Come on, it's fine. Oh, please put your mug on the table, okay?"

"…?"

She was being unusually persistent compared to our usual banter, and was even saying strange things.

Puzzled, I obediently placed my mug on the table and turned my gaze towards her.

And then.

"Ngh?!"

"Ta-da…"

Breasts.

Mia-san was lying sideways on the reclining camping chair, facing me. Her shirt was pulled up to around her neck.

In a pose like a gravure idol, her upper body was exposed, clad only in a small, black triangle of fabric.

Her slender, yet soft-looking waist. Her small navel. And above all, her chest, which could only be described as bountiful.

Her breasts pressed together, forming a deep valley. I could see their plump texture, and I could imagine their softness and firmness.

Showing off her bountiful chest, with the straps digging in slightly, Mia-san smiled at me, her face bright red.

"It’s a swimsuit, just so you know. I wouldn’t show you my underwear when we’re not even dating *yet*."

"…! …?!"

No words came out. All I could do was open and close my mouth like a goldfish.

*Wait… are those two sacred mountains? Twin peaks?*

And was it my imagination, or were the tips slightly…

"Okay, that’s enough! I can’t take it anymore!"

Mia-san sat up and hastily pulled her shirt and sweater back down.

As she did, her breasts swayed with a '*bounce*♡ *jiggle*♡'. Was she trying to tempt me?

As forbidden desire and reason waged war within me, she looked at me, her ears still red.

"I’ll ask one more time. Do you prefer larger chests or smaller ones?"

"Larger."

"Excellent."

Mia-san folded her arms under her chest and nodded in satisfaction. Wait, did she pull this stunt just to make me say that?

Is she an idiot? Should I get on my knees and thank her? Thank you very much.

"…You know, Kyouta-kun. I have a feeling that if you got a girlfriend, you’d become even more of a love-struck fool than you already are."

"Men are just like that… wait, what’s with that evaluation, like I’m already a love-struck fool?!"

"Oh? Then can you swear you won’t sneak into my tent tonight?"

"Of course I can! Don’t you underestimate my orichalcum-grade self-control!"

"…Is it self-control, or are you just a coward?"

"You’ve said it now, you disappointing sequel!"

"I am not a disappointment. I am intellectually cool."

"…You sound just like Aira-san right now."

"To me, that is a compliment."

Mia-san looked genuinely happy, her confident smile accompanied by a puff of her chest.

The movement once again drew my gaze to her chest, but with my own rare self-control, I turned my face to the night sky.

"Yeah, yeah. I know you love your big sister."

"Are you jealous? Don’t worry. I love you and Erina-san just as much."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah."

I casually brushed off her tacked-on follow-up and picked up my coffee from the table.

After taking a sip, I tilted my head.

I thought there was a little more left… maybe it was my imagination.

"I’m a gentleman, so I won’t ‘misunderstand’ and attack you, but you shouldn’t do that kind of thing with other guys."

"I see, so you are jealous after all!"

"No, I’m being serious…"

Isn’t this girl a little too defenseless? Right now, my reason and my animal instincts are locked in a fierce battle.

I know Mia-san loves her sister in more ways than one. So I mustn’t misunderstand.

The idiotic thought, *'Does she have the same level of affection for me as she does for Aira-san? If I made a move, would we be in bed the same day?'* surfaced, but I slammed the lid on it. It was the painful fantasy of a virgin.

"Anyway, I’m the only one who’s been talking about my preferences. Don’t you have any, Mia-san, since you’re the one who brought it up?"

"H-How shameless! What are you trying to make me say?!"

"What are *you* planning to say, you disappointing college girl part two."

The ultimate disappointment put her hands on her cheeks and writhed, as if saying 'Oh, you.'

Amazing. If you just took a snapshot of this, she’d look like a maiden blushing with shame, but in reality, she’s just a sis-con with a brain that's gone completely pink.

"Well, anyway! Just don’t sneak into my tent, okay! If you let yourself get carried away and do ‘that kind of thing’ out here, the god of camping will hate you and you’ll die!"

"I’ll die?"

"That’s right! You’ll get your stomach sliced open with a chainsaw, or your head bashed in with a hatchet!"

"You’ve been watching slasher movies, haven’t you?"

"My sister’s top recommendation, just last week!"

"It’s nice that you two get along."

"Yes!!"

What a fine reply.

"…You call me a love-struck fool, but I bet your pink-brained tendencies would accelerate even more if you got a boyfriend, Mia-san."

"I agree with that. I’d probably pin him down on the bed while shouting, ‘I love you. You walking amusement park of perversion! You’re under arrest for violating building codes!’"

"So you were self-aware."

And you're still like that even with self-awareness. Also, how do you come up with a line that would kill a century of love stone dead while sober?

And most importantly, don’t give me that confident, smug look. You ultimate disappointing overlord.

To think there was another beautiful disappointment in this world who could stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Aira-san. As expected of sisters.

"Phew… shall we get some sleep soon?"

"Even though we just had coffee."

"When there’s a good song on the radio, that alone can make you sleepy, you know?"

"Is that so?"

"It is! Because this is camping!"

Following Mia-san’s lead as she drained the last of her coffee, I poured mine down my throat too.

"I’ll wash these, so give me your cup."

"Are you sure? Thanks. Then I’ll take care of the table and chairs."

"Okay. I’ll leave that to you."

I handed her the empty mug and folded the chair, hoisting it onto my shoulder.

I could carry them all at once in terms of weight, but their size made it awkward.

As I was wondering in what order to carry them to the light truck, Mia-san turned back to me.

"Oh, right."

"Yes?"

Holding the mugs in both hands, she gave me a shy, yet devilish smile.

"Thank you for the meal."

"…? You're welcome, thank you for the meal too?"

It was true that it was polite to say that after finishing a drink.

But her smile was strangely alluring, and it made my own cheeks flush a little.

*…Both of those mugs had the same design. Could it be… no, that’s impossible.*

Shaking off the thought that had popped into my head, I carried the chair to the truck.

Needless to say, even after I got into my tent and wrapped myself in a blanket, I couldn’t fall asleep for a long time.

I could hear a calm melody coming from her tent, but my heart was pounding too loudly to enjoy the music or the atmosphere.

I managed to fall asleep after about an hour, but it was a light sleep, to say the least.

But still…

The next morning, the sunrise that I watched alongside a somehow equally sleepy Mia-san was more beautiful than any jewel.

"Hey, Kyouta-kun."

"…What is it?"

But even more beautiful than that sunrise.

"Let’s come again. Next time, with everyone."

To think that the girl who smiled as she said that was more beautiful… was, I had to admit, a pretty cheesy thought. I let out a wry smile.

"Yeah. Definitely."

I gave a firm nod.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

And so, the days, which were slightly different from usual but could still be called ‘daily life,’ passed by.

And the day that could be called the most ‘extraordinary’ of my life arrived.

October 31st.

At a time when I would normally be getting ready for school, I was checking the contents of a backpack instead of a school bag.

I had prepared the day before, and the day before that, and even before that, but I compared it against the list in my hand as a final check.

Once that was done, I slung the backpack over my shoulders. Then, I shouldered the duffel bag containing *Blanc*. Feeling the heavy weight, I lightly patted the bag.

When I headed to the entrance, my parents were already waiting.

Both of them wore expressions I didn’t know how to describe.

"…Kyouta."

My mother pulled me into a hug.

My father placed a hand on my head.

"—Take care."

"—I’m off."

There were so many things we wanted to say, so many things we should have said.

But that could wait. It could wait until I got back.

So I would go with a smile. Because my parents were holding back their tears and smiling for me.

Fortune comes to a smiling gate. It was better for luck.

And above all.

"Yo!"

"Morning."

I didn’t want to show a face on the verge of tears from anxiety to the person waiting for me outside the door.

"Ready to go?"

"Yeah. Of course."

A simple confirmation.

That was fine. This was fine. With Erina-san, this was all that was needed.

I handed my luggage to her to store in her [Item Box]. I had already given her my weapon case via Shizuku-san.

It was the same routine as when we went on a dungeon exploration. As I savored that, Erina-san said, ‘Oh, right,’ and looked at me.

"Hey, hey, Kyou-chan. About that ‘confession’ from the other day. They told me I only got three points. What kind of thing would be better?"

"…? Oh, that thing that was like a variation of the ‘I love you game’."

For a moment I didn’t know what she was talking about, but then I understood and clapped my hands.

"It was something like, ‘I’ve fallen in love with your eyes, ya know,’ right?"

"‘ZEEEEEE!’ Kyou-chan. That part’s important!"

"That’s the number one thing to fix, you idiot. Stop with the ‘ZEEEEEE.’ And in your case, Erina-san, saying ‘you’ instead of ‘ya’ would probably create a better atmosphere. Definitely."

"Seriously?"

I gave a small shrug at her listless reply.

I thought it was fine to be our usual selves, but I didn’t expect this. I felt like an idiot for being so tense inside.

…Yeah.

"Thanks, Erina-san."

"Don’t mention it! For what?"

I offered a wry smile at Erina-san, who gave me a thumbs-up and then tilted her head in confusion. I gently held out my left hand.

"Shall we go?"

"You bet!"

She took my hand firmly for the teleportation.

The softness and warmth that I felt were more reassuring than the pounding of my heart.

I wonder if Erina-san felt the same way… No, that was a little too sentimental.

She grinned.

"‘Invisible Ninjas’! Move out!"

"Too soon, too soon. Save that for when we get to the gate, at least."

"Right! Huh?! Your comeback is different from usual!"

Just for today, with that ridiculous name.

Let’s go slay a dragon.
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			Sortie

			The day of the decisive battle. Unfortunately, the sky that day was overcast.

It looked as if it could start crying at any moment, and the weather forecast said it would start raining soon.

But—it would clear up afterwards.

"We will now begin the briefing."

I turned my gaze from the window back to the front.

In the meeting room on the second floor of the Dungeon Store, about thirty adventurers, five Self-Defense Force members, and three Dungeon Agency officials were gathered.

"First of all, I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to all of you for gathering here today. Thank you, truly."

The man who said this into the microphone and bowed was Akasaka Yuusuke, the director of the Dungeon Agency.

He was the man in charge of this operation, or more accurately, the 'Guivre Subjugation Operation.'

When he raised his head, his expression was so serious it made me unconsciously straighten my back.

"Now, I will explain the outline of the operation once again."

Although I had received the documents in advance, I looked down at them again. No matter how many times I checked, it never felt like enough.

After all, the dungeon was expanding and becoming more complex with the passage of time.

"Currently, the Guivre is dormant in the fortress city on the lowest level of the dungeon. Even while asleep, it is manipulating the leylines and expanding its domain."

The smartphones distributed to all participating Awakened Persons had a map of the area that had been surveyed so far.

For a makeshift item, it was incredibly detailed. It even came with a support app that worked offline.

"The trend seems to be that the Guivre itself does not move, and the levels above its location are expanding. Also, multiple staircases leading down have been confirmed on all floors."

Director Akasaka pointed to the map displayed on the screen with a pointer.

"Since the escape gate is also right next to it, we want you all to head for the lower floors at all costs. If you do so, you will inevitably reach the Guivre's location."

A notification indicating a download appeared on the provided smartphone.

"We are now sending the latest map to your provided smartphones. Please use them inside the dungeon."

…How in the world did they get this map?

We were about to challenge a world of death that surpassed even a normal 'A-Rank dungeon.' What kind of unit was sent in to cross that threshold and chart a map?

If those people could just defeat it themselves… but they couldn’t, which was why we were gathered here.

Perhaps they had skills that shone in scouting and stealth like Erina-san, or perhaps there was a reason they couldn’t be spared as a combat force. Either way, there was no point in thinking about it now.

"To subjugate the Guivre, you will all need to work together. I understand that coordination between multiple teams will be difficult, but please act with a spirit of cooperation."

Director Akasaka bowed his head again, then raised his face and continued.

"The monsters that will appear are the white, soldier-like creatures called 'Sachs.' And the flying dragons, 'Wyverns.'"

Next, the monsters I had seen that day were displayed on the screen.

The creatures dressed like warriors from an ancient era had been named Sachs. I believe that was the name of a short sword used in Germanic regions.

"Both of their stats have been increasing day by day, and their current values are only slightly inferior to a standard 'A-Rank boss monster.'"

Slightly inferior to Cerberus or Shuten Douji… I see.

It seemed they were significantly weakened when I fought them back then.

"These monsters generally move in groups of three to ten, so please be careful not to be outnumbered. And, these—"

His explanation continued for another ten minutes.

"…The above is all the information we have."

Director Akasaka folded the pointer he had been using on the screen and put it in his pocket.

"After this operation is over, we intend to reward you all as much as possible. This is all I can say from my position, but… I promise you, we will do everything in our power."

Director Akasaka put down the microphone and turned to face us.

Then, his subordinates, and the members of the Self-Defense Force, all saluted us.

"We wish you victory."

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

We went down to the first floor of the store, and each of the 'A-Rank Candidates' spent the time until the start of the operation as they pleased.

Somehow, everyone seemed surprisingly relaxed. There was no unnecessary tension in their bodies, and some were even chatting and laughing naturally.

But their eyes, their mana, were as sharp as blades.

…What was strange was that the certain trio was not among them.

The Director Akasaka's proteges who had attended every briefing. It was hard to imagine they had turned tail and run, or that he was holding them back.

In that case, something else must have come up. Unfortunately, we live in an age where there’s no shortage of that kind of news.

In their place, a surprising person was participating in this operation.

"…Are you really going into the dungeon too?"

I looked over to see Aira-san, stiff with tension.

Next to her stood the Professor, looking dignified.

"D-Don’t be so persistent, Kyou-chan-kun! You of all people should know how useful my [Telepathy] is."

"That may be true, but…"

Even with a map, it was difficult to proceed without getting lost while fighting. And with this dungeon being a maze-like labyrinth, it was even more so.

The dungeon was also expanding. Since we needed to move quickly, her ability was extremely useful.

But…

"Can’t you do it from the outside?"

"Nine times out of ten, no. The mana in the atmosphere in that dungeon is so turbulent that even those ‘Denko’ golems from the club can’t communicate properly. Do you remember how our telepathic link was cut off last time? It’s a similar situation to that."

"However—"

"…Kyouta-kun."

As I persisted, Professor Arisugawa gave me a gentle smile.

"I understand you’re worried. This child, despite her usual confidence, becomes so overwhelmed with anxiety and fear in a pinch that she can barely breathe. On top of that, she can lose her nerve at crucial moments and make unexpected mistakes."

"Baba-sama? Isn’t your assessment of your granddaughter a little harsh at a time like this, Baba-sama?"

"But… she pulls through when it counts. I intend to focus on protecting her within the dungeon, so please… for now, instead of words of worry, give her your support."

"Professor…"

She spoke calmly, but with conviction, and I couldn't find any words to reply.

To be honest, I hadn't expected her to participate either. I knew the Professor had been power-leveling, but I never thought she’d make it in time. That wasn’t something that could be achieved with talent alone.

She had come to stand on the same battlefield as her granddaughter with that much resolve.

In that case, as the Professor said, the words I should offer Aira-san were…

"…I won’t tell you to ‘do your best.’ Let’s win. All of us will come back alive."

"…Of course."

Aira-san replied, but her fingertips were still trembling.

"But you know, what I’m most anxious about right now is… having to connect my [Telepathy] with all the ‘A-Rank Candidates’ in this room."

It seemed her tension wasn't just about the dungeon itself.

She seemed to be deliberately focusing her gaze only on me, desperately trying to avoid eye contact with the other participants.

Somehow, that was very much like her.

"Kyou-chan-kun."

"Yes."

"You can lie. As a friend, or just as a person, it doesn’t matter."

She looked at me anxiously.

"Will you tell me that you like me? —Will you let me believe that there’s someone who loves me? Not just Baba-sama and the others, but someone outside my family…"

Arisugawa Aira. Her communication skills were severely lacking because of the memory of not being loved by her parents.

Therefore… no.

There was no need to overthink it.

"Of course I’m fond of you, you disappointing college girl. Can’t you even tell that much?"

I just had to say what I always thought.

I couldn’t help but let my exasperation show on my face, but I couldn’t be bothered to hide it. I stared at the disappointing creature before me and let out a sigh for good measure.

She looked stunned for a moment, then her face turned bright red and she started shouting.

"Wh-Who are you calling a disappointment, you virgin! What mouth do you have to say that to a beauty as intelligent and cool as I am!"

"This mouth, of course."

"Mmphhh!"

"Oh, senpai’s back to her usual self."

"That’s our sister for you."

"Hey! Don’t say things that will give people the wrong impression of me!"

*Zubish!* Aira-san pointed at Erina-san and the others, who were watching with amused smiles.

It’s not a misunderstanding, though. That’s just who you are.

"Hmph. Very well. I shall gracefully navigate for all the participants. I don’t care about a heartless person like you anymore, Kyou-chan-kun. I have Sana-kun, after all. Right, Sana-kuun?"

She held up the birdcage containing the spirit girl.

With her usual blank expression, she stared at me, floating gently.

I gently inserted my fingertip through the gap in the cage. With a speed unimaginable from her relaxed demeanor, she grabbed my index finger with both hands and put her mouth to it.

"…Looks like my affection rating is higher."

"Isn’t taming with food cheating?! I’m the one who gives her cookies all the time!"

"You’re taming her with food too, aren't you?"

And it's me and the Professor who are infusing those cookies with mana.

Also, my mana is being drained from my fingertip at an incredible rate. She’s not going to explode or anything, right, Sana-san?

"Honestly… I asked for support, but I didn't expect it to be in this form."

"I’m sorry, Professor. Aira-san was stating the obvious, so I couldn’t help myself. …Ah, when I said I was fond of her, I didn’t mean, well…"

"I’ll interpret ‘what kind of fondness’ on my own, but that was not how one should speak to a lady."

"That’s right, Baba-sama. I have you!"

"Well, it was just the right kind of response for Aira, though."

"I am alone…"

"Sister, it’s okay. I think about you every night…!"

"Help me, Erina-kun."

"Hey, hey, Kyou-chan, can I raise the flag today?!"

"As long as it's before we enter the dungeon."

"Alright!"

"Hee hee. That’s funny. It feels like it’s raining, even though we’re inside a building."

We spent the time chattering away, just like always.

—*I wish it could always be like this.*

I pushed that thought to the back of my mind and looked at the clock.

It was time.

"Everyone. It is time for the operation to begin."

Director Akasaka’s voice echoed.

"The future of Japan rests on this operation. Nothing in this world lasts forever. Eventually, our homeland will also disappear. Just as the once glorious Atlantis Empire was destroyed in a single night. We may face a sudden end."

I could see his face through the gaps between the participants.

"But that day is not today. Today will be the day that you all joined forces to save this country."

There was no shadow in his eyes. His expression remained dignified.

"Let’s send the ghost from another world back to the afterlife."

"Yeah!"

At his words, the adventurers, clad in their [Arcane Gear], responded. They formed a line and began to walk towards the gate.

Their destination was the entrance to an otherworldly labyrinth where monsters dwell.

One by one, they stepped forward—a parade of a hundred demons in warrior's garb.

"Let’s go, brother! Today, we are the US-Japan Joint Fleet!"

"Good grief. To go to a battlefield with a man waving the Stars and Stripes… my father might lament if he saw this, but it’s surprisingly not unpleasant."

"Let's go, you guys! The Head Union, move out!"

"Hell yeah! My pompadour is on fire!"

"Then my afro is exploding!"

"Let us go. Gracefully, yet fiercely. Above all, to embrace the seven misfortunes and eight hardships."

"Yes, my lady. I will accompany you anywhere."

"Words are unnecessary. Let us speak with our honed martial arts."

"No doubt. That’s our way."

One after another, the superhumans walked down the single path without hesitation. Whether they would become heroes or monsters, only those who followed would know.

It would be someone in the future, whose name and face I did not know, who stood even further behind us at the rear of the line. If I could one day tell them this story, I would do so with a wry smile.

They were not the kind of people who cared about the opinions of others.

We didn't know if there would be a future, and even if there was, we didn't care. We were just living in the 'now.'

I assembled the golems and prepared Aira-san’s ‘trump card’ as well. At this point, concealing the Magi Batteries felt like a mere suggestion.

At the very front of the rear guard, the first squad of the *Invisible Ninjas* stood before the gate, with the third squad, the Professor and her group, behind them.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Yeah!"

At my words, Erina-san, who had placed her left hand on my shoulder, raised her flag and answered forcefully.

"Yes."

Mia-san, who had placed her right hand on my shoulder, gave a cheerful smile.

"Go on. We’ll be right behind you."

A little ways back, Aira-san folded her arms under her chest and gave a cynical smile. Next to her, the Professor watched us with a serious expression.

*Blanc* and the others each gave a nod, signaling they were ready.

And so, I took one deep breath. Then, I filled my lungs with air and shouted.

"‘Invisible Ninjas’! Sortie!"

"Ooooooooh!"

Just for today, I would shout this ridiculous name.

Laugh. Laugh and step forward.

After all, today is Halloween. If you’re going to join the parade of a hundred demons, it’s only natural to be a little eccentric.

Let’s give the lizard that missed its spot in the line to the afterlife a firm push from behind.

The moment I passed through the door, I felt the familiar sensation of the ground disappearing, yet without any sense of floating.

Immediately after, a chalk-white labyrinth welcomed us. Swirling mana burst like a thundering ovation, dancing wildly around us.

Stepping onto the pure white floor, illuminated by the again-white flames of the candelabras decorating the majestic walls, I slowly drew my sword from its sheath.

—Now, let the adventure begin.
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No POV

Somewhere in Tokyo. A convoy of trucks made its way to a location far from any human settlement.

SDF soldiers saluted, moving 'No Entry' signs and barriers to clear a path. Beneath a sky that looked ready to shatter, the vehicles came to a stop one after another in front of an unfinished Dungeon Store.

The rear doors of the large trucks opened, and from within, steel warriors disembarked one by one.

This was the [Kongō], specialized dungeon combat gear born from the collaboration between the SDF, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club, the Walkers, and the Invisible Ninjas.

They formed ranks in front of the store, which was little more than a box, its doors barely even installed.

There were about a hundred of them. Each was armed with heavy machine guns, grenade launchers, rocket launchers, and the like; some even wielded modified mortars as handheld weapons.

They were nothing short of humanoid armored vehicles. Piloting these sci-fi creations were ordinary humans, distinguished only by their forged minds and bodies.

They possessed no special powers, no rare bloodlines. They were simply people who had striven, people who had never given up.

Now, they had earned the right to step into a different world where supernatural abilities flew.

Standing alongside them were the gifted ones.

They were the eccentrics who, despite being able to live a life of luxury in the private sector or abroad after leaving the SDF, continued to carry the flag of Japan. This was the Awakened Person unit, which had fought tirelessly for the defense of the nation.

At their head stood the four strongest not just in Japan, but in the world.

There was a man with messy hair and an unshaven face. He wore a faded indigo kimono and black hakama, his feet bare, without even tabi socks, let alone sandals.

He looked like a vagrant, but the sword at his hip was a thing of unparalleled beauty.

Everything other than sword fighting was a distant second or third priority. His appearance was a perfect reflection of his way of life.

───The Sword Saint and Sword Demon. *Miyamoto Oribe*.

Beside him stood a woman who looked so much like a young girl that she could be mistaken for one, dressed in a modern combat uniform different from that of the SDF.

Her bobbed hair and straight bangs gave her a classic hairstyle. Combined with her features, some might think she resembled a kokeshi doll if she were in a kimono.

Yet, her eyes held the deep light of reason—proof that her ego remained utterly unbroken, even after experiencing thousands of ways to die and tens of thousands of deaths.

───Guide of the Labyrinth. *Fusegawa Miyako*.

Next to her was a young man with blond hair and blue eyes who stood out among the dark-haired SDF soldiers.

His soft, fluffy hair and downturned eyes gave him a gentle face that seemed to radiate kindness. His appearance was hardly that of a warrior.

And yet, the rugged, jet-black armor he wore suited him with a strange perfection. One look at his feet was enough to tell that his gear, including the helmet tucked under his arm, was immensely heavy.

───The Unbreakable Human Fortress. *Tanabe Reinhard*.

And finally, standing leisurely on the far left, was a handsome man. Beneath his long bangs, a fearless smile played on his well-defined features.

With his long limbs and sharp features, he had the presence of a model. He wore black clothing from top to bottom, with a mantle adorned with gold decorations.

In his hand, he held a staff topped with a large, diamond-shaped jewel—a man who exuded an unusual aura.

───The Hammer of the Age of Gods. *Saionji Yasuhiro*.

These four were the heroes who had time and again averted Japan's ruin. They were warriors so formidable that had they been born in the age of myth, they would have undoubtedly left their names in legend.

The Dragon Killer Squad. The simple name was, however, fitting for this operation.

A man who was square in every sense of the word stood before the assembled Kongō Squad, Awakened Squad, and Dragon Killer Squad—124 people in total.

General Marui. Contrary to his name, which means 'round', he had a buzz cut, square glasses, and a square jaw. The broad-shouldered man was not in his usual uniform but in a bulletproof vest.

"Gentlemen. The 'Dryg Subjugation Operation' will now commence. I will not question your resolve at this late hour. Therefore, all I can say... all I can order is this."

Out of the soldiers' sight, General Marui's hands clenched into tight fists. So tight, so hard, that his nails threatened to break the skin.

"Give your lives to this country. For the people who live behind the front lines, go and slaughter every last one of those monsters!"

As he saluted, the troops returned the gesture in unison. The Kongō Squad, too, raised their steel arms in a crisp salute.

And then, the warriors began to move.

Forming squads of four, they marched toward the gate. Watching their backs, General Marui headed for the command post.

Communication between the outside and inside was impossible. Not even the technology of the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club could overcome that hurdle. The dragons' labyrinth had become that much of a demonic domain.

Thus, this command post was almost meaningless. Yet, he had his reasons for remaining here.

"So, your forces have departed as well, General Marui."

"...Yeah."

The faces of Director Akasaka and Admiral Kadokura appeared on the computer screen.

Through the video call, it was painfully obvious to each of them that all three men wore grim expressions.

"Are you guys really planning to wait there? That place is..."

"Yes. If they fail and the dragons emerge... a nuclear missile will rain down on our location."

"Though we'll likely be burned to a crisp by their breath before that happens," Marui added.

The elite soldiers sent to slay the dragons might just as well become their 'prey'.

If they were wiped out and became sustenance for the dragons, the dungeon's mana concentration would exceed its limit, and the Guivres would emerge from the gate.

Should that happen, the timer etched by human ingenuity was set to instantly hit zero and launch.

"If our seeing them off raises the troops' morale even a little, it's a blessing. I don't mind if they use the thought of punching the guy who came up with this plan in the face when they get back as motivation."

"I suspect that sentiment is more likely directed at me," Director Akasaka said with a wry smile, but Admiral Kadokura's expression remained stern.

"...Is that so. If you've made your peace with it, I won't say any more. We just sent a unit into the Minotaur's dungeon ourselves."

"Yes. So all you have to do is wait, as well?"

"That's right. While keeping an eye out for any damn meddlers."

Admiral Kadokura snorted in irritation.

"It was fortunate that Britain's scales tipped in our favor. Otherwise, an armed group of unknown nationality would almost certainly be heading there now."

"Heh. I thought that guy Yamashita was some timid kitten, but damn. He turned out to be our own personal lucky cat."

"These days, his eyes are less like a cat's and more like a tiger's or a lion's. Without the efforts of the Walkers, the Kongō Squad would never have been completed."

That same Yamashita was now cooperating with the evacuation of residents in or near the potential nuclear strike zone, just in case the worst came to pass.

Since the full details couldn't be revealed to the public, he was going around offering plausible excuses like unexploded ordnance. He and his old comrades, burdened with information most of the Walkers staff didn't even know, ran themselves ragged alongside city hall employees and SDF soldiers, looking like they were about to be sick at any moment.

"...I used to think it wasn't a good idea to let the Walkers get too powerful, but we're long past the point of such concerns."

"You said it. After all they've done for us, chickening out and not rewarding 'em wouldn't be a man's way, Akasaka."

"Let's save talk of the future for later. More importantly, Akasaka-kun. Is it true, about that other matter?"

General Marui narrowed his eyes behind his glasses.

Director Akasaka nodded in response.

"Yes. My daughter's friends are currently handling it. Given the circumstances, we can't deploy the SDF or the police."

"So we gotta dump another mess on some kids..."

"...I'm praying it can be resolved peacefully."

"Indeed."

On the other side of the screen, Director Akasaka lowered his eyes.

If the information former Ambassador Chris had obtained from his 'former superior' was accurate...

It would not be resolved peacefully.

＊　　　　　＊　　　　　　＊

"...It must have been a nice town, this place."

It could only be described as a ghost town now.

Somewhere in Saitama Prefecture. A few kilometers from where Director Akasaka and the others were stationed.

In stark contrast to the rural landscape where farm fields outnumbered houses, there was a town that could be called a concrete jungle.

Or rather, there *had been*.

Ravaged by Fafnir, and with a powerful dungeon having appeared nearby. Above all, the emergence of the dragons meant that reconstruction efforts had not even reached this town, now devoid of people.

Three new sets of footsteps echoed through it.

"Who knows. I've never been here, but I imagine it probably was?"

A girl replied to the words of a large figure standing amidst the ruins.

She was a girl with long black hair in twintails, carrying a greatsword. To her left and right, several meters away, stood a girl with elven ears dressed like a priestess and another with gray hair in a ponytail shouldering a large scythe.

The man turned to face the three girls.

He had short-cropped blond hair and eyes as blue as the sea. His smooth white skin and deeply chiseled features were striking.

His neatly trimmed mustache completed the look of a handsome, gentlemanly figure. Dressed in a dress shirt and suit trousers, he walked along the weed-and-mud-covered road without a care for his expensive leather shoes getting dirty.

Toward the girls.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Fudge Valentine. You may already know, but I am the President of the United States."

President Fudge Valentine placed a hand on his chest and gave a gentlemanly bow. In response, the girl also returned an elegant curtsy.

Both parties began to walk again.

"Of course. It's an honor to meet you, Mr. President. Can I get your autograph later?"

"But of course. If mine will do."

The President offered a soft smile to the girl's beaming one.

Contrary to the peaceful atmosphere, with every step they took toward each other, the power in their fists and swords grew.

"It would be proper for us to introduce ourselves as well, but a self-introduction in a place like this lacks a certain flair, don't you think? How about it? A friend's father has prepared a nice place for us. Shall we talk again there?"

"It pains me to decline a lady's invitation, but I'm afraid I'm a very busy man."

"Oh, what a shame."

The girl smiled apologetically and gave a small shrug.

"Do you really want to kill us that badly?"

The President's steps halted at the frank question.

"...Yes. I must face my sin."

"How selfish. In the first place, this whole situation is because of your country's experiments, isn't it?"

"I will neither deny nor excuse it. That you have become what you are is my sin. America's sin."

A single tear traced a path down the President's cheek.

"We turned you into 'devils.' We infected you with a disease that transforms you into monsters from another world."

"Whoa. If you said that in front of a camera, Mr. President, you'd be in for a firestorm."

"I do not mind. I told you I would face my sin. If I make it back to America alive, I intend to disclose everything."

He looked down at his right fist with his blue eyes.

"Blinded by short-sighted greed, we turned Japan into a breeding ground for monsters. Worst of all, we connected this world to an 'evil' that could consume everything."

"If I told you that Japan is about to solve that problem, would you lower your fist?"

"The solution you speak of is merely stopping the increase of dungeons, is it not? Or perhaps you mean to say you will be able to cull them steadily from now on."

"Both, of course. From now on, the chances of a dungeon overflow will be drastically reduced. Japan's, and the world's, future will be brighter."

"That alone is not enough."

The President's voice grew harsh, cutting across the twintailed girl's words.

"Such stopgap measures are meaningless. Even while no monsters emerge, the number of Awakened Persons will continue to grow. People will cease to be people...!"

"Are you saying we're not human?"

"That is correct."

He stated it unequivocally.

"You are monsters that were once human. You are not people. You are beings who have fallen and become devils, all while retaining human form."

"...I have to say, I didn't expect you to go that far."

The girl scratched her cheek, looking more surprised than shocked.

"So, what does the President intend to do to us monsters? May I ask for the details?"

"You may. My reason for coming here is exceedingly simple."

The President began to walk again.

Straight toward the girl with the twintails.

"The operation you are conducting now. If it succeeds, I will exterminate the emerged devils while they are weakened. If it fails, I will pin down the emerged dragons until the nukes arrive. The US Forces Japan are prepared to engage at the other location at a moment's notice."

"...Ever heard of an international incident?"

"If Japan were capable of handling this crisis, we would not have gone this far. But this country has been captivated by the power of devils. ...I can only lament our inability to make you see reason."

As he approached the girl, he raised the right fist he had been staring at just moments before.

"With this fist, I am now going to 'strike you.' Please accept it. I do not wish for you to suffer."

"...I'll ask just in case, but is there any room for reconciliation?"

"None. I will not make deals with devils."

"I see. Well then, I suppose it can't be helped."

"Yes, this cannot be helped. In the next world, you may resent us to your heart's content."

The girl with the twintails and the girls to her sides each readied their weapons.

Facing them was the President alone. A non-Awakened Person, even if he was a former member of a police special forces unit.

They were on high alert, considering the possibility that he was Awakened, or that he had something hidden nearby, making no assumptions.

But both of their assumptions were wrong.

In that instant, the girl with the twintails was sent flying.

A violent gust of wind erupted, launching her small body dozens of meters away. She crashed into an abandoned building, disappearing into a cloud of rubble with a deafening roar.

Where she had been standing moments before, the President now stood, his fist having completed its swing.

At the sight, the other two acted before they could think. Without a thought for holding back, they moved to neutralize him with everything they had.

"'Shadow Wolf'!"

"Angel-sama!"

Keeping their distance from the President, they swung their scythe and staff, respectively.

From the shadow at the gray-haired girl's feet, a massive monster materialized.

It was the size of a large truck, with powerful limbs to match. Beyond its rows of black fangs, there was only nothingness. A beast of pure shadow, an entity far beyond the ordinary.

Above the elven-eared girl's head, a sun seemed to appear, and with a brilliant flash of light, feathers danced in the air.

A giant, standing at least five meters tall. A halo spread above its head, and four pure white wings sprouted from its back. The being, the very image of what one would call an angel, brandished a rugged sword and shield.

A merciless pincer attack from both sides. An assault that could fell even an A-Rank boss monster was—

───*VWOOM...!*

—blown away in an instant.

Amidst a vortex of intense wind and dust, the President stood like a titan.

His clenched fists were thrust diagonally upwards to his left and right. With his bare hands, he had simultaneously knocked aside two supernatural beings.

The force of the impact ripped his shirt to shreds, revealing his upper body.

A muscular, V-shaped physique. Its skin was dyed gray.

Embedded in the parts of his body that had been transformed into something inhuman were numerous magic tools. They had been forcibly fused via surgery, their compatibility further enhanced by magic.

"Fifty-one items recovered from the dungeon, all bearing the name 'Star.' I saw this as a revelation from heaven. As the last hope left in Pandora's box."

These were not monster drop items. They were imperial treasures, kept deep within an A-Rank dungeon.

Each one was a magic tool possessing immense power, considered a tactical or even strategic weapon.

"Even if I must use the technology of devils... I will protect this world with my life."

He, Fudge Valentine, was the only human to have successfully achieved a complete fusion of man and magic tool.

He had obtained this power through a procedure he knew could kill him, the culmination of experiments built upon a mountain of corpses.

His power was enough to overwhelm even mythical monsters like Shuten Douji and Cerberus.

"...Come out. Let us end this. All of it."

During the previous exchange, the two girls had taken cover within the ruins.

They had not lost their will to fight. Even now, they were watching for an opening.

But... there was none.

He simply stood there, perfectly composed, yet utterly without weakness.

Fudge Valentine. His win rate in hand-to-hand combat from his time in the police special forces was... 100%.

*Clatter.* A sound came from the abandoned building.

Immediately after, rubble exploded outwards as if from a blast.

"Ahhh..."

A girl with twintails emerged from the dust cloud with a weary voice.

Dressed in a modified military uniform and carrying a greatsword, she popped her dislocated left shoulder back into place on her own. Then, with both hands, she leisurely raised her greatsword into a ready stance.

"Sorry, you two."

A glint of something verging on madness shone in her eyes.

"Cover me. I'm going for the kill."

A non-human smile spread across her lovely face.

Faced with a crazed grin that could break the mind of an ordinary person, the President didn't even flinch.

The look of pity in his blue eyes only deepened.

There was not a single sane person here.

"So the devil reveals its true nature... My apologies. I failed to kill you in a single blow."

"It's fine, Mr. President. It's fun, so it's fine. This will surely be the most fun I'll ever have in my life. Thank you for the good memories at the *very end*."

Both combatants took their stances.

"Lord, I pray you bless this pitiful soul..."

"To God, too! My thanks! My heartfelt thanks! And!"

"And grant salvation to this girl who has become a devil."

"May you bear witness to this deathmatch between madmen!"

"With this fist, this soul, and this human tenacity,"

"With this sword, this madness! With my everything!"

"The devils that have appeared on this earth,"

"My final enemy in this lifetime!"

""I will kill you.""

The opening bell was all too faint.

It was swallowed by the sound of the collision that immediately followed.

Outside the decisive battle between monsters and mankind.

A deathmatch between madmen had begun.
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It was a majestic space, a labyrinth of chalk-white stone, adorned in ultramarine and gold.

I stood in a passage far too wide to be intended for foot traffic, my eyes scanning the surroundings warily.

Aira-san's voice came through my earring.

"Can you hear me, Kyo-chan-kun? This is Aira-chan, the lover of your ears."

"I can hear you. The Telepathy seems to be working fine."

"Indeed. In that case, I will now board the designated unit."

"...? You didn't board before entering?"

"I wanted to get out and check the condition of the exterior first. I've never experienced a mana concentration this high, after all."

"I see."

"And with that..."

Suddenly, Erina-san held a vanity mirror in front of my face.

In it stood Aira-san, dressed in her Sherlock Holmes-esque Arcane Gear.

With her usual smug look.

"Gaze upon my glorious boarding sequence!"

"Enough already, just get in."

*What is she doing?*

To be joking around even during a decisive battle like this... this woman is truly hopeless.

"No, I'm good. We should be watching our surroundings."

"It's okay, Kyo-chan! I'm great at parallel processing!"

"That's not the problem here."

"Excuse me. Will there be any lewd cuts in the boarding sequence?"

"You be quiet, Hopeless Number Two."

"Music, staaart!"

"Professor. These are your granddaughters. Please do something."

"I'm busy keeping watch on our surroundings..."

"Don't run away. Don't look away. Take responsibility."

"Ah, and... *press*."

I could hear something. That idiot really started playing music.

Aira-san struck a needlessly grandiose pose, turned, and began to walk with an air of elegance. Before her stood a grotesque golem.

Its armor was primarily black, colored with red and blue. The feminine upper body alone was nearly two meters tall.

What was most remarkable was its lower half. Like a centaur, its body from the waist down had the shape of another creature.

But it wasn't that of a horse. If I had to say, it was closer to a spider's. Though it only had four legs.

Two legs in the front, and two extending from the 'cockpit' that stretched out behind it.

The legs, clad in exoskeleton-like armor, were bent, and the cockpit's hatch was open upwards.

The interior was a two-seater, and Aira-san sat in the back. There must have been a mirror inside as well, as the reflection switched.

It seemed to be designed with a surprisingly spacious interior; she propped her chin on an armrest and crossed her long legs.

Aira-san snapped her fingers.

"Come forth, Sana-kun."

"Eh...?"

The seat in front of her began to glow, and a single girl appeared.

She had reddish-gold hair, like molten gold, tied into a side tail with a black ribbon and reaching her shoulders.

Her sharp, upturned blue eyes were large, but held no readable emotion. Her straight nose and small, cherry-pink lips were so perfect they looked artificial.

I recognized those features. More importantly, Aira-san had just called her name.

"Sana-san...?"

The spirit from that birdcage was now the same height and build as Aira-san.

Her well-proportioned body was encased in a black leather bodysuit, over which she wore a red jacket.

Her attire resembled the Arcane Gear from when Aira-san and Sana-san had fused, back in the Minotaur's labyrinth. The spirit girl placed both hands on the grips to her left and right.

"Dungeon Mobile Communications Hub, 'Ariadne'! Activate!"

At Aira-san's words, Sana-san gave a small nod and tightened her grip. Instantly, her mana flowed into the golem's body like an electrical signal.

The reflection switched again, showing the exterior view. The golem... Ariadne's folded legs stamped powerfully on the floor as it rose to its feet.

A single revolver materialized on its right arm. It was a decorative gun, like a cylinder and grip attached to a rugged rectangular block. This, too, looked exactly like the one I saw in that labyrinth.

Its left arm then picked up the three-barreled cannon that had been resting nearby, the Black Hell Cannon.

A second, shorter and thinner arm extended from its forearm, enabling it to hold the weapon with one hand.

"Fuhahahaha! A normal golem's form cannot deviate greatly from the humanoid shape. That includes its size! Howeeever! That is because its core is a Homunculus born from a human! A custom unit for the spirit Sana-kun makes such an outrageous design possible!"

Yeah, I know that part, since I was involved in making it.

I'm more surprised that Sana-san is human-sized. I didn't hear about this.

It might not have anything to do with the parts I worked on, but it's still bad for my heart.

"And the pilot, Sana-kun, has independently mastered how to operate the unit through her vast experience! Furthermore, she also serves as the fuel tank, so combined with the internal Magi Battery, she's capable of extended combat!"

Aira-san's smug look had morphed into the grin of a villain.

She hooked her fingers into the walls on either side of her. With a click, the locks released, and two panels extended in front of her.

They opened vertically, revealing countless small mirrors meticulously fitted inside.

"...Well? Your thoughts? Kyo-chan-kun."

"You should have told me about the pilot, or rather, about Sana-san, beforehand. I'm one of the creators, you know?"

"Eh, you didn't hear from Shizuku-kun...?"

"Shi-chan said senpai was going to tell him!"

"Oh boy..."

What an anticlimax. Such a common mistake.

"Ahem! Aside from that, your thoughts!?"

"I'm glad it activated safely. I hope it continues to operate without any accidents."

"You're no fun, Kyo-chan-kun!?"

"Sorry. If the situation wasn't what it is, I'd say something a bit more clever."

"Yeah, yeah. ...Now then."

On the other side of the mirror, Aira-san's expression turned serious.

"I will now connect via Telepathy with the A-Rank Candidates inside the dungeon. I will act as a relay point, logging each person's position and providing navigation. For a short while, I won't be your Aira-san alone, so don't you dare start crying out of loneliness, you hear?"

"Just make sure you don't puke from nervousness."

"I'll try my best."

Erina-san put the mirror away.

As her atmosphere shifted, I tightened my grip on my sword.

"How many enemies?"

"In the passage ahead. Five of them are coming our way from around the corner."

"Got it."

I nodded at Erina-san's crisp voice and took a step forward.

"It's time for us to get to work, too."

One deep breath. Following my usual routine, I shifted my focus.

I could hear the flapping of wings as well.

This oversized passage was made for them. At the end of the path, illuminated by braziers of white fire, five shadows appeared from around the bend.

Two of them were textbook Wyverns. Dragons with horned, lizard-like heads, long necks and tails, and bat-like wings fused to their forelegs.

The other three were pure white soldiers. Their mana gave them a commanding presence, even within this alabaster labyrinth. Clad in archaic equipment, two rode the drakes, while one charged forward carrying a tower shield.

Wyverns and Sachs. The forces of the white dragon I had seen that day.

"GYAAA!!"

Mana gathered in the roaring Wyverns' maws and was unleashed as fireballs.

I cut down the approaching projectiles with [Concept Interference], and explosions engulfed the area.

But it was no problem. I pierced through the swirling flames and smoke and took flight.

As I charged head-on, gaining altitude, the two Wyverns fired another volley of fireballs. I weaved between them with minimal movement, closing the distance.

Our relative speeds meant the gap closed in an instant. I dove toward the left Wyvern, and the mounted Sachs thrust its lance at me.

But it was too slow.

Without decelerating, I barrel-rolled to evade the lance tip. Now parallel to the ground, I slashed the Sachs's torso as I passed.

I bisected the white soldier with an upward diagonal cut. As I immediately reversed course, Blanc and the shield-bearing Sachs were colliding head-on below me.

Their power was equal. As they clashed shield against sword, Erina-san used her hook claws to leap over them both and get behind the Sachs.

Further ahead, of the two Wyverns that had flown straight on, the one that had lost its rider was struck in the torso by an icy battering ram that flew up from below.

The remaining Wyvern. That one opened its great maw and was about to unleash a fireball at Mia-san.

But I was faster. The knife I threw pierced its throat, and the flame, on the verge of being fired, exploded inside it.

I charged at the Sachs that leaped from the dragon as its head was blown off.

It immediately tried to counter with a horizontal sweep of its spear, but I ignored it and accelerated into a tackle. My left gauntlet met the spear's shaft.

I see. So these white soldiers really do have physical strength comparable to an 'exhausted Shuten Douji'.

Even so, I forcefully pushed the spear aside, and the Sachs reached for the sword at its hip. However—

"Too slow!"

—my blade bit into its white neck first.

My sword, accelerated by fire and wind, tore through skin and flesh. It even severed bone as I passed the Sachs in mid-air.

When I turned back, the white soldier had transformed into a pile of salt of equal mass before it even hit the ground, scattering across the white floor.

The shield-bearer was finished as well; its arms were gone, and a ninja sword was buried in its throat from behind.

Still wary, I descended. My feet touched the floor, and I jogged to regroup with my allies.

As I remained in a ready stance, Erina-san's carefree voice reached me.

"Good work. No other enemies around."

"Understood... *phew*."

I answered briefly and lowered the tip of my sword.

These soldiers called Sachs. They certainly had physical abilities that warranted comparison to Shuten Douji or Cerberus.

But their movements were clumsy. No different from that day, their skill level was about the same as my own. On top of that, they didn't have any special powers like those two, so dealing with them wasn't too difficult.

However.

"Be careful, you three. Other adventurers are being pincered by groups of ten. Another adventurer was nearby, so I had them go for a rescue."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Roger!"

"Of course, Nee-san."

We didn't have the luxury to let our guard down.

And these... these were just 'foot soldiers.' It was utterly disgusting.

Ukon picked up a large coin from the pile of salt, and Erina-san stored it in her Item Box. There probably wouldn't be many chances to calmly collect drop items.

I glanced at Blanc, confirming that the Magi Battery on its back was functioning normally. With a small nod, I spoke to Aira-san through the earring.

"We're beginning our search now. We'll report again when we find a landmark."

"Right. Be careful."

"Yes. Also, I told you before, but I've given the Professor spare parts for the Ariadne. If it gets damaged, please replace them."

"Yes, I know."

"I'll fix Boo-chan if he breaks, too! I read the manual and everything!"

"Please do."

For this operation, I had prepared plenty of spare parts for Blanc and entrusted them to Erina-san.

If I had the time, I would repair it myself, but the plan was for her to fix it if it came down to it.

...Although, most of the spare parts, including the equipment, were just repurposed from Byakuren.

They were sleeping in the Item Box along with its silver armor, not its current blue limbs.

I don't intend for this to be a battle of vengeance... but I shook off the strangely sentimental thoughts and tightened my grip on my sword.

"Alright, let's go."

"Yeah!"

"Yes!"

I took the lead, with Blanc diagonally behind me, followed by Erina-san, Mia-san, and Ukon and Sakon.

Our usual formation, but in a dungeon unlike any other.

We took a step forward, aiming for the deepest part of the Alabaster Labyrinth.
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			A white passage, above and below.

It had to be at least ten meters wide and tall. About five minutes after we started walking, I spotted something other than blue and gold decorations on the white walls.

I read the numbers and letters painted in yellow to her through my earring.

"Aira-san. Found a marker. We're at 'D-156'."

"...Right. Continue straight. You'll pass two crossroads, then you'll hit a T-junction. Take a right there."

"Understood."

"Also, just in case, Erina-kun, please check the map on the provided smartphone. I doubt this genius could make a mistake, but this dungeon is a little unusual."

"OK, senpai!"

Aira-san's responses were slightly slower than usual.

Considering she was fine just a moment ago, it was likely due to the number of people she had to navigate rather than the dungeon's mana.

As I was thinking that, Erina-san, who was checking the map on her phone, froze.

"Diagonally right... an enemy is approaching from the right side of the nearest crossroad."

"How many?"

"Two drakes, six Sachs... no, three are mounted. Ten in total."

"Got it."

Erina-san stored her phone in her Item Box and took out the Daisharinmaru instead.

Blanc and I moved to the left and right walls respectively, so as not to block her line of fire. Immediately after, I could also hear the sound of the approaching enemy.

Gracefully, Erina-san lifted her left leg. Straight up, her toes pointing to the ceiling.

"Ultimate move..."

The monsters appeared from around the corner. The drakes roared, and the white soldiers let out war cries.

The Sachs mounted on the Wyverns lowered their lances and charged, while those on foot formed a phalanx-like shield wall.

The distance was roughly 200 meters. At our combat speed, we'd be in range in moments.

But before any sword or spear could reach.

The ninja's blade was unleashed.

"'Gale! Invisible Ninjas Ultimate Attaaack!'!"

"So lame."

The words escaped my lips, but its power was immense.

The thrown shuriken's spin snared the mana in the air.

The invisible walls that should have hindered ranged attacks from dungeon-derived weapons were simply consumed as 'fuel'.

And in the Alabaster Labyrinth, where an immense amount of mana circulated...

───*ROOOOAR...!!*

A tornado manifested, so powerful it was impossible to even stand.

I quickly stabbed my sword into the wall to keep from being blown away. In the corner of my vision, Blanc was doing the same, stabbing its sword into the floor, while Erina-san anchored herself with her hook claws.

The Daisharinmaru, wreathed in the tornado, broke the sound barrier and flew straight ahead. The Wyverns had no room to dodge and were swallowed by the blades of wind, minced to pieces along with their riders.

Beyond them, the shield wall formed by the Sachs took the brunt of the tornado and held. Furthermore, they managed to stop the main projectile, the shuriken, at the cost of the two in the center.

The remaining four broke into a run, showing no concern for their comrades who had been shredded in the air.

"RAAAAAAYYYY!!"

Ditching their tower shields, the Sachs sprinted with spears and swords in hand. Their powerful legs closed the distance between us in a literal instant, leaping into blade's reach.

But we wouldn't let them close in for free. An icy battering ram flew like a cannonball, crushing one of them. Three remained.

"YYYYYYYAAAAAAA!"

"Hmph...!"

I pivoted on my left foot, spinning to evade a thrusting spear. My Flügel fluttered as I used the momentum to decapitate my opponent.

Immediately after, I parried a sword swing from the side with my own blade, then drove my left fist into my attacker's face without pause. A burst of flame slammed it forcefully to the ground.

I tried to crush its throat with my heel, but it dodged with feline agility. A spiderweb of cracks spread across the white floor as my foot sank in.

Through the cloud of dust, the Sachs swung its blade in a horizontal slash aimed at my neck. I foresaw it with my [Spirit Eye] and blocked it with my left gauntlet.

"Hah!"

I used wind and fire to forcibly knock it away, then brought my sword down on its head. Sparks flew as it collided with the helmet, but the blade still sank in to about its nose.

But it wasn't over. Even as it fell to its knees, it tried to grab my half-sword to restrain me.

Before it could, I kicked it in the stomach, pulled my sword free, and lopped off its head with a returning slash.

With my back to the wall, I scanned my surroundings. The one that had gone the other way had also been cut down by Blanc.

"No enemies in the area! A great victory!"

At Erina-san's carefree voice, I lowered the tip of my sword.

Moving away from the wall and back to the center of the passage, she ran without a sound to retrieve the Daisharinmaru.

"Everyone alright?"

"I am fine."

"Same here!"

Mia-san replied, lightly raising her staff, while Erina-san returned with a smug look on her face.

Blanc and Ukon and Sakon were also largely undamaged.

"But, you know, maybe it's better not to use 'Gale! Invisible Ninjas Attack!' too much in this dungeon?"

"Putting the name aside, I agree it's best to be selective about when to use it."

"The amount of mana in this dungeon is higher than I expected."

I nodded in agreement with their words and let my gaze wander.

The mana concentration was so thick it felt suffocating, many times that of Cerberus's dungeon. If a non-Awakened Person were exposed to this, they'd either instantly Awaken if they were lucky, or die within seconds if they weren't. It was that dense.

"I can't rely on [Spirit Eye] for scouting, only for premonitions. Erina-san, I'll be relying on you more than usual, but..."

"Leave it to me!"

Erina-san put away her shuriken, placed her hands on her hips, and puffed out her chest.

I gave a wry smile, looked away, and confirmed that Ukon had finished collecting the drops.

"Alright, it's about time."

"Yes. Let's go."

"OK!"

She put the gold coins in her Item Box, and we resumed our exploration. We proceeded straight to the T-junction and turned right.

"Aira-san. We've turned right at the T-junction."

"Right. Are you safe? You're safe, right?"

"Yes, we're fine."

"Excellent. We were in a fight over here too, but Sana-kun and Baba-sama took care of it, so no problem."

"That's... good to hear."

I had instinctively stopped walking when I heard they were in battle, but it seems they got through it safely.

I know the capabilities of that golem, Ariadne, well. In terms of pure output, it surpasses even Blanc.

It cost some extremely rare materials and is a money-sink that needs a full parts replacement after every sortie, but for this occasion, it's a fine machine.

"...Is the Professor okay too?"

"Yeah. She's chugging some kind of magic potion, but my Appraisal says there are no immediate issues. She'll probably be throwing up and collapsed by tomorrow, though."

"...I see."

I'd wondered what she'd use the oni horn for, but it was for a pretty high-strain doping agent, huh.

I thought it was reckless, but this whole operation was reckless from the start. All I can do is bring her a get-well gift later.

That's right. Everything depends on getting back alive.

"So, you turned right. If you continue straight for a while, you should find a room-like space. There are no side paths until then, so contact me when you arrive."

"Understood. Good luck."

"You too."

Ending the telepathic call, we started walking again.

Even though I was leaving all the scouting to Erina-san, I couldn't let my guard down. I proceeded with my nerves on edge.

After walking for about five minutes, Erina-san stopped.

"Multiple enemies, straight ahead. Two drake cavalry, six infantry. They're getting closer."

"Got it."

I leaped into the air in preparation for the Wyverns.

Just as she said, the monsters appeared from the far end of the passage.

"I'm charging in!"

With that, I accelerated. The enemy cavalry also increased their speed and rushed toward me.

They fired fireballs as if to test us. Just after I dodged them with ease...

"Tch!?"

Following my premonition, I swung my sword, and its blade clashed with a thrown spear, sending sparks flying.

What, something's...!

There was no time to think. Our relative speeds meant the enemy was already upon me.

I thought the drake would fire a fireball at close range based on the flow of mana, but instead, it used the recoil from its breath to whip its head upwards.

It unleashed a sudden kick with its hind legs, which I managed to parry with my sword. Immediately after, the second one charged, its hind claws aimed to tear into me.

"Kuh!"

I blocked with my left gauntlet but was pushed back by the difference in size. As I staggered from the impact, I saw a Sachs leap from the drake's back.

"WRAAAA!"

"Don't underestimate me!"

The white soldier swung its sword down, but I leaned my body back even further to evade. I slammed the pommel of my sword into the side of the charging enemy's head, sending it flying.

Then, I grabbed the lance of the other rider, who had made a U-turn and was charging at me.

Though I was being pushed back, I crushed the lance tip and released my Flügel to surge forward. I lopped off the Sachs's head and immediately pierced the Wyvern's back through its saddle.

I burned the screaming drake from the inside out and kicked off to disengage. In the corner of my eye, the other riderless Wyvern dodged an icy battering ram, only to be impaled by a hook claw.

───Just as I thought.

"Their skill is higher than before! Be careful!"

"WOOOOOO!"

Roaring, I dove toward the enemy infantry. I parried a thrusting spear and forcibly wedged myself into the resulting opening.

Carrying my momentum, I smashed my left iron fist into one's head, shattering it. I kicked the one next to it to gain altitude, leaving the enemy's sword behind.

I dodged a spear thrown at my back thanks to my premonition and circled around behind the enemy group. Trying to wear them down with surprise attacks from above would take too long.

A bad feeling rose in me, and that was the one thing I wanted to avoid. I had to crush them quickly.

The moment my toes touched the ground, I unleashed my wind at maximum output. Simultaneously kicking off the floor, I hit top speed in an instant.

"Charge!"

"GAAAA!"

Three of them turned to face me, raising their weapons and running.

I parried a spear thrust meant to stop me, and immediately swords swung at me from the left and right.

I blocked them with the part of my blade near the hilt and my left hand, then the soldier in front jabbed at me with its now-pointless shaft.

I deflected it with my breastplate while spinning my body horizontally. Using wind and fire, I forcefully knocked away the blades from both sides as well.

I cut down the slightly off-balance soldier in front of me with a diagonal slash and immediately leaped at the Sachs to my left.

It raised its sword above its head to block, but I swept its ankle with a kick without a moment's delay. I bisected the Sachs's neck in mid-air as its body became parallel to the floor.

Next, I sensed a sword thrust from behind with my premonition. Turning, I slammed my blade into the flat of its sword, shattering it.

Following through with the momentum, I sent it flying with a punch from my left gauntlet. The enemy stumbled back but re-gripped its broken sword like a knife.

"AAAA!"

"Raaah!"

I dodged the stabbing attack that came like a body blow, and as I passed, I severed its right arm.

With a returning slash, I buried my blade in the nape of its neck and lopped its head off.

Taking a few steps back, I readied my sword and glanced toward my allies. I'd thought they might need help, but it looked like they had just finished up as well.

Two of the Sachs were frozen solid, and the remaining one had a ninja sword through its heart from the side, with Blanc's two-handed sword embedded in its head.

After pulling her blade free and a few seconds of vigilance, Erina-san nodded.

"No sound of other enemies. All clear."

"Got it... *phew*."

Walking to avoid the drakes and soldiers that had turned to salt, I regrouped with them.

"Erina-san. Is it just me, or..."

"Yeah. It's not just that their skill has improved. It feels like they 'know' how we fight."

"I thought so."

At our conversation, Mia-san frantically touched her earring.

"Nee-san! The enemies' movements are strange! They're learning our movements!"

"...Hold on a second. ...Yeah. The same report just came in from other adventurers."

A bitter voice came through the telepathic link.

"It seems the monsters are sharing their senses with each other. For parties whose battles have dragged on, enemy reinforcements have arrived almost without fail."

"How troublesome."

"Indeed. And at your location, it's still difficult to rendezvous with other parties. If you go lower, the floors get narrower, so there's a chance, but..."

"Understood. We'll aim for decisive battles as much as possible."

"Please do. With your skills, you should be able to overwhelm them even if they know some of your moves."

"...Yes."

I swallowed the weak words that almost escaped and nodded.

An adventurer must be positive. If you lose in spirit, you can't win even winnable battles.

It might sound like pointless motivational talk, but in truth, one's state of mind is no laughing matter on the battlefield.

"More importantly, are you and the others okay, Nee-san? Should we, or at least some other adventurers, come to guard you...?"

"No need, Mia. You just need to focus on your own enemies. Don't worry. Thanks to Baba-sama, this cannon has some interesting uses. I won't be defeated so easily, and if it comes down to it, I'll just teleport all over the place and escape."

"...I understand."

Mia-san squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then opened them.

"I believe in you. My sister is someone who can be relied on, but only when it really counts!"

"Damn right. ...Hmm?"

She chuckled, then ended the call.

"Let's go. We need to defeat the Guivre as quickly as possible."

"Yes."

"Yeah!"

Nodding at Mia-san's words, we started walking again. We could forget about collecting drop items for now.

It was a race against time. The ridiculously large gold coins were tempting, but not worth our lives.

And so, we continued down the straight path.

After walking for about ten minutes, the entrance to a huge room came into view. There was no door, so we could see inside clearly.

It was a space with an unusually large number of pillars, each thick and decorated with blue and gold, standing at intervals of over ten meters. It vaguely resembled the underground temple-like flood channels in Tokyo that I had seen on TV before.

Perhaps because it would be difficult to fly in there, there were only infantry in sight.

Ten Sachs were waiting. At this distance, I opened my mouth to ask Erina-san to launch a preemptive strike with her Daisharinmaru.

In that instant, a chill ran down my spine.

The Sachs, with their shields turned towards us, began to bunch up tightly. They pressed the edges of their shields together, forming something like a giant cocoon.

Behind it, mana swirled. As if melting, and then, as if mixing.

"You've got to be kidding me...!"

"Kyo-chan!?"

I instinctively broke into a full-speed charge.

The distance was around 500 meters. For me, I might just make it.

At maximum output, I sprinted, tearing up the stone pavement. The ground shattered under my feet, the debris scattering behind me, ravaged by the wind.

I closed the distance in just under four seconds. I slammed my flame-wreathed sword into the cocoon of white shields.

The shields shattered as easily as eggshells.

But my blow was stopped by the massive greatsword beneath them.

"Ngh...!"

A deafening roar echoed through the vast space. It was a room so huge it made the passages so far feel narrow. Here, in this place lined with pillars like a temple, a single monster emerged from the crumbling cocoon of shields.

With a grinding shriek, the locked blades were pushed back.

The white warrior that stood up was a giant, easily over two meters tall. Its limbs were as thick as logs, and its armor, a combination of fur and thick cloth, seemed to have more decorations than the others.

And then there was its helmeted head. On its face, four eyes swiveled and stared.

The eyes, which had been darting around during our sword lock, suddenly snapped to face me.

Those eyeballs had no whites or pupils. They were just pure white, yet I knew.

Their focus had locked onto me.

"■■■...!"

"Kuh...!"

The blade it swung with one hand sent me flying. I didn't try to resist, instead leaping back and readying my sword again.

"This is just getting ridiculous...!"

Just when I thought we couldn't afford a long battle, this happens.

Just as Fafnir had done back then───the Sachs had fused.

Beneath a magnificent mustache, the four-eyed swordsman bared its teeth. Its stance was as refined as any of the mighty warriors I had ever faced.
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			"BUOOOOOOO!"

"Ngh!"

I somehow managed to meet the downward diagonal slash that came with a war cry.

Listening to the creak of protest from both my arms, I slid the greatsword down and to my right. As a cannon-like blast of destruction erupted beside me, I ignored the flying stone fragments and slashed at the four-eyed creature's right arm.

But it was blocked by the oval shield in its left hand, which it had grabbed at some point.

"NUUUN!"

"Tch!"

Forcefully parried, I leaped to evade the greatsword's horizontal sweep. As it passed beneath my feet, I kicked the flat of the blade to jump again.

I got above the four-eyed creature and, using my Flügel, attacked from directly overhead.

My blade, accelerated by fire and wind. A slash that would have felled even Shuten Douji with a direct hit. But the creature deliberately thrust its head into my blade's path.

The blow, aimed for its shoulder, struck its acorn-shaped helm. The curved surface deflected my strike, which traced a red arc in the air with its flames before being sucked into the ground.

As I completed the swing, carving a massive line into the floor, a shield bash came at me. *Whoosh.* A blow that parted the air.

"You...!"

Before it could connect, I kicked the four-eyed creature's side to create distance. The shield cut through empty air, and the shockwave pushed me even further back.

I was about to crash back-first into a pillar behind me, but I released wind from both feet, turning my soles toward my direction of travel as if doing a backflip.

I immediately kicked off the pillar to move, and the greatsword passed through the spot where I had been.

With a deafening roar, the alabaster pillar, so thick it would take several adults to encircle, was pulverized like candy. That thing was less a sword and more a club.

No, it was sharp. I corrected myself; comparing it to a weapon was a mistake. That was a dragon's claw.

I landed about ten meters away, and the four-eyed creature turned its face toward me. But immediately after, it raised its shield.

Ice spears converged on that spot. Approaching the speed of sound, they shot through the air like a school of migrating fish.

Dozens, perhaps even hundreds of spears collided. The sound of thick glass shattering filled the space, and the four-eyed monster was enveloped in ice shards and dust.

Readying my sword, I created even more distance. Blanc lined up beside me, and I could feel Erina-san and the others behind me.

"A fusion?! Ugh, for now, we'll call it an Amalgam! I had Erina-kun show me with the mirror, and its stats alone are completely on par with Shuten Douji! Avoid combat if at all possible!"

"Unfortunately..."

I swallowed hard and lowered my center of gravity even further.

The swirling ice particles were blown away by an ear-splitting roar.

"GAAAAAAA───!!"

"It doesn't seem like it's going to let us escape...!"

My lips twitched at the vision my premonition showed me. If I showed it my back, I would die in that instant.

I exchanged a brief glance with Blanc.

Right now, that was all the communication we needed.

The moment the four-eyed Amalgam took a step, I leaped diagonally upwards to the right. Blanc, with its tower shield raised, released a gust of wind and charged forward.

A pure white blade swung horizontally at the approaching silver wall. Knocking the shield aside as if to break its guard, the Amalgam swung its greatsword with the speed of a one-handed weapon.

Blanc evaded the blade aimed for its head by releasing wind forward. Just as the greatsword cut through empty air, I slashed at the back of the Amalgam's head.

Simultaneously, Blanc swung its right-hand longsword at the creature's neck. A pincer attack from front and back. But I could see the Amalgam's eyes swivel to track the longsword's blade.

*Whirl.* The monster turned its body into a tornado. Just by spinning at high speed, it unleashed a gale that gouged out the floor and pillars alike, and the greatsword it swung as it turned aimed for my torso.

"Tch!"

I forcefully pulled back the sword I was about to swing and received the tip of the enemy's blade with my pommel. Unable to withstand it, I was blown away by the impact.

In the corner of my eye, Blanc's massive body was also sent tumbling across the floor by a shield bash.

How absurd...! That ridiculous strength...!

I slammed into a pillar, the air forced from my lungs. I gritted my teeth, held onto my consciousness that threatened to slip away, and flew sideways. Using the still-intact pillars as cover, I continued to track the enemy's position with my mana.

The Amalgam, having scattered the vanguards, turned its face toward me. Its foot, stepping forward for a follow-up attack, was suddenly frozen solid.

The ice particles that should have been blown away by its roar had, at some point, gathered around the monster.

"Freeze!"

With a dignified voice, icy battering rams slammed into it from all directions.

The Amalgam leaped to evade them, and I sprang from the shadow of a pillar. My flame-accelerated slash collided with the white greatsword, and since we were in mid-air, the impact sent the creature's massive body flying.

With a nimbleness that defied its size, the Amalgam spun and tried to land on a pillar with the soles of its feet. But Blanc slashed at it there.

Its downward diagonal slash with the longsword was smoothly parried by the shield, and a counter-attack was unleashed. The knight blocked it with its shield, and both were sent flying by the recoil.

The Amalgam landed, digging two lines in the floor with its heels and tearing up the stone pavement to decelerate. I circled around to its front and charged with a war cry.

"Ooooooh!"

"BUAAAAAA!"

My wind and fire slash, empowered by a horizontal spin and centrifugal force. The Amalgam blocked it with its greatsword, but this time, its weapon was knocked upwards.

Without pause, I slammed my left palm into its face and poured mana into it.

"Explode!"

Focused wind and fire. It became a heat ray, incinerating the right side of the Amalgam's head.

An explosion briefly filled my vision, but I sensed the enemy's movements through the flow of mana and my premonitions. A white palm and a roar tore through the superheated air.

"GAAAAA───!"

"Hmph!"

It had abandoned its shield to grab me, but I knocked its arm down with my sword. It was tough, but I managed to cut the flesh.

As its arm went down in a spray of blood, my own body went up from the recoil. Carrying the momentum, I spun, parallel to the floor, and swung my blade at the monster's scorched face.

Tearing through carbonized flesh and bone, my blade crushed its brain. A fatal wound for any normal creature. But this was no normal creature.

"BOOOOOOO───!"

If it was a part of a dragon.

Its left arm, connected only by the bone of its thumb, grabbed my half-sword, holding it embedded in its head. With its right arm, the Amalgam raised its greatsword.

I let go of the hilt, but it was too late to evade. A block───no.

*Thwip.*

A ninja sword pierced the ear exposed through its broken helmet.

A girl with flowing blond hair, using the creature's log-like arm and shoulder as a foothold, twisted the hilt. The remaining left side of its brain was destroyed, and the Amalgam's movements stopped.

Erina-san, spinning her body around the hilt like a gymnast, kicked the monster's neck and pulled her sword free.

After tracing a red arc, the white giant fell backward with a heavy thud.

I retreated with her, reformed my sword in its sheath, and drew it again. I took my stance. I wanted to believe it was dead this time, but...

*Slither.* Mana circulated within the giant's body.

"Not yet!"

I roared and charged. Responding to my voice, Blanc also raised its longsword and ran.

The Amalgam, which had jumped up without using its arms, using only its legs and back muscles, gripped its sword with both hands and took a stance. Rage filled the remaining left side of its face as it let out a war cry.

"GUOOOOOOOOOO───!"

It can still move with just its cerebellum?!

"Zeaaaaaah!"

I met the down-swinging blade head-on with my half-sword.

Heavy. The floor beneath my feet caved in, and I sank to my mid-shin. As a creaking protest echoed from my entire body, I forcibly 'rotated' my blade.

I slid the sword, along with the enemy's blade, from right to left, simultaneously pulling my sunken feet free and moving myself to the right. A parry, and a twist of the hilt to pin it down.

*Thud.* The tip of the greatsword buried itself in the ground next to me. Almost simultaneously, Blanc slashed from the side at full speed. Judging that a sword interception was impossible, the Amalgam immediately let go of its hilt.

Now unarmed, it dodged the horizontal slash aimed for its neck by leaning back. Then it placed its hands on the floor, inverted itself, and swung its legs around in a capoeira-like motion.

My reaction was slow, but Blanc blocked the kick with its right forearm. As the Amalgam tried to use the recoil to leap back, it was struck by an icy battering ram.

*Squelch.* The ice pillar pierced its abdomen. The monster gritted its teeth, trying to brace itself and withstand the impact.

Even as it was sent flying like a cannonball, it scraped the floor with its feet and shattered several ceiling-supporting pillars with its back. Then, the Amalgam crushed the block of ice in its grip.

But───I had caught up, bursting through the scattering ice fragments.

"Hiiiiyaaaa!"

A flash of fire and wind. This time, I sent its head flying.

Carried by the momentum, I flew for several dozen meters before landing. I immediately reversed direction, tearing up the floor to decelerate forcefully.

The Amalgam, its head completely gone, stood motionless for a few seconds before finally seeming to realize it was dead and kneeling.

Warily, I closed the distance, and the giant's body began to turn to salt.

"...Looks like we got it. And there are no other enemies around."

"Phew..."

At Erina-san's words, I let the tension drain from my shoulders and leaned against a nearby pillar.

"Aira-san. For now, no significant damage on our end. We've defeated the Amalgam."

"Thank goodness... The other adventurers are also fighting Amalgams. But luckily, they've managed to meet up with other parties and are fighting them off together."

"Is that so. Seems like we're the unlucky ones."

"You're used to fighting alone. Sorry, but hang in there."

"Understood."

I took a deep breath and let it out.

That Amalgam's skill was definitely higher than the previous Sachs. It was probably sharing information with the ones fighting other parties, updating itself.

...This is seriously rough.

"No weakness, Kyo-chan!"

Erina-san started slapping me on the shoulder.

"Sorry, was it on my face?"

"Nope! Just a feeling!"

I couldn't help but smile wryly at her cheerful declaration.

Mia-san joined in.

"It's alright, Kyouta-kun. The enemy is strong, but you have undoubtedly gotten stronger too."

"...You're right."

I felt my level go up by one again.

The 'vessel' I absorb from my opponents... what you would call experience points in a game, was larger than usual. The enemy's strength was a factor, but the fact that Erina-san and the others had reached their limit probably had an effect too.

In other words, if I lost my nerve, we couldn't win. Even if it was just false bravado, I had to let out a war cry and charge the enemy.

"Kyo-chan has always been more about brute force than skill anyway! Just charge straight ahead and crush them!"

"What a way to put it."

I pushed off the pillar and gripped my sword again.

After lightly tapping the stone pavement with the tip of my shoe, I let out a small breath.

"But you might be right. Charge in and cut. Simple is good."

"Exactly! Now, let's go full throttle!"

"Don't forget to use your items, too."

"Right. I'll do my best to drink my potions, too...!"

Mia-san had a huge smile, but her face was pale, a truly pitiful sight.

Since there wasn't much I could do about that, I just gave her a vague smile. *Do your best.*

"Aira-san. May I ask for the next route?"

"...Right. Right. Your group should cut straight through that room, and take a left at the crossroad right outside. There should be stairs leading down."

"Understood. You do your best too, Aira-san."

"Of course. I can listen to up to ten people at once. Information management is my forte."

"Who are you, Prince Shotoku?"

"Though I only have one mouth, so my responses are limited. Just like the good prince."

"Yeah, yeah. More importantly, a report. The enemy used not only swordsmanship but also martial arts. Also, they'll keep moving unless you take off their head. Crushing half their head isn't enough to stop them."

"Acknowledged. I'll relay that to the other adventurers. I'll also share any information we get over here with you after I've sorted it."

"Yes. Please do."

"Leave it to me. Well then. Don't die."

"I'll return those words to you, verbatim."

Ending the call with a wry smile, I exchanged glances with my comrades.

We were mentally and physically exhausted, but not enough to hinder our continued fighting. Blanc's arm, which took a kick, didn't seem to need replacing yet. We began to walk through the labyrinth once more.

We proceeded between the rows of pillars, heading for the edge of the wide space. It was quite a large area; after walking for about fifteen minutes, a huge exit leading to a passage finally came into view.

Leaving the previous space and proceeding a little further, we arrived at a crossroad. Turning left, we found a staircase right in front of us.

It was so long it seemed to lead to the depths of the earth, impossible to see the bottom even with the lit braziers. I took a step onto it.

As the echo of our footsteps filled the air, we began our descent.

I wonder... how many more stairs do we have to go down to reach the dragons' lair?
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			The Destination

			At the bottom of the stairs. Not that the scenery was likely to change—or so I thought, until that notion was shattered a mere five minutes later.

A labyrinth of white chalk. Its wide passages were completely choked by a horde of monstrous spirits.

Wyverns and phantom soldiers marched in a grand procession. Ten minutes had already passed since we engaged the horde, a parade so over-the-top it would have been excessive even for Halloween.

"Ziiiaaaaaah!!"

"BWROOOO!?"

I swayed left and right to dodge the volley of spears, closing the distance without slowing down. I slashed at the enemy directly in front of me as it raised its shield.

The clash of my one-and-a-half-handed sword against its shield rang out, but I ignored it, forcefully pushing through. I melted the shield with fire and cleaved it apart with wind.

I squeezed my body through the newly opened hole in their battle line and spun, swinging my sword wreathed in a hammer of flame and wind to incinerate several of them at once.

"GAAAAH!"

Even so, the monsters’ morale didn't break. I leaped to dodge a thrusting spear and used Flügel to ascend.

A Sachs mounted on a wyvern immediately began a lance charge. I flew right at it and grabbed the Wyvern by its face.

The difference in mass pushed me back slightly, but I instantly brought my sword down on its head. I smashed through the scale-protected skull, then swung the snout I was holding and hurled the creature at the Sachs on foot.

At the same time, I foresaw an approach from behind. As I turned, I parried a thrusting spear with my sword, rising slightly to evade the subsequent body slam.

I kicked the face of the Sachs passing beneath me, and for good measure, threw a knife to pierce the left wing of the now riderless wyvern.

Next, a volley of fireballs was launched at me as I hovered in the air. I retreated at full power to create distance, then pressed my toes against the wind and leaned forward.

In the next instant, I kicked off and accelerated. Launching my body like a cannonball, I used the distance I'd gained to gauge the fireballs' trajectories.

I dodged the first with a barrel roll. Then I slipped through another as if doing a triangle jump, spiraling toward the wyverns that had unleashed the breath attacks.

"GYAAAAA!"

The Wyverns roared, and in response, the Sachs readied their spears.

I dodged under a thrusting spearhead, slicing the wyvern's torso diagonally as I passed. Then, in a sharp, V-shaped ascent, I cut off the wings of the one behind it. I spun my body toward the wall looming before me, kicked off in an inverted position, and forced a sharp turn and acceleration.

The Sachs finally noticed me a split second before I struck, but it was too late. I cleaved its head in two and, with another spin, decapitated the wyvern below.

Just as I scanned for my next target, another Wyvern lunged at me from the side.

Right before it could ram me with its snout, it tilted its head up and kicked its hind legs forward in a somersault.

Immediately after I parried its claws, the Sachs that had been riding it kicked off the saddle and leaped, raising its sword to strike me down.

I blocked the blow with my left gauntlet and countered with a horizontal slash that tore through its torso.

But using its body as a shield, other Wyverns launched fireballs. My vision was blocked by the body before it turned to salt, but I read the flow of mana and my foresight to predict their movements.

I blew away the upper half of the Sachs from the shoulder up and pressed forward. I sliced through the fireball in front of me with [Concept Interference], leaving the other projectiles that had been meant to block my escape routes behind.

The fireballs collided behind me and exploded. I used even that shockwave to close the distance in a straight line.

I broke through a volley of thrown spears, taking them on my gauntlet and helmet. I pierced a Sachs through the chest with my sword, then dragged the blade down to slice open the Wyvern's back as well.

Three riders left. I released a blast of wind from Flügel and simultaneously ejected flames from my blade.

The focused inferno roared like a jet engine, and I accelerated instantly. My vision wavered from the immense G-forces, but I ignored it and charged the enemy.

The three of them formed up, rotating like a Gatling gun to fire a sequence of fireballs. But they were too slow.

"Oooooooooh!"

Ignoring the ominous creaking of my sword, I spun horizontally. I deflected the fireballs and, using that momentum, slammed a kick into one of the mounted Sachs.

My right foot literally pierced its chest. As I passed the other mounted wyverns, I twisted my leg as if to crush it and kicked its shoulder away with my left foot.

I reignited my blade. Holding it over my shoulder, I used it in conjunction with Flügel to accelerate.

Holding it with only my right hand was strenuous, but it didn't matter.

The Wyverns I had just passed were also turning to face me. Before they could fire again, I was in range.

"Hraaaaaaaah!"

Twisting my entire body vertically, I brought my sword down on the nearest one. The blade of fire bisected both rider and wyvern before the core steel sword shattered with a sharp crack.

I threw the remaining third of the blade at a riderless Wyvern. It pierced its face, and the residual fire and wind reacted, causing an explosion.

One left. Before I could even turn my gaze, a lance charged me from behind. I spun to parry the spearhead with my left gauntlet, but I took the full force of the dragon's ram.

"Guh…!"

"GURUUUU…!"

Pressed together, the Wyvern opened its mouth. A tiny gap formed for just an instant. Faster than it could close, mana converged in its maw.

At the same moment, my right uppercut smashed its jaw upward.

The fireball that should have been fired detonated internally, and the wyvern's head shattered. I immediately pushed the remaining body away, but a single white soldier was running up its long neck.

"BUAAAAA!"

As if avenging its beloved mount, it brought its sword down with a furious expression. I reflexively crossed my arms to block the blade.

It was heavy. But compared to the enemies so far!

Like a tomoe nage throw, I fell backward while slamming a kick into my opponent's stomach. As the Sachs bent into a 'V' shape, I immediately followed up with a left palm strike to its face.

I transitioned into an iron claw, gathered mana in my palm, and released it.

A beam of heat blew its head off, killing it instantly. I pushed the remaining body aside and descended, my momentum carving a trench in the floor as I landed behind the enemy group.

There were still so many. I should go support Erina-san and the others—

*'Fly!'*

"Tch!"

Hearing Mia-san's voice through the earring, I leaped without a second thought.

In that instant, the horde of Sachs that had filled the passage was frozen solid. The ice extended all the way to where I had just been standing, and my jaw tightened involuntarily.

For now, I reformed the sword in my scabbard and flew back to my comrades, my eyes fixed below as I maintained an altitude just shy of the ceiling. Survivors… from the looks of it, there weren't any.

The line of ice statues ended, and I saw Erina-san waving both her arms enthusiastically.

"Kyo-chan! Good work!"

"Thanks… You too. You as well, Mia-san."

"Hah… hah…! *cough*…!"

Leaning on her staff—which was, in a way, its proper use—Mia-san gave a slight wave.

She looked utterly exhausted, and her breath was strikingly white, likely due to the ice.

As soon as I landed, the ice statues all shattered at once. All that remained was pure white salt. Combined with the chilled air, it looked almost like snow.

"You too, Blanc… In a manner of speaking, thank you for your hard work."

The silver knight nodded at my words.

The tower shield it held bore the marks of countless blades, and its entire suit of armor was covered in scratches. The sword in its right hand was also badly warped.

Ukon and Sakon were in even worse shape. Both had their left arms torn off, and they were holding their half-destroyed shields with their right arms, reinforced with ice.

*'Are you all right!? All three of you!'*

"Yup! A great victory for the Invisible Ninjas, senpai!"

"That was awful… We were told to expect groups of five to ten, but what was that? This massive horde…"

A mountain of salt spread out before my eyes. It was hard to tell on the white passage, but I couldn't see a single gap. The only thing not white were the ridiculously large gold coins that were drop items.

These things had suddenly charged us at full speed shortly after we descended the stairs. Thanks to Erina-san's scouting, we were able to detect them early and thin their numbers with Daisharinmaru, but… it was still a fierce battle.

"Are the other parties okay? This is clearly different from the intel we got from the SDF…"

*'No, the others are fine. In fact, their combat frequency has decreased. It seems they're prioritizing sending them to you.'*

"What kind of harassment is that?"

"We're so popular!"

"*wheeze*…"

"…Let's take a break for now."

"*gasp*…!"

Mia-san nodded, looking like she might collapse at any moment.

I had her sit with her back against a wall and, though I felt bad, asked Ukon and the others to stand watch.

"Erina-san, I need Blanc's spare parts and equipment."

"Okay!"

The self-proclaimed ninja gave me a thumbs-up with a brilliant smile.

I get that I have the benefit of my unique skill, but how is *she* so energetic?

Well, this self-proclaimed ninja being ridiculous in more ways than one was nothing new. I set the question aside and took the bag and weapon case.

"Here you go, senpai! Tea!"

"Thank… you…"

"I'll give you a magic potion later, too!"

"…………Yes."

I had a good idea what Mia-san had been about to say, but I chose to ignore it. Tough luck.

I still had to repair Ukon and the others. To ask them to stand guard in the meantime, I had to hurry with Blanc.

I quickly removed the armor, then replaced the heavily damaged body parts with spares.

"Hey, senpai. Why are we the only ones getting all the attention?"

*'First, it's likely because the three of you and your three machines defeated that fused monster alone. The other parties either fought with more people or retreated. The enemy's wariness of you must be particularly high.'*

"I see! So it's because we were very, very ninja!"

*'Also, your exploration speed is a cut above the rest. Rest there for a bit and try to match the others' pace. Pushing too far ahead is dangerous.'*

"So it really is because we're ninjas…!"

*'That's right.'*

"What do you mean, 'that's right'?"

I couldn't help but retort as I reattached the armor to the now-perfect golem body.

Fortunately, only the torso and helmet armor needed immediate replacement. The arms and legs were still usable.

We had a limited supply of equipment. Shizuku-san is a master craftsman, but blacksmithing takes time. With the work on Ariadne, she wasn't able to prepare that much armor before the decisive battle.

"Oh, you're already done fixing Blan-chan?"

"Yeah. It's more of a replacement than a repair. It's been designed in various ways to get back into the fight quickly."

"Huh."

Erina-san gave a noncommittal reaction, and I couldn't tell if she understood or not. Knowing her, it was probably the former.

Incidentally, being able to quickly swap parts to maintain combat readiness comes at a high cost. A really, really high cost.

"Blanc. Can I ask you to keep watch in place of Ukon and the others?"

The white knight nodded at my words, took its long-handled battle-axe, and stood a short distance away with its back to us like a guardian statue.

Seeing that, I turned back to Mia-san.

"Mia-san. I'm sorry, but could you repair Ukon and the others…"

"It's fine. My mana has recovered, and I feel a little better."

Her face looked anything but fine, just in a different way than before. Mia-san took a large burlap sack from Erina-san.

It seemed to contain mana-infused soil and stones. She called Ukon and the others over, spread the contents of the bag on the floor, and had the golems stand on it.

Then, she lightly touched her staff to the edge of the spread soil.

"O, earth… become flesh and blood of proxy, and be nourishment for my servants…"

As she chanted softly, the soil on the floor began to move slowly.

It was absorbed by Ukon and the others from their feet up, gradually filling in the damaged parts.

"Huh… So that's how you repair golems with Civil Engineering Magic."

"Yes. It looks simple, but it's quite laborious. Especially preparing the necessary soil and stones."

Still holding her staff, Mia-san looked back at me.

"And it's not as fast as Blanc's return to the front lines. Please wait a little longer."

*'Well, if you're willing to sacrifice performance, you can repair them with materials from the surroundings in a pinch. It also has the advantage of being cheaper than an alchemical golem, apparently.'*

"I see."

Technically, Blanc can use surrounding materials too, but the drop in performance is more than just a hindrance to its movements. In that sense, Civil Engineering Magic might be superior for long-term battles.

Well, everything has its pros and cons, I suppose.

"Hey, hey. I was wondering, can't we use Blan-chan's Magi Battery for U-chan and the others?"

"Impossible. The specifications are too different."

"It is possible to extract the mana and have them absorb it… but it would have to be done manually, and a lot would be wasted, so it wouldn't be very effective."

"I see."

"Well, I suppose it would work if they ran out of mana and shut down, and you just needed to restart them."

It was a similar mechanism to the Magi Stands the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club had built all over the place. Though theirs used more advanced formulas, since they were doing something with the leylines.

Extracting mana should also be possible for people like Erina-san and Mia-san, who became able to use magic upon awakening. I've heard that when you awaken, the knowledge necessary to cast spells just enters your head. A part of that should include knowledge like this… probably.

"Oops. Here, Kyo-chan, some tea. And a chocolate bar."

"Thanks."

I took the water bottle and chocolate bar, moistened my throat, and then unwrapped the plastic.

I crunched on the bar while leaning my back against the wall. Physically and magically, I was fine, but this dungeon was mentally taxing.

Meanwhile, next to me, Erina-san was drinking a magic potion while using self-hypnosis. It was a little awkward.

As I felt the sugar revitalizing my brain, I spoke to Aira-san through the earring.

"Aira-san, is now a good time?"

*'It is. What's wrong?'*

"No, I was just wondering how much farther it is to the Guivre."

*'Still a long way to go. It will be a long journey. I know it's tough, but do your best.'*

"Understood. You should take breaks too."

*'Of course. The cockpit of Ariadne has drinks, chocolate snacks, and even a toilet for when nature calls. Aside from the lack of an internet connection, I'm confident I could last three days in here.'*

"Tch!"

Mia-san's shoulders jumped. It seemed she managed to restrain herself since she was in the middle of repairing Ukon and the others.

*'Speaking of which, what do you all do about a toilet?'*

"We go before we start exploring. After that… we hold it?"

When you're in a situation where going to the bathroom isn't an option, you'd be surprised how the urge doesn't come.

Then again, our usual explorations last two hours at most. We've already been diving for an hour, and she said we're 'still a long way to go,' which means this will be the longest delve we've ever done.

I was so daunted by the thought that I let out a sigh.

*This is bad. Negative thoughts can, and I'm not exaggerating, lead to death. I have to stay positive.*

"Enough of this depressing talk. We'll rest for about five more minutes, then resume our explo—"

Just as I was about to say that nonchalantly.

The world moved.

"Tch!"

I knew this feeling. The mana in the atmosphere swelled and churned, rushing about like a raging river.

The mana that had been flowing through the dungeon, as orderly as a gentle stream, was now raging like a great winter sea.

*This is…!*

"Aira-san!"

*'We've observed it here too! All adventurers! It's a teleport! Stick with your—'*

As her voice rang in my ears, I dropped my water bottle and immediately grabbed onto my comrades.

"Blanc! Touch me!"

"Ukon! Sakon!"

I grabbed Erina-san's hand and Mia-san's shoulder. Blanc rushed over and wrapped an arm around my waist, while Ukon and Sakon each placed a hand on Erina-san's and Mia-san's shoulders.

The next moment, I was assaulted by a sensation of nothingness, where up and down ceased to exist.

Even though the ground beneath my feet had vanished, there was no feeling of floating. It was just like the moment I'd stepped into a gate.

And above all else—

It was the same as when I first encountered the white dragon.

The world spun. Then, just as suddenly, I felt the hard sensation of stone pavement through my boots.

"Battle stations!"

At Erina-san's voice, we all broke apart as if jolted and readied our weapons.

The scenery around us had completely changed from the passage we were just in.

A road of stone paving lined with trees bearing lush green leaves, the gentle babbling of a river reaching our ears.

A 'cityscape' with houses built of white stone, and bridges and churches colored with indigo and gold.

Though the design was medieval, no such city could have been built on Earth during the era it resembled.

A magnificent metropolis that achieved both prosperity and beauty. And we were in a corner of it.

"…Aira-san."

*'—, —…! Can you hear me! All units, report your status! You can all talk at once! I'll sort it out on my end!'*

"We're in a city. A beautiful city painted in white. The Invisible Ninjas have been teleported to a deserted metropolis."

Sword in hand, I looked up.

Above us was a false night sky. The stars twinkled, and the moonlight gently enveloped the city.

It should have been a sight to calm the soul, but…

…the twelve monsters looking down on us transformed it into a scene of mortal terror.

Warriors, each with four eyeballs, swiveled them grotesquely. But unlike the one we fought before, these were all in full color.

Blonde or dark brown hair and beards. Blue or green eyes. And a variety of armaments that appeared to be made of steel and fur.

Swords, spears, axes, bows. The gazes of the warriors, each holding their weapon of choice, were all fixed on us.

*'…Kyo-chan. You and the other adventurers, including us, were all sent to different floors, but…'*

From the distance, the rumbling roar of a dragon echoed.

*'No one else was sent to that floor. Only you.'*

—The deepest level. The dragon's lair.

That was where we had been sent.
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			The Sun in the Night

			"Erina-san, Mia-san."

"Okay!"

"…Surely you don't mean to…"

I held my sword at the ready and bent my knees.

Simultaneously, the twelve warriors’ eyes began to glow—

"I'll take half."

"Leave it to me!"

And we charged.

Twelve steel weapons swung down as one steel blade soared up.

I parried a spear-like arrow with my sword and dodged a thrusting lance with a barrel roll. I caught a horizontal sword slash on my blade.

I dodged upward to avoid an axe that immediately tried to pincer me, then backhanded away a mace aimed at the back of my head. In that instant, a shield bash rushed toward me.

I met the charge, which was like a runaway truck, with both feet. I absorbed the impact with my knees and pushed back, kicking off to create significant distance.

Temporarily above the enemy, I raised my one-and-a-half-handed sword with both hands.

"Burn!"

From convergence to release took about a tenth of a second. I prioritized speed over power, but it was still enough to melt and crush mere iron.

The warriors responded to my hammer of wind and flame.

—*WHOOSH!*

They answered with a single arrow.

"Tch!"

I dodged the projectile hurtling toward my brow by leaning back, then flipped around despite being thrown off balance by the wind pressure, putting my back to them to gain more distance.

A glance behind me showed the other side of the battlefield. The remaining six warriors were engaged with Blanc, Ukon, and Sakon.

The five I was fighting were in pursuit. It seemed the mace wielder had been unlucky enough to take a direct hit from the flames and was now burning. And now, the six that had been fighting over there were turning their gazes toward me.

"Honestly!"

But, behind the golems.

"You always do such reckless things!"

The water of the gentle river rose up, forming a great serpent.

Water splashed as if from an explosion. The fluid serpent coiled its body, encircling the warriors who were clashing with the golems.

That was a huge help. Furthermore, the surrounding stone buildings began to change shape, becoming stone soldiers and joining the fray.

Now, as for my opponents… tch!

"Whoa!?"

An arrow nearly pierced my back. I flew into a roll to the right. The arrow that grazed Flügel disappeared into the false sky.

Five warriors pursued me. Their four eyes burned with clear murderous intent, and they flew at the same speed as me despite having no wings.

My evasion had slightly slowed me down, and the inhuman fiends mercilessly raised their weapons.

I twisted my body to dodge an incredibly fast lance charge. I blocked an overhead axe swing with my sword, letting the impact force me downward.

I parried the blade of a swordsman waiting below with my gauntlet, using the recoil to fly just above the ground. I threw a knife in retaliation, but it was blocked by the shield user.

Similar buildings lined the road on both sides—structures that looked like luxurious apartments, as if a piece of a palace had been cut out and pasted here. On the road between these deserted buildings, a dogfight between warriors wielding anachronistic weapons had begun.

I dodged the arrows raining down on me, relying on my foresight as the white stone pavement was pulverized with each impact. Weaving through the projectiles, which had the destructive power of tank shells, I sensed that one had somehow circled around. A spearman leaped out from a crossroad ahead.

I struck down the horizontally sweeping spearhead with my sword. Thrown into an inverted position by the recoil, I spun horizontally and slammed a backfist into its face.

It was hard. I felt the impact reverberate through my bones, but a monster wouldn't be stopped by something like this.

As expected, the spearman let out a roar of anger and thrust with the butt of his spear. I blocked it with my crossguard and retreated without slowing down. As a swordsman's blade descended from above, I parried it with my gauntlet, only to see the follow-up spear thrust looming before my eyes.

It grazed my helmet, sending sparks flying. The moment my vision wavered from the impact, a tower shield burst through the wall of a nearby apartment and charged me.

I raised my altitude slightly to avoid it, and behind the shield user, an axeman took flight. I couldn't dodge the wide swing in time and had to block it with my blade.

Unable to withstand the impact, I was pushed higher than the rooftops. In that instant, an arrow wreathed in purple lightning flew at me from the side.

"Ngh!"

Following the prediction from my Spirit Eye, I somehow managed to meet it with my blade.

It was heavy. If the previous arrows were tank shells, this was a battleship's main cannon.

Before the intense pain could travel up my arms, I parried it, the blade groaning under the strain. The deflected arrow shot through the wall of an apartment and continued on, piercing several buildings in a row.

As the delayed roar echoed, I flew to avoid the debris. Four sources of mana pursued me from behind, with one trailing slightly farther back.

I flew through the grid-like streets of straight lines and right angles, desperately fleeing the arrows. I sensed the spearman drop in altitude and use his flight acceleration to begin sprinting across the stone pavement.

He was the fastest. One moment he was running on the road, the next he leaped onto a wall, running with his shoulder to the ground.

At a break in the apartments, he leaped from a building and launched a thrust from my side.

I twisted my waist and somehow managed to dodge. As we passed, the spearman spun his weapon and swung the butt-end toward my temple.

I threw up my left arm to defend just in time. As I raised my sword for an immediate counterattack, I was stopped by the longsword of the swordsman who had caught up.

With both my hands momentarily tied, the axeman charged. I avoided his diagonal slash by forcefully retreating, blasting wind and fire at maximum output from both arms.

The instant I forced all three of them back, a large shadow fell over me. I didn't need to see it; I saw it. A shield as tall as a man was falling from above.

"Kuh!"

If I dodged, I'd be shot in the next instant. I had no choice. I raised my sword and gripped the blade with my left hand.

I tried to receive it in a half-sword grip, but I couldn't stop it. I was slammed into the stone pavement, and an impact like my body had been torn apart assaulted me.

"Gah…!?"

I bounced, and my vision cleared. Debris danced around me, and directly below was a massive crater.

And then, the tip of a spear thrusting from the side. Before I could think, I blocked it with my gauntlet, but I couldn't defend against the second and third high-speed thrusts. They struck my helmet and breastplate directly.

A powerful impact struck me, shaking my brain and shattering my ribs. As I was sent flying parallel to the ground, I saw the fragments of my broken helmet left behind.

My head felt light, and my right chest felt strange. A half-second later, I realized my helmet was destroyed and there was a hole in my breastplate.

The cloth that had been under my helmet came loose and flew off somewhere. I had no time to worry about it as I retreated in an S-pattern. An arrow wreathed in purple lightning passed through the spot where I had just been.

My head and right chest. If I took another hit in either of those places, I would die. Blood flowing from my forehead passed my nose and wet the corner of my mouth.

Clutching my sword in one hand, I flew away with my back to them. Relying on my foresight to dodge the pursuing arrows, I took a small, deep breath.

*The fused monster we defeated with three people and three machines. Can I win against five of them, and not the 'newly hatched' versions?*

—*I can.*

I kicked my speed up a notch. Tossing aside fine control, I went for maximum acceleration. At the end of the road ahead was a clock tower, one that stood out even in this massive city.

Its form was so splendid and majestic it would overwhelm any who saw it. But I had no time to admire it.

I gained altitude rapidly, aiming for the space beneath the clock tower's hands, and continued to accelerate.

Flying in a straight line, I must have been an easy target. I sensed a vast amount of mana gathering and an arrow being loosed, one that left sound in its wake.

It was too fast to dodge after thinking. The moment the prediction flashed behind my eyes, I barrel rolled.

The arrow of purple lightning grazed my breastplate and passed by. It brought about a destruction that would have pierced the clock tower and then some, and a moment later, a deafening roar enveloped the floor.

"Guuuh…!"

I endured the wind pressure that threatened to blow me away and maintained my course, aiming for the large hole that had just been created.

I plunged into the billowing cloud of dust and pushed straight through without hesitation.

Immediately after passing through the clock tower, I folded my legs and did a vertical flip. I kicked off the wind to reverse my direction and slammed my shoulder into the clock face.

"Oooohhh…!"

With a low groan, I released my mana at maximum output. The sounds of cracking and creaking spread out from the large hole I'd passed through.

The five warriors who had been flying behind me. I pushed the top of the clock tower down, aiming right for them.

Once it surpassed its structural limits, gravity took over, and the massive object fell toward them at terrifying speed.

The spearman and swordsman managed to dodge left and right. The shield bearer and axeman were positioned in a way that delayed their evasion.

Even so, the shield bearer managed to block it. He defended against this massive object, whose weight in tons was foolish to even consider, with just a single shield.

The top of the clock tower stopped for a brief moment. As the parts not in contact with the shield began to collapse under their own weight, I immediately raised my left arm.

Exceeding maximum output… I sent a surge of mana that surpassed the magic tool's tolerance.

The bracelet glowed red-hot as an enormous mass of heat was generated in my palm.

"Oraaaaaaaaah!"

I swung it down at the behemoth below.

The top of the clock tower exploded. The flying debris hindered the spearman and swordsman who were trying to pincer me, and I descended into the cloud of dust.

Even with my vision obscured, I knew the positions of the mana sources. I closed in rapidly on a trajectory that would put the shield bearer between me and the axeman. Faster than he could turn his tower shield toward me…!

The moment my gaze met the shield bearer's four eyes, I swung my sword.

A single flash. The burning blade sliced off its neck, as thick as a log.

Carried by the momentum, I dove, leaving the retaliatory arrows behind. I pulled up just above the ground and landed on the stone pavement on the soles of my feet.

My boots carved two lines into the ground, scattering pebbles as I leaped to the side.

My vision swam from the successive G-forces, but it wasn't unbearable. Trusting in the regenerative power of my Nucleus, I threw my entire body into motion.

There was nothing inside the apartments. They were only beautiful on the outside; the inside was just an empty box. Though partitioned into rooms by walls, not even doors had been fitted.

They were learning my movements. Not just mine, but the fighting styles of everyone who had set foot in this place.

But unfortunately for them, I was growing too. And being this close to the dragon was a boon. I could fight without holding back.

And most importantly—I hadn't shown them how I fight in an 'urban environment' yet.

Recalling my battles from the Tokyo Incident, I shattered the floor and took flight. I raised my left arm above my head and smashed through the roof.

Delayed, the spearman, swordsman, and axeman burst into the room. Leaving them behind, I flew above the building.

In the false night sky, I saw a flash of purple lightning. A bowman, with stars at his back, drawing a massive bow. From the way his four eyes widened, it seemed he hadn't expected me to emerge from above.

He immediately re-nocked his bow and aimed the arrowhead at me. I charged him head-on. I wouldn't give the three below time to catch up.

A bolt of purple lightning was unleashed. As it left sound behind, I swung my sword down from an overhead stance.

Impact shot through both my arms. I couldn't do something as skillful as cleaving it in two. But just knocking it down…!

"Haaaaaaaaah!"

A sound like a massive wire snapping echoed around me, and the purple lightning scattered along with the arrowhead.

Without slowing down, I pressed forward. The bowman dropped his bow, grabbed an arrow, and reared back. As the warrior swung the arrowhead like he was throwing a punch, I swung my sword without mercy.

The steel blade lopped off its neck. That's three.

I continued flying in an arc as the three monsters pursued me relentlessly. Their four eyes gleamed under the stars as they closed in on me, cloaked in moonlight.

They stuck right behind me, trying to close the distance. Due to the difference in speed, the spearman pulled slightly ahead.

At that exact moment, I aimed for the sky at a sharp angle. I kicked off the wind, enduring the sharp pain that shot through my legs, and leaped.

As I shot almost vertically upward with leg power and wind, the spearman followed in the same trajectory. The axeman and swordsman approached on a path like they were climbing a hill.

I pinpointed the spearman's position below me with mana and released the sword in my right hand, which felt like it could shatter at any moment.

The spearman, who had just begun his ascent, offered his face right to the blade.

"GA…!?"

With a short, deathly cry, its skull cracked. Immediately after, the residual mana in the blade ruptured, engulfing it in an explosion.

Two left.

As I flew as if aiming for the moon, the swordsman and axeman continued their pursuit without slowing. With my sword and knives gone, they intended to cut down my unarmed body.

If they caught me, I would die.

In that case, I'd just have to go to them.

I arched my back, taking the full force of the wind pressure on my body. My vision turned red, and my consciousness began to fade.

But the premonition of my own death jolted me awake. I folded my legs and twisted my body.

I kicked off the wind of mana and came to a sudden stop. The sound and sensation of breaking bones washed over me, but fortunately, the endorphins in my brain masked it.

I unleashed the power in both my legs and descended toward the two pursuers. At the same time, I channeled mana to my left hand.

The moonlight was at my back. Unlike sunlight, it probably wouldn't be enough to blind them.

But for eyes accustomed to this false night, how would this light appear?

A mass of flame, created in my palm. The [Bracelet of the Flame Horse] screamed, its surface melting as it converted mana and generated a fireball the size of a human head.

As I drew my arm back, an aurora appeared behind me, and it slowed the four-eyed monsters.

Their counterattack was delayed. Seizing the opportunity, I slammed the fireball into the swordsman's face.

A beam of heat was unleashed, turning the monster's head and everything above it to dust. Amidst its scattering body, I reached my right hand toward the gleam of steel.

The axeman already had its weapon raised. Before it could reach me, my five fingers grasped the hilt.

In the instant before it turned to salt, I swung the longsword, striking the handle of the axe.

Upon impact, the blade groaned. The crumbling blade was brittle and would surely let the axe pass in an instant.

Faster than that, I spun the sword.

With the axe handle still resting on it, the blade reversed. The blade changed to an upward slash. *Bind*.

The tip of the sword split the axeman's face vertically, and the force applied to the axe lessened slightly.

"GAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

But it immediately let out a roar, re-gripped the handle, and brought the blade down.

I released the sword as it turned to salt and half-stepped to evade the blow. At the same time, I once again poured mana into the [Bracelet of the Flame Horse].

—*HIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIGH!!*

With a sound like a horse's neigh, a crimson inferno raged. Without converging it, I slammed it into the side of the axeman's head.

At point-blank range, I mixed it with wind. Before my opponent could swing its axe horizontally, a beam of heat entered through its ear canal and ravaged its brain.

A flame in the shape of a cavalryman burst through the monster's head and flew off, leaving not a single piece of brain behind.

The monstrous warrior, its head completely incinerated, fell headfirst toward the ground.

An equivalent mass of salt crashed into the stone pavement.

"Fuuuuu…"

The breath I exhaled was hot. My throat was parched. It felt like even my eyeballs were about to boil.

Without a moment's rest, I reformed my [Arcane Gear]. My battered boots, my greaves, my cracked and hole-ridden breastplate and gauntlets, even my shattered helmet—all returned to their original state.

Then, I drew the sword from the scabbard at my waist. With Flügel fluttering, I headed toward Erina-san and the others.

I glanced at my bracelet. The elegant golden ornamentation that was once there was gone, revealing a melted surface.

According to Shizuku-san, as long as the core was intact, it could withstand several more battles in this state. If so, there was no problem.

As the figures of Erina-san and the others came into view, a deafening roar greeted me.

A four-eyed warrior crashed into a nearby building and collapsed limply amidst the rubble. A gaping hole, large enough for a human torso to fit through, was torn in its chest.

And on the stone pavement lay five other piles of salt. The golems were covered in wounds, but Erina-san and Mia-san, with only minor scratches, were still standing.

They spotted me, and Mia-san, leaning on her staff, gave me an exasperated look.

"Honestly… You're just reckless, you absolute animal."

"But it worked out, didn't it?"

"It did! Ha-ha-ha-ha!"

"Oh, you two…"

Mia-san held her head in her hands as she looked at me, now fully recovered except for my bracelet. And then there was Erina-san, laughing boisterously with her hands on her hips.

It seemed they could still fight. The golems could probably last one or two more battles.

I tore my gaze away from my comrades.

And turned my eyes to the source of mana that, in this space—no, in this entire labyrinth—exuded the most overwhelming presence.

—GUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO…!!

Its roar thundered.

The otherworldly cry shook the city, sent mana swirling, and cracked the false sky.

But at this point, something like this wasn't enough to make me flinch. We had already been through this.

…Yeah.

"Still terrifying…"

I was just putting on a brave face. It was super scary.

*Can I go home now…? I feel like I've done enough work. We really tried our best.*

*Ah, no good. The exit gate is beyond that thing, isn't it?*

"Hey, Kyo-chan!"

"Oof."

A sharp slap on the back nearly made me stumble forward.

I glanced to my side and saw a smile as bright as the sun.

"You ready to go?"

—"Of course I am."

I put on a brave face again.

The creature known as 'man' is truly a foolish being.

I was keenly aware that I was trying to act cool in front of someone I cared about.

Either way, if I didn't smash that damn lizard's skull in, the anger in my gut wouldn't settle. That's why I came here.

I would see this through to the end.

"We'll have to be a little more reckless, won't we?"

Mia-san stood on the opposite side of me from Erina-san.

"Let's show 'em what the Invisible Ninjas are made of!!"

Erina-san laughed with her usual playful demeanor.

"…Well, everyone. Stay alive."

I, too, acted as I always did, shouldering my sword with a sigh.

In the center of this great city. Inside a skyscraper that seemed completely out of place in this medieval European townscape.

The white dragon raised its neck.

Everything up to this point had been nothing more than a 'snore.' Its eyes slowly opened.

Its gaze met ours, and held.

—GGGGYYYYYAAAAAAAAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!

The white dragon. The moving labyrinth. The Environment Invasion-Type Monster… the Guivre.

Looking up at its majestic form, we stepped forward.

It was still far. But we were almost there.

Toward the final destination of this adventure.
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			Once More

			*'—Can you hear me, members of the Invisible Ninjas.'*

"Yeah. Loud and clear, along with that name I never agreed to."

I answered the voice from my earring as I walked, my sword resting on my shoulder.

*'Report your status. Are you unharmed?'*

"The twelve fused monsters have been defeated. Our golems are damaged, but we're all in one piece."

*'Excellent. So, is it possible to take a break?'*

"Impossible."

Our eyes had been locked the whole time.

The dragon's sky-blue eyes and ours remained fixed on each other.

*'Then, can you retreat?'*

"That's impossible too."

It wasn't hard to imagine a fierce onslaught raining down the moment we showed our backs. Whatever attack it was, it would be difficult to dodge.

And above all, I had no desire to be scattered throughout the dungeon again.

*'Understood. In that case, hold on. I will absolutely send reinforcements.'*

"Roger."

*'Don't any of you die. If you die, I'll cry and puke on your gravestones.'*

I couldn't help but laugh. That was just like her, pathetic to the end.

"You're really saying that in this situation?"

"Kyo-chan, you said you didn't agree to the name just now, but what do you mean by that?"

"You too?"

"Uh, um… What underwear is my sister wearing today!"

"Later, please."

"Yes."

What a bunch… For people about to challenge a dragon, these beautiful women were quite the letdown.

But, this was just like us.

"We're coming back alive, so please don't defile anyone's grave."

*'I'll hold you to that. I pray for your fortune in battle.'*

"Right."

"You got it!"

"Yes!"

As if in response to our voices.

—G A A A A A A A A A A !!

An otherworldly roar shook the dungeon.

The pure white dragon's maw opened, and an immense amount of mana converged there. The density was so great that space itself seemed to warp. This was the second time I had witnessed this sight, one that could be mistaken for the end of the world.

"Erina-san."

"On it!"

The 'golden rings' she scattered landed perfectly in the path ahead of us.

The moment my booted foot stepped on one, the ring was absorbed into the sole.

*Golden Boots of Holophagus—Modified.*

A memento from the multi-headed dragons the white dragon had incinerated, modified by Shizuku-san.

They were still single-use, only for this battle. On top of that, creating one required destroying several pairs of the original golden boots.

But even so, this magical tool was a masterpiece worthy of a battle against a dragon.

A white aurora was unleashed. The aftershock alone carbonized the white cityscape, causing it to crumble.

The scenery, which could have been called a work of art, was reduced to a scorched wasteland, and dust rose up to the false night sky.

But that single flash of destruction never found its target.

Golden ripples spread through the air.

With Flügel fluttering, I kicked off the wind using [Concept Interference] and sprinted. I ran across the heavens as I flew, passing by the breath attack that had carved a massive line through the city.

Thanks to the golden boots, my feet felt lighter than ever. Golden light spread across the sky I kicked off, accelerating me with each step.

The Guivre turned its tower-like neck and swung the beam of heat at me horizontally. But it was too slow.

To keep it from focusing its aim, I moved in a spiral around the aurora. Leaving even sound behind, I closed in on the white dragon.

"Hello there."

I'm sure my voice didn't reach it. And even if it did, we speak different languages.

But 'greetings' are important.

Amidst the roar of the sonic boom and the sound of the breath scorching the air, I raised my sword.

Before my eyes was a pupil as blue as the sky.

"It's been a while."

I slammed the blade into the dragon's eyeball with all my might.

G Y Y Y Y Y A A A A A A A A A —!?

The shriek, echoing at point-blank range, made me realize my eardrums had burst. I used Flügel to forcefully endure the shockwave that threatened to blow me away.

The Guivre thrashed its neck as if in agony. I gritted my teeth, held onto the hilt, and poured mana into it.

The blade and my bracelet glowed red-hot. I mixed wind and fire with [Concept Interference], transforming them into a single cutting edge. The blue eyeball boiled, searing nerves as I increased the output, trying to reach even the brain.

But it was too big. This damn lizard was definitely bigger than the last time we met.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

I swung the sword sideways and 'rode' the shockwave to disengage. As I created significant distance, a red line of fire and blood danced in the air.

Between the after-effects of the breath attack and the white limbs thrashing in pain, the surrounding buildings were in a terrible state. It was a good outcome if a few frames and walls remained. A radius of about 100 meters had been turned into a mountain of rubble.

"G U U U U U U U U…!"

The one-eyed dragon glared at me. The sheer force of the mana it exuded became a curse, attempting to invade my body.

I brushed it off as the pure white wings spread.

That simple motion generated a gale, and the massive body, which must have been fifty… no, eighty meters long, floated into the air.

From there, it all happened in an instant. Completely ignoring the laws of physics, the dragon's massive body closed the distance to me with a single flap of its wings.

"Tch!"

I rapidly dodged to the left using Flügel and my leg strength. The massive foreleg passed through the spot where I had just been.

Caught in the sonic boom generated by its claws, I kept my gaze fixed on the dragon's massive body.

"G R U A A A A…!"

Its remaining right eye swiveled and locked onto me. In that instant, its scales began to glow fiercely.

It wasn't summoning Sachs. Its entire body of scales was a collection of staves and cannons. Beams of light were fired all at once.

I retreated at full power, evading the pursuing barrage of light by moving upward. But the beams bent at a sharp angle.

As they came at me from almost directly below, I dodged in a spiral, incorporating barrel rolls.

*There are too many, and they're too fast. Shaking them off will be tough…!*

I flew up to just below the ceiling and slowed for a moment. As I flew so close that my helmet scraped the ceiling, the beams finally stopped their pursuit, riddling the dungeon with countless holes.

But as if to say it was still its turn, the dragon roared and laid down another barrage. As I desperately dodged it, I caught sight of something approaching me from the corner of my vision.

Immediately after, two streaks of light, like meteors, pierced the white giant.

"G U O O O O!?"

"I didn't come here"

A single 'chariot' emerged from the city, still swirling with dust.

"unprepared either!"

A war chariot constructed of wood, rock, and ice, large enough for five people to ride. Pulling it were Ukon and Sakon, their lower halves transformed into horses like centaurs.

The two golems had changed their weapons from shields and pitchforks, and were now holding massive bows as tall as themselves.

Mia-san, riding the chariot, held the reins in her left hand and her staff in her right as she entered the heavens.

The stone-tipped arrows nocked by Ukon and the others were coated in ice particles and fired. They flew with the speed and shockwave of missiles, piercing the white scales.

And yet.

"G A A A A A A A A!!"

The Guivre roared without shedding a single drop of blood. As if annoyed, it fired dozens of beams at her, and the chariot changed course to take evasive action.

An ice wall blocked the beams that couldn't be dodged, and it continued to race through the sky unharmed. I, too, continued to dodge the additional beams while watching her out of the corner of my eye.

I knew it already, but this wasn't an opponent to be faced with just three people and three machines. The difference in number of attacks and sheer size was too great.

My opening greeting wouldn't work a second time. In fact, the wound I had so thoroughly cauterized was already beginning to regenerate. In another ten minutes, it might regain its sight.

I clicked my tongue inwardly and focused solely on evasion. There was no opening to attack.

While scattering beams like a porcupine, the white dragon closed in on me. Its giant body, which made my sense of scale go haywire, flew at high speed.

Even now, as I left sound itself behind, I couldn't shake it. It raised its arm-like foreleg and brought its claws down on me.

A tremendous roar echoed behind me, and a shockwave and shower of pebbles assaulted me. And they were still hitting my back.

I didn't need to look back to know. That damn lizard was flying with its forelegs embedded in the ceiling!

It was chasing me to crush me, easily destroying the labyrinth that should have been harder than steel.

I took a meandering path, but the Guivre stuck right behind me. It was faster. Since I was losing in every aspect but maneuverability, I couldn't shake it in this situation.

In that case…!

"Nngh…!"

I folded my legs, rapidly decelerating as I flipped upside down. I kicked off the ceiling and dove.

The swinging foreleg. Its claws passed right by my feet, and the resulting gale threw me off balance.

As I spun in a nosedive, I kept my Spirit Eye active amidst the rapidly changing scenery.

The Guivre, diving in pursuit of me. Mia-san's chariot, flying above it while dodging beams.

And two figures leaping from the chariot.

"Yeeeeeehaaaaaaaaw!!"

That cheerful voice, so out of place here, must have been a trick of my ears. She might have actually said it, but I couldn't hear it over the sound of the wind.

Her golden twintails fluttered as she held a large cannon with both hands. Behind her, the silver knight, Blanc, descended.

Blanc swung its battle-axe in a wide arc and brought it down on the soles of Erina-san's feet without any signal.

In response, as if she had expected it, she bent her knees to absorb the impact. With an astonishingly smooth motion, she caught the back of the axe head with her geta and accelerated.

Erina-san, pursuing the Guivre that was pursuing me. We were just moments from the ground. Just before impact, I released flames from the [Bracelet of the Flame Horse] to change my trajectory sideways.

Taking that as an opportunity, the white dragon raised its foreleg, and right on its back, the muzzle of a cannon was aimed.

*Black Hell Cannon.*

In that instant, a roar loud enough to be heard even amidst the raging winds thundered.

"G Y A A A A A A A!?"

Having been in the process of swinging its foreleg, the Guivre lost its balance. The white dragon crashed headfirst into the ground, causing destruction akin to a meteor impact.

As debris and shockwaves scattered, I tracked Erina-san's position by her mana. I flew in a straight line, relying on sheer power, and extended my left hand to her.

"Erina-san!"

"Kyo-chan!"

Holding the cannon with her left hand and under her arm, Erina-san took my hand with her right. The [Black Hell Cannon] made her quite heavy, but I could fly like this.

In the corner of my vision, Blanc was retrieved by Mia-san's chariot, and it was gaining altitude again.

I, too, ascended with Erina-san dangling below me and looked down at the spot where the Guivre had fallen.

"Did we get it!?"

"You know the answer to that, don't you?"

"Yup!"

With a cheerful reply, Erina-san shifted the cannon onto her shoulder and pulled a lever near the grip with one hand. The barrel rotated, making the third shot ready to fire.

One shot on the fused monster earlier. That was the second. The next one would be the last.

With the interval until Cerberus's appearance, we had only been able to prepare two of these cannons. This was our trump card. We couldn't afford to miss.

I circled, looking down at the rising dust. A follow-up attack was impossible; getting any closer would just get us countered.

As I was thinking that, a prediction from my Spirit Eye flashed in my mind.

"Evasive maneuvers!"

"Whaaa!?"

Erina-san, swung around, let out a cry of surprise.

Dozens of beams pierced the spot where I had just been. With the distinctive sound of searing air, the lances of light pierced the ceiling and the city.

Dozens more beams flew toward Mia-san, chasing her chariot. It was difficult to go to her aid, and just as difficult for her to help me.

"Kuh…!"

"Kyo-chan, drop me on the building at 10 o'clock!"

"Roger!"

My center of gravity thrown off, I flew in the direction Erina-san indicated.

Amidst the city destroyed by the battle so far, there was a relatively intact skyscraper. I descended slightly and dropped her onto its roof.

Despite holding the massive cannon, Erina-san landed on the roof in a roll and started running as if nothing had happened.

That building, too, was shot through by a beam. I sensed from the movement of her mana that she was unharmed, and before I could even breathe a sigh of relief, I leaned my body to the right to dodge an approaching spear of light.

White light pierced through the edge of the golden ripples spreading in the air. Beams grazed my shoulder, my head, my side. These compressed, high-density mana attacks would gouge out any part of me they hit directly.

Each time I parried a shot I couldn't dodge with my sword and gauntlet, my [Arcane Gear] was chipped away. A beam that grazed the side of my head blew off my helmet and even scraped away a piece of my skull.

My vision wavered with intense pain. I continued to dodge on instinct alone, and from the strangely wide field of view, I realized my helmet had once again been shattered.

There would be no next time. This time, I would die. My [Sage's Nucleus] might keep me alive even if a part of my brain was scraped away, but if I was engulfed by a torrent of light and turned to dust, there would be no regeneration.

Amidst the intensifying beams, I caught a glimpse of the Guivre.

Unscathed.

After crashing into the ground at that speed with that massive body, there wasn't a single visible wound.

No. From the sensation when I crushed its eyeball at the start, its scales must have been somewhat damaged right after the crash. They had just regenerated long ago.

*You monster, have some respect for common sense…!*

I barrel-rolled and slid diagonally downward, then performed a triangle jump. Next, I ascended in a spiral.

The G-force was immense, but I couldn't afford to care.

As I was on the defensive, I sensed a source of mana running through the dust toward the white dragon. It was Erina-san.

*Somehow, I have to keep its attention focused upwards…!*

Just as I thought that and prepared to make a feint.

—*THUMP…!!*

The white dragon pushed its massive body up, standing on its hind legs alone. It gripped the ground with its sharp claws and leaned its upper body slightly forward.

My precognition told me what would happen next, and I screamed with all my might.

"The tail!!"

"G U O O O O O O O O !!"

With an exceptionally loud roar, the white giant spun around.

Its long, thick tail scraped away the ground entirely. The tail, as large as the distance from its head to the base of its hind legs, swept away the surrounding buildings along with the dust dancing in the air.

It had wiped everything out. Sensing the presence of an enemy approaching, it had cleared everything at its feet.

As the wind pressure and debris flew up to the ceiling, my throat tightened at what had just happened.

"Erina-san!!"

The sound of the wind drowned out even my own scream. Ignoring it, I flew in a high-speed arc, searching for her.

*The cannon. Find the cannon's mana. She should be there…!?*

I spotted the [Black Hell Cannon], two of its three barrels snapped off, through a gap in the dust. It was stuck unceremoniously in a pile of rubble; it was definitely the one she had been holding.

*Don't tell me, she's underneath…!*

Just as I thought that and began to descend, something moved in the corner of my vision.

I stopped abruptly and turned my gaze toward it to see something square flying. Was that… a kite?

I couldn't see it from my side, but I sensed a familiar mana on its other side.

"Hah…"

I couldn't help but let my guard down. I breathed a sigh of relief that she was safe.

I realized too late that it was a fatal mistake.

"Damn it—"

A pure white beam of heat pierced through the dust and loomed before me.

The beam, wider than I was tall, was impossible to dodge. Using [Concept Interference], I tried to block it with my sword.

But it was nothing more than a desperate struggle. As I was pushed back by the impact, more beams converged on the blade where the first had struck.

"Agh, guoooooh!"

Countless cracks appeared on the blade, and I could hear unnatural sounds coming from my bones, my muscles, my entire body.

In a world dyed white, I frantically released fire and wind. I swung the blade, which was breaking down from one moment to the next, forcefully down and to the right.

The vortex of light shifted its trajectory slightly, and my body was pushed upward. But I couldn't deflect it completely, and the white light swallowed my right arm.

"Agh, gaaaaaaah!?"

My arm from the elbow down was gone. Acknowledging that, I fell toward the ground.

Nearly a quarter of Flügel was also burned away, and I couldn't fly unconsciously. As my brain was dominated by intense pain, I plummeted headfirst to the ground.

And yet, whether by instinct or sheer luck.

Flames overflowed from the bracelet on the left arm I had thrust out in reflex. Breaking through the half-melted surface, the uncontrolled mana was converted into a crimson inferno and released.

I slowed down just slightly and crashed into the ground, left palm first. As I felt my bones shatter, my consciousness faded.

But, probably a few seconds later, I came to.

My body had instantaneously recovered. Not a single scratch remained, and I leaped to my feet.

But my [Arcane Gear] was still damaged. And most importantly—

"G A A A A A A A A A A !!"

The white jaw was opened to its widest.

A single eye looked down on me. Slowly rising on its spread wings, the Guivre was taking aim at me.

I couldn't dodge. I could hear Mia-san screaming something as she desperately attacked the dragon, trying to get closer to me.

But it didn't look like she would make it in time. Though her attacks wounded its scales, the Guivre ignored her completely, focusing solely on killing me, its 'enemy.'

Defense was impossible, too. If just deflecting a few beams from its scales had done this to me, I couldn't possibly handle its breath attack. Especially not unarmed.

Such thoughts raced through my mind, but my body couldn't keep up with their speed. *Ah, so this is what they call a flashback*, a detached thought floated in a corner of my mind.

Desperately, even if I wouldn't make it, I tried to move my legs. There was a one-in-ten-thousand chance I might be saved. Clinging to that hope, I leaped backward.

But as if to mock such a futile struggle, the aurora—

A steel-colored light flashed past.

What happened? I didn't know. But,

"G A A A A A A A !?"

With a scream, the mana that had been converging in its maw scattered, spraying in all directions like water.

And in the corner of my vision, a relatively intact building, its frame still standing. An old man landed on its roof.

He wore a loosely fitting kimono and black hakama. His long black hair was tied back in a single tail, and in his exposed right arm, he held a katana.

His physique was toned, but clearly that of an old man. The blade of his katana was cracked, and his arm was turning purple.

But his blade.

—*THWUMP…!*

I understood only when I saw the dragon's wing get severed a few seconds later.

The Guivre shrieked. The massive body that had been about to take flight fell to the earth, its limbs just barely preventing it from toppling over.

And then, a voice came from my earring, which had been silent until now.

*'Praise me. Worship me.'*

A soprano voice, speaking with great arrogance.

I sensed the presence of the speaker and turned around, though I kept my attention on the writhing Guivre.

*'The thirty-odd A-Rank candidates who participated in this operation.'*

Far away. Kilometers away. On the roof of a still-intact building stood a four-legged golem and an elven woman beside it.

And around the white dragon, powerful mana users were gathering one after another.

*'The great genius of the century, I, Arisugawa Aira! Have led every last one of them to the deepest level!!'*

Aira-san's voice echoed through my mind.

At her words, strength surged through my entire body.

Mighty warriors gathered in the ruined chalk-white city. Against them, a great dragon.

Ironically, the situation and the faces were similar to the Tokyo Incident. I gave a wry smile at that and redeployed my [Arcane Gear].

I drew a flawless sword from its scabbard and pointed the tip at the dragon.

All right, Round 2, you damn lizard.
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			I gripped the sword with both hands, adjusting the flow of my mana.

From my heart to my shoulders, to my arms, through the bracelet, and from the hilt to the blade. I marveled inwardly at the sword, now wreathed in fire and wind.

I glanced at the bracelet. Its exterior was covered in pitted holes and scorch marks, yet it still worked.

*I was right to ask Shizuku-san.*

"G U U U U O O O O O O O O !!"

The furious roar of the dragon served as the gong for the second round.

The white giant, now stained with red blood. The scales all over its body stood on end, becoming turrets that scattered spears of light in all directions.

Its targets were the adventurers gathered here. The beams shot upwards for a moment, then curved at sharp angles, raining down like a storm.

"Shii…!"

I retreated using wind to hover, moving back in an S-pattern, then sliding to the right in an arc.

As I weaved through the barrage of light, which was somewhat less dense than before, I scanned my surroundings.

Mia-san was—fine. Her chariot's wooden wheels, now fitted with ice spikes, were spinning at high speed, pulled through the air by Ukon and the others. Despite its anachronistic appearance, its performance was considerable.

And the other adventurers. As expected of the elite gathered here, not a single one was caught in the beams; they were either dodging or defending.

However, most of them could do nothing but focus on that. Amidst them, there was one man who had the leeway to protect others.

A suit of full plate armor, pitch black. Holding a tower shield large enough to conceal his frame, which was likely over two meters tall, he was covering the old man who had cut off the dragon's wing.

"Hey, brother! Can you land another big one!?"

"Don't you know? I have two arms."

"Hoo! That's super cool, samurai!"

The old man switched his chipped katana to his left hand. The armored man whistled at his words and stopped in his tracks.

Beams of light rushed in. The storm of light rained down, obscuring the figures of him and the old man behind him.

Dust flew up, the stone pavement around them was shattered, and even the hard rock beneath was gouged out.

And yet, the two's mana, far from disappearing, grew even sharper.

"Delivering a slash to the dragon!"

"This is my signature move. Savor it!"

In that instant, the armored man's mana swelled. His thick shield disassembled into pieces, forming a dome around them.

The beams, blocked by the barrier, were deflected in all directions. Beside the armored man who stood with his arms spread, releasing his mana, the old man bent his knees deeply.

He placed the spine of his katana against his back, his hawk-like eyes piercing the dragon's body.

"Secret Sword."

His body vanished. A supersonic movement that shattered the sound barrier three, four times over, one that even my [Spirit Eye] couldn't follow.

Before I knew it, the old man was above the dragon's head, his body twisted greatly. I felt the sound of every muscle in his body straining, a sound that should have been impossible to hear.

—"*Kurui Kabuto*!"

Space itself seemed to tear.

A single slash, so powerful it created that illusion. The blade reached its limit from the all-out attack, and the katana snapped near the hilt.

His left arm, peeking out from the hem of his white kimono, was bent in an unnatural direction, and upon closer inspection, his right leg was also discolored black and purple.

But his figure was hidden by a fountain of fresh blood that gushed out.

"G Y Y A A A A A A !?"

The dragon's shriek echoed, and the beams of light ceased. The Guivre, with a large wound on its head, thrashed about wildly, and the grievously injured old man was blown away by the shockwave of its roar.

As he flew like a broken doll, the armored man, who had reformed his tower shield, leaped up and caught him.

The old swordsman, perhaps unconscious, reverted to wearing just a loincloth. The white dragon glared at his back.

But being careless is a grave mistake. It's not my place to say, having nearly died from a moment of inattention myself, but looking away during a battle is suicide.

In the opposite direction from them, two figures rose into the sky.

Boys like fairies, who could be mistaken for girls. Holding hands like close brothers, they were enveloped in light and merged.

What appeared was a person with an androgynous appearance, neither male nor female. With a bewitching smile on a face of beauty that transcended gender, they wore attire reminiscent of medieval royalty.

The figure sprouted fairy-like wings on its back and, while hovering in mid-air, raised both hands to the sky.

"La—"

Singing with an inhuman voice, it was the incantation of a compressed grand magic spell.

A spell that would normally take several minutes to cast was deployed in just a few seconds.

Three massive magic circles suddenly appeared above the dragon's head. The pale blue circles rotated, and before it could counter, a torrent of pale blue light poured down.

The particles of light that hit the ground burst with a high-pitched sound, generating a white mist.

"G A… A A A…!?"

The Guivre, which had brushed away the torrent of light with a release of mana, was covered in frost.

Icicles grew from its upturned scales, and cracks appeared at the base of its claws, around its eyes, and on the wounds on its head and wings, rapidly spreading.

As if its job was done, the androgynous figure retreated, its fairy wings glowing. The Guivre, without even the luxury of paying it any mind, tried to form another barrage of beams.

But nothing came out. The scales that should have been cannons were frozen solid, their function lost.

That wasn't just ice. It was a curse. Something that could be called a fairy's spell was obstructing the flow of mana.

It would probably last a minute at most. For the mighty warriors gathered here—that was more than enough time to decide the match.

"Hmph!"

With a valiant cry, a foot clad in armor shattered the earth.

A woman with a warlike smile on her face, the only part of her not covered in plate armor, and her characteristic drill-like hair fluttering, held a lance with both hands.

Mana spiraled around the conical tip, and a beautiful woman dressed as a man standing beside her thrust both of her rapiers into the ground.

A magic circle appeared where the lance was pointed. It was, without a doubt, a 'cannon barrel.'

"Hraaaagh!!"

A war cry that seemed impossible to have come from her slender throat. At the same time, her feet tore up the stone-paved ground—and she became a meteor.

The charge, wreathed in spiraling mana, struck the Guivre's hind leg. It instantly shattered the frozen scales and gouged out the tough flesh beneath.

The mana, continuing to rotate like a drill, finally pierced even the bone, and the spreading shockwave tore off the dragon's leg.

The Guivre shrieked, supporting its massive body on its remaining three legs. Leaping toward it were a man who looked like a Spartan from an opera and a woman dressed like an Amazoness.

The two, a perfect embodiment of the phrase 'ripped with muscle,' swung their spear and axe respectively as if they were blunt weapons.

"Doooooh!"

"Seeeeeeiii!!"

A deafening roar. The shockwave caused the already ruined city to collapse further, and fissures ran through the earth.

The Guivre staggered, blood and air escaping from its mouth. A woman in a tuxedo stood, her eyes fixed on its open mouth.

"Good niiight."

With a suave pronunciation, she opened the revolver in her right hand and inserted a card from her left into the cylinder.

The card, which shouldn't have fit, transformed into a bullet and was loaded. She closed the cylinder and aimed the muzzle at the dragon's mouth.

The hammer fell without hesitation.

The high-density mana bullet pierced the flesh inside its mouth and reached its brain. A moment later, a boom. I realized it had exploded inside.

Fresh blood flowed like a waterfall. As if in sequence, the attacks of the adventurers pierced the white dragon, which was standing only by a miracle.

The 'finishing moves' of the mighty warriors gathered here. Being a motley crew, if they tried to attack simultaneously, friendly fire would be inevitable.

The reason they could unleash their techniques without pause, giving the Guivre no chance to counterattack, was likely because the master of the mana buzzing through their earrings was desperately coordinating them.

Finally, the cursed ice clinging to its scales shattered, and the white dragon's cannons rebooted. But before they could be fired, countless magical ropes, chains, and stakes bound its massive body.

"Ha-ha! The secret technique of our Head Alliance!"

"Move if you can!"

"If you can break this joint magic spell from the three of us, that is!"

The mages with bizarre hairstyles raised their voices, making one wonder who the real villains were.

But their work was flawless. The restraints extending from the hundreds of magic circles floating in the air pinned the dragon's massive body to the spot.

An overwhelming advantage. However, it was clear that if we missed this opportunity, the scales would immediately tip in the opponent's favor.

Each of them using their trump card meant they were taking a corresponding risk.

The grievously injured old swordsman was a given. The woman who had made the splendid charge had her lance broken, and she herself couldn't stand without the support of her butler-attired companion due to the recoil.

The Spartan-like man and the Amazoness-like woman both had their weapons broken and were bleeding from their dominant hands. The woman in the tuxedo had also retreated from the front lines, as that had apparently been her last shot.

None of them were in a state where simply healing their wounds would suffice. It could be inferred that they were out of mana or that their skills had some kind of restriction. Otherwise, Aira-san would have given me instructions.

Amidst the continuing onslaught, the dragon, its once-white body now stained with blood and discolored by burnt scales, roared.

"G G G Y Y Y Y Y A A A A A A A A —!!"

A shockwave enveloped the area, even generating a tornado. This shattered the magical restraints, and the surrounding warriors who had been attacking were forced to defend themselves.

A brief opening was created. In that moment, the dragon spread its wings.

The wings that should have been severed were forcefully restored with particles of light. With iridescent formulas floating on its tattered membranes, the dragon's massive body rose into the air.

If it gained distance now, the adventurers would have no chance of victory. Against them, who had exhausted all their strength, the Guivre would return to perfect condition with enough time. Even if that weren't the case, there were still monsters heading this way from the other floors.

—Therefore.

*'It's your turn. Are you ready?'*

"Of course."

Because we had been waiting here, ready.

We hadn't just been standing idly by, waiting for our turn. In a deliberately created gap in the encirclement, we had been desperately concealing our mana.

The direction in which the old swordsman had been carried away by the armored man. The Guivre's single eye turned toward us and widened.

But its judgment was swift. It converged its remaining mana in its mouth. An aurora blinded me.

But even without seeing, I 'saw.'

"Blanc."

As I unhesitatingly dove toward the dragon's jaw, I called out to the chariot's cargo bed behind me.

There was no reply. But the swirling vortex of mana was its answer.

"Match me."

—G O O O O O O O O A A A A A A!

A roar so loud it felt like my eardrums would burst. Along with the sound of the air burning, a white radiance enveloped the world.

The light that had once swallowed the white knight. A torrent of destruction I still couldn't block alone.

But if I wasn't alone.

"Hnnngh…!"

I squeezed it out. Everything.

I gripped the hilt with both hands and slammed the steel blade into the approaching aurora.

*[Concept Interference]*

An anomaly that allows one to interfere with things that cannot normally be touched. I perceived the mana contained within the breath as mass and attempted to entangle it.

But it was heavy. My entire body felt like it was about to be crushed.

Faced with a mass great enough to flip the entire city, my blade instantly cracked, and a pain unlike any I had ever felt shot through both my arms.

Blood vessels tore and regenerated, bones broke and were mended. Nerves were scorched, and though my mana circulation was disrupted, all damage was healed. And then, it was crushed again by the pressure of the breath.

In the instant that destruction and regeneration repeated, the weight of the colliding aurora halved.

My eyesight had yet to fully recover, but even so, I could feel the presence of the knight beside me.

"Ooooooooooooh!"

I twisted the one-and-a-half-handed sword. With the blade that could shatter at any moment, I tore apart the breath alongside the battle-axe swung next to me.

The aurora, split in two and entangled. In the false night sky, twin suns manifested.

In my regenerated vision, I saw the face of the dragon, deprived of its breath. Its eyes were wide, its mouth agape. But like a machine, the monster moved on to its next action.

It was a counterattack with both its forelegs. Even without its breath, its claws alone were enough to kill us.

We, who were still supporting the massive weight of mana, had no way to defend against it.

The deadly claws were unleashed.

But unfortunately for it, I was not alone.

"Hraaaaaaaaah!!"

*'Grandmother.'*

*'I will not miss.'*

The Arisugawa clan knocked the dragon's forelegs down.

The charge of the rock and ice chariot sent the left foreleg flying. As if not caring that its chassis was shattering from the impact, the suicide charge gouged out its elbow joint.

A cannonball fired from Ariadne from a great distance. It was transported here by teleportation. Without any loss of speed, it delivered the same destruction as a point-blank shot, knocking the dragon's right foreleg downward.

The Guivre's defenseless skull was directly below. The wound from the sword strike was already closing, but the skull was still slightly visible.

Aimed at that wound,

"Hraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!"

The sword and battle-axe were swung down.

The unleashed brilliance shattered the dragon's skull. It blew away the cracked scales, pulverized the slightly exposed bone, and.

Ravaged the brain beyond.

As the aurora filled my vision, I did not let up.

I activated the bracelet and poured in all my remaining mana. I added it to the uncontrolled breath mana, mixed it with wind, and pushed it into the dragon's body.

Suddenly, the light vanished.

The dragon, its upper head gone, slowly fell to the ground. Due to its massive size, it appeared to be moving slowly, but it was likely falling at a considerable speed.

And yet. Before its body could prostrate itself on the earth.

The breath and my mana that had been poured into its body exploded from within.

Light leaked from the gaps between its white scales, and then it grew in intensity, eventually becoming an explosion that shattered the Guivre's body.

Pieces of the dragon scattered everywhere, but even the blood was incinerated. Like a meteor shower, the white dragon's body rained down on the ruined chalk-white city.

In the dragon's lair, now a barren wasteland with nothing left, one of the gathered adventurers—who was it that first raised their voice?

"Oh, ooooh…"

As everyone looked around, confirming the shattered body of the dragon.

"Oooooooooooooooh!"

"We did iiiiiiiit!"

A cry of triumph was raised.

Some praised each other. Some raised their fists or weapons to the sky. Some sat down in relief.

Looking down on them, I descended with Blanc to where Mia-san had already landed.

"Are you okay?"

"Somehow…"

Beside Ukon and the others, who were heavily damaged and missing parts of their bodies, Mia-san stood leaning on her staff, looking as if she were on her last breath.

She had no visible external injuries. I breathed a sigh of relief at that and turned my gaze to Blanc beside me.

The silver armor was in a terrible state. Its left arm was gone from the elbow down, and its battle-axe was riddled with cracks. Its entire body was covered in scorch marks and wounds of all sizes.

But we had done it.

"Thank you… Blanc."

At my words, the knight gave a small nod.

I nodded back and unconsciously looked around. The strength did not leave my sword-gripping fingers, and I kept my center of gravity slightly lowered.

It seemed this habit wouldn't be easy to break. I gave a wry smile at my own behavior, so out of place in this victorious atmosphere.

My helmet must have gone somewhere when I blocked the breath attack, as my field of view felt wider. All around, adventurers were making a commotion as they gazed at the dragon's remains, which were turning to salt.

*'Congratulations! Congratulations, everyone! And Kyo-chan! I have good news!'*

"Aira-san."

She had worked hard too. I had nothing but gratitude for her.

Still in a state of excitement, Aira-san tried to continue.

*'You'll be surprised to hear this! Erina-kun is!'*

But her words passed right through my ears.

In my unconsciously scanning vision, there was 'something' in the center of the area where the adventurers were gathered. It was a broken box. A big, black box.

It lay there, as if torn in half, unnoticed by anyone.

It was probably a drop item from the Guivre. Strangely… no. By magic, it was an object that had been made invisible to ordinary people.

From it, something slithered out.

A long, pointed tail crawled out.

"It's not over!"

I roared, raising my sword.

At my voice, the surrounding adventurers reflexively readied their weapons.

As if mocking them for being 'too slow,' the long tail extended and whipped out.

It was over in an instant. The mighty warriors gathered here, though exhausted and caught off guard, were still undeniably strong. And yet.

They were blown far away. Leaving behind red blood and chunks of flesh, they were sent flying an impossibly long distance, effortlessly.

The sword I had swung reflexively was shattered, and my left shoulder was deeply gouged. I couldn't even worry about the splattered blood staining Mia-san behind me.

"Wha-what—"

"Get up! Fight!"

I yelled at her, who was in confusion, and at the telepathic voice screaming about what had happened.

I threw away the broken sword and drew a newly formed blade.

I had forgotten. The Guivre was itself a 'dungeon.' It was a moving fortress, a crystal of magic that could even interfere with leylines.

And a dungeon.

*'■■■■■…'*

Is something that keeps a monster inside it.

A white monster emerged from the broken box.

A body covered in scales, about two meters twenty centimeters tall. Its frame was human-like, but its claws were long, and a long tail extended from behind its waist.

In its hands, it held a spear with extravagant decorations, and from its lipless mouth peeked sharp fangs.

A body like armor, colored in blue and gold. Faced with its natural stance, I swallowed hard.

A Dragonewt. That was what this being should be called, standing before us.

*'■■■■…'*

Its sky-blue eyes were the same as those of that mighty dragon.

*Ah, I see. The Atlantis Empire must have been a collection of pretty crazy people.*

The Guivre was another monster, created with this monster as its core.

Slowly. But without a single opening.

The Dragonewt pointed its spear at us.

The battle was not over yet.
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Pure white scales, like a suit of armor, adorned with brilliant decorations of blue and gold.

Reflecting the false moonlight, the Dragonewt slightly lowered the tip of its spear.

*Grrr...*

*It's coming...!*

We lunged at nearly the same instant, shattering the exposed earth beneath our feet as we charged the enemy.

I knocked down the spear tip aimed at my face with my sword, only for the spear to retract at a terrifying speed and unleash a second strike.

I deflected the platinum blade hurtling toward my heart with my own steel-colored one. Immediately after, a third strike gouged into my side.

"Ngh...!"

*It's fine, it's shallow. The breastplate absorbed some of the impact. Don't freak out!*

The Dragonewt wasn't in perfect condition either. The fact that we could even clash like this was proof of that.

I blocked the spear's butt end with my gauntlet, using the recoil to parry the horizontally sweeping spearhead with my sword. The impact resonated through my bones, but it wasn't unbearable.

As the Dragonewt stepped in for a follow-up, Blanc swung its battle axe from the side.

The one-handed slash was deflected by a flick of its tail. Without a moment's pause, the Dragonewt's claws tore through my helmet.

A white helmet cracked, throwing off sparks. It raised its spear for a finishing blow, but I slid in and caught it.

"Guh!"

The impact drove my feet into the ground. Before Blanc could move behind me, the Dragonewt's tail swung out in a wide arc.

Its long tail sent us both flying. I bounced several times before landing on my left hand. A few meters away, the silver knight tumbled across the ground.

Blanc was already at its limit. In the corner of my eye, I saw Ukon and Sakon try to stand, only for their legs to shatter.

Even so, Mia-san's lances of ice rained down on the Dragonewt. Faced with dozens of blades, the creature casually lifted its head and opened its jaws.

*ROOOOAR—!*

A torrent of white flame became a canopy, enveloping the area.

The rain of spears melted in an instant. The Dragonewt then whipped its neck around, unleashing the flames toward me.

"Don't underestimate me!"

I swung my sword in an upward scoop and simultaneously released a blast of wind, blowing away the flames that threatened me and Blanc.

As my vision was flooded with white, a pair of wings sprouted from the Dragonewt's back.

Rainbow-hued patterns appeared on the leathery membranes as a spell activated. Its feet left the ground. The white monster leaped up, turned its back to me, and flew away.

*No way, is it trying to escape...!?*

I stomped on the ground with all my might, leaping and accelerating into flight. A golden ripple burst forth as I chased after it.

The Flügel's output was unstable. Of course it was. A quarter of it had been blown off; the fact that it was still working at all was the strange part.

But even if it means breaking it completely, I can't let that thing get away...!

My Spirit Eye sensed the dungeon's atmosphere churning. This wasn't the same teleportation magic that brought us here. The flow was converging on the creature itself.

It's trying to regenerate. To rebuild that massive dragon's 'exterior.'

That Dragonewt itself is nothing more than a 'drop item.' And often, with the exception of a few functions, the outer monster is stronger than the core magic tool.

The single blow that had wiped out the adventurers had been an all-or-nothing gambit for it, too. A desperate attack launched even at the cost of hastening its own demise.

If that's the case...!

"RAAAAAAGH!"

*Grrr...!*

I closed the distance and slashed at the Dragonewt's back.

It parried with a backward thrust of its spear, but I ignored it, readied my sword, and charged again. I couldn't let it create any distance. I had no idea when the Flügel would give out.

—*GUOOOOOOOOH!!*

Just then, the roars of monsters echoed from far away. I didn't even have to think to know what it was. The Sachs and Wyverns from the upper floors were flooding into this area.

"Aira-san!"

*'Don't worry about us! Focus on your own fight!'*

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

I parried a thrust with the pommel of my sword, using the force to push myself to the left. I followed up with a burst of wind to spin horizontally, unleashing a slash aimed at the Dragonewt's neck.

The flame-wreathed blade, however, was blocked by the spear's shaft. Immediately, its tail slammed into my side.

I couldn't even scream. A hoarse sound escaped my throat as I was sent flying.

As my vision spun, I could see the adventurers fighting in the half-destroyed alabaster city below.

And from the direction of the stairs, the sound of cannon fire. The Professor was snapping a Sachs's neck with her bow and crushing another's skull with a kick. Ariadne seemed to be holding the Wyverns at bay with its handgun and cannon fire.

No one had the leeway to help me. Mia-san was exhausted, too. At this altitude...

*At the very least, I have to knock it to the ground!*

"HYAAAAAAA!"

*ROAR!*

I used Concept Interference to stomp on the wind, steadying myself for just a moment. Then I bent my knees, using my leg strength and the wind to charge the Dragonewt at top speed.

My diagonal slash was parried by its spear, but as we passed each other, I immediately reversed course and got behind it. I barrel-rolled to evade its sweeping tail, circled underneath, and swung my sword at its right leg.

But a kick sent its sharp claws deflecting my blade's tip. I took the following downward spear thrust with my breastplate, twisting my body to make the spearhead slide off before it could pierce through.

Amidst the sparks and impact, I kept my body facing it as I flew backward and upward, getting in front of it.

I won't let you escape. Absolutely not.

*Grrr...*

Growling in frustration, the Dragonewt performed a lance charge. The patterns on its wings glowed brighter as it thrust its couched spear forward.

If I dodged, it would get past me. I gripped the blade with my left hand in a half-sword stance and met the spearhead.

As the impact pushed me back, I cranked the Flügel to full power. A creaking, groaning sound filled the air. Was it coming from my arm, or my sword?

Sparks flew violently as the spearhead slid upward, the shaft clashing against the flat of my sword. The Dragonewt, now at point-blank range, opened its mouth, gathering mana in its throat.

I immediately released my hand from the blade, swung my sword upward, and caught the blade on the spear's decorative guard, yanking it upward. At the same time, I bent at the waist, dodging the breath attack that passed over my head.

In that instant, a knee covered in white scales slammed into my stomach. My breastplate caved in, and the contents of my stomach surged up my throat.

No time to vomit. I gritted my teeth and slammed my left iron fist into the Dragonewt's side.

*Grrr!?*

We were both knocked back, then closed the distance again in an arc.

I slammed my sword into the side of its thrusting spear to deflect it, sliding my blade down the long shaft to aim for its fingers.

But its right arm shot out toward me first. Its fingers were held straight in a spear-hand, its claws glinting menacingly.

Before it could pierce my skull, I managed to get my left arm in the way. My gauntlet shattered, pieces of broken armor flying into the air. I was thrown back, recoiling from the impact.

*It's this strong, even weakened...!?*

*ROOOAR—!*

As I lost my balance, the Dragonewt raised its spear, now gripped with both hands. It brought it down like a club, and I responded again with a half-sword, catching the spearhead on my blade.

It was heavy. I was being pushed back, the platinum blade digging into my right shoulder. Blood spurted out, and the intense pain blurred my vision with tears.

This was getting bad. I folded my right leg, wedged it between us, and delivered a front kick.

I felt it connect with hard scales and the flesh beneath. The Dragonewt gritted its teeth and, without a moment's delay, lashed out with its tail.

The impact struck my side. My breastplate finally shattered, and my internal organs were violently shaken.

"Gah...!"

My vision flickered. My helmet hadn't had time to reconstruct, and my breastplate was destroyed. The next hit would be fatal.

The Dragonewt was above me, raising its spear for the final blow. Gripping it in a reverse hold, it thrust the spearhead down with lethal intent.

Not through thought, but instinct, I jammed my sword's crossguard into its path. With a fierce clang of metal, the thrust was deflected, merely gouging my right arm.

"Gah, aaah!"

I reached out with my left hand and grabbed its leg. I blasted fire from the back of my hand, using the force to spin my body and hurl it downward.

The Dragonewt immediately righted itself, spreading its wings with the city below as a backdrop. In response, I readied my sword.

Once again, we charged, intent on finishing each other off. Just as spearhead and blade were about to clash, a pale blue light shot up from the ground and pierced the Dragonewt's back.

*GRRRAH!?*

It was a spear of ice. My Spirit Eye caught sight of Blanc, arm outstretched from its throw, and Mia-san standing beside it.

I absolutely cannot let this chance slip away!

"HRAAAAAAAAH!"

*GRRRAH!*

I batted aside its now-sluggish spear, using the momentum to swing my sword up again as I approached diagonally.

*'Serpentine Slash.'* An application of it. This was my first time trying it in the air, but I'd make it count.

I dodged the spear shaft as it moved to defend, and my sword bit into the Dragonewt's wing. Then, with a blast of wind and fire, I forced the blade deeper.

"Oooooooh...!"

*GRRR!*

At this range, it couldn't swing its spear. The Dragonewt thrust its spear-hand through my left side, twisting it deeper.

Which would come first? My heart being ripped out, or its wing being severed?

With a roar, I poured mana into the bracelet. Pushed beyond its limits, it began to glow red-hot, but Shizuku-san's creation answered my call.

Crimson flames burned through the white wing. The force of the follow-through created distance between us, and the arm that had been nearing my heart was pulled free.

I couldn't feel any pain. My brain was flooded with an abnormal amount of endorphins.

Perhaps because of that, my thoughts were hazy, but I noticed the Dragonewt opening its jaws just before it began to fall.

Mana gathered. A moment later, a beam of white heat shot toward me.

"Tch!"

I couldn't dodge in time. I used the Flügel as a shield to block it.

After such a fierce battle, the steel-forged mantle had also reached its limit. The point of impact melted away, and the slightly weakened heat ray burned my right arm.

"Gah, aaaaaah!?"

My dulled sense of pain returned at the worst possible moment. A scream tore from my throat, and the mana maintaining my flight wavered.

As a result, I began to plummet to the ground along with the Dragonewt.

In the mere dozen or so seconds it took to fall to the alabaster city, the Dragonewt swung its spear at me, pulled by gravity.

I responded with my regenerated right arm. I parried the spearhead with my battered sword and, with a returning stroke, aimed for its neck.

It blocked with the shaft, and the butt end shot toward my side. I kicked to fend off the scooping attack.

I couldn't intercept the sharp thrust that followed in time, and it gouged my left shoulder. The Dragonewt then swung its spear around, and I instinctively let go of my sword and grabbed the shaft with my right hand to stop the wound from widening.

*Thwip*. Right after a full rotation, the spearhead pulled free, and I was thrown forcefully downward. I smashed back-first into a stone roof, crashed through the ceiling, and broke through the floor below.

I was dropped all the way to the first floor of what must have been a four- or five-story building, and all the air was forced from my lungs.

"Hh... aah...!"

Somehow, I managed to stand, reconstructing the sword inside its sheath. There was no time to fix my armor. I leaped out of the building just as a tremendous impact struck from behind.

I rolled onto a wide road, getting to one knee as I looked back. The building I'd fallen through, a temple-like apartment adorned in white and blue, was now literally half-destroyed, a mountain of rubble.

Slowly, the Dragonewt emerged from the rising dust, spear in hand.

Faced with a monster that, aside from its severed wing, had no visible injuries, I desperately tried to steady my ragged breath, drew my sword, and stood up.

I can't maintain my focus. The wounds I'd sustained in this fierce battle had already healed. But my brain was still misinterpreting it as being injured.

My functions as a human couldn't keep up with this unnatural regeneration. Phantom pain seared my nerves, and my vision flickered.

While I could barely stand, the Dragonewt leveled its spear at me.

An attack was coming. I forced my wavering body to hold steady and readied my sword. I had to hold it off, for every second I could.

*'—Hang in there a little longer, Kyou-chan-kun!'*

The voice echoed from my earring.

*'Reinforcements are arriving!'*

"Rein...force...?"

As I muttered the word, the Dragonewt shattered the stone pavement beneath its feet. It lunged forward with tremendous acceleration, thrusting its spear.

I raised my sword to block it, and in that instant...

A deafening explosion engulfed the area.

"Tch!?"

*GRR!?*

Both the Dragonewt and I instinctively leaped to the side to evade the impact. Amidst the flying debris, my Spirit Eye caught sight of the object that had smashed through the building and passed by.

*—A shuriken?*

Immediately after the massive, tornado-wreathed shuriken passed, a silver shadow shot out from the dust.

It was a knight clad in white armor. But its left arm and leg were exposed from the elbow and knee down, revealing a black main frame.

Though its armor was covered in cracks, the knight swung its longsword in a smooth, reverse diagonal slash.

*Grrr...H!*

The Dragonewt's reaction was a fraction of a second too late, and the blade slashed through its left eye.

Half a moment later, blood sprayed through the air. The monster roared and swung its spear in a wide arc. The knight, with mechanical calmness, blocked the attack with its blade and used the impact to leap backward without resisting.

Another knight was there. A one-armed golem with a silver helmet and torso, but with limbs painted blue. Blanc.

Which means, the one standing next to it is—

"Byaku...ren?"

The knight, while keeping its sword warily at the ready with its right hand...

gave me a thumbs-up with its left, its brand-new frame exposed to the air.

"Hey, hey, hey! Sorry to keep you waiting, Kyou-chan! Senpai!"

A boisterously cheerful voice called down from the rooftop of an apartment that had somehow avoided collapse.

"It took a while to swap out the parts and figure out where we were! But!"

Her black cape fluttered, revealing the white kimono she wore beneath.

At the same time, a magic-user holding a staff dispelled the dust and walked across the stone pavement.

"That was a pretty great entrance, wasn't it?! Don't you think?!"

"You're late, you self-proclaimed ninja...!"

I replied to her vibrant smile with a grumble. Even so, I couldn't suppress the smile forming on my own lips.

In response, the Dragonewt turned its right side toward us and readied its spear. A stance that protected its blind left side. Still, I saw no openings.

Two golems flanked me, each readying a longsword and a battle axe.

We were by no means in perfect condition. Neither Byakuren nor Blanc could likely perform at their full capacity.

And yet.

"Fuuu..."

Sword still at the ready, I took a single deep breath. The searing pain that had been burning my brain had, at some point, stopped.

Everyone was battered and broken. Our opponent was injured too, and though we had to worry about our own dwindling mana, we were far from having the upper hand.

But despite all that...

"Let's show 'em what the Invisible Ninjas can do!"

"We are absolutely changing that name when we get back."

"Please focus on the battle for now, both of you."

I didn't feel like we could lose.
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"Whoops. Kyou-chan, you forgot something!"

"Huh?"

Just as I was readying my sword, Erina-san suddenly threw something at me.

I caught it reflexively. It was a ring, its surface slightly scorched. This mana... right. It's Shizuku-san's...

I immediately leaped back a few steps, held the blade in my mouth, and dispelled my right gauntlet. As I slipped the ring on, the Dragonewt, of course, closed the gap.

A high-speed thrust. But because it was expected, I was ready for it.

—*CLAAAAANG...!*

A hard, reverberating sound. The thrusting spearhead was met head-on by a crossed battle axe and longsword.

I immediately gripped my sword with my ring-adorned right hand and charged forward. I leaped with a boost of wind, slashing down from above, but the Dragonewt slammed its tail on the ground and leaped far back to evade.

My blade cut through the air and shattered the stone pavement. From the cloud of dust that rose, the two silver golems burst out to the left and right.

Following an arc-like trajectory, Blanc attacked first. The Dragonewt blocked the axe's slash with its spear shaft, and before it could counterattack, Byakuren's longsword swung in from the opposite side.

The Dragonewt dodged that too by twisting its neck. The golems ran past it without stopping for a moment, and I charged in from the front.

"Haaaaah!"

*GRRRRAH!*

My diagonal slash was parried by the spearhead, and in a counter, the platinum blade came for my chin in a reverse diagonal arc.

I swayed back to dodge, then narrowly avoided a leg sweep from the butt end of the spear with a minimal jump. In mid-air, I used wind to accelerate into a horizontal spin and swung my sword in a wide arc at its neck.

But its tail shot out and blocked me. The scales cracked, but I hadn't reached the flesh.

My sword was deflected, and while I was still in the air, the spearhead thrust upward toward me. I blocked it with my crossguard and retreated, not resisting the impact.

In my place, Blanc and Byakuren attacked from the left and right. The battle axe was parried by the spear, and the longsword was blocked by the scales on its left arm.

*That thing... it already figured out the difference in their performance...!*

It unleashed a breath attack at Byakuren from point-blank range, but I forced it to dodge by planting a flying kick on its battered armor. The white flames passed right by me.

Feeling my skin sear from the extraordinary heat, I ignored it and swung my sword at the Dragonewt's nose.

The monster jerked its long neck back, and I reversed my blade and slashed again.

It quickly blocked my blade with its spear and pinned it down. Immediately, a knee kick slammed into my side.

"Guuh...!"

My breastplate hadn't regenerated yet. Through the thick cloth, a heavy impact slammed into my organs.

I was sent flying, bouncing several times as the Dragonewt moved to finish me off. But the golems blocked its path.

It swung its spear in a wide arc as if to swat them away. The attack came from Blanc's blind side, since it had lost its left arm, but Byakuren deflected it upward with its longsword.

The monster twisted its body to dodge the downward swing of the battle axe, then returned with a swing of its own spear. The longsword parried that as well.

Watching the golems fight with a coordination that seemed impossible for a makeshift team, I ran up the side of an apartment building and leaped at the Dragonewt from its flank.

Having lost its left eye, the monster's reaction to the attack from its blind spot was a few tenths of a second too late.

I spun horizontally in mid-air, parallel to the ground. Adding the acceleration of fire and wind to the centrifugal force and gravity, I unleashed a slash that the Dragonewt blocked with its two-handed spear grip.

The ground at its feet exploded as if hit by a bomb, sending up a cloud of dust and stone fragments.

The battle axe and longsword closed in on the Dragonewt, which was now driven into the ground, but a single sweep of its tail sent them both flying.

Byakuren and the others crashed into the apartment building on the side of the road. With a roar, the Dragonewt swung its spear, this time trying to slam me into the ground.

I quickly batted my sword away to dodge the downward swing. As I landed, a spearhead shot out at my face, and I tilted my neck to avoid it.

The second and third strikes came with that same terrifying retraction speed. But by now, my eyes had grown used to it.

I deflected the second strike sideways with my blade and knocked the third one diagonally downward with my pommel. From there, I took a step forward, slipping inside the long shaft's reach, and delivered a horizontal slash to its abdomen as we passed each other.

The sound of something hard shattering, and the sensation of tearing flesh. A moment later, a red line appeared on the monster's belly.

*GRRRRAH!*

But it didn't stop. I dodged the spear it slammed down as it turned, then blocked the spinning kick of its tail with my blade.

I couldn't hold, and was sent flying. After several meters, I touched my left hand to the ground and landed on my feet as if doing a cartwheel.

I immediately turned my gaze back to the Dragonewt and saw it under fierce attack from the golems.

Byakuren, having determined its own output wasn't enough to break through those scales, had stuck close to Blanc's left side, focusing on defense. The longsword would parry, and the battle axe would strike.

They fought with a coordination that made them seem like a single living being, but the Dragonewt surpassed even that.

It stomped down with such force that it broke its footing, then sent Blanc flying with a body check that took the downward-swinging axe with it. Immediately after, it deflected the sword Byakuren swung at its right eye with a horn on its head.

A left spear-hand thrust gouged into the cracked torso armor and pierced the frame beneath. As Byakuren was sent flying through the air like it had been hit by a large truck, I moved in to take its place and slashed at the Dragonewt.

The platinum spearhead met my almost ambush-like slash. With a hard clang, my blade was deflected, and the butt end of the spear came for the side of my head.

*Still so strong...!*

I ducked to evade it, only to find a knee kick coming at my face. I retreated to avoid that, but a tail sweep was already on its way.

I blocked it with my half-destroyed left gauntlet, but the damage spread from the missing pieces of armor, crushing flesh and creaking bone.

I jumped to dissipate the impact, but as if anticipating it, its long tail began to wrap around my left arm—which I foresaw.

I immediately flicked the tail up with my sword and somehow managed to escape.

I retreated while readying my sword with my right hand, intending to wait for my left arm to regenerate. But the Dragonewt pressed its attack.

Byakuren and the others couldn't recover in time. I couldn't see Mia-san or Erina-san, which meant they were preparing something.

*—This is rough!*

"Ooooooh!"

I let out a roar to psyche myself up and fought defensively with one hand for the few seconds it would take for my left arm to heal.

I slammed my sword into the side of the thrusting spearhead and used the recoil to dodge to the right. I ducked under the following horizontal sweep and jumped back to avoid the scooping tail attack.

I blocked the spear-hand that followed with my crossguard, retreating further from the impact, and then dodged upward by releasing wind from my feet to avoid the one-handed horizontal spear swing.

I was now above it, my regenerated left arm gripping the hilt.

"Raaaaaaaah!"

My full-power overhead slash was, as expected, blocked by the spear's shaft. Whether it was steel or some other material, the mysterious metal spear didn't have a single crack.

But the impact still got through. The blow, wreathed in wind and fire, sent the Dragonewt's massive body flying.

The stone pavement buckled from the impact, carving a trail where it passed. The monster dispelled the rising dust with a single sweep of its spear and revealed itself.

It was still standing, but not unscathed.

Fine cracks ran across the scales all over its body, and blood trickled from the gash in its abdomen.

More importantly, the mana being supplied by the labyrinth couldn't keep up with its consumption. It was gradually weakening.

But I was in an even tighter spot.

I glanced down at my blade for a split second and saw that it was noticeably chipped. Fortunately, it wasn't warped, but there must have been parts where the edge was completely ruined.

Luckily, the tip was still sharp. I pointed it at the enemy and charged again.

I couldn't let up on my attack. If I gave that monster an opening to recover, I would lose.

"Gah, aaaaaaaaah!"

Letting out a roar that was now little more than bestial, I closed in, my sword resting on my shoulder. I shattered the pavement and, under the false night sky, swung my sword down.

The spearhead and the sword's tip collided. Violent sparks flew, and a shockwave spread destruction all around.

As my arms screamed in protest, we both focused our consciousness, trying to ensnare the other's blade.

And then, a presence I had forgotten, even for that brief moment, arrived.

*'DAAAAAAAH!!'*

The voice I usually heard through my earring boomed through a speaker.

It was the steel giant, Ariadne, smashing through the alabaster building, using the wind from its back as a thruster.

"Aira-san!?"

*'MOOOOVE!'*

I instinctively pulled my sword back and retreated with all my might. The Dragonewt also began to take evasive action, but the spirit's 'eye' piloting that thing could read the future.

A kick, its trajectory predicted, slammed directly into the Dragonewt. The frame of its left foreleg bent and shattered, but it definitely slammed the monster into the apartment across the street.

Ariadne lost its balance, its cockpit block scraping against the stone pavement and sending sparks flying as it skidded. Its left arm came to a stop, aimed precisely at the building where the Dragonewt had disappeared.

The Black Hell Cannon, secured by a sub-arm. Without a moment's hesitation, the trigger was pulled. What must have been its last shot scattered blue smoke as it slammed an iron chunk infused with mana into the cloud of dust.

Another explosion and shockwave. As I shielded my eyes from the flying debris, a white shadow burst through the rising smoke.

*GRRRRAAAR—!*

Its anger laid bare, the Dragonewt, though its left shoulder and arm were gone, swung its spear in a wide arc.

In a single blow, Ariadne's upper body was sent flying.

"What—"

*'Ngh!'*

The cockpit was safe, but the machine no longer had any combat capability.

The Dragonewt moved behind Ariadne and raised its spear for a finishing blow, but I forced my way between them and blocked it.

"Guuh...!"

A nasty sound came from my blade. As cracks spread across the steel, the Dragonewt pushed its spear even harder.

The monster planted its feet, undeterred by the swirling wind and fire. As we glared at each other, its tail slowly rose behind it.

*This is bad...!*

*'Now, Mia!'*

Suddenly, something fell from the top of the half-destroyed apartment from our earlier fight.

Two sasumatas, carried by the momentum of their fall, swung down toward the tail. Gripping the weapons made of stone and ice were the rock golems, Ukon and Sakon.

With their damaged parts hastily patched together with alabaster stone and ice, their output wasn't enough to restrain it.

But the drum cans strapped to their backs burst open from the inside.

Inside was a large amount of water. In an instant, threads of mana crawled across the ground and connected to the golems.

A pale blue light exploded.

"Heeeeeeere weeeee gooooooo!"

With a voice that was a mix of a scream and a war cry, a massive block of ice enveloped the two golems and the Dragonewt's tail.

The tail was pinned, along with Ukon and the others. Still, it wouldn't hold for more than two seconds.

But that was more than enough.

The battered knights burst out from the buildings on either side. A battle axe swung from a one-armed golem slammed into the white tail, and a longsword struck down on top of it.

As both weapons shattered, the Dragonewt's frozen tail also—became a shower of white and red fragments.

*GRRRRAAAAAR—!!*

With a scream, it swung its spear with brute force. The impact forced me backward, and I was slammed into Ariadne's cockpit.

The momentum of the horizontal swing didn't stop, and it struck the knights. Byakuren's right arm was severed, and its torso was deeply gouged as it was sent flying. The spearhead continued on, striking Blanc and slicing off its left arm.

The two combat-incapable units were blown away like leaves. The Dragonewt, bleeding profusely, immediately turned back to me.

Its left eye, wing, left arm, and even its tail were gone, but its fighting spirit hadn't waned. The monster fixed its gaze solely on me and readied its spear.

It had mistakenly assumed that I was the only enemy left.

Without a sound, even suppressing its mana.

It had completely forgotten about the girl who approached, invisible, with her black cape fluttering.

In that moment, a dagger, undulating like a snake, grazed its left shoulder. The shallow cut tore through the exposed flesh, where there were no scales.

*The Vile Blade of Basmu.*

It must have noticed something was wrong. The Dragonewt immediately leaped back, its white body instantly consumed by a blackish-purple mana.

Every poison and curse in the world seeped into its body, dissolving the monster from the inside out.

It couldn't even withstand the impact of landing; its white knees buckled. Dark, black blood trickled from between its rows of fangs.

*Grrr, grrrr...H!*

"Kyou-chan!"

"Yeah!"

I readied my sword at my hip and charged. I won't let it call me a coward.

I'll finish it, here and now!

But as I closed in, the Dragonewt let out a roar. It caught my downward-swinging blade with the spear held in one hand and deflected it.

One clash, two, three, and still I couldn't break through.

With each blow, my blade screamed, its limit approaching. There was no time to reconstruct the sword. The moment I let go of the hilt, it would tear out my throat.

Round and round, the spear swung in a circular motion. The Dragonewt's fluid spear work, using even centrifugal force, parried my attacks. And for an instant, an opening appeared.

Its left knee bent, and its balance faltered for a moment. A path to the solar plexus, covered in scales, had opened up.

A clear opportunity. The moment I stepped in, a grin, tight and cruel, formed on the Dragonewt's lips.

*—Oh, I know.*

The monster hooked the spear's shaft around its neck and, using that as a pivot, spun the spear around. The platinum spearhead swung toward me, intent on smashing the skull of the prey that had carelessly jumped in.

*—But I've seen that before.*

That one blow from the 'Champion' in the rain, when I was enraged that my parents and she had been killed. I haven't forgotten it for a single day.

Faced with the blade of death, I took one more step forward.

I dashed to its left side and, in a flash, swung my sword in a diagonal slash, cutting through the white scales. A red line ran across the monster's thick chest, and fresh blood sprayed into the air.

*GRRRRAAAAAR—!?*

Is there some connection between the one who made this monster and the one who made the Orc Champion? No, that doesn't matter right now.

Leaving thought behind, I reversed my blade and cut across the Dragonewt's back. The monster traced an arc with another spray of blood, then shattered the earth and leaped away to create distance.

I chased after it. I pushed the Flügel to its maximum and released wind from my entire body, closing the distance at top speed.

As I aimed to strike the moment it landed, the Dragonewt's chest swelled up in mid-air.

Ignoring its widening wounds, it squeezed out a vast amount of mana. That mana was forced up into its mouth.

*GRRRRAAAAAR—!!*

A torrent of white fire was unleashed. Faced with a tsunami of flame that threatened to engulf the passageway, I did not flinch.

I slammed my raised sword into the wall of fire. To forcefully *seize* what a blade should normally never be able to handle.

*Concept Interference.*

"Ooooooh!"

With a roar, I tore the white flame away from the monster. It coiled around my blade, glowing intensely and pressing down with an impossible weight.

*Just one moment. All I need is to unleash this one swing.*

The crimson flames extending from the bracelet overwrote the white fire. The final glow from the bracelet on my left hand. I swung the red-dyed blade down at the Dragonewt.

*GRRRRAAAAAAR—!?*

A scream echoed through the alabaster city. The fire, enhanced by the Bracelet of the Flame Horse, consumed the Dragonewt's body and set it ablaze.

I drew back my sword, now blackened and cracked. If I was going to decide this, it had to be now.

*'Kyou-chan. A thrust, you know,'*

Her words from that day flashed through my mind.

*'Is a special move!'*

"Haaaaaaaaah!!"

I lunged forward with enough force to shatter my own legs and unleashed the tip of my sword.

My target was the Dragonewt's neck. The blade, without hesitation, pierced the scales, and then...

*GRRRRAAAAAR—!*

...was caught by the monster's right hand, which had let go of the spear.

The sword was stopped. The blade creaked and groaned, its momentum halted.

It wouldn't go any further. Not even if I released wind and put all my strength into it.

*—Not with my strength, alone.*

Claws dug into the stone pavement. A wire extending from them rapidly retracted, pulling a girl with flowing golden hair toward us.

At the same time, I poured mana into the ring on my right hand.

"With this!"

"It's over!"

The momentarily enhanced strength, and her flying knee kick to the pommel.

The blackened, scorched blade was driven through the white neck.

*—*

As blood and fire erupted, I forcefully twisted the hilt. Wind tore through the flesh, and I swung the blade with all my might diagonally upward.

*Crack*. The sword, emerging from inside the Dragonewt's neck, broke. With the now much shorter hand-and-a-half sword in hand, I stood in front of Erina-san, who had collapsed to the ground, blood streaming from her knee.

I glared warily ahead. The Dragonewt, its flames extinguished and its body stained with dried blood and scorched scales, was still standing.

Its single blue eye was no longer looking at me. Its hand, bones exposed, was reaching for the false moon.

*—, —...*

It tried to say something, but only air escaped from the hole in its throat. Not that I could understand its words anyway.

And yet... it looked like a child wishing for something.

From its toes to its outstretched fingertips, its body turned white. It turned to salt, and the mighty Dragonewt became mere powder, scattered on the ground.

Watching the scene, I let out a breath.

"Erina-san!"

"Yaaay! We did it, Kyou-chan!"

I dropped my sword and rushed over to the self-proclaimed ninja, who was nonchalantly raising one hand.

Her left knee was clearly about to tear off. What kind of force did she use to kick the pommel?

As my face paled at the sight of her leg, which looked like it could separate at any moment, I healed it with the power of the 'Nucleus.'

After the red glow faded, Erina-san stood up briskly, her leg without a single scratch.

"Ooh! As expected. Perfect!"

"You're really too reckless, you know..."

I sighed as Erina-san even started doing backflips on the spot.

"...It's over, right?"

"Yep! Well, I can still hear fighting here and there. But still... I think this is the end."

I breathed a sigh of relief at her words and forced myself to stand, fighting the urge to collapse.

Then I touched my earring and tried to send a telepathic message to Aira-san.

"Aira-san. We finally defeated the Dragonewt—"

"Ah, wait a second."

"Yes?"

Suddenly, Erina-san took my hand and pulled it away from the earring.

What was going on? In this situation, there couldn't be anything more important than a combat report.

I wondered, but... I couldn't say it out loud.

Because she was so quiet, and her smile was so beautiful.

"Yagawa Kyouta-san."

"Y-Yes..."

My name, spoken gently, as if she were savoring the sound on her tongue.

Erina-san, still holding my hand with both of hers, looked up at me and said,

"I fell in love with your eyes. Won't you let me have your life?"

"—"

It was a line similar to the 'joke' I had heard before.

But this was clearly a 'confession of love.'

My mind couldn't keep up. Erina-san, to me? Why?

As I stood there, stunned, she just waited. I frantically tried to figure out what to say.

Eventually, I just put my thoughts into words.

"Yes. I love you, too."

The words came out smoothly. Erina-san's face broke into a huge smile.

"Yaaay! Confession success-fuuul!!"

"Whoa!"

She threw her arms around me in a tight hug.

*W-Wait, my chest! I'm not wearing armor right now, so your chest is, uh, pressed against me!?*

*'Ahem, Kyou-chan-kun.'*

Just then, a somewhat awkward voice came through.

"A-Aira-san!? Um, well! About the Dragonewt!"

*'Yeah, we observed that from here. No problem. More importantly, there are three things I need to tell you.'*

"Yes!?"

*'First. We've confirmed that all the A-Rank Candidates who were blown away are safe.'*

"Th-That's good to hear."

*'And also. —You're connected to everyone's channel.'*

"...Huh?"

As I stood there, speechless, a variety of voices came through the earring.

*'Hoo-ah! Congratulations! Now it's not just the U.S.-Japan alliance, it's the U.S.-Japan-U.K. alliance, baby!'*

*'Congratulations. Rather, were you two not dating already?'*

*'Congratulations!'*

*'Congratulations. As a gift, I will send you a straw rope and a special candle at a later date.'*

*'Congrats!'*

*'Congratulations!'*

*'Congrats!'*

*'Ugh...! *hic*...! Finally, finally the time has come...!'*

"..."

I was at a loss for words. No, wait, what?

"You... you hopeless college studeeeeent!!?"

*'Sorry. It wasn't on purpose. More importantly, there's one more thing I have to tell you.'*

"What is it! What more could there be!"

*'This dungeon is about to collapse.'*

"...Excuse me?"

Just after I asked, a strong earthquake hit.

The shaking made it hard to even stand. The ceiling and the dungeon walls cracked with an ominous sound.

"You should have said that first!!?"

*'My bad!'*

Mia-san and the golems—Blanc, Byakuren, and the hastily repaired Ukon and others—came running to me.

Byakuren seemed to be just a torso, with its arms wrapped around Blanc's neck to be carried along.

"Sis! Secured the Dragonewt's drop item!"

*'Well done!'*

The now three-legged Ariadne arrived late. Its cockpit opened, and Aira-san and Sana-san popped their heads out.

"Grandma will escape on her own! Sana-kun, back in your birdcage. We're getting out of here, now!"

"Yes! Kyou-chan! The handcart!"

*Thump*. A handcart was pulled out from her Item Box. It had some sort of 'pointless decorations' on it.

"Ah, yes. And I'm supposed to pull this. But wait. I'm pretty tired, too—"

"Go, Kyou-chan-kun! Like a beast of burden!!"

"Kyouta-kun as a horse... How shameless!!"

"Shut up, you hopeless sisters!?"

"Alright, Invisible Ninjas, let's moooove out!"

"Wait. At least, at least let me take off this flag on the back. What's this, 'Triumphant Return of the Invisible Ninjas' and 'Lord and Lady Kyouta 
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"Ahh, it's wonderful to be alive."

A few days after the 'Guivre Subjugation Operation.'

The world was abuzz with news that 'the SDF's Otherworld Dispatch was a success, and an increase in dungeons due to ley line manipulation is now expected to be preventable.'

As for the defeat of the two dragons, only the half-true information that the Self-Defense Force had subjugated them was circulating.

The records of the adventurers who fought that day would not be released to the public for many years to come.

But some records would never be made public, no matter how many years passed. Like the battle of these very girls.

"You can say that again. I thought we were done for back there..."

"Who would've thought healing magic would be the deciding factor?"

In a certain family restaurant in Tokyo.

In one corner, three girls were leisurely chatting like ordinary high school students, enjoying their juice and fries.

Another girl joined their circle.

"So this is where you were. A family restaurant right after being discharged from the hospital. You never change."

"Ah, Class Rep."

"It was more like counseling and questioning than a hospital stay. And stuff about keeping quiet, you know."

"More importantly, you."

The girl with twintails grinned and waved her right hand, while the elf-eared girl gave a wry smile, her hand on her cheek.

The girl with gray hair in a ponytail pointed at the newcomer's face.

"Your art style has changed again."

"Hold on a sec."

After a series of *crack, pop, snap* sounds that seemed impossible to come from a human body echoed from the restroom...

Akasaka Yuune returned to the table where the three were sitting, looking as if nothing had happened.

"Sorry for the wait."

"You had the face of the world's greatest assassin."

"I thought I'd get kicked if I stood behind you."

"You looked like you were about to make an outrageous demand of a gunsmith."

"Well, I've been running around so much I kind of lost myself."

"Ah, the follies of youth."

*Definitely not*, thought a passing waitress, but after hearing the sounds from the restroom earlier, she decided it was too scary to get involved. Two and a half years after the Day of Awakening, this kind of crisis-avoidance skill was essential in the service industry. Work was tough.

"Anyway, I heard. You guys fought cyborgs this time?"

"Hmm? Well, if you put it that way... maybe cyborgs?"

At Yuune's words, the girl with twintails put her right index finger to her lips in a thinking pose.

"I suppose so. It was a big old ruckus with American-made cyborgs."

The elf-eared girl glanced around for a moment.

Thanks to Yuune's bizarre behavior, no one was nearby. They were being given a wide berth. Unless they shouted, no one would hear them.

"...Well, whatever. Pa—My father told me there were 'zero fatalities.'"

Yuune sat down next to the gray-haired girl and gave a small shrug.

"Honestly, I was worried one of you would mess up."

"Yeah. Actually, I had already 'prepared myself,' you know."

Yuune's face twisted as if she had just chewed on a hundred bitter bugs at the twintailed girl's lighthearted laugh.

This girl had been prepared to die. She knew that the moment she killed a human, she would become a monster worse than a beast.

Her plan had been to commit suicide immediately after defeating the enemy, or if she was too broken to even do that, to have one of her friends help her.

What saved her from that was...

"Thanks to me!"

The elf-eared girl puffed out her ample chest, a smug look on her face.

"It's true! Thank you so much!"

"I never thought recovery magic would 'heal' their modifications. Every time I cast it, something that had been embedded in them would just fall to the ground. It was honestly pretty gross."

"Ah... so that's what happened."

The face of a certain former ambassador to Japan flashed through Yuune's mind.

He had learned of his home country's atrocities and was nearly killed to silence him. To avoid that, he had an underground doctor perform plastic surgery and went into hiding.

But when he was caught in a dungeon outbreak, he received treatment with a magic potion, and his face reverted to its pre-surgery state.

"So, you're saying that by spamming recovery magic, your opponent turned back into a normal human... a non-Awakened old guy."

"That's right. Well, some of the modifications remained, and we ran out of stamina and mana, so we couldn't finish him off."

The trio laughed, but the traces of their battle were immense.

The scale of the damage was as if the area had been bombed. The official story was that an unexploded ordnance near a gas pipe had detonated, but it went without saying that many people had to scramble to cover it up.

Yuune was one of those who had scrambled. In fact, she had just pulled two all-nighters.

Still, the fact that she seemed fine physically was a testament to her being an 'adventurer.'

"So, even with that recovery magic... your arm can't be healed?"

Her brow furrowed, Yuune looked at the twintailed girl's left arm.

Hidden by her long sleeve, there was nothing there. From the middle of her upper arm down, it was completely gone.

She didn't seem to mind, however, as she smiled.

"Yeah. It seems like it was under a pretty nasty curse. If I hadn't amputated it on the spot, I probably would've died."

"...It's this kind of world, so maybe it can be fixed? Through my father's connections, a 'Holy Grail' or a 'Philosopher's Stone'—"

Before she could finish, the girl placed her index finger on Yuune's lips.

The girl, smaller than others her age, wore a calm smile that seemed beyond her years.

"It's fine. I'm fine with this."

"Why..."

"Hmm. It's hard to put into words, but..."

The twintailed girl stroked the empty space where her left arm used to be.

"The me that almost fell into being a monster that day died with this. That's how I feel... I guess?"

"...I see."

At her calm smile, Yuune decided not to press the matter further, shrugging and leaning back against her seat.

"Well, if you're fine with it, then I am too."

"Oh, but I do want a prosthetic arm! One with a hidden weapon!"

"A beam cannon! Let's add a beam cannon!"

"You're so naive. This calls for a blade. One that goes 'shing!' from the inside of the forearm. The elbow is also acceptable."

"Are you guys middle school boys?"

Yuune looked on, exasperated, at the trio's soaring excitement.

"Actually, I've already decided where to request the prosthetic from."

"Hmph. Is that so."

"What a weak reaction!? You know, in the town I used to live in for a little while, there's a famous dwarven craftsman these days!"

"Ah, the one where you made a high school or middle school girl cry in the park."

"You lost a card game and resorted to a real fight..."

"I was in elementary school back then! W-Well, I do feel bad for that older girl... She was so pretty, but such a hopeless person."

"Being called hopeless by you must mean she was really something."

"What's that supposed to mean, Class Rep!?"

Five minutes later, a waitress had to muster her courage to scold the noisy group of four.

They apologized in unison and headed for the drink bar.

The time they could spend as just high school girls was surely not long.

And yet, these four spent today with smiles on their faces.

* * *

Washington, D.C., America.

In the Oval Office of the White House, Fudge Valentine stared at his own palm, a deep furrow in his brow.

"Mr. President. Are you feeling alright?"

"Director. Yes, I'm fine."

The President looked up at the CIA Director standing across the desk.

"More importantly, are the preparations for the press conference complete?"

"They are. Security was just confirmed a moment ago."

"Excellent. From now on, we... must tell the world of America's sins."

Fudge Valentine clenched his fist, tears welling in his eyes.

"We may tarnish America's authority with our own hands. But, even so... it is a necessary act to protect this world."

"To once again inform the entire world of the danger of Awakened Persons... is that it?"

"Yes. At the same time, we will disclose our knowledge concerning the gates. Humanity must join hands to face the threat from the other world."

"—I understand."

The Director nodded deeply, as if moved by those words.

"Let us walk into hell together, Mr. President."

"Yes. Thank you... I am truly grateful that a man like you has sworn his loyalty."

"That is unnecessary. I swore my loyalty to America long before you became president."

"Hah, so you did..."

The President nodded sentimentally and rose from his chair.

"Then, let us go."

"Yes. But before that, a final confirmation. The magic item remaining on your person is 'just the one,' correct?"

"Yes. It enhances my physical body, but with my current mana, I'm only about on par with an average Awakened Person—a demon. I am far from a match for those who should be called Demon Lords, like the 'A-Rank Candidates.' In fact, even against a 'C-Rank' opponent..."

"Understood. I will inform the security detail with that in mind."

"Haha. This technology will also need to be made public, I suppose."

"Yes. Indeed. For the sake of all humanity."

"Yes. For humanity."

And with that, they left the room.

The President parted ways with the Director and joined his secretaries, heading for the front of the United States Capitol.

Amidst a large crowd, President Fudge Valentine, dressed impeccably in a suit, ascended the podium.

And then—.

A red flower bloomed, followed a moment later by the sound of a gunshot and screams.

* * *

"Heart shot, hit. He's on his knees. Stationary. Headshot, aim."

About 1.5 kilometers from the Capitol, inside a building under construction.

"Fire."

At the dispassionate command, another gunshot rang out.

Former Ambassador Chris Mackenzie, holding a pair of binoculars engraved with a magic circle, murmured quietly.

"Hit. Target is not getting up. No mana signature."

"...Excellent. Then, begin preparations to withdraw."

"Yes, sir."

Former Ambassador Chris lowered the binoculars and headed toward a nearby dolly.

He placed the binoculars in a container meant for cement, and over his turtleneck sweater and jeans, he put on a construction worker's vest.

With a helmet in hand, he turned to the person behind him.

"A splendid job, Director. It seems your skills haven't dulled."

"Hmph. I've done nothing worthy of praise."

The person who had just finished disassembling an anti-materiel rifle, the CIA Director, snorted.

He then glanced at the empty casing in his hand.

"Still, this anti-Awakened ammunition... a terrifying destructive power."

"Indeed. I acquired it in Japan."

"You seem to have made some good connections."

The Director, still in his black coat, gestured with his chin at the rifle case Chris was holding.

"I'm entrusting you with the disposal of this. I'll be busy from now on."

"...What do you intend to do now?"

"Before asking others, you should state your own plans. You are currently resting peacefully in a cemetery."

At the hawk-like gaze, Chris gave a small shrug.

"For now, I plan to reveal that I'm alive. With the dungeon disasters in Japan, it's easy to fabricate a story for that."

"And after that, will you work at the embassy again?"

"Yes. But in a few years, I plan to run for office."

"...You're going to become a politician?"

At the Director's surprised expression, his eyes widening behind his glasses, Chris let out a small laugh, as if seeing something rare.

"Yes. I plan to become president in twenty years."

"...You're aiming rather high."

"I intend to use my experience, my connections, and what I gained in Japan. For the sake of America."

"...I see. Well, unlike me, you are a resourceful man. It is likely not just a pipe dream."

With only those words, the Director began to walk away.

"I still haven't heard your plans."

"...I told you. I'm busy. I've already sealed away everything related to that 'insane research' and made it 'never have happened.' But I must also ensure it can be unsealed in case of an emergency."

"So you won't erase it completely."

"You never know what might happen in this world. I pray that technology will never see the light of day in the future."

"...And after that?"

"You are quite persistent. I've confirmed there are no listening devices, but we cannot stay here long."

"Then, let me ask just this. Will you continue to remain in your position?"

Former Ambassador Chris stared intently at his former superior, a man he considered a mentor.

In response, he let out a small sigh.

"For whatever reason, a democratically elected president has been assassinated. We have a drug-addicted former Green Beret set up as the culprit, but I have a duty to take responsibility."

"But you've made too many enemies. If you resign as Director of the CIA..."

"I'll be targeted, no doubt. But one cannot take this job without being prepared to fall into limbo."

At the Director's nonchalant declaration, Chris gritted his teeth.

"...You've already made your peace with it, then."

"I told that young man lying over there as well."

The Director turned his back on his former subordinate, a man he considered a disciple, and began to walk away.

"I swore my loyalty to this country long ago."

After this, Chris and the Director left the building separately.

They would never meet face-to-face again.

Six months later, after finishing the cleanup and handover, the 'former' CIA Director was killed by a mugger.

Why was he in a deserted alley in the middle of the night? Why did the culprit, a broke drug addict who couldn't afford food or drugs, have a brand-new submachine gun?

Coming so soon after the presidential assassination, this incident, along with the case of President Fudge Valentine, would be passed down as a mystery on par with the assassination of President Kennedy.

But the most inexplicable mystery of all...

...was that the deceased former Director was found with a peaceful smile on his face.
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*'Various opinions are emerging from all quarters regarding the forced SDF's Otherworld Dispatch.'*

*'This can only be called a violation of the constitution. The government used the Self-Defense Force in an attempt to expand its power—'*

*'If it means no more dungeons will appear, I have nothing to say. So many have been sacrificed up to now—'*

*'There are reports that the Self-Defense Force used new weapons during their dispatch to the other world! This is clearly a dangerous—'*

*'President Valentine's death has just been officially announced by the White House. The suspect is a former Green Beret—'*

*'President Fudge Valentine was a man full of love for humanity, a very good person. I cannot hide my sadness at the loss of such a man.'*

*'Vice President Howard held a press conference late last night, officially announcing that he will be acting as president—'*

The world was not short on topics, and various news stories were being reported.

Amidst all this, at a certain location in Kanagawa Prefecture. The headquarters of the Walkers.

In the guild master's office on the top floor, a single cat lay collapsed.

"I'm... gonna die...!"

Correction. The one sprawled over the desk was a young man with cat ears, and he wasn't dead yet.

He just had one foot in the grave.

"Whoa there. What's wrong, Hiroshi? You look like you're about to keel over."

"Shougo..."

"Yo, big bro. I knocked, but you didn't answer, so I let myself in."

"Hey."

"Akemi, and Kiriko-chan, too..."

With his childhood friend, sister, and his sister's friend now in the room, Yamashita somehow managed to sit up.

"Is work that rough? I thought that as of yesterday, you were able to go home about an hour after quitting time."

"Work is... barely manageable. Thanks to the manual Chris-san left, we're somehow keeping the administrative side afloat."

"Chris-san really could do anything, couldn't he?"

"A truly capable man."

Remembering the man who had suddenly resigned the other day, the executives nodded in agreement, thinking, 'A valuable person has left.'

They were, of course, unaware that he was involved in the recent presidential assassination. If they knew, they would all vomit blood.

"The problem is... from now on, I have to meet with foreign dignitaries like Prime Minister Armstrong without his support."

"Ah, I see. So you're thinking about that already and are dying of nervousness."

"That's right. Ahh... I seriously wish Chris-san would come back...! I'm begging you, please support me forever...!"

"Hmph!"

"Kiriko-chan. Stay."

Akemi grabbed Kiriko's shoulder firmly. She was prepared to use force against her friend, who was letting her imagination run wild about her own brother.

"It's not like you're meeting them anytime soon, right? If you worry about it now, your ten-yen bald spot will get bigger."

"Shut up. It's easy for you to say, since it's not your problem."

"Don't be like that. I'll be there to support you instead."

"Hmph!"

"Yeah, yeah. Geez. You're always like this... Well, I am counting on you."

"Hmph!!"

"Kiriko-chan. Calm down. Deep breaths."

Akemi broke into a cold sweat as her friend's eyes widened more than ever before.

Kiriko was already in way too deep.

"Speaking of overseas, I heard Akasaka-san hit you with another unreasonable request?"

"Yeah, he did. I was planning to tell only the executives at tomorrow's meeting, but it seems he wants to ask us to protect the 'Awakened Persons who were abducted overseas' that everyone's been talking about. I heard some of them were only able to return to human form thanks to the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club's technology. Like, one of them looked like a giant sea slug until just recently."

"Seriously...? That's pretty heavy."

"Yeah. We'll have to consider their care, too. We need to consult with counselors and have individual interviews about their futures..."

"Let's split that up."

"That's right, big bro. We're executives, too, after all."

"Only because we've been here since the beginning, though."

"Everyone... Yeah. Thanks. Let's discuss that at tomorrow's meeting, too."

"Alright! Let's call it a day then, and go to an izakaya for the first time in a while!"

Shougo clapped his large hands together and grinned.

"Hey, hey, tomorrow's a weekday, you know?"

"It's fine! Awakened Persons don't get drunk on normal booze!"

"Staying up late is bad for your skin, though."

"If the guild master's treating, I can't refuse."

"Hey, I'm treating!? Well, I guess that's fine."

"Heh, thanks for the meal."

"You're paying. In fact, you're treating with me."

"Aww, fine."

Yamashita and the others laughed with the same old rapport they'd always had.

In a few years, they would receive an offer for a TV drama adaptation, but that is another story.

"Oh, right. Speaking of Akasaka-san, he's got marriage proposals for you and me. And they're all quite beautiful, too."

"For real? Got any pictures?"

"—I'll kill you. I'll tear you limb from limb, Akasaka Yuusuke...!"

"Wait, Kiriko-chan. Kiriko-chan!?"

Incidentally, the commotion that arose from the marriage proposals, and the subsequent delay in each of the four's marriage prospects, is also another story.

* * *

"I feel like someone just sent me a death threat..."

"That's business as usual, isn't it?"

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. The Central Government Complex.

The Dungeon Agency was located on a certain floor of a building that had recently been nicknamed the 'Jet-Black Castle of Eternal Night.'

True to its nickname, their work was not over even though the sun had long set.

"Ahem... Well then, let us move on to the next topic."

After a small cough, Director Akasaka shifted his gaze to the documents in his hand.

"The Self-Defense Force and the accompanying Awakened Persons who crossed into the other world have succeeded in normalizing the ley lines at the Atlantis ruins. As a result, it is believed that the possibility of Japan and dungeons being further connected has been eliminated. However, we cannot let our guard down yet."

"Irregularities are bound to happen. We'll have to continue asking each local government to check for new gates."

"The costs keep piling up, but it's still cheaper than an outbreak."

Sato, a male staff member holding a tablet, and Saejima, a female staff member next to him, responded to the Director's words.

"That's right. After all, we still lack the know-how regarding 'magic' and 'ley lines.' We will need continued cooperation with the Maritime Self-Defense Force, who are monitoring the Atlantis ruins, and with each local government."

"Um, about those Atlantis ruins."

One of the subordinates raised his hand while looking at his documents.

"What is the status of diplomatic relations with the other world? The Atlantis ruins seem to be completely submerged, but what about clashes between the monitoring MSDF and neighboring countries...?"

"Regarding that, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is currently sending staff to the other world to handle it. However, since it is 'on the other side of a dungeon,' there is a possibility that the work will be passed on to us."

"You've got to be kidding me..."

"Diplomacy is completely out of our field... except for you, Director."

A strained laugh spread among the staff.

They were a collection of 'capable but difficult problem children' transferred from various ministries. They had above-average communication skills, but that was different from knowing the basics of diplomacy.

"First of all, the language barrier is a major issue, isn't it?"

"I heard a rumor that they're somehow managing to communicate using the translation notes of 'Professor Arisugawa,' who cooperated with us."

"It was fortunate that the language of the Empire was still in use in the other world."

At the name mentioned by his subordinate, Director Akasaka felt his cheeks twitch.

Suppressing it with sheer will, he continued the meeting.

"In any case, if a request comes, we too must go to the other world. I am creating a manual for that purpose, which will be distributed later, so please read it thoroughly."

"Yes, sir."

"There are a lot of concerns, like infectious diseases. And shouldn't we be careful about their magic, too? I hear that some Awakened Persons have skills that can read or control people's minds."

At Sato's words, Saejima glanced at the Director for a moment, as if in concern.

But Director Akasaka simply nodded, seemingly unbothered.

"That is a valid concern. Personnel dispatched to the other world are either Awakened Persons with resistance to such abilities or are thoroughly equipped with special magic tools. We're struggling with the number of personnel we can send because of that."

"I see. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been focusing on that for a while now, haven't they?"

"Speaking of Awakened Persons, what is the situation with them in the other world?"

"That's right. They've had Awakened Persons and monsters for a very long time over there. It wouldn't be surprising if there were plenty of Awakened Persons at 'LV: 100'... no, even higher."

"I heard from a colleague that, excluding magic, the other world's technology is a hodgepodge of medieval and early modern levels. But considering the Awakened Persons, a potential military conflict is frightening."

"Or rather, if a high-level mind-controller or reader, like we were just concerned about, were to appear, is there a possibility they could break through our defensive magic tools...?"

"No, about that..."

At his subordinates' concerns, the Director made a complicated expression.

"Currently, we have made contact with four nations in the other world. According to the information obtained from them, it seems the number and quality of Awakened Persons are quite low."

"Why is that? Forgive me for saying so, but the skills of Awakened Persons have a significant impact on a nation's development, both militarily and technologically. Especially if their technology level is around the medieval or early modern period."

"Exactly. Ignoring ethical issues, one would think they would be trying to create stronger Awakened Persons through 'selective breeding' or the like."

"That is a valid question. The explanation is a bit long, so I'll give you the main points first."

The Director moved to the front of the whiteboard and picked up a pen.

"One, 'Awakened Persons killing each other.' Two, 'sealing of dungeons.' Three, 'religion.' To explain in detail..."

And so, Director Akasaka began to speak.

According to information obtained from the Maritime Self-Defense Force and Ministry of Foreign Affairs staff dispatched to the other world, for a time after the collapse of the Atlantis Empire, Awakened Persons across the land wielded their power and strengthened their influence.

But most Awakened Persons have a lifespan. And many died in battle before it was up.

To put it bluntly, a massive falling-out occurred among the Awakened Persons of the former imperial army. In the struggle for supremacy after the empire's collapse, heroes killed each other and disappeared.

With clashes against the empire-produced monsters left in various regions and the 'special hazardous creatures' that originally roamed the other world, most of the powerful Awakened Persons died. It is believed that much magical knowledge was also lost at that time.

And among the remaining Awakened Persons, none could significantly exceed a human lifespan. Those with such abilities were targeted and eliminated by other Awakened Persons as a future threat. Even if not, many stories tell of them suffering from incurable curses in battle.

The bloodlines of the remaining Awakened Persons thinned with each generation, and their talents disappeared along with them. Occasionally, atavisms appeared, but they more often died before reaching their full potential.

Still, if the dungeons remained, there would be a possibility of powerful Awakened Persons emerging later.

But all dungeons had their official entrances sealed.

One of the surviving Awakened Persons, a figure known in the other world as the 'Great Sage,' spent half a century traveling the world and destroying dungeon entrances.

As a way to deal with the infinitely spawning monsters. To end the chaos. And most of all, to answer the pleas of the people who lived in fear of the empire's shadow. That sage dedicated his life to sealing the dungeons.

Even with modern technology, opening them would be difficult. With the other world's level of technology, they cannot break this seal.

Above all, the local 'Church' would impose sanctions on any country that tried to open a dungeon.

After sealing the final dungeon, the sage in question fought a dragon that attacked the Holy Capital and died in a mutual kill. His remains were buried at the headquarters of the most widespread religion in the other world, and it is said that he still watches from the heavens to see if monsters will overflow from the dungeons...

"And that is the legend passed down in the other world."

After relaying this to his subordinates, the Director let out a small sigh.

"It's just a legend, but it's not a story we can dismiss. Toward the Japanese who came out of a dungeon, the other world holds not only political caution but also *complex religious feelings*. My old agency was holding their heads, saying, 'Of all things, it had to be religion-related.'"

"Director. I don't want to go to the other world."

"Hahaha. Society doesn't turn unless someone draws the short straw."

Director Akasaka said with a smile, but if the Ministry of Foreign Affairs requested help from the Dungeon Agency, the number one draft pick would undoubtedly be him.

The Director knew this, so he cried inwardly.

Akasaka Yuusuke. The day he could sleep soundly in his own bed was far, far away.

"Let's get back on topic. From what I've said, monitoring the Atlantis ruins in the other world is far from perfect. The MSDF is doing their best, but simply having their ships in the other world's seas is problematic in many ways. There's also the matter of dealing with monsters coming out of the gate that appeared on the sea above the ruins."

"So, that means monitoring on our side is all the more important."

"That's right. The local governments probably don't have much leeway, but we have no choice but to remain vigilant for the appearance of new gates. I will also go to the relevant parties to request that they continue forced inspections and demolitions of vacant houses. I need you all to keep up the hard work for a while longer."

"Yes, sir!"

At his words, the staff answered powerfully.

They were a quirky bunch, but when it came to 'motivation,' they were all overflowing with it.

"Now, on to the next topic. Regarding the joint U.S.-Japan Awakened Support Center, we are finally able to intervene and begin moving toward its normalization—"

And so, the lights on that floor went out long after the official end of the workday.

Director Akasaka had, in his spare time, laid the groundwork for a certain bill... but that is a story for another time.

* * *

Southern Chiba Prefecture, a certain location.

It was once a sparsely populated area, but with the construction of a certain factory, many buildings soon lined the streets, and foot traffic increased.

It was a textbook example of regional revitalization, but the factory itself was far from a 'textbook' example.

'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club Factory No. 1 ~Let's Make Lovey-Dovey♡Homunculus Wives~'

The sign was hellish. Most of the local residents averted their eyes from it and told their children to never go near.

Still, they couldn't leave, because of the benefits. It was a mercenary reason, but the Club did not shun them for it.

After all, by proselytizing to such people, their cherished desire... the 'If All Humanity Gets Homunculus Girlfriends and Boyfriends, We're All in the Same Boat, Right? Plan,' a.k.a. the 'ZZ Plan,' would be fulfilled.

They were surely mad. Probably, most likely, maybe.

"Fufufu... How goes it, Vice-Chairman? The spread of the love-doll-type golems."

In a certain meeting room of the factory with that insane sign, a group of black-clad Awakened Persons had gathered.

Their faces, be they men or women, were not visible. All of them wore black hoods, as if for a witch hunt or an evil cult ritual.

"Hah. It is proceeding smoothly, Chairman. They are spreading mainly among single men, and soon, one in three single adult men will own one of our love dolls. Furthermore, one in five single female Awakened Persons has already purchased a boyfriend-type love doll."

"Excellent. Superb. The day our cherished desire is fulfilled is near."

"Also, orders from overseas are increasing. Many of them are likely aiming to steal our technology, but..."

"We want to avoid military use as much as possible, but... it's too late now. We should probably strengthen the magic contract in the terms of use, just in case."

"Indeed. We can't afford to get a negative image and embolden the regulation faction."

"Precisely. We have already sent high-performance beautiful-girl or handsome-boy golems as 'trial units' to domestic politicians and bigwigs in the financial world under the guise of 'bodyguards,' but public opinion cannot be ignored."

High-performance golems for personal protection, sent only to VIPs.

Their exteriors were rugged armored types or kid-friendly mascot types, but they were designed so that when you took them off, a beautiful girl or handsome boy type would emerge.

The selection of those who would be receptive to such 'gifts' had already been determined through the Chairman and Vice-Chairman's 'public-facing connections.'

A dark secret that even Director Akasaka, buried in his work, was unaware of. The Club's demonic hands reached deep into the heart of Japan.

"However, Chairman. Should we not be wary of more than just the regulation faction?"

"What do you mean, Kojima-kun?"

One of the black-hooded figures squared his shoulders and clenched his fists.

"Since our cooperation with the Self-Defense Force, the number of traitors who, rather than manufacturing homunculus wives, scream things like 'Building powered suits is fun! So fun!', 'Mass production models! More! Custom models! Stronger ones!', and 'Aaaah, the sound of hydraulics~' as they head not to our meetings but to SDF bases is increasing...!"

"I see, so that's it."

At his words, the Chairman nodded deeply.

"Your concern is valid. You believe they might leak our technology to outsiders, leading to the military use we were just wary of... is that right?"

"Exactly. It's fine to be into robots. I myself enjoy seeing humanoid robots fight in a gritty way."

"Indeed. I, for one, am a fan of stylish beam-spamming in space. But gritty ground combat is good too."

"Stylish, I get it. Anyway! Those traitors must be reminded of their own fetishes once more!"

"Hmph... You are still young, Kojima-kun."

The Vice-Chairman, who had been listening to the conversation, let out a small laugh under his hood.

"They are indeed currently leaning toward hot-blooded and gritty romance rather than lewd romance. But... you should know as well. 'Mecha' and 'ero' are—best friends forever!"

"Hah!"

At the Vice-Chairman's words, Kojima's eyes widened under his hood as if he had received a revelation.

"They are now temporarily engrossed in making powered suits. But they will soon follow the throbbing of their lower halves. And when that time comes..."

"They will make new comrades in the Self-Defense Force and return to us together...!"

"Exactly... right!"

The Vice-Chairman laughed confidently. His words would be proven correct a few months later.

"Besides, as long as the Self-Defense Force... or rather, General Marui is still around, it's actually convenient. Technology advances in times of war, and ero culture advances in times of peace. Let us have them continue to do their best."

"So that's how it was... This Kojima was shortsighted...!"

"Do not worry. It is helpful to have someone who will voice their questions and complaints like that."

"You have the talent and enthusiasm to become number three in our club. I have high expectations for you."

"Yes! Thank you, Chairman! Vice-Chairman!"

If any sane person were present, they would surely have thought, 'The talent and enthusiasm to be in the top three of this pervert group is an insult.'

But there were no such sane people here. The end of the world was nigh.

"Now, for the next topic... Another request from Director Akasaka for magic potions, magic-infused weapons, and golems."

"Mmm. It's honestly a pain, but we don't want to make an enemy of him. Let's hurry the full-scale operation of the second factory."

"Indeed."

Cold sweat trickled down the Chairman and Vice-Chairman's cheeks.

Though not present, Director Akasaka's daughter, the father-complex Awakened Person Akasaka Yuune, was a member of the Club. With her intelligence and drive, it wouldn't be long before she became an executive.

Winning her over would be extremely difficult. The Chairman and others had once presented her with a golem that looked exactly like her father, but it was roasted to a crisp with a 'that's not what I'm into.'

Yuune was a father-con, but a father-con within the bounds of common sense. What even is a common-sense father-con?

And she held a personal grudge against the Chairman and others for nearly killing her beloved father. It was not hard to imagine that if Director Akasaka were to say 'GO,' Yuune would not hesitate to break two or three of their limbs before socially assassinating them.

As for dealing with her by force, that was impossible due to her connections with the Three Barbarian Girls. To seriously repel them, one would need a force on the scale of a fleet or an equally powerful Awakened Person... like the cooperation of the Invisible Ninjas.

"Damn... If only we could do something about the Akasaka parent and child, we could approach the Invisible Ninjas... Professor Arisugawa."

"'The Professor'... both the public and the underworld are watching her every move. The forces she commands, and her alchemy materials... if only we could get our hands on them...!"

Of course, if the Professor learned of the Club's plans, she would undoubtedly crush them with all her might. Because it could directly conflict with her own 'cherished desire.'

Unaware of this, they were exploring whether an alliance based on mutual benefit could be formed.

"Ah, and another request from Yamashita-kun."

"My, my. Yamashita-kun is just hopeless."

As the Vice-Chairman turned the page of his document, the voices of the top two suddenly became lighthearted.

"A request for instruction in simple magic tool manufacturing for the Walkers. And a request for tank-role golems for beginner adventurers."

"Can't be helped. Since we can't increase the factory's production lines any further, I guess I, the Vice-Chairman, and our comrades in the Walkers will have to do some side work."

"Indeed. Goodness. That young man has big goals, but he lacks both skill and experience."

"Yes. If we don't help him, he's still just a kitten. Haah, honestly."

Some of the Club members exchanged glances at the cheerful old men.

"Hey, don't those two get weird when it comes to Representative Yamashita? Is it because of the cat ears?"

"That might be part of it, but more than that, they said, 'Old guys like us have a weak spot for earnest young men like him.'"

"Huh. Is that how it is?"

It was clear favoritism, but no members seemed to mind. In fact, very few, like Kojima, held any resentment toward their comrades who had defected to the Self-Defense Force.

The Club was, in the first place, a gathering of selfish desires. More than anything, most were indifferent if it didn't directly concern their own homunculus wives.

The Awakened Person group with influence rivaling the Walkers, the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' was able to maintain its form as an organization solely due to the skill of its Chairman and Vice-Chairman.

If these two were to disappear, it was obvious that the Club would naturally dissolve.

"Alright, while we're at it, let's send him a love-doll golem to his liking! It's a pain to deliver it directly, so let's mail it!"

"We've already hacked and confirmed the porn he's purchased. Let's make one based on that!"

Incidentally, it goes without saying that a few days later, Representative Yamashita stormed the factory, armed, and the Club faced a crisis of collapse (as in, he brought the hammer down on the two idiots).

The Chairman and Vice-Chairman ended up with large bumps on their heads. And in the ensuing chaos, Yuune would come to learn of the Club's plans.

—But they would not be discouraged by something like this.

Dreaming of the day when all humanity would have homunculus girlfriends and boyfriends, and they could proudly go on dates with their homunculus wives...!

Don't give up, 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club'! Press on, 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club'!

Toward the completion of the 'ZZ Plan,' they continued their lewd and learned discussions today as well.
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			Several hours had passed since the 'Guivre' subjugation operation. Finally, I was able to return to my own room.

In the time since I escaped the dungeon, a lot has happened. The world is probably in an uproar over the news of the SDF's Otherworld Dispatch... and the hope that it will prevent any more dungeons from appearing.

As for the slaying of the red and white dragons, I doubt any station is covering that properly. To everyone except a few insiders, they were just a couple of powerful dragons, after all.

But well, I haven't had the luxury of worrying about what the world thinks.

Simple exhaustion. A non-disclosure request from the SDF and the Dungeon Agency concerning the operation. And on top of that, I was busy with discussions about the Dragonewt's drop items.

Honestly, I would have been fine just nodding along to whatever terms they offered for the non-disclosure and the drops.

Regarding the credit for defeating the Guivre, as long as I get a reward that justifies the expense, that's enough for me. Getting honored would just earn me a bunch of unnecessary jealousy and what-not, so I wouldn't have cared if they'd said, 'The SDF did everything.' It would've been a different story if one of my comrades had died in battle, though.

And the drop item was clearly nothing but trouble anyway.

[Dragon's Calling Flute]

As the name suggests, it's a flute that allows anyone who uses it to summon a dragon.

However, you can't control it, and since the dragon automatically connects to the leylines and mana, it won't just disappear on its own.

On top of that, the dragon summoned is random; you could get anything from a simple lizardman to an A-Rank dragon.

Frankly, it's the kind of thing that would make people suspect you were planning a terrorist attack just for owning it. The only other use for it is level-grinding, but it's far too unstable to be reliable.

Even if you tried to crush it for materials, the more powerful a magic tool's effect, the more precise its construction. If you mess with it and accidentally trigger an indiscriminate mass summoning over a wide area, it would be a complete catastrophe.

It's a powerful magic tool, but it's also astonishingly useless. Even trying to sell it would be a major hassle.

Besides, that victory wasn't ours alone. We may have been the ones to collect the drop items, but the reward for it should be shared among everyone who participated in that operation.

So, I was more than happy to let the Dungeon Agency handle the divvying up of the spoils. I was planning to get some rest, heal from the battle, and think about *that thing*.

"It's time for a special lesson, my dear son-in-law."

But then the professor, beaming, dragged me away to sit in on her 'discussion' with Director Akasaka.

I mean, yeah. Thinking about the future, I know it's a valuable experience. To see a former diplomat—or so I hear—and a professor of noble British birth engage in a battle of wits up close, and then get a full breakdown of the contents afterward...

My time as 'just a high school student' is probably running short. Or maybe some unbelievable trouble will land on my doorstep tomorrow.

Considering that, an experience like this will definitely be an asset in the future.

But you know? I'm seriously exhausted... If I'm being honest, I want to ditch this whole discussion and just collapse into my futon.

But I endured. I endured it with all my might. Why, you ask?

Because I got a *girlfriend*!!

"...Heh."

I let out a grin that I knew was creepy and flopped onto my bed.

Even as the professor was dragging me away, my girlfriend... yes, my *girl*! *friend*! Erina-san, had cheered me on. 'Do your best, Kyo-chan!' she'd said.

Thanks to that, I was able to maintain my focus during the negotiations between Director Akasaka and the professor, and my mind was sharper than ever. I think the director gave me a look like he was seeing something utterly disgusting at one point, but I'm sure it was just my imagination.

Because I! Have a girlfriend!!

I went straight home after the negotiations, so I didn't get to talk to Erina-san. But my parents gave me a warm hug and welcomed me home. Dinner was sushi. And not the cheap stuff from a pack, either.

This is truly the springtime of my life. Has my time finally come...?

---But there's just one thing I'm wondering about.

During and after the negotiations with Director Akasaka, the professor seemed strangely concerned about the time.

If it weren't for my [Spirit Eye], I would have missed it. She was using what was probably her unique skill just to sneak glances at the clock.

And then, as if it had slipped out, she muttered just once, so quietly, "*I wonder if Erina managed to wrap things up nicely...*"

Erina-san, wrapping something up? What?

I couldn't figure it out, so I asked the professor directly, but she just brushed me off with, "You'll find out soon enough, son-in-law."

Well, when she calls me 'son-in-law,' I guess I have no choice but to let it slide!

To be honest, the whole 'dating equals marriage' flow of things was a little startling. As expected of someone from a noble family.

But if you ask me if I'm unhappy about it, I'm not. Not in the slightest.

I'm sure that once I calm down, I'll start feeling all sorts of pressure. I never thought I'd have to think about married life at this age.

But right now, I can be with Erina-san forever. And that thought makes me unbearably happy.

When I think about it like that, it seems I'm completely head over heels for her.

Her strength, her smile—they've saved me so many times. It's because she was there, smiling by my side, that I can still live my life with such a cheerful spirit.

Instead of just running away in fear, I was able to choose for myself, to fight, and to win.

...And, this is a bit of a vulgar topic, but.

She's a blonde, twintailed, busty, beautiful girl. This is important, so I'll say it again. A blonde! Twintailed! Busty! Beautiful! Girl! is now my girlfriend.

If anyone knew what I was thinking, they might scorn me, saying it's all about her face and body. It's not that I fell for her just because of her looks, but it would be a lie to say they had nothing to do with it.

What do you expect...?! There's no way a healthy high school boy wouldn't be conscious of a beautiful, busty girl who's always so close to him, is there?!

As I come up with excuses aimed at no one in particular, I roll around uselessly on my bed.

...Ah. I'm being incredibly creepy right now.

I suddenly snap back to reality and freeze. How horrifying. Is this the post-battle high... the so-called 'Dragon's Curse'?

That Guivre, what a monster... I never want to fight it again. Apparently it won't be reviving, so at least that's a relief.

Anyway. Faced with the prospect of a rosy—no, a *pink*—youth ahead of me, I was aware that I was more elated than I had ever been before.

"Hah?!"

But wait, Yagawa Kyouta... there's something you need to think about. Something extremely important, a top priority...!

Our first date.

Up until now, we've had what you could call 'basically a date,' but I've never been on a *real* one.

I don't want to mess up my first date ever. I want to spend a super-sweet, lovey-dovey day with her. Oh, and if things go well... maybe a kiss on the way home...!

"Fwah-hwoy!"

There's no time to waste! I leap out of bed and grab my smartphone.

I have to come up with the perfect, ultimate date plan. No, wait. Is it okay for the guy to just decide everything unilaterally? I'm worried she might find it old-fashioned and get turned off.

Wh-what should I do? Should I ask her directly? No. What if that makes her think, 'Wow, this guy's so unreliable. I think we should break up.' Er, not that Erina-san would ever... b-but...!

"Nghh...!"

What is this? I have absolutely no idea what the right answer is. Is this it? Should I just take her to an amusement park... no, in her case, would she be more interested in something ninja-related? Or maybe a B-movie?

The art of dating. It seems it's much deeper than I thought.

I'll look into that, too. This is the age of the internet. For now, I'll just search on my phone...

---*Chiriiin...*

"?!"

I leap back like a cat seeing a cucumber for the first time at the sound coming from my desk drawer.

This is Telepathy. It seems to be from Aira-san.

It's a call from my future cousin. I quickly open the drawer and put the earring on.

"Yes! Yagawa Kyouta here! It's a lovely day today!"

"*Oh my, Kyouta-san. How very polite of you♪ It's your ear's one true love, Aira-chan♡*"

"Ugh, that's rough."

"*I'm gonna knock you out, kid.*"

My honest feelings slipped out in response to the unfortunately cutesy university student's voice.

She looks great, and her voice is beautiful, but that was just plain creepy.

"Sorry. It just gave me the chills."

"*How rude is that?! When Mia heard this voice, she pulled out a voice recorder while having a nosebleed!*"

"Do you want me to have that kind of reaction too?"

"*...Yeah. Sorry. I think one of her would be a bit much.*"

"Right?"

I can feel Aira-san staring off into the distance through the Telepathy.

Well, she's a good person at heart. Mia-san, I mean. She's kind, devoted, and full of love. It's just that said love is exclusively directed at one person and is currently overflowing like a broken dam.

"So, what did you need?"

"*Right. I was thinking we should have a victory party tomorrow morning. I actually wanted to do it today, but you've been through a lot, right?*"

"Well, yeah."

I glance at the smartphone in my hand. It's already past 8 PM. It's a bit too late to get together now.

More importantly, I'm not the only one who's tired. The others are probably too exhausted to be in a partying mood.

...Though my girlfriend, Erina-san, was full of energy.

I wonder if it's because my confession was a success? Man, my girlfriend is so cute!!

"...Heheh."

"*Ew, gross.*"

"Excuse me. Could you please stop stabbing me with verbal knives out of nowhere?"

"*My bad. I heard some kind of creepy voice all of a sudden, so I just reacted.*"

"Please refrain from stabbing me twice."

"*My B. Anyway, just keep tomorrow free, okay? You've got the day off, right?*"

"Yes. Understood."

"*Later, then. ...You'd best look forward to tomorrow's party.*"

"? ...Okay."

With that cryptic remark, Aira-san ends the call. As I tilt my head in confusion, a message arrives on my phone.

It's from Erina-san.

"!"

I hurriedly check the message. It's a short text in her usual cheerful tone: 'Great job today! See you tomorrow!'

It's a perfectly normal message, but thinking of it as the first one from my girlfriend sends my excitement soaring.

And it goes without saying that I spent over thirty minutes trying to figure out how to reply.

* * * * * *

"Well then, to celebrate the defeat of the Guivre, and the safe return of everyone..."

In the living room of the Arisugawa residence, the lady of the house, the professor, lightly raises her glass.

"Cheers."

"Cheers!"

"Cheers~!"

A chorus of mismatched voices replies to her toast.

Gathered here are the professor and Aira-san. Mia-san and the mismatched duo. And Erina-san and myself.

Even with this many people, the living room only feels a little crowded. This house is as spacious as ever.

"FOOO! Are we really allowed to drink Granny's private stock today!?"

"Yes, of course. You did well too, Aira. Drink as much as you like."

"You're the best, Granny! You thrill me, you electrify me!"

"Here, here. Have some more."

Looking as energetic as ever even with Aika-san and the others here, Aira-san enjoys her wine. For today, even the professor is smiling gently as she pours her another glass.

An Awakened Person can't get drunk on normal alcohol, but she's the type to get drunk on the atmosphere alone. It's not hard to imagine her getting completely plastered.

"Hehe, honestly, sis..."

"This is bad. I'm starting to feel weird about *not* cosplaying when I come to Erina's house."

"What a coincidence, so am I."

In the glasses of Mia-san, who's watching Aira-san with a fond smile, and Shizuku-san's group is, of course, just sparkling juice. Even if they can't get drunk, the professor would never allow minors to drink alcohol.

I mean, besides Aira-san and the professor, none of us here even know what real alcohol tastes like, aside from a sip of ceremonial sake on New Year's.

"Kyo-chan, Kyo-chan."

"Yes!"

Smoothly, Erina-san links her arm through mine.

The softness and warmth of her chest through the cherry-blossom-colored kimono, her own breathing, the faint floral scent that tickles my nose... my heart has begun to beat like a drum.

"Hehe. It's kind of exciting, being this close, isn't it?"

"Y-Yes, it is...!"

My ears are burning. My head feels like it's going to explode from the tension and excitement.

But when I sneak a glance at her, her pale skin is also tinged with a faint crimson.

Knowing that Erina-san is embarrassed too makes me ridiculously happy.

I can feel my face getting even redder, but I don't mind. In fact, it's a feeling of pure bliss.

As I'm savoring this quiet joy...

"Hey, Kyo-chan. We're a couple now, right?"

"Y-Yes! We are!"

"But I really love getting together with everyone like this, too."

"I agree! Me too!"

"But, I wonder if someday everyone will find their own special someone, get married, and drift away..."

"Y-You're right."

A dark emotion swirled in my chest for a moment.

No. This is a selfish, possessive feeling. My girlfriend is Erina-san and Erina-san alone, yet for a moment I thought, 'I don't want Aira-san or Mia-san, Aika-san or Shizuku-san to date anyone but me.'

Such a thought is disrespectful to everyone here. To Erina-san, of course, but to all the others as well.

Just having her alone is more than I deserve. I should cherish this happiness, not grind my teeth in one-sided jealousy.

Therefore, it's wrong for me to be remembering what the professor taught me about 'countries where polygamy still exists' or 'the pros and cons of polygamy.'

I will control myself, live faithfully, and dedicate myself to a single, devoted love...!

"Well, even if that happens, we can still get together like this. They say marriage is the grave of life, but it's not like you actually die. And it's not like the bonds we've built will just disappear."

"Number one! Aira's drinking!"

"Ooh. Is this one of those things where we should be chanting 'chug, chug, chug'?"

"No, no. That kind of thing isn't cool these days. Besides, no matter how high your alcohol tolerance is, binge drinking isn't a good idea..."

"That's right! What if you get too drunk and your clothes get all messy?! If you expose your body, that treasure trove of perversion, my reason will explode right here and now!"

"...And there are some people here I can't quite picture getting married."

"Ahahahaha!"

I can't help but smile wryly at the usual antics. Erina-san was laughing happily too.

I wish this moment could last forever. But it would be wrong of me to tie them down.

"So, what are your honest feelings?"

"Honestly, I've always dreamed of a harem... huh?!"

The question came at the perfect time, slipping through a gap in my thoughts. Before I knew it, I had blurted out my true feelings.

Erina-san's grip on my arm tightened slightly. I could feel the blood draining from my face.

"No, that's not it?! It's not that I'm unhappy with you, Erina-san, or that I'm a cheater or anything!"

I scramble to explain myself, but I realize that everyone's eyes are now fixed on me.

A cold sweat trickles down my back in the silent atmosphere.

I could be imagining it, but all of their faces look red. Does that mean they're angry? Even Aira-san has a deadly serious expression.

Ah, it's over. My social life is over.

"My, my. What's with the sudden silence on this joyous occasion?"

"P-Professor...!"

A savior has appeared. A true goddess. Her features are goddess-like, so she must be an actual god.

The professor places the wine bottle on the table and picks up the remote control instead.

"That's right. Perhaps there's some interesting news on. We might even hear something new about the dragon slaying or the other world."

With that, the professor turns on the television.

And for some reason, every gaze except mine simultaneously shifts to the screen.

Eh, what's going on? Isn't this weird?

As I stand there confused, a strange phrase reaches my ears.

"*An official announcement has been made by the Minister of Health, Labour and Welfare that the system of polygamy will be reinstated in Japan.*"

"...Huh?"

Confused, I turn my gaze to the television.

On the screen, a Dark Elf news anchor I vaguely recognized was reading from a script with a dead-serious expression.

"*The polygamy system was passed in the Diet yesterday. While there are several conditions, the revival of such a system in the modern era is exceedingly rare. At a press conference, the Minister of Health, Labour and Welfare stated...*"

"Well, what a surprise."

The professor says, smiling and placing a hand on her cheek.

...Hmm?

My [Spirit Eye] is telling me, 'This mana, it's the wavelength of a lie!' Professor, are you really surprised?

As if nothing had happened, Professor Arisugawa puts down the remote and glances at the clock.

"Oh, goodness me. I have a meeting with the SDF about the other world now. I'll be back in the evening, but I'll be taking a taxi, so there's no need to pick me up."

"Um, Professor?"

"Well then, 'son-in-law.' And my beloved 'family.' Please enjoy the party to your heart's content."

"No, wait—"

"Ohohohohoho."

With an all-too-obvious laugh, Professor Arisugawa exits the room, looking for all the world like she owns it, and heads for the entrance.

I instinctively try to follow her, but I can't escape Erina-san's firm grip on my hand.

"Ah, no. Um. Th-That's a strange bill, isn't... it?"

"Kyo-chan. You have harem aspirations, don't you?"

"Eh, um, all guys are like that. But just because polygamy became legal! I'll properly cherish you—"

"You know?"

With a bright smile, Erina-san turns her beaming face to me.

"There's no running away now, ZE!"

"You're kidding."

Could it be... that's what this is?

To be just my own convenient delusion, this presence, this atmosphere is just too strange.

Aira-san has already turned off the TV, and Mia-san is locking the door. Shizuku-san confirms that the curtains are tightly drawn, and Aika-san is taking deep breaths, her face looking like it might catch fire.

"Eh, no. No way."

"Kyouta-kun."

"Y-Yes!?"

"I love you."

Aira-san says, completely out of the blue.

With an uncharacteristically serious expression, she directs her sharp eyes towards me.

"To me, who was sulking about not being loved by anyone, you gave me 'love' from someone other than family. I want to be with you, forever. I want to love you for the rest of my life, and be loved by you."

"Me too," says Mia-san, a soft smile on her face.

"You're the one who made me special. The one who became my special someone. I want to walk through the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me, too?"

"Y-You're gonna say it in this situation...?"

After muttering that under her breath, Shizuku-san turns to glare at me, her face as red as her hair.

"I-I'm only gonna say this once! To be honest, I've looked up to you! But I also know you're not just some amazing guy. Your cool parts, your stupid and pervy parts... um... oh, geez! How can I explain what I like in words! Just be with me! Watch and you'll see! That's all!"

"My. You're the same as ever, Shizuku-san."

Aika-san smiles like she always does, but her face is just as crimson.

She places a hand on her chest, takes another deep breath, and then turns her teary eyes to me.

"I know it's obvious by now... but still, please let me put it into words. Yagawa Kyouta-san. I love you, too. I want to keep seeing all the different sides of you. And I want you to keep looking at me, too. Please, let me be with you. As a friend. And as a woman."

My brain can't keep up with the rapid-fire confessions.

Things I should say and want to say pop into my head and disappear. I don't know what to say.

Perhaps that's why, instead of reason, my true feelings came pouring out.

"I... love all of you, too."

That's got to be the worst response ever, I think to myself. What kind of group reply is that? Am I the worst man of the century?

Not yet. My orichalcum reason hasn't shattered yet. Regain your intelligence, now!

"B-But, you know? Um, even if a law like that passed in the Diet, that's—"

"Stop resisting and give it up!"

"Nwaaaah!?"

Erina-san suddenly throws me. No, isn't that a little too sudden?!

I'm slammed onto the long-piled, fluffy carpet, but strangely, there's no impact. I've heard that when a skilled person throws you, it doesn't hurt. Maybe this is it.

I instinctively break my fall and turn to face them from a kneeling position.

Sometime during all that, I've been surrounded, with Erina-san at the center.

"Time to pay the piper, Kyo-chan!"

"This is the first I'm hearing about this piper!?"

"Life is a series of sudden events. It's important to always drive defensively, thinking 'what if'."

"Anyone who thinks 'what if' about something like this needs a hospital before a driving school!"

"  E M B R A C E   M E  "

"What is seriously wrong with you?! Should I call you a cab?! To the hospital!"

"Uh, um... shut up, idiot!"

"Aw, cute."

"Kyouta-kun. Um... are you... against it?"

"I'm not against it, but...! I'm not against it, but there's the whole issue of ethics and stuff—"

"Shut up! We're all going to be together forever from now on!!"

"Dammit, I'm about to lose to her sheer momentum! And this self-proclaimed ninja is so loud!"

There's Erina-san, hyper as usual. Aira-san, spouting nonsense with a beet-red face. Mia-san, acting towards me like she does towards Aira-san. Shizuku-san, who's turned into a cute creature. Aika-san, who's turned into a slyly seductive creature.

This is impossible, I can't keep up with the comebacks!

"Kyo-chan."

Once again, just as suddenly, Erina-san sits down formally in front of me and asks in a quiet voice.

"Do you really hate the idea? If you say it's absolutely impossible, we'll talk it out properly."

"............"

My inability to answer immediately is, I admit, the answer itself.

But I feel I should put it into words properly, so I manage to take a deep breath.

I steeled my resolve.

"I love all of you!"

That has to be the absolute worst confession of all time. I just broke my previous worst record. Both the content of the statement, and the fact that part of it was me dithering around, and the other part was pure momentum.

But, well.

"Alright, I've got your words on record! I recorded it, too, Kyouta-kun! Y-You'd better... take responsibility!"

"I love that about you, too, Kyouta-kun. You shameless monster! This calls for punishment, yes, punishment!"

"Ugh... s-so embarrassing...!"

"Fufu. It's good to be lively."

For us, maybe this much of a messy, jumbled mess is just right.

Erina-san flashes a brilliant smile. A full-blown smile, like the sun.

"Let's build a ninja village together, Kyo-chan!"

Her smile left me so captivated I couldn't say a word---so I guess that means I lost.
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● Characters

'Yagawa Kyouta' LV: 90 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 154 (Growth: A) Durability: 154 (Growth: A) Agility: 157 (Growth: A) Mana: 157 (Growth: A)

Skills

[Spirit Eye]

[Mana Conversion: Wind]

[Concept Interference]

Unique Skill

[Sage's Nucleus]

Summary

This story's protagonist. He was socially awkward, but now he's a harem guy with multiple girlfriends. All of whom have strong personalities, by the way.

He is likely one of the top five strongest individuals in Japan when it comes to 'anti-monster' combat. On the other hand, he has almost no experience in PvP. In a way, he is the government's 'ideal adventurer.'

Having realized that his time as a 'normal high school student' is running out, he is now taking Professor Arisugawa's private lessons with more enthusiasm than ever before.

Incidentally, he graduated from virginity right after the epilogue. It seems his unique skill was operating at full capacity.

'Rinzaki Erina' LV: 75 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 110 (Growth: C) Durability: 110 (Growth: C) Agility: 134 (Growth: A) Mana: 122 (Growth: B)

Skills

[Invisibility]

[Five Senses Enhancement]

[Spatial Magic]

Summary

Without a doubt, the main heroine of this story and a self-proclaimed ninja. Of all the grandchildren, she is probably the most similar to her grandmother, Professor Arisugawa, in terms of inner character.

She excels in both academics and athletics, and can perfectly put on a formal face when she needs to. Her lack of empathy is also not an issue, as she has the skill to understand others' feelings to a certain extent through knowledge.

And when it comes to someone she has set her sights on, she will close the distance with all her might and box them in to ensure they can't escape.

Professor Arisugawa had long since decided, 'Erina will be the one to manage the harem.'

She is also the one who best understands the professor's plan, and her long-standing wish to 'build a ninja village together' was actually meant in that sense. The reason she tightened her grip on Kyouta's arm right after his 'harem' remark was to make sure he couldn't get away.

She became pro-harem simply because she wanted to stay with Aira and the others forever... but it wasn't just for that reason. She also reasoned that considering Kyouta's unique skill and their combined combat power, it would be easier to protect everyone if they formed a single family unit, a community of fate.

Despite all this, she is still quite naive when it comes to romance. Right after the epilogue, the first one to freeze up was actually Erina.

'Arisugawa Aira' LV: 35 Race: Half-Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 49 (Growth: E) Durability: 46 (Growth: E) Agility: 49 (Growth: E) Mana: 69 (Growth: B)

Skills

[Telepathy]

[Appraisal]

Remarks

Heroine #2 of this story. A tragically beautiful girl who looks like a perfect cool beauty.

She is probably the character who will grow the most as a person after the story ends. Or perhaps one could say the curse from her late mother will be broken.

Her social awkwardness stems from the 'emotional scar of not being loved by her parents.' Now that she has realized there are people who love her, she will gradually be able to hold normal conversations with others.

Also, she is the type to become quite responsible once she has children, so she might end up resembling her grandmother, Professor Arisugawa, even more than Erina.

However, that is still a long way off. For the time being, she remains a socially awkward, unfortunate university student.

Incidentally, right after the epilogue, she tried to assert dominance while blushing furiously, which resulted in her being the first to be knocked out.

'Miyoshi Mia' LV: 70 Race: Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 96 (Growth: D) Durability: 96 (Growth: D) Agility: 124 (Growth: A) Mana: 127 (Growth: A)

Skills

[Civil Engineering Magic]

[Water and Ice Magic]

[Mana Conservation]

Remarks

Heroine #3 of this work. Her image as an intelligent beauty with a hint of darkness from her first appearance is a thing of the past. With various constraints gone, she is now a pervert.

Her complex feelings of love and hate towards her sister have been reduced to 99.9% love, and the same goes for Erina, towards whom she also held a complex.

And while one might think she's on the side of the sisters, that's not quite the case; she holds an equal level of affection for Kyouta, whom she had written off as a strange creature.

She is probably the one who benefited most from the professor's plan. She had heard the gist of it before but would always lose her nerve right before trying to charge in like a runaway express train.

Right after the epilogue, those brakes and that steering wheel were gone, so she apparently went on a rampage as a simple pervert. Half the reason Aira was knocked out first was because of this person.

Her level cap was surprisingly not that high, but she still has a lot of room to grow in terms of mana control.

'Ooyama Shizuku' LV: 25 Race: Dwarf, Awakened Person

Strength: 51 (Growth: B) Durability: 49 (Growth: B) Agility: 44 (Growth: D) Mana: 48 (Growth: D)

Skills

[Mana Enchantment: Iron]

[Magical Engineering]

Remarks

Heroine #4 of this story. A red-haired, short, busty girl with sharp eyes.

Her impression of Kyouta changed several times, along with Aika's, and as a result of seeing his cool side, his uncool side, and his normal side, she became both a fangirl and a lover.

In other words, she fell for the gap moe.

Her dream of rebuilding her family's factory will, in a sense, come true. However, it will not be the bicycle parts factory of the past, but a workshop for producing magically imbued weapons and armor.

It seems like a Theseus's ship situation, but neither she nor the factory workers seem to mind. Her father, who had his factory effectively taken over without him noticing, cried in secret.

Currently, it is gaining popularity as the 'Official Purveyor to the Invisible Ninjas.' However, she apparently gets in a bad mood when this is mentioned. Naming sense is important.

In the epilogue and right after, she showed a surprisingly 'girlish' side, contrary to her usual behavior.

'Busujima Aika' LV: 28 Race: Human, Awakened Person

Strength: 46 (Growth: D) Durability: 45 (Growth: D) Agility: 55 (Growth: B) Mana: 58 (Growth: B)

Skill

[Cursed Poison Magic]

Remarks

Heroine #5 of this story. A traditional beauty with long black hair and a slender figure.

Like Shizuku, the reason she fell for Kyouta was due to her changing perceptions. At first, he was 'a slightly unreliable person.' After seeing him in the dungeon, he became 'a reliable person.' In their daily life after that, he was 'a reliable but strange person.' And finally, in the battle against the demon, her perception changed once more to 'just an ordinary person with incredible power, but someone who always tries his best.'

She has recently been able to reconcile with her parents, who she mistakenly believed hated her, and her estranged siblings. It's still awkward, but they may one day be able to return to a normal family relationship.

She had ordinary talent as an Awakened Person, but through Kyouta's power-leveling, her continued support of Shizuku's work, and seeing various magic tools related to poisons and curses, she has become a 'specialist in cursed poisons.'

As she is now, if she has the materials, she can even replicate the poison of a Basmu. However, it would be almost single-use.

Right after the epilogue, she was unconsciously alternating between being a little devil and a succubus.

'Arisugawa Eva' LV: 82 Race: Elf, Awakened Person

Strength: 137 (Growth: A) Durability: 128 (Growth: B) Agility: 144 (Growth: A) Mana: 147 (Growth: A)

Skills

[Red Sash of Power]

[Magical Pharmacology]

[Mana Conservation]

Unique Skill

[Witch of Time and Space]

Remarks

Aira and the others' grandmother and a university professor. She can also be called the sponsor of Kyouta's group, the 'Invisible Ninjas.'

She looks like a beautiful woman in her 20s, but she is 71 years old. As she remains faithful to her late husband, it is unlikely she will find love again. Incidentally, the inhabitants of this world do not yet know that at 71, an elf would still be considered a young girl.

Despite being a dignified woman, she also has a side that loves romance stories. She was worried about Aira and the others' future and was anxious about what would happen after she died of old age. To reiterate, the inhabitants of this world do not yet understand the lifespan of elves.

These anxieties were almost entirely resolved by Kyouta's intervention, and as such, she wholeheartedly approves of him as her 'son-in-law.' At the same time, she believes there is no one else to take care of Aira and the others. Her son, Eric, shares this opinion.

Furthermore, she couldn't imagine Aira and Mia being able to have separate married lives, and more importantly, both were the type to mess things up by clinging to their first love for too long. And if the object of their first love were to marry their cousin, she could clearly see the two of them eventually declaring 'I'll never love again' and spending the rest of their lives alone.

If that were to happen, they would surely die destitute somewhere. For these reasons, she put her 'Harem Plan' into action.

Incidentally, ethical considerations did not act as a brake on this plan. While it's true she comes from a noble family, even in modern Britain, bigamy is forbidden. In other words, it's simply that the professor's values are 'as long as there is love and the ability and environment to live, it's OK.'

Separate from her own thoughts, as her son-in-law's achievements and what-not spread in various circles, she has, based on circumstantial evidence, come to be known as 'The Professor,' a behind-the-scenes fixer known only to a select few. She does not yet know this.

'Yamashita Hiroshi and His Merry Friends'

Remarks

At first, they called themselves a guild, not a clan, and were scoffed at. They are the founding members of the 'Walkers,' an organization of Awakened Persons now renowned throughout the world.

In reality, they were a small group started by a cat-eared young man whose company went bankrupt, along with his childhood friend, his sister, and his sister's friend. That they have grown so much through a series of twists and turns is undoubtedly due in large part to their own efforts.

They have connections with the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' the 'Dungeon Agency,' the 'SDF,' and the 'Invisible Ninjas,' and they are attracting a great deal of attention from both the public and the underworld.

Currently, they are working to bridge the gap between Awakened and non-Awakened people while supporting novice adventurers. As this story is about Yagawa Kyouta and modern dungeons, they have not yet reached that goal.

Nevertheless, they continue to walk the long road to becoming that bridge.

'Dungeon Agency'

Remarks

A government organization led by Director Akasaka Yuusuke that deals with all issues related to dungeons, including Awakened Persons. Also known as the 'Group of Sufferers.'

While working with the 'Walkers' to bridge the gap between Awakened and non-Awakened people, they are also handling various other problems in parallel.

Its employees are all problem children sent from other ministries with the note 'has ability but personality is not suited for us.' Nevertheless, they are elites with plenty of patriotism and motivation. It's also said that if they weren't, they wouldn't be able to keep up with the jet-black workload that goes beyond 'crunch.'

Recently, they have also established a cooperative relationship with the 'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club,' but they are still wary of their movements. How you conduct yourself on a daily basis is important.

With the success of the SDF's dispatch to the other world, the leylines on that side have stabilized. The possibility of more dungeons appearing in Japan has become quite low, but they cannot let their guard down yet.

Also, they are being pressed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and various other ministries, saying, 'The other world is just beyond the dungeon, so can't you send some people from there? Do it.' Most of the other ministries were also in a state of crunch.

Perhaps Director Akasaka will have to consult a certain professor somewhere.

'Alchemy Enthusiasts Club'

Remarks

A mysterious group of alchemists. They are secretly advancing a plan called the 'ZZ Plan,' which could either lead humanity to a new stage or bring about its end. It is unknown which way it will go.

On the surface, they generously provide their technology to the medical field, gaining social status. On the other hand, they sell love doll-type golems at an unusually low price. For this reason, public opinion of them seems to be quite divided.

What are their true intentions...? What is the 'ZZ Plan'...?!

...Many harbor such suspicions. In reality, they are simply a group of people who want to live a lovey-dovey life with their ideal homunculus wife.

'ZZ Plan' is an abbreviation for the 'If All of Humanity Had Homunculus Girlfriends and Boyfriends, We'd All Be in the Same Boat, Right? Plan.' Director Akasaka, upon learning of this plan later, clutched his head and simultaneously suffered severe damage to his stomach lining.

This plan, though not depicted much, is already quite advanced. One in three single men in Japan owns one of their custom-made love doll golem girlfriends, and one in five single female Awakened Persons owns a love doll golem boyfriend.

Their demonic influence is gradually spreading overseas, and it will likely deal a major blow to birth rates in the near future.

The leader of their group, the chairman, is Police Superintendent Honda. And the number two, the vice-chairman, is Supreme Court Justice Juumonji, individuals of extremely high social standing.

Their respective fetishes are 'Broly-style muscle' and 'level-3 kemonomimi enthusiast.'

It was the end of the world.

'Self-Defense Force'

Remarks

Those who have protected Japan from numerous crises since the 'Day of Awakening.'

They are facing a serious personnel shortage due to a large number of resignations from fear of combat, on top of an already small number of personnel, as well as an increase in casualties.

As a result, those who remain are all 'hardcore' and 'elite.' With the cooperation of the Enthusiasts Club and the development of the wearable golem 'Kongō,' there is a high probability that future dungeon management will become dramatically safer and more efficient.

While General Marui handles these matters, Admiral Kadokura is monitoring and managing the 'Minotaur's Labyrinth' and the 'Atlantis Ruins.'

It is unlikely to surface while these two are still active, but it seems that various agendas are swirling within the SDF... The day when those agendas use weapons other than words has not yet come.

Incidentally, in addition to the personnel shortage, the entire organization is also short on funds.

'Dragon Killer Squad'

Remarks

The most elite unit, with an average level of over 90. The Ground Self-Defense Force's greatest military power and the strongest group of Awakened Persons.

They have only four active members, but they are veterans who have engaged in desperate battles with powerful monsters from the very beginning.

While other talented Awakened SDF members resigned to take up other jobs, they continued to fight for their own reasons.

The members are 'Swordsman: Miyamoto Oribe,' 'Scout: Fujikawa Miyako,' 'Tank: Tanabe Reinhardt,' and 'Rearguard: Saionji Yasuhiro.'

Of these, Fujikawa aims to become the first female prime minister, and Saionji aims to have his name recorded in myth. General Marui is running around trying to make their wishes come true.

Considering their achievements, it might come true in about 10 years.

'Three Barbarian Girls'

Remarks

A combat group with an average level of over 80. All three are beautiful high school girls, but in essence, they are bloodthirsty slaughterers.

Aware of this, they have lived by restraining themselves with 'murder' as their final line. If the 'Day of Awakening' had not occurred, they would have either suppressed their true nature and lived out their lives virtuously, or their restraints would have broken and they would have killed each other.

If I were to write about them in detail, their characters are so strong that the protagonist of the story would change. For that reason, even their names did not appear in the main story.

Their respective characteristics are:

'A greatsword user with twintails. The greatsword can also become a cannon. A short, busty, high-energy beautiful girl. She is actually the most detached of the three and the closest to crossing the final line.'

'An elf-eared, priest-style magician. A user of white magic, specializing in healing, defense, and support. A beautiful girl with a bombshell figure, rich blonde hair, and a gentle face. She might be in love with the twintail girl...?'

'A scythe user with gray hair in a ponytail. She can transform her own shadow into familiars such as wolves and eagles. A beautiful girl with an intellectual impression, but she is a repeating student. The reason is that she dislikes studying and was absorbed in being an adventurer.'

Their heights are Ponytail ≥ Elf-ear >>> Twintails.

Without specifying where, their bust sizes are Elf-ear >>> Twintails >> an insurmountable wall, or rather, a wall > Ponytail.

While recognizing their common friend, Akasaka Yuune, as one of their own kind, they also hold a slight admiration and detached view of her mentality that allows her to live normally in society.

The twintail girl, having lost an arm, still feels that she is human, and they continue to laugh together cheerfully today.

Incidentally, they have come to be treated as Director Akasaka's private squad without him realizing it, which is also a cause of his stomach lining being worn down, but they don't seem to care.

'Akasaka Yuune'

Remarks

An Awakened Person with skills that seem only suited for interpersonal combat. Due to her serious personality, her adventurer rank is 'C.' However, the importance of the jobs she has been involved in is on par with that of the 'A-Rank Candidates.'

She is the only daughter of Akasaka Yuusuke and has a considerable father complex. However, it is a father complex within the bounds of common sense. She was an existence that made one contemplate the meaning of the word 'common sense.'

Due to using her skill-based transformation many times, she sometimes forgets what she looks like. However, she can quickly return to her original form by remembering her friends and family, so it is not a problem for now.

She vaguely understands that her mentality is far from that of an ordinary person, but she has a strong heart that allows her to assert, 'So what? I am who I am. I am the daughter of my beloved parents, a friend to the three idiots, and the class president.'

She is a skill user who could be the final boss throughout a series in a city-based scenario. In a way, she is the prime example in the story of 'it's a good thing *she* is the one with this ability.'

Having been educated by Saejima, a former Public Security agent and current Dungeon Agency employee, and Chris, the former ambassador to Japan, she is steadily improving her interpersonal skills. If she were to fall to the dark side, it would be bad.

'A-Rank Candidates'

Remarks

The second den of perverts. They are the cream of the crop among adventurers, but they are all oddballs. It could be said that if they weren't oddballs, they wouldn't have been able to maintain the motivation to gain this much strength.

They are people who have 'gone wild' by gaining great power. And many of them have the stance that as long as it's on the edge of not being arrested, it's permissible, because they are strong.

On the other hand, they are all people who contribute properly to society. They were good-natured perverts. The ones who were not good-natured and were drunk on power flowed to 'Turohorse.'

There are the Yokai Fundoshi Gramps, the UMA Stars and Stripes Boomerang Man, and many others with diverse fetishes, such as a masochistic young lady and a masochistic butler in men's clothing, a hairy-assed macho man in a bikini armor, and a muscular samba amazoness.

Yagawa Kyouta cried a little when he was put in this category. Rinzaki Erina, not to be outdone, prepared a 'Invisible Ninjas' flag and sash and blew an imaginary conch shell.

● Monsters

※ A-Rank

'Mushussu'

A monster resembling the most ancient of dragonkind... with the head and body of a great serpent, the tail of a scorpion, the forelegs of a lion, and the hindlegs of a bird of prey. It has a pair of horns, deep green scales, and is covered in an earthy exoskeleton.

Its abilities rival those of its mythical counterpart, and the poisonous mist it exhales can kill humans several kilometers away. The strength of its tail is enough to repel even a tank shell.

'Oni Musha'

An oni with vermilion skin and a pair of horns. It is a giant easily exceeding two meters in height, equipped with samurai-like armor and a large nata blade over a meter long.

It possesses tremendous physical ability and combat skill, even engaging in armored grappling. It is incredibly tough and boasts a supremely resilient body.

※ A-Rank or Higher

'Wyvern'

A picture-perfect flying dragon that moves at near-supersonic speeds and possesses fireballs that can easily melt iron.

It measures approximately seven meters from head to tail. It is covered in scales that can repel machine gun fire and can also carry the aforementioned 'Sachs' on its back.

'Sachs'

White soldiers. They are created from the scales of the white dragon 'Guivre.'

Each individual possesses physical abilities comparable to or slightly less than an 'A-Rank Boss Monster,' and all individuals share information. By becoming a fused entity, they can achieve a level of strength several tiers higher, including skill.

※ Boss Monsters

'Basmu'

Strength: 80 Durability: 80 Agility: 60 Mana: 120

Skills

[All-Encompassing Cursed Poison]

The power to manipulate all poisons and curses, past and present. Also provides resistance.

[Monster of the Great Sea]

Doubles all stats during combat at sea or underwater.

[Summon Kin]

Simultaneously summons thousands of great serpents with abilities comparable to Basmu. It cannot be controlled and will even attack Basmu itself, making it a last-resort trump card.

Remarks

A super-giant monster that was treated poorly in the main story. It originally assisted in the defense of a secret naval port of the empire and the transport of cargo.

If this monster were to ever emerge from the gate, there is a possibility that it could place thirty percent of the seas under its control.

'Shuten Douji'

Strength: 90 Durability: 80 Agility: 90 Mana: 80

Skills

[General of the Oni Mountain]

Provides a significant boost to all stats while inside the dungeon it controls.

[Devotion of the Four Heavenly Kings]

Sprouts four arms from its back, each with strength equivalent to an 'A-Rank Boss Monster.'

[Frenzied Oni Fire]

Reduces its own operational time limit in exchange for releasing extremely powerful flames.

Remarks

A monster that bears the same name as the great general of Mount Ōe.

It naturally has no ego, but it exudes an aura of enjoying battle. Its weakness is actually poison. Also, due to fuel efficiency issues, once it falls asleep, it will not wake up for anything. It is also highly curious and will put any food or drink it has never seen before in its mouth to gather information.

However, it does not eat, drink, or sleep inside the dungeon.

'Guivre'

Strength: 400 Durability: 500 Agility: 300 Mana: 1000

Skills

[Ruler of the Leylines]

As the name suggests, it can interfere with and control leylines. If it concentrates, it can even forcibly teleport those on the leylines under its control.

[White Mobile Fortress]

Can transform its scales into the monster 'Sachs' and command them. It also shares information with them. If a Sachs is affected by poison or a curse, the Guivre gains resistance to it.

[Labyrinth Creation]

The power to create a dungeon. Its performance is comparable to those made by the empire. However, if the Guivre dies, the dungeon will disappear. The land will return to its original state. In this case, it will revert to the Holophagus dungeon.

'White Dragonewt'

Strength: 200 Durability: 200 Agility: 250 Mana: 150

Skill

[Draconic Demonic Armor]

The ability to wear the Guivre. It can be done any number of times as long as there is enough mana and time. It also holds dominion over the dungeon created while in Guivre form.

Remarks

The ultimate weapon created by the empire. Its original purpose during development was as a countermeasure against rebellious lords, but by the time it was completed, its role also included being a frontline base for invading other worlds.

However, before its functions could be put to use, the empire collapsed. There was no one to command it, and no land to protect.

Leading its subordinate Wyverns, it searched for its master, the empire, to the east and west, but was never able to find it. It could not know what lay at the bottom of the sea.

Then, the Guivre and Draig, sensing the mana of a land similar to their homeland, Japan, each seized control of dungeons managed by the rebellious lords of the empire. They secured the gates and made a path to Japan.

The wish of the two dragons was the same. Only to return to their homeland and be reunited with their master.

● General Timeline

'America conducts a teleportation gate experiment in Japan. As a result, because the leylines of the Atlantis Empire and Japan were similar, it connects to a dungeon.'

'As a result, Awakened Persons and monsters appear in Japan. This day would later be called the Day of Awakening.'

'Half a year later, monsters overflowed from dungeons throughout Japan. The Dungeon Agency was established, and the adventurer system began shortly after.'

'Two years after the Day of Awakening, Kyouta becomes an adventurer. He meets Erina and they form the 'Invisible Ninjas.''

'About half a year later, the white and red dragons invade the dungeon. They take it over, mistake Japan for the Atlantis Empire, and begin preparations to reclaim it.'

'The dragons are subjugated by the A-Rank Candidates and the SDF. The leyline abnormality at the Atlantis Empire ruins is resolved by the Maritime Self-Defense Force's dispatch to the other world, and the possibility of more gates connecting to Japan is eliminated.'

'A few days later, President Fudge Valentine is assassinated by the Director of the CIA. America's blunder, along with information on human modification using magic tools, is buried in darkness.'

● Q
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			Side Story 1: An Ordinary Adventurer and an Unordinary One

			Being alive is wonderful...

I got home from high school, walked into my room, and immediately dropped my bag on my desk, clasping my hands together in front of my chest.

Right now, it feels like the whole world is sparkling. And why?

Because I walked home from school while flirting with my girlfriend*s*!

"Heh heh heh..."

Even I have to admit that was a creepy laugh, but it can't be helped. It's not just a flower in each hand anymore; this is a full-on flower triangle.

Still in a giddy mood, I changed my clothes, then picked up my phone to check the screen. Today isn't a dungeon day, so I still have plenty of time.

In a little while, Erina-san will come pick me up, and we'll head straight to the Arisugawa residence. There, my harem life with my *five girlfriends* will truly begin.

...Yeah. Thinking about it calmly, I'm a complete scumbag.

Once I snapped back to reality, a wave of guilt washed over me.

To begin with, frequently visiting my girlfriend's house for the express purpose of... *that*... isn't exactly something to be proud of.

Professor Arisugawa, the owner of the house, always tells me with a beaming smile, 'I'm often away from home, so it's reassuring to have my sons-in-law here. Please, make yourselves at home.'

...But I'm starting to get the feeling I can see right through the professor's schemes.

This whole harem situation is probably her doing. I don't know the specifics of what she did, but judging by how things have played out, I'm sure she was pulling some strings behind the scenes.

Her motive was most likely Aira-san and Mia-san. Both of them have rather difficult personalities and backgrounds, so she probably figured a more forceful approach like this would be for the best.

Well, it's a welcome situation for me, so I can't really complain.

No matter how much I'm playing into the professor's hands, I made this decision myself, and I don't doubt their feelings for me for a second.

But I digress. Rather than dwelling on those behind-the-scenes dealings, it's far more productive to focus on my dazzling, rose-colored life.

I need to hurry up and finish my homework so I can get ready for tonight's 'fun time.'

"...Heh."

Whoops. My mind is skipping right past studying and heading straight into rosy territory.

If I skip my homework, Erina-san will smile and mercilessly tell me, 'You'll have to wait till next time.' And then Mia-san will glare at me with tears of blood in her eyes.

It's been almost half a month since the 'Guivre Subjugation Operation,' and I already feel like I'm completely under their thumbs.

Well, it's not a bad feeling, so I guess it's fine! Now then, time to begrudgingly get to studying...

Just as I connected my phone to its charger, a *riiing...* sound came from my desk drawer.

A Telepathy call from Aira-san. I quickly took out the earring and put it on.

"Hello. This is Yagawa Kyouta, the world's happiest harem man, speaking."

*'Well hello there, King Giddy-Head Kyouta-kun. It's your beloved Aira-chan.'*

"What is it, my beloved Aira-san?"

*'Tch, you've gotten used to just firing that back at me...!*'

Well, yeah. She really is my beloved Aira-san, after all.

I think it's weird for her to call herself that, but I'm used to it by now.

*'Ahem. And what kind of introduction was that? You're on the same level as Erina-kun.'*

"I'm sorry. I'll reflect on my actions...!"

That's a seriously bad place to be as a human being. I really need to change my ways.

An image of my beloved Erina-san shouting, 'Yeah! Ninja, YEAAAH!' flashed through my mind. Hmm, a self-proclaimed ninja from a clan of unfortunate souls.

*'As long as you understand. Besides, if you don't consider the specifics, harem adventurers aren't even that rare these days.'*

"Huh? Is that right?"

I couldn't help but tilt my head at Aira-san's words.

That polygamy system had some pretty strict conditions. The man's annual income, the woman's annual income, their nationalities... Then there were background checks on character and financial exchanges—it was all thoroughly investigated.

It's a given that some people will try to exploit any law, so it only makes sense.

I was surprised to hear that so many adventurers had managed to clear all that and get together with multiple women.

However, her next words made it all click into place.

*'Ah, no. I should clarify, I'm not talking about relationships between humans.'*

"...Ohh. The alchemy thing."

*'Exactly. It's faster to just show you. Check the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club website. There's a video of an adventurer with a homunculus harem on there.'*

"They have stuff like that?"

*'Mhm. Ah, sorry. I just got called away, so I have to hang up for a bit.'*

"Oh, right. Understood."

The Telepathy ended, and I tilted my head again, still wearing the earring.

*Hmm. What did Aira-san call me for?* It's hard to believe she just wanted to hear my voice.

She probably got caught up in small talk and missed her chance to say what she really wanted to. That's so like her.

Well, she'll probably call back again, so I left the earring in and started on my homework.

* * *

...An hour or so later, my homework was done.

I stretched lightly and put my mechanical pencil back in its case. A glance at my phone, which I'd unplugged from the charger, told me I still had some time.

I might as well check out that video Aira-san mentioned.

With that in mind, I searched for the club's website.

I found the video I was looking for right away and tapped the play button.

*'—Aaalright! So today, we're going to be interviewing one of the adventurers who purchased a golem from our club and get a look at a day in their liiife!!'*

A figure dressed all in black held a handheld video camera up to their face and waved cheerfully.

Then, they pointed the camera forward and started walking down a paved road. There were a noticeable number of empty lots on either side, and in the distance, I could see mountains rich with autumn colors.

*'This area is close to a certain dungeon, in a zone that was issued an evacuation advisory. Most of the residents have left, but some houses still remain.'*

I'd heard about this. I think adventurers can rent houses within a two-kilometer evacuation zone around a gate for a ridiculously low price.

There are some obligations, like having to enter the nearby dungeon with a certain frequency, but the rent is so cheap that it's apparently quite popular.

Just then, the person filming offered the same explanation.

*'And this is the home of the adventurer we'll be filming today. Wow, it's huge, isn't it?'*

Just as the filmer said, it was a pretty big house, easily rivaling the Arisugawa estate.

When the doorbell was rung, a man in a t-shirt and jeans came out. He was of medium build, a normal-looking guy, but his face was pixelated.

*'Hello there! We're from the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club. It's a pleasure to be here today, Sasaki-san (temp name)!'*

*'The pleasure's all mine. And what's with the temp name...? A-anyway, please, come on in.'*

*'Thank you! Don't mind if we do!'*

The inside was also spotless, without a single speck of dust on the wooden floor.

*'You keep this place so clean.'*

*'Yeah. My wives are always cleaning for me.'*

He led them to the living room, where four girls... no.

Four golems in the shape of young girls were waiting in miniskirt maid outfits.

*'What do you think of my wives! Aren't they all beautiful? Then again, you're the ones who made them, so I guess that's a silly question.'*

*'Not at all! As the one behind the camera, this is great material! By the way, could you introduce each of them?'*

*'Sure. All four of you, introduce yourselves.'*

*'Okay!'*

The maid golem with pink hair and average-sized breasts on the far right beamed.

*'I'm Harumi! It's nice to meet you all!'*

Next, the flat-chested maid golem with red hair in pigtails crossed her arms and looked away sullenly.

*'Honestly, why do I have to... I'm Natsuki. You don't have to be nice to me.'*

The third one, a beautiful maid golem with chestnut hair in braids over her shoulders, huge breasts, and narrow, smiling eyes, gave a soft smile.

*'My, my. I'm Akino. A pleasure to meet you.'*

Finally, the expressionless, petite, flat-chested loli maid golem with white hair covering one eye flashed a double peace sign.

*'Fuyuko. Nice to meet you.'*

...I see. Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter.

*'They're all such beautiful maids! Are they really golems?'*

The man let out what sounded like a wry laugh at the cameraman's intentionally dramatic question.

*'Of course. Everyone, do the thing.'*

At his command, the maid golems all grabbed their own heads with both hands.

Then, they popped them right off. There was no blood; their heads were connected to their necks by tubes made of iron and wood, like a spinal column.

*'Whoa. ...Sorry. That's certainly impactful, but I can't tell if this is surreal or just plain horror.'*

*'Didn't you guys from the Club tell me to have them do this beforehand?!'*

*'Ahaha! Oh, and for those watching, they're normally locked so they can't be removed like this, so please rest assured!'*

As if nothing had happened, the maid golems reattached their heads.

Seeing that at night would probably be terrifying.

*'So, Sasaki-san, what's your daily life with them like?'*

*'Well, I admit I originally bought them for, uh, erotic purposes... but they turned out to be perfect at housework. Now I leave almost all of it to them. Cooking, laundry, cleaning...'*

*'I see, I see. And what about at night?'*

*'Well of course, the five of us get cozy and... hey, what are you making me say?!'*

*'Come on, come on! Let's be honest, that's the main purpose of our golems!'*

*'...You've got a point!'*

The two of them laughed, explaining things about the maid golems interspersed with casual banter.

Apparently, their self-introductions just now weren't them 'speaking,' but rather playing pre-registered audio from small speakers installed in their throats.

They had recorded voices from voice actors hired by the Club and installed them as a voice synthesis program, which could be edited from a PC with a wired connection.

They made it sound simple, but that was some seriously advanced technology.

While a 'mock-homunculus' could replicate most human physical movements, giving a golem human-like vocal cords was difficult.

And even if you embedded a machine like this, it was thought that the homunculus wouldn't be able to activate it properly.

But the Club's technology had made it possible. In response to their master's voice, the 'mock-homunculus' could select which words to say and activate the mechanism in its throat.

Apparently, the purpose of this incredible technology was to spice up one's nightlife. Man, what a bunch of idiotic geniuses.

*'Alright! Well then, shall we head to the dungeon?'*

*'Yeah. Honeys! I'm off!'*

*'Wha—Honeys?!'*

*'Heh, ahaha!'*

Waving goodbye to the maid golems, Sasaki-san and the cameraman started to drive off in a car.

At a glance, Sasaki-san was dressed very lightly... or rather, he was in his everyday clothes. All he had on him was his phone and his driver's license. And maybe his car keys.

I was wondering about that, but the next cut made it clear. The reason was that he kept most of his equipment in a paid locker at the store he frequented.

I've never used one, but apparently you can store swords, bows, and other weapons that you're allowed to possess with an adventurer's license.

After a brief explanation of this, Sasaki-san emerged from the changing room wearing a full-face helmet, a thick gray poncho, and urban-camo military combat fatigues underneath.

He had a backpack on, a large crossbow slung over his shoulder, and a machete hanging from his waist.

It didn't look like Arcane Gear. But...

*'Aside from the weapon, you're decked out in Club gear from head to toe! Wow, you look pretty sharp!'*

*'Thanks. My Arcane Gear is the magic-user type, so it's not very durable and it's hard to move in.'*

So it was mana-infused clothing, after all.

Clothes like these from the Club were quite fragile compared to the Arcane Gear of a high-rank Awakened Person.

But for a low-rank Awakened Person, they served as perfectly adequate armor.

*'Alright, let's head into the D-Rank Dungeon with the golems!'*

The two of them started walking toward the gate room, accompanied by two tanuki-shaped golems that had been waiting by the changing room door.

They resembled the tanuki statues from Shigaraki ware, but were dressed like foot soldiers holding wooden shields.

They walked with movements that were anything but nimble, cleared reception, and headed for the gate.

After a brief fade to black, the screen showed a cave with moss growing in places.

*'Okay. So, let's get this dungeon exploration underway.'*

*'Let's do this.'*

Inside the cave, which was as bright as midday thanks to lighting installed by the Self-Defense Force.

Sasaki-san and the cameraman advanced, with the two tanuki golems leading the way.

They were chatting amicably, but this was a dungeon. Naturally, monsters appeared to eliminate the intruders.

Two massive bodies, large enough to fill the passage that was about the width of a single-lane road with a narrow sidewalk and about three meters high.

They had trees the size of plastic bottles growing from their heads, and their entire bodies were composed of tree roots and stone, forming large humanoid shapes.

They held stone axes and glared this way with faces made of roots and stone.

Wood Soldier.

Rank D. A monster on par with an Orc.

The soldiers brandished their stone axes and charged furiously toward Sasaki-san's group.

In response, the front-line golems thrust their spears. The thrusts were surprisingly sharp despite their slow walking speed, but against monsters of this rank, it was too slow.

One soldier deflected a spearhead with its arm, while the other used its forearm as a shield and forced its way closer.

Even with a short spear, it couldn't be wielded effectively at this range. The Wood Soldiers swung their stone axes down, intending to smash the tanuki golems to pieces.

But the blows were blocked by their *jingasa*—the conical, helmet-like hats on their heads.

True to their Shigaraki tanuki appearance, the golems had no necks. They seemed unfazed by the impact, continuing to block the stone axes swung from close range with their hats and wooden shields.

However, the soldiers' means of attack weren't limited to just stone axes. The small trees on their heads began to glow, and vines sprouted from their bodies, entangling the golems.

If I remember correctly, those vines have poison needles. It's not enough to kill an Awakened Person instantly, but it has the effect of making it difficult to use your strength.

Of course, it was useless against golems. Poison has no effect on inorganic matter.

While this struggle was happening in the vanguard, Sasaki-san was leisurely drawing his crossbow using a pulley system.

Then, he loaded a peculiar bolt.

It had an arrowhead that looked like a sharpened harpoon from a whaling cannon. If the shaft had been a little thicker, I might have mistaken it for a mace.

Sasaki-san took cover behind the golems and slowly aimed the crossbow at a soldier's face. The enemy naturally tried to turn its head to avoid being targeted, but there was a limit to how much it could move while locked in combat with the golem.

A few seconds later, the bolt was fired. It flew with a *whoosh* toward the soldier's face.

Given the close range, it hit almost instantly. It wasn't particularly fast, but its mass and sharpness allowed it to punch through by sheer force.

The arrowhead pierced through to the back of its head, and the soldier stopped moving. After confirming this, Sasaki-san began pulling the crossbow string again using the pulley that looked like a fishing reel.

He repeated the process, firing at the face of the remaining soldier. It seems he missed slightly; nearly half of its head was gouged out, but it was still moving.

But even so, if it tried to create distance, the golem would press its shield and hat against it, and the vines were getting in its way, making it difficult to move.

It was no surprise when the third shot completely destroyed the Wood Soldier's head.

Sasaki-san collected the bolts and dropped items, brushed off some salt, and showed the coins he'd picked up to the camera.

*'This is a gold coin that drops in a D-Rank. It's beautiful, isn't it?'*

*'It really is! That was a clean victory, though.'*

*'Nah, it's all thanks to the golems and the weapon. I'm not really good at fighting myself.'*

That was probably the truth, not humility. To be frank, that wasn't a fight; it was a routine.

But a win is a win. The value of it doesn't change.

They started moving deeper into the dungeon again, talking about their daily earnings.

*'I used to belong to a clan and worked in F and E-Rank, but I couldn't get along with the people.'*

*'Ah, yeah, that happens. Sometimes it's hard for adventurers to get on the same page.'*

*'Exactly. So I decided to go solo, but it was tough. My earnings were low, and I got injured a lot. That's when I joined Walkers and gave up being solo.'*

*'The biggest clan—no, guild, I should say!'*

*'So, during the interview, I told them I was bad at communication, and they gave me this golem on loan as part of a solo plan.'*

Sasaki-san lightly patted the back of the tanuki golem on his right.

*'It completely changed my world. I started earning a steady income. Thanks to that, I'm now a D-Rank, even though I'm solo.'*

*'I see. And what about that crossbow?'*

*'Oh, this? I got lucky and was able to buy it online from a super popular magic weapon shop. I've been using it for about three months now, and it's been a huge help.'*

*'Heyyy. So it's not from the Club?'*

*'Hey, don't get mad at me.'*

...That crossbow. It looks familiar.

The brand name is pixelated, but there's no mistaking that design. It's one of Shizuku-san's weapons.

Her gear really is popular, huh...

*'Anyway, right now I'm able to hunt and earn money safely and steadily!'*

*'But while your front is safe with the golems, isn't it dangerous if you get pincered?'*

*'I haven't had that happen yet, but I do have precautions in place.'*

As he said that, he unclipped an egg-shaped magic item that looked like a hand grenade from his belt. It looked like a white egg with a lever and pin attached.

*'It's expensive, so I don't really want to use it, but I carry two of these.'*

*'Ooh! A secret weapon! Well, we've prepared an identical one for you here, so please give us a demonstration!'*

*'Got it.'*

While they were talking, the next Wood Soldier came stomping towards them from down the passage.

Since it was conveniently just one, Sasaki-san gripped the lever and pulled the pin from the egg-shaped magic item.

Then, he threw it. It was a toss that seemed to warrant a *thwump* sound effect, and the soldier, unfazed, charged forward with its left arm raised as a shield.

The moment the magic item collided with its arm, the egg part shattered, and a pale blue gas burst out forcefully.

The Wood Soldier that was showered in it rapidly froze over, until its roots cracked and it fell over, its limbs scattering apart.

As the soldier lay immobilized, the golems finished it off with their spears.

*'A simple magic item jointly produced by the Club and Walkers! Was that an ice magic spell?'*

*'Yes. The monsters here don't try to evade until you get close, so even with my arm, I can hit them. And they're not that fast, either.'*

Sasaki-san and the cameraman conversed in a light tone.

...Wait, what was that?

A simple magic item. I'd heard rumors, but I never imagined it would be this effective. Even if it was a good matchup, it was surprising that a battle in this rank could be decided so easily.

They continued their exploration for about an hour before returning. Of course, most of it was cut, so the video was only about five minutes long.

*'Thank you so much for your time today, Sasaki-san!'*

*'Not at all. The Club has always been a great help to me.'*

*'And with the filming done, you're heading home for the day, but...'*

*'—Of course, tonight I'll be cozying up with my wives again!'*

*'That's what I wanted to hear! We at the Club will always support your rosy golem life!'*

After a loud laugh in front of the store, Sasaki-san drove off in his car. Apparently, the cameraman was taking the bus home.

*'And with that, we'll wrap up this video! Thank you for watching! And please, be sure to subscribe to our channel!'*

And so, the video ended.

I put down my phone and thought about the video's contents, especially the dungeon exploration.

As for the whole harem thing, well, I'll set that aside. If I hadn't met Erina-san and the others, my life might have been like this, so I don't really have any comment.

That exploration was extremely stable, and not inefficient either. His level will rise, so if he switches to fighting with his Arcane Gear and skills, he could aim for a promotion.

However, Sasaki-san never mentioned anything like that. He probably has no intention of going to a higher rank.

With those tactics, he wouldn't be able to survive above D-Rank. In fact, he'd probably have a hard time in a different dungeon of the same rank.

As he himself said, that was 'hunting.' Not a battle.

This is what a 'normal adventurer's work' looks like now. I see...

It's absolutely wonderful.

We're still going to the A-Rank dungeon frequently, but our levels have risen, and it's become half routine.

This is what I'm talking about. This is good.

Even though we're called adventurers, I'm sick of 'adventures.' Plunging into unknown territory and fighting life-or-death battles with monsters... I've had enough of that.

From now on, I'm going to live a harem slow life, just like Sasaki-san.

As I nodded to myself in agreement, I felt mana in the earring.

"Aira-san?"

*'Hey, Kyouta-kun. Sorry about before. I got a little held up translating some Atlantis Empire script.'*

"No, it's fine."

*'Anyway, I forgot to tell you, but this is a message from Grandma... I mean, the professor.'*

"Okay."

I had a feeling that might be it. I wonder what it's about.

Is it an assignment for the next dungeon we're going to, or is she finally going to put her foot down about this decadent lifestyle of mine? Surely it's not a demand for great-grandchildren.

*'She said we're going to the other world next week, and she wants you to come with her. She's counting on you as her bodyguard.'*

"Say what?"

—I really don't want to go exploring any unknown territories (adventures), you know?



		
		
		
			Chapter 263: Side Story 2: Before Going to the Other World
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 263

			Side Story 2: Before Going to the Other World

			*'To put it bluntly, everyone's short-staffed.'*

According to Aira-san, that was the reason I was chosen as the bodyguard.

Professor Arisugawa going to the other world to study their culture would be beneficial for the country. And the government owes her quite a bit, so they probably couldn't refuse.

But it would be dangerous for the professor to go alone in case something unknown happened. On the other hand, if they were to send personnel from the Self-Defense Force, the number of people who could actually be of use in a situation that would endanger her is limited.

*'As you know, China, which has once again devolved into a Three Kingdoms period in the Reiwa era, has seen the leaders of its various warlord factions temporarily join hands, realizing they'd all collapse if things continued. But the chaos hasn't disappeared.'*

"Yeah, I saw it on TV. Something about an increase in pirates in the Sea of Japan."

The civil war in China, sparked by Awakened Persons pretending to be remnants of Turohorse.

It was unclear how long it would last, but just the other day, there was a big feature on some important-looking old guys getting together and shaking hands.

However, people who were trying to kill each other until recently can't just say 'Okay, it's over now. Love and peace.'

*'Mhm. The factions who wouldn't benefit from peace right now have scattered by land, sea, and overseas, and are causing trouble. So the Maritime Self-Defense Force is apparently busy dealing with them.'*

"And the Ground Self-Defense Force is busy searching for and thinning out undiscovered dungeons."

*'Right. Supposedly, the rumored Dragon Killer Squad would be more than sufficient as Grandma's bodyguard, but they're apparently the busiest unit in the entire SDF.'*

"So, in other words, she was told to find her own bodyguard."

*'That's right. And what's more, only one civilian can accompany her. That leaves you, Kyouta-kun.'*

"...Well, yeah. I guess that makes sense."

Bringing a subpar guard might just make them a liability. Someone with suitable strength is needed.

As it stands, in terms of sheer strength, I should be among the top ten Awakened Persons... probably. I think. Maybe.

Erina-san is strong, but she's not suited for fighting large groups outside of a dungeon. Mia-san, on the other hand, would probably have a tough time against a single powerful individual, even with her golems.

The only other adventurers that come to mind are 'Director Akasaka's pet trio of girls,' but I don't really have any connection with them.

So by process of elimination, I, who am universally considered 'crudely strong' by everyone I know, am the most suitable candidate.

*'Also, Kyouta-kun, an SDF member is scheduled to go along, so if anything happens, I need you to protect that person too.'*

"Huh? It's not just the professor?"

*'Even if they're short on manpower, they can't let a civilian explore another world alone. Think of them as a walking permission slip and treat them with care.'*

"What a way to put it."

I get the logic, but honestly, it sounds like a pain.

When I hear 'Self-Defense Force,' all I can picture is a tsunami of muscles. I'm really not a fan of that upbeat, jock-like atmosphere.

I'm aware I've gotten a bit better at handling professional interactions, but I'm still far from a social butterfly. Having to act alongside some unfamiliar macho man sounds mentally exhausting.

*'It's not mandatory, but what will you do? We do plan on offering some compensation.'*

"Of course, I accept. The professor is my future family, so I'll take responsibility and protect her."

*'I-I see. ...You've been saying things like that so directly lately, you know. For you, Kyouta-kun.'*

"Well, I am the happiest harem man in the world."

*'I see. So this is a man who's gotten cocky after losing his virginity...'*

"Shut up."

Please don't analyze me so calmly. My heart doesn't regenerate, even with a Sage's Nucleus.

And so, my trip to the other world was decided.

"Oh, by the way, what about school? For something like this, what about my classes?"

*'What are you talking about? It's planned as a basic day trip.'*

"What do you mean, a day trip to another world?"

* * *

"Because if it's not a day trip, who knows what would happen to Senpai!"

"I see."

A few days later, at Shizuku-san's workshop, I clapped my hands in understanding at Erina-san's words.

She was right. If we left *that person* alone for several days, someone would probably end up dead. Especially Aira-san.

"That's way too rude."

"Plus, camping out over there would be dangerously dangerous! Physically and politically!"

"Don't you think that's the real reason? And what's with that 'headache that hurts' phrasing?"

Since Shizuku-san is handling the retorts, my job is easy. Lately, she's stopped with the sexual harassment, so she's been very reliable. Keep it up.

Jokes aside, Erina-san is right that staying in the other world for too long is risky.

I've gotten stronger, but there's always someone stronger. There are Awakened Persons of absurd strength, like Miyamoto-san whom I met during the 'Tokyo Incident.' There's no guarantee someone like him isn't in the other world and won't attack us by mistake.

As for the political side, I've been hearing a lot on TV lately about how dealing with the other world should be an international effort. So if a civilian like the professor were to stay there for several days, who knows what would be said. Though even commuting daily would probably cause a stir if it got out.

"Whatever. Here, your repaired Flügel and bracelet."

"Thank you."

I took the wooden box and checked its contents. Inside was a neatly folded cape and a white bracelet with a golden pattern.

I had pushed them to their limits in the fight with the Guivre, but I was relieved to have them back safely.

I never want to go through a battle like that again, but not having this equipment makes me feel incredibly anxious.

"Everything's here. I'll send the bill to the usual account."

"Right. Also, that thing we co-developed. The prototype's ready."

"What, already?"

"Co-developed? What's that exciting word!"

As Erina-san stored the wooden box in her Item Box, her eyes lit up at Shizuku-san's words.

In response, the artisan narrowed her sharp eyes and grinned.

"You should take a look too. We've made something pretty incredible."

Shizuku-san brought a cart from the corner of the workshop over to us and whipped off the cloth that was covering it.

What appeared was a mannequin in armor. The simple white figure was clad in black and green gear reminiscent of camouflage.

"Awakened Person-exclusive equipment, 'Alchemical Armor.'"

"Whoa...! The name's so simple!"

"Shut it. It's a prototype, what do you expect?"

Ignoring the two bickering, I observed the prototype.

It was a black jumpsuit with green armor sewn onto the shoulders, elbows, and knees. On top of that was a gray-trimmed black chestplate. The lower body was protected by a dark green waist guard with tassets, and shin guards. The boots were the same black as the jumpsuit, providing ample defense.

It also had a gorget that was worn by pulling it over the head, and the helmet was designed like a modern military helmet that extended to protect the back of the head.

Most importantly, the entire set, including the jumpsuit, emanated mana.

"Ahem! Aika and I made this equipment, but as I told you before, the 'gauntlets' and 'short spear' use your technology."

After a light cough, Shizuku-san lifted the green gauntlets from the cart.

Placed on the workbench, they were designed as if a small shield had been attached to the forearm. And embedded in that shield part were four different colored magic stones in a diamond pattern.

"A magic tool for barriers, right?"

"Yep. The one you made and delivered to me."

"You never told me about this!? Let me in on it!"

"If I told you, you'd definitely try to add some ninja elements."

"We're the Invisible Ninjas! It's what a ninja clan does!"

"You're not a ninja."

"!?"

Ignoring the wide-eyed Erina-san, I picked up one of the gauntlets.

"May I activate it?"

"Go ahead."

With Shizuku-san's permission, I channeled mana into it. The four magic stones began to glow faintly, and a translucent oval... no, an egg-shaped barrier was deployed.

"Whoa...? It kind of looks like that egg-thingy Kyouta-chan gave me before?"

"The formula is mostly the same. This one has a lower output, but it's designed to be deployed multiple times."

"Still, it can stop a handgun round. A few rifle bullets won't be a problem either."

Shizuku-san said it so casually that for a moment I wondered how she tested it, but then I remembered the 'client' and it made sense.

"And as for the spear, I can't activate it inside the factory, but if you channel mana into it, the tip will be wreathed in flames. This is also alchemy."

From an attaché case with multiple locks, a spear about 1.2 meters long was taken out.

It had a simple appearance with a black shaft and a steel-colored spearhead, but looking closely, I could see a small red magic stone, about the size of my pinky nail, embedded at the base of the blade.

"It doesn't just get wreathed in flames. By temporarily increasing the output, it can accelerate when you swing it sideways or slam it down. It should have enough power for a low-rank Awakened Person to overwhelm anything up to D-Rank, no question."

"That's amazing. Is this going to be the main product of your workshop from now on?"

"Who knows. I'll still be taking on other jobs, of course, so I can't say for sure. I got an interesting order just recently, too."

"Hmm... But isn't it hard to make a lot of these?"

Shizuku-san nodded at Erina-san's words.

"Yep. I don't want to cut corners on my work. I kept the materials within budget, but I forged each one with all my might."

"To begin with, this isn't a product meant for mass production... I mean, the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club is there for that kind of thing."

"True. Mass production and mass consumption is the Club's specialty!"

As seen in the video from before, that group sells a variety of equipment for adventurers.

I looked into it a bit, and apparently Sasaki-san's equipment is almost all on loan.

Normally it's difficult for adventurers to get insurance or loans, but it seems that by going through Walkers, the club ensures they can collect properly.

The largest Awakened Person organization and the top-tier technology-based Awakened Person organization. It's an absurd, almost cheat-like move that's only possible because those two have teamed up. It's no exaggeration to say that it would be impossible for anyone else to imitate.

"So, the plan is to compete on quality with this thing. There are people like Aika whose Arcane Gear isn't suited for combat, and cases like Aira-san where their personal level cap is low. The Alchemical Armor, and any improved versions we make in the future, should be a big hit with Awakened Persons like that who are aiming higher."

"Whoa. But won't the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club just make something even better with alchemy?"

"Don't worry. Even if Kyouta's alchemy loses, you've still got me."

"What a way to put it... Well, actually, they are better alchemists than I am, so I can't really argue. But they're dedicated to mass production, so for now, I don't think they'll get into stuff like this."

"I see. You guys have really thought this through."

"Well, I did consult with the professor and get her opinion."

"Was I the only one who didn't know!?"

Erina-san grabbed my shoulders and started shaking me back and forth.

If you want someone to blame, blame your unfortunate naming sense and ninja obsession.

"Ugh, you're all so mean... Ā-chan was involved with this jumpsuit too, right?"

"Oh, you can tell?"

"Of course. This is an application of curses, right?"

"Exactly. Knowing how to curse means you also know how to prevent curses. This jumpsuit has been soaked in a cursed poison that's harmless to the skin. Not even a spiritual body can pass through it."

It seems Aika-san also learned a lot while making the scabbard for the 'Basmu's Poison Sword.'

That poison sword and the Black Hell Cannon were confiscated and placed under government management after the white dragon was defeated, but what was gained from them hasn't been lost.

As I was thinking about that, speak of the devil.

"Guess who?"

Soft, white, cool hands covered my eyes from behind.

I knew from the flow of mana, but more than that, there was no way she wouldn't be at Shizuku-san's workshop if we were here.

"With these beautiful hands and this voice, it has to be Aika-san."

"Correct♪ But your phrasing was a little cheesy, so you lose points. Time for your punishment."

The hands moved away, only to be replaced by a gentle tugging on my earlobes from both sides. It didn't hurt at all; they were just playfully fiddling with them.

"Actually, you've been here the whole time, haven't you? Behind us."

"I was waiting for the right time to play a prank."

"I see. Then here's a prank for you too."

I slipped free from her fingers, turned around, and gently poked her on the cheek.

The feel of her soft, white skin was pleasant.

"Eek♡"

As I was playing around with Aika-san, who let out an exaggerated squeal, I heard a loud click of a tongue.

"Don't get all lovey-dovey in my workshop. You incel and your anvil."

"You mustn't, Kyouta-kun. That's jealousy. You must immediately go and flirt with Shizuku-san as well."

"Understood!"

"Huh? I'm not jealous, you know?"

As I approached the pouting Shizuku-san, she glared at me with her sharp eyes.

...Alright. I agreed on a whim, but should I just poke her cheek too?

But doing the same thing again feels wrong somehow.

And so...

—*Squeeze.*

"Ngh...!"

Through her black shirt, I grabbed a handful of Shizuku-san's enormous breast.

I could feel its firmness through the thin fabric and what was probably a sports bra. Yet it was still distinctly soft, and I moved my fingers as if to confirm its roundness.

"Wh-what, getting horny at a time like this, you idiot...!"

"Well, I noticed your jumpsuit was open, so I figured this was what you wanted."

"...Tch."

Her face beet red, Shizuku-san averted her gaze. She usually keeps her zipper all the way up while she's working, but when I turned around, it was pulled down to her navel, so I figured that was the case.

Well, to be honest, my eyes were naturally drawn to Shizuku-san's rocket boobs anyway.

As I was enjoying myself, I felt a finger poking my cheek from the side.

"Honestly. Are you trying to make me jealous?"

"No, no. That's not it."

Aika-san pressed herself against me, a pleasant scent wafting from her long black hair.

Yes... I'm in a harem right now! A very good one!

"Alright, that's enough! Stop, everyone!"

Erina-san, who had suddenly put on sunglasses and a whistle, pulled Shizuku-san and Aika-san away.

"Unscheduled erotic activities are not permitted! It's a violation of the treaty!"

"Yes, of course."

"I-It's not like I started it...!"

"Wait, what treaty? I don't know anything about that."

"This... is the law of the ninja village!"

"I told you, you're not a ninja."

"!?"

Still, it was probably a good thing she stopped us. Doing that sort of thing here would be too much of a nuisance for the other people in the factory.

As I came to that conclusion, Erina-san placed a hand on my right shoulder, stood on her tiptoes, and brought her lips close to my ear.

"That sort of thing is for tonight, okay? Kyouta-chan♪"

"Yes, ma'am!"

As her chest pressed against my arm, I nodded vigorously.

*Dad... Mom... Thank you for bringing me into this world...!*

While I was mentally thanking my parents, Erina-san returned to her original position. As I was lamenting the loss of her chest, she tilted her head curiously.

"By the way, this Alchemical Armor? Where are you planning on selling it?"

"Huh? Well, as the color scheme suggests..."

With a *thump*, Shizuku-san tapped the chestplate worn by the mannequin.

"The Self-Defense Force. The SDF's Awakened Person unit is going to be using this."
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			I wonder, does this count as being transferred to another world?

As the Self-Defense Force ship swayed, that question suddenly crossed my mind.

It was late November. The heat of summer, and even autumn, was a distant memory, replaced now by a biting cold wind. Being out on the ocean was probably a factor, of course.

The day the professor had told me about had finally arrived. When I first heard about it, I thought, 'I'm so done with adventures,' but now that I was actually going to another world, my heart was starting to pound with excitement.

Thinking about it, just because I was coming along as a bodyguard didn't mean that trouble was guaranteed to happen. The SDF probably wouldn't let a civilian like the professor go anywhere beyond the areas they'd already scouted.

In that case, I was just insurance for an emergency. It was unlikely anything would happen, and while I wouldn't call it sightseeing, I should be able to relax a little. After all, it's a day trip.

With that in mind, I held onto the deck's railing and looked around.

"Find something interesting, son-in-law?"

"Oh, Professor."

The professor, wearing light brown pants, a black shirt, and a life jacket over them, struck up a conversation.

Her hair played lightly in the sea breeze, and her smiling face made it hard to believe she was seventy-one. That's an elf for you.

"No, I was just thinking... there are a lot of ships out here."

I turned my gaze back to the sea. Besides the Maritime Self-Defense Force escort ship, a variety of other vessels were sailing nearby.

On top of that, helicopters occasionally flew overhead with a whir of their propellers, creating a rather lively scene.

"It can't be helped. The media outlets want to get the 'gate connected to the other world' on camera at any cost... or maybe even sneak inside and visit the other world themselves. That's what they're thinking. Of course, I'm sure there are others with different motives as well."

"Right..."

Strictly speaking, all dungeons are connected to the other world, but clearing away the collapsed rocks to get outside is difficult. Not to mention the monsters in the way.

Being able to go to another world holds a great deal of appeal, and not just for subculture enthusiasts.

The media wants a scoop. Researchers want to see new minerals and plants. Corporations hope to create new markets. And the governments of every country have an endless list of things they want.

An American journalist once called a dungeon a 'frontier,' but many people now believe that what lies beyond it is the true frontier.

"Oh, it looks like we're here."

At the professor's words, I looked in the direction the ship was heading. There was a very artificial-looking island.

It was originally just a gate connected by a rock rising from the seabed and a thin line of mana. This artificial island was built to make it easier for people and goods to enter.

Well, even calling it an island might be a stretch; it's smaller than a schoolyard.

The 'Minotaur's Dungeon,' where I once fought for my life.

It was welcoming us once again.

To get to the artificial island, we transferred from the escort ship to a smaller boat. After landing, we underwent a light body check. Then again, most of our belongings, including our phones, were back on the ship.

We only had enough luggage to fit in small backpacks, so the check was over quickly. We were permitted to bring combat magic items, but cameras and communication devices were forbidden.

After that, I activated my Arcane Gear and stepped inside the gate. I had a terrible experience the last time I entered, so I couldn't help but feel tense.

I swallowed hard, checked that the professor had her hand on my shoulder, and then stepped through the white door...

"Whoa..."

A strange sound escaped my lips.

The massive stone labyrinth had been completely transformed.

Lighting fixtures were installed everywhere. People and vehicles moved about hurriedly. SDF officers in what they called Kongō suits, wearable golems, stood guard.

It looked less like a dungeon and more like a secret SDF base.

As we walked down the now single path, I spotted a group of Awakened SDF members protecting a glass case off to the side. In the center of the armed group was a crystal inscribed with a pattern that looked like a ball of yarn.

"We've been expecting you, Professor Arisugawa. And Yagawa Kyouta-san."

As I stood there, stunned by the completely different scene from before, a female SDF officer called out to me.

She was dressed in camouflage combat fatigues and gave us a crisp salute. She looked to be in her twenties, with short black hair in a bob, and her face was vaguely familiar.

"Thank you for meeting us. Are you Third Lieutenant Kageyama?"

"Yes. From today, I will be serving as your 'bodyguard' in the other world. I am Third Lieutenant Kageyama Touko. It's a pleasure to work with you."

"Indeed. A pleasure."

"A pleasure..."

*Hmm, I feel like I've met her somewhere before.*

I wracked my brain—and then, seeing the professor's blonde hair and the labyrinth walls, I remembered.

"Oh, could you be Kageyama-san from the practical exam for the adventurer license...?"

At my words, Kageyama-san's eyes widened.

"...I never thought you would remember me. It's been a while, Yagawa-san."

"No, it's been a while for me too. It was the first day I ever entered a dungeon, so a lot of things from that day left a strong impression..."

I bowed my head in return as Kageyama-san gave a nod.

Back then, the two of us were a little taken aback by the energy of a certain high-tension, self-proclaimed blonde ninja.

Our relationship is too shallow to call us acquaintances, but I couldn't help but smile wryly at this strange reunion.

"That day left a deep impression on me as well. To think that the boy I was in charge of back then would become a savior of Japan..."

"No, um, I'm no savior..."

"Please don't be so modest. You 'A-Rank Candidates' are without a doubt saviors of Japan."

Being told that, it would be rude to deny it. Rude to her, and to those who fought that day.

As I tried to brush it off with a vague smile, I felt a strange gaze from Kageyama-san.

It wasn't particularly friendly, nor was it openly hostile. It was as if she were looking at me, but actually looking at something else, something more ambiguous. I felt a flow of mana like that.

I feel like I've been looked at like that somewhere before, but unfortunately, I couldn't remember where.

"Well then, shall we be on our way?"

Kageyama-san flashed a friendly smile.

We walked behind her and passed through the exit gate about 300 meters ahead.

Beyond it was, in the truest sense, the 'other world.' After a less-than-dramatic journey, we had set foot in a different world.

Well, this was an artificial island too, though.

A gate room that looked exactly like a normal Dungeon Store. I stepped onto the concrete floor and deactivated my Arcane Gear.

Kageyama-san saluted the SDF personnel on guard duty, and we followed behind her with a nod.

Leaving the gate room, we entered a pure white corridor. There were three doors at the end of the passage, apparently separated by gender.

"Now, as I'm sure you were briefed, you will enter that room, change your clothes, and then go through an air shower. If by some chance we were to bring our pathogens to the other world, it could cause a terrible disaster..."

"Yes. We must prevent such a tragic accident."

The professor replied with a smile to Kageyama-san, who seemed to be gauging our reaction. I nodded as well and entered the room as prompted.

I handed my backpack to a male SDF officer just inside, changed into what looked like new clothes, and moved on to the next room.

After going through an air shower and being disinfected with alcohol, I waited for a few minutes until the professor and the others arrived.

I received my disinfected belongings along with the professor, dressed in clothes identical to what I was wearing before.

And so, at last, we were ready to set foot on otherworld soil.

Kageyama-san led us to a ship. It wasn't an escort vessel, but looked more like a civilian ship. As we boarded, we were greeted by a clear sky and a blue sea.

The white clouds drifting by and the wind caressing my skin weren't particularly unusual, but knowing that this was another world made everything seem fresh.

As I looked around like a wide-eyed tourist, I spotted another artificial island in the distance, different from the one we had just been on.

"Kageyama-san. What's that...?"

"Hmm? In this direction... ah, that's the site of the Atlantis ruins. You have good eyes to be able to see it from this distance."

"Huh?"

A strange sound escaped me at Kageyama-san's casual reply.

I looked toward the artificial island again and could faintly make out something that looked like a cannon. I could also sense strong mana, so security seemed to be extremely tight.

"Still, it's impressive that you were able to bring something of that scale to another world. It hasn't been that long since the SDF was dispatched, has it?"

The professor, who was now holding a pair of binoculars, posed a question, to which Kageyama-san replied with a wry smile.

"To be honest, we had help from a civilian organization. We had the Alchemy Enthusiasts Club assemble the materials we brought in, and had a barrier master dispatched from Walkers adjust the space."

Two names that you're almost guaranteed to hear if you live in Japan both came up.

That Club and Walkers... they really do everything.

"I see. So skills can be quite convenient depending on how you use them."

"Yes... truly."

For a moment, a gaze similar to the one I'd felt earlier was directed from her toward the artificial island.

"They're amazing, aren't they?"

Her expression was, as before, a bright, untroubled smile.

* * *

After about thirty minutes on the ship.

Since staying on deck the whole time was a bit much, I had gone inside with the professor, but it seemed we had finally reached land.

Led by Kageyama-san, we proceeded down a narrow corridor. A quick glance out the window revealed a townscape reminiscent of medieval Europe.

At first glance, there were no griffins or wizards flying around, nor were there two moons in the sky.

But the sight, so much like the 'other worlds' I'd seen in anime, naturally made my heart race.

The ship's hatch opened, and a folded gangway was lowered onto the port.

Kageyama-san disembarked first, and we followed. Stepping onto the cobblestone ground, I took a slow, deep breath.

"So this is another world..."

A port made of stone and wood. Men dressed in linen cloth bustled about, loading and unloading cargo onto docked sailing ships.

There was also a manually operated crane, which was used to lift large cargo.

The language being spoken was incomprehensible, though it sounded somewhat like Italian. The men, moving about briskly, occasionally glanced at us and the ship behind us.

Beyond the port, a stone cityscape spread out, with numerous horse-drawn carriages and carts coming and going.

As I stood there dumbfounded, the professor patted my shoulder with a wry smile.

"Son-in-law. I understand your excitement, but I'm counting on you for my protection, you know?"

"Oh, uh, right!"

I hurriedly closed my gaping mouth and nodded vigorously.

It seemed that the sailors' gazes were mostly focused on the professor. It was partly because she was beautiful, but I felt that even more eyes were drawn to her 'ears.'

Most of the people at the port were human, with the occasional beastman. But there were no elves.

I'm not familiar with the culture of this world, but I should probably be wary of the possibility of slave traders kidnapping elves to sell them, just like in light novels.

Honestly, the professor looks like she could fight off any common thugs herself, but since I was called here as her bodyguard, I have to do my job.

Just as I was steeling my resolve, a man in a white shirt, tie, and suit pants approached us.

"Professor Arisugawa! We've been expecting you!"

The man, in his late thirties with a generally square face, wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief and offered a business card.

"My name is Marui Tatsunori, from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. I am currently working at the embassy here in the Callsten Kingdom."

"My, how very kind of you."

The professor smiled warmly and exchanged business cards.

Then, Marui-san offered me a card as well.

"And you must be the famous Yagawa-san! I've heard a great deal about you! Welcome to Callsten!"

"Oh, uh, yes. Hello... I'm Yagawa. It's a pleasure to meet you."

Overwhelmed by his distinctly extroverted aura, I bowed with a strained face and exchanged cards with him. Good thing I had them made.

This was a genuine bright, social type, not a fake one like me who just struts around yelling 'I'm a harem master! Yeah!' I felt myself shrinking under his presence.

*Sorry, Professor. I don't think I can protect you properly.*

"Third Lieutenant Kageyama, thank you for your hard work as well. Now, we have a car waiting, so please, this way. We'll stop by the embassy first."

Guided by Marui-san, we headed to a black car parked next to where the horse-drawn carriages were tied up.

Somehow, it looked incredibly out of place in a setting that seemed like old-timey Europe. Then again, the same could be said for us.

Marui-san got into the driver's seat, and Kageyama-san sat in the passenger seat. The professor and I took the back seats, and once we fastened our seatbelts, the car started moving.

But the speed was very slow. That's because the surrounding traffic was all horse-drawn carriages.

Looking out the window, I saw two-story brick buildings lining the street. There were also rows of shops made of wood and cloth, with many people walking in front of them.

We were in the middle of a main street, sandwiched between these buildings and shops. It was wide enough for about four carriages to pass each other, and at some point, the ground turned to dirt.

There were fewer stares than at the port. Marui-san and the others had probably used the car to get around several times already.

"Son-in-law, here."

"Oh, thanks."

As I was looking around, the professor created a golden ripple in the air and pulled an earring out of it.

As soon as I took it and put it on, I heard a familiar voice.

*'Suddenly, you were hit by a truck, then swallowed by a herd of hippos and died...! But! It turns out it wasn't your time to die yet, so I'll reincarnate you in another world!!'*

"Four out of ten."

*'So harsh!? No way, that was a heart-pounding opening, wasn't it!?'*

*'Sis, I think we need to add some sexy elements.'*

*'I see!'*

"Don't 'I see' her, you two unfortunate sisters."

My cheeks twitched at the voices coming through the earring.

And also...

"Um, Professor."

"What is it?"

I asked the person next to me, who was also wearing an earring and listening to the telepathic conversation, as cold sweat trickled down my back.

"Communication devices and cameras are banned, but if we can connect with Aira-san via Telepathy, then what's the point—"

"Son-in-law."

The professor cut me off with a radiant smile.

"No matter what world you're in, even another world, 'public appearances' are important, you know?"

"Oh, right."

I instinctively glanced at the driver's and passenger's seats, but both of them were still looking straight ahead.

...Adults are so corrupt.

*'Now, now, don't worry about it, Kyouta-kun. This is just an 'accident' that happened because old Grandma and the self-proclaimed harem master with his head in the clouds were dying to hear my voice. It can't be helped, it can't be helped.'*

"Who are you calling 'head in the clouds'?"

"My life is a bed of roses right now, you know?"

"...Good for you, Professor."

"Yes. I'm looking forward to my great-grandchildren, son-in-law."

I averted my eyes from the professor's incredibly bright smile and touched the earring.

*Hey now, we're still students. Even if you press us for that sort of thing...*

*'So, how is it? The other world. Are there people in bikini armor!?'*

"Sorry, Mia-san. Lately, when I hear 'bikini armor,' the 'A-Rank Candidates' come to mind."

*'Oh, right. I'm sorry. I just pictured it too.'*

The image of a hairy old man with a hairy butt flashed through my mind, and I felt slightly nauseous.

*'Hahaha. You've got it bad. Don't worry, we'll wear bikini armor for you later and overwrite that memory.'*

*'Really, Sis!?'*

*'Yes. I had a feeling you'd bite before Kyouta-kun, my dear sister.'*

Such speed. That's Mia-san for you.

Well, I admit I couldn't help but pump my fist, but the professor's lukewarm gaze is painful.

"...Ah."

*'Is something wrong, Kyouta-kun?'*

"No."

Hearing Mia-san's voice, I remembered what Kageyama-san's gaze reminded me of.

Right, that was it.

"I was just remembering when Mia-san was still a cool beauty with a bit of a shadow."

It's similar to the look she gave me when we defeated the Cockadrille.

*'Hey, I'm still a cool beauty! Unlike my sister!'*

*'Hold on a sec.'*

"Two out of ten."

*'That wasn't a joke, you know!? And isn't your scoring a bit too harsh!?'*

Even amidst the lighthearted conversation, the car continued to move slowly.

The scenery of another world, looking just like the townscapes I'd seen in dungeons. But here, there was the life of the people.

The otherworld wind was as warm as spring.
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			About a thirty-minute drive from the port. After passing through what looked like several castle walls, a large building came into view.

"Whoa..."

It was a Western-style castle, just like you'd see on TV. Several spires reached for the sky, and it was surrounded by high walls.

There was only one wall between us and the castle, and the horse-drawn carriages traveling around us were now more elaborate, with roofs and painted designs. This must be the center of the city.

Looking at the people on the streets, I noticed a change. Near the port, there were men walking around shirtless, but here, everyone was properly dressed. The tailoring was good, too. There was probably an economic disparity.

The car moved slowly forward and stopped in front of a three-story mansion. The guard standing by the gate was likely a soldier of this country. He wore a blue surcoat and held a spear about two meters long. He had sharp features, with blond hair and blue eyes.

After he and Marui-san exchanged a few words, the wooden gate, reinforced with iron, was opened manually.

As the car entered the grounds, a relatively young Japanese man in a suit came out.

He opened the door for us, so I gave a small nod as I got out of the car. Since I was on guard duty, I scanned my surroundings.

The mansion seemed to be made mostly of wood. What you'd call a porch, I guess? The entrance was covered by a roof that looked like a small hut. A canopy, I think it's called.

The garden had only a few trees, and the ground was mostly exposed dirt. I couldn't see any places for someone to hide, nor was anyone looking down at us from the windows.

"Thank you for waiting. Please, come inside."

Marui-san, having handed the car over to the young man from before, turned to us with a gentle smile.

He led us inside the building.

"Oh, you can leave your shoes on. This country is similar to Western culture, so it's common to keep your shoes on inside."

"Oh, right. Thanks..."

I had instinctively started to take off my shoes, but I quickly put them back on.

The interior was well-maintained, but overall, it had an old-fashioned feel. I'm not talking about the design; the building itself was probably quite old.

We walked across the wooden floor and were led into what appeared to be a reception room. In the center was a large square table, surrounded by white chairs.

At Marui-san's prompting, we sat down. As the guests, the professor was seated at the head of the table, and Marui-san took a seat at the foot.

"Once again, welcome, Professor Arisugawa and Yagawa Kyouta-san."

"Yes. I am truly delighted to be able to set foot on the soil of another world. As a researcher, my curiosity is greatly stimulated."

"Haha. To hear you say that makes me happy as well. Well then, first..."

"First, we'll investigate the market."

"Huh?"

My voice overlapped with Marui-san's at the professor's words.

"The market is where the life of a city is concentrated. What kind of things do they normally eat, what kind of transactions do they conduct? From there, we can analyze their culture—"

"Um, Professor."

"What is it, son-in-law? Oh, I see. I understand. You're worried about security, aren't you? As long as you're here as my guard, there won't be a problem unless a dragon appears. However, there could be trouble due to differences in language or laws—"

"Professor. You're making Marui-san uncomfortable..."

"...Oh."

The professor, who had been speaking almost without taking a breath, finally stopped.

She looked around at everyone present, and her cheeks flushed bright red.

"Ahem! ...My apologies. It seems I got carried away with excitement, despite my age."

"Not at all. I was surprised, I admit, but it's only natural for a scholar to lose themselves. This is another world, after all. A world that has followed a different history from our own. I'm sure your intellectual curiosity is greatly stimulated."

"Yes. I feel as if I were a little girl visiting an amusement park for the first time."

*'So this is another world~. It's like being in a theme park. I'm getting pumped~.'*

I knew she'd say that.

This disappointing college student should learn from the professor, who's blushing like a maiden.

"To be honest, I'm relieved to know that even someone of your stature feels that way. In that case, let's skip the formalities and get straight to the point."

A smile curved across his square face, and Marui-san continued.

"First, Professor, I'd like you to place a marker in one of the rooms in this embassy. After that, you're welcome to come directly here after passing through the gate on the ocean. Air showers and the like will be unnecessary."

"What?"

The unexpected words made me voice my confusion.

Marui-san turned his gaze to me and nodded with a wry smile.

"I understand your surprise. When coming to an unknown land, one must be careful not to become a carrier. However, you've already passed through the dungeon's gate."

"...It's true that organisms on the surface of our bodies are repelled, aside from Awakened Persons, but isn't it different for what's inside our bodies?"

"We thought so as well, but it seems that gate imposes even stricter entry restrictions on pathogens. At the very least, you can rest assured that there is no risk of spreading disease in this world."

"Is that so... that's amazing."

"Indeed. The technology of the Atlantis Empire is beyond imagination. It's said that sufficiently advanced science is indistinguishable from magic, but their magical technology far surpasses our science."

I silently agreed with Marui-san's heartfelt words.

A gate that connects to another world is already beyond common sense, but this is an incredible formula. Perhaps Atlantis was on the verge of world conquest, and this kind of technology was essential for traveling to various lands.

"Then, that air shower was..."

"A pretense."

He said it firmly, and Marui-san's gaze flickered for a moment toward my earring.

...The world of adults.

"However, when traveling back and forth using the Kongō, there are still many unknowns, so in that case, they take meticulous precautions that go far beyond a simple air shower."

"I-I see."

"It's a good thing we don't have to worry about spreading infectious diseases. We can conduct our fieldwork without any reservations."

Next to the professor, whose eyes were sparkling, it crossed my mind that the forced air showers and changing of clothes might also serve as a security check.

Of course, due to her unique skill, it would be meaningless for the professor. Perhaps that was why they were being so open with us now.

"Once that's done, I'll show you around the city. We'll look around the market, and then I'll introduce you to the various facilities."

"Please do."

Everyone in the room chuckled at the professor's eager reply. Her usual calm demeanor was nowhere to be found. As she herself had said, she was like a child at an amusement park.

And the fact that it came across as charming rather than unseemly is just one of the perks of being beautiful.

"Well then, let's go set the marker right away."

"Yes!"

The professor's cheerful reply, her eyes sparkling, echoed through the embassy.

...Maybe being this person's bodyguard is going to be more dreadful than I thought.

It seems I'll need to not only be wary of my surroundings, but also make sure she doesn't run off somewhere.

* * *

After setting a teleportation marker in one of the embassy rooms, we headed to the market.

This time, however, we weren't in a car, but a horse-drawn carriage. Apparently, it was more convenient for getting around the city.

Stalls made of wood and cloth lined both sides of the road, and people were busy shopping.

At a glance, many of the vegetables and fruits being sold were similar to those on Earth. But I was surprised to see things like brightly colored apple-like fruits and fish with three heads for sale.

I was also surprised to see chickens and rabbits being sold in burlap sacks, but according to the professor, similar markets exist in modern Europe, so it's not that strange. Seriously...?

What particularly interested the professor was the money being used for transactions.

Apparently, nine types of coins are used in this country. There are three basic types: 'Belka Gold Coins,' 'Belka Silver Coins,' and 'Belka Copper Coins.' And then they are further divided into '10,000,' '5,000,' and '1,000' gold coins; '500,' '100,' and '50' silver coins; and '10,' '5,' and '1' copper coins.

"This is incredible, son-in-law. Not only does this world use a decimal system, but it also has many similarities with modern Japan. Is this, like the fact that monsters have similar appearances and abilities to those in our myths and legends, a result of the collective unconscious in analytical psychology? Or is there another reason? No, the matter of the monsters has not yet been definitively proven, it's just a high probability, so..."

She was saying something with incredible speed, but halfway through, it was all Greek to me.

And on top of that...

*'Personally, I'm interested in the coins, but the clothing is also fascinating. It's all just like what you'd see in a fictional work depicting medieval Europe. Linen clothes, cloth or leather shoes. And a wide variety of colors. In the actual Middle Ages, dyes were...'*

Aira-san seemed to be spouting some rapid-fire analysis of her own, and the strain on my brain was intense.

For the time being, I kept an eye on our surroundings with Kageyama-san, occasionally nodding in agreement, and grabbing the professor by the scruff of her neck whenever she tried to head down an alleyway saying, 'Let's go check that out too.'

After the market, we went to a church.

Its exterior was, once again, strikingly similar to a European church on Earth. White-painted stone walls, a pointed roof, and a belfry jutting upwards.

The only difference was that instead of a cross, the symbol was a 'staff with a sun and moon decoration on its tip.'

Marui-san told us that it was modeled after the staff of a figure known as the Great Sage, who traveled the world sealing dungeons.

The existing religions were destroyed during the invasion of the Atlantis Empire, and the faith in the gods worshipped by the Atlantis Empire had also faded.

The most worshipped being in this world is the one true Creator God, and the Great Sage is considered to be his messenger.

Incidentally, through the earring, Aira-san began to say, *'Hmm. This looks like a classic case of politics being involved. In response to the Great Sage's actions, the most powerful country or organization at the time probably spun things to their own advantage,'* which made my blood run a little cold.

There were people who looked like priests and nuns in the church. People from the town were also coming and going, and I worried about what would happen if they tried to talk to us, knowing we couldn't understand them.

As it was, the priest acted as if we weren't even there, and the nuns occasionally glared at us. We were not welcome, to put it mildly.

"...In this world, entering and exiting dungeons is strictly forbidden. Since we from Japan inevitably come to this side via a dungeon, we are not well-regarded by religious officials..."

Seeing their reactions, Marui-san explained with a wry smile.

I had heard a rough overview of what happened after the collapse of the empire from him in the car on the way here. Considering that, it makes perfect sense to completely seal off the dungeons. In fact, Japan is also looking into whether that's possible.

Still, it's not pleasant to be treated like monsters ourselves.

"We are currently unable to tour the inside of the church, so let's move on to the next facility."

With that, Marui-san led us to our next destination.

The building was located quite a distance from the city center.

In terms of appearance, a saloon from a Western movie would be the closest comparison. It was a two-story wooden building, wide and low. A short flight of stairs led up to a set of saloon doors... the kind that swing both ways.

I could hear the hearty laughter of men from outside the shop. If Marui-san hadn't been guiding us, I would never have approached it.

But in a way, it was a building with which I had a connection.

"Professor Arisugawa, and Yagawa-san. This is the place where the 'adventurers' of this world gather."

As we entered the shop, the smell of oil and alcohol wafted over us.

The floor was made of wooden planks, and there were several round tables lined up. There were no chairs; it seemed people ate and drank standing up.

There were a few men drinking in the middle of the day, and they too turned their gazes towards us. A good number of them were looking at the professor with interest, or with eyes clouded by lust.

From the counter at the back, an old man dressed as a bartender was giving us a sharp look. He was no ordinary old man. I could feel a faint trace of mana from him.

"This is a shop called the 'Adventurer's Tavern.' As the name suggests, it is a tavern where adventurers gather, and also a brokerage that mediates the various requests that come in."

As Marui-san introduced the place with a grand sweep of his arms, I couldn't help but feel my own heart race.

There was no way I wouldn't be excited by a shop that seemed to have come straight out of a fantasy story. It was a familiar sight in games and manga, but seeing it in person was awe-inspiring.

"I have already spoken with the master. So, from him—"

Just as Marui-san said that, I felt a surge of mana from behind me and turned around.

A single woman had pushed open the saloon doors and entered. She had an eye-catching appearance, with light blue hair that reached her waist and red eyes. Her features were also well-proportioned, which made her stand out even more.

She wore a brown leather armor over her torso, but it couldn't hide her good figure. Where a normal person would have ears, her head was covered in light blue fur, and instead, she had dog ears sprouting from the top of her head.

I could also see a tail of the same color behind her waist, so she was probably a beastman.

She had a sword hanging from her waist, so she was likely an adventurer. I don't know if that's equivalent to an Awakened Person in this world, but I could feel more mana from her than from the master.

I stepped aside to avoid getting in her way, but the woman... no, it might be more accurate to call her a girl. She stopped in her tracks, still looking at us.

Her gaze darted back and forth between me and the professor. Sweat began to bead on her white skin, and her eyes were wide open.

The dog ears on top of her head, which had been standing up straight at first, were now flattened against the back of her head.

"Um...?"

Wondering what was wrong with her, I turned to Marui-san for help.

The next moment.

—*THUMP!*

The dog-eared girl suddenly threw herself onto the floor. Her long hair spread out, and her arms and legs were folded in tightly.

And yet, she was on her back, her stomach exposed to us. It was just like a dog showing its submission.

A silence fell over the tavern, and everyone except the girl froze with their mouths agape.

*Uh, what's going on?*

*'I see.'*

In the midst of this situation, a voice that sounded like it understood something came from my earring.

*Aira-san must have figured something out.* I waited for her next words, clinging to a sliver of hope.

*'So, you're cheating on us. You traitor, Kyouta-kun!'*

"You're wrong! This is a misunderstanding!"

...Wait, is this disappointing college student doing this on purpose?

I swore to myself that I would make this idiot, who was treating this as someone else's problem and cracking jokes, cry later.
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			"Um, could you please explain the situation… Marui-san?"

"J-Just a moment, please."

Marui-san frantically pulled a notepad from his pocket and began to speak haltingly to the girl.

But it was likely his first time dealing with a 'dog-eared girl with light blue hair, one eye covered, who immediately assumes a submissive doggy pose upon meeting someone.' I couldn't understand the other world's language, but I could tell from the atmosphere that his pronunciation was more than a little off.

I doubt she understood him; it was questionable if she was even hearing him at all. The dog-eared girl looked terribly frightened, her gaze unfocused. If this were a manga, her eyes would be spinning into spirals.

On top of that, the stares from everyone around us were piercing. Some people were looking over with keen interest, while others had expressions of complete disgust.

What in the world was I supposed to do—

"■■■, ■■■■■■."

"Huh?"

At some point, the professor had knelt beside the dog-eared girl and was speaking to her while helping her up.

It was, presumably, the language of this other world. The girl’s focus finally returned, and she let out a small shriek upon seeing the professor’s face so close.

"Wait, Professor… you can speak the language here?"

*"Why are you so surprised, Kyo-chan? Both my grandmother and I were made to help with translating the otherworld language, you know. I can manage to a certain extent. Besides, it’s like a mix of English, Italian, Greek, Russian, and Chinese. It’s surprisingly easy."*

"Sorry, could you stick to Japanese, please?"

*"Hmph, honestly. Was that too difficult for my little Kyo-chan to understand?"*

"I understand perfectly. When we get back, I just need to punch you, right?"

*"I’m sorry from the bottom of my heart!"*

"Very good."

*"Oh, by the way, what Grandma just said was, ‘Are you all right? Please calm down.’"*

"Right. Thanks for the translation."

While we were talking, the professor placed her hands under the dog-eared girl’s arms and lifted her to her feet.

Professor Arisugawa wore a gentle smile, the kind you’d use when talking to a small child. In response, the girl still looked frightened, but not as distraught as before.

"…For now, let’s sit down over there. Marui-san, could you explain the situation to the master of this establishment and order something for us? Anything but alcohol."

"Y-Yes, of course!"

The professor guided us to a table a short distance from the entrance.

We sat around a circular table, with the dog-eared girl to the professor’s left and me to her right. Kageyama-san sat next to the girl.

With Aira-san translating, we managed to hear her story… and it seemed our meeting was nothing more than an ‘accident.’

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Thank you, Marui-san."

Marui-san returned, carrying drinks for all of us.

He placed down wooden mugs filled with fruit water. Judging by the color and smell, it was some kind of citrus.

"So, what did she say?"

"…This girl, ‘Katarina-san,’ is both an adventurer and an Awakened Person."

The professor explained the situation while gently stroking the back of the dog-eared girl, Katarina-san.

Apparently, she’d been an adventurer for three years, traveling from place to place completing requests.

Her skill gives her a high level of danger perception, which she has even used to explore imperial ruins outside of dungeons.

Today, however, she was exhausted after finishing a request and had planned to report to the Adventurer's Tavern before heading back to her inn for a long rest.

But when she opened the door, she saw two unbelievable beings, and the moment their eyes met, she was certain her death had come.

…She called us ‘two beings,’ not ‘two people.’ That kind of stings.

*"Hmm, a perception type? Kyo-chan, could you point the hand mirror at her for a moment?"*

"No way. Appraising someone without permission is just bad manners."

*"But isn’t it strange? If she’s a perception type, you’d think she would have noticed Grandma or Kyouta before even entering the tavern."*

*"There are many kinds of perception skills. If hers is the type that detects danger, she probably didn’t judge Grandma or Kyo-chan as threats."*

"Well, we don’t have any reason to attack her, after all."

As we muttered back and forth through the earring, Katarina-san kept glancing our way.

Her long bangs covered her left eye, but her right eye darted around nervously to compensate.

"■■■, ■■■■?"

Marui-san spoke to her.

"What’s he saying?"

*"Marui is explaining to Katarina that we aren’t dangerous. More importantly, Kyo-chan, while listening to her story, I noticed a phrase that has thoroughly piqued my interest."*

"Yes?"

"What a coincidence, Aira. So did I."

The professor, who had just joined the conversation, had a fire of curiosity burning in her eyes, just as she had back at the embassy when she’d gotten ahead of herself.

*"Imperial ruins… outside of a dungeon…!"*

"One can only imagine what treasures lie dormant within…!"

"Ah."

I get it. The mention of ruins, especially from the Atlantis Empire, certainly interests me too.

*"Grandma! Don’t you dare let Katarina get away! Secure her, even if you have to put a collar on her!"*

"A physical collar would be ethically questionable, so let’s be civilized and put a leash around her neck with a contract. She’s an adventurer, isn’t she? And not the Japanese kind, but the type from the games and anime Aira loves."

*"That’s it! Let’s hire her exclusively! It’ll be fine, if you and Grandma ask her with all your hearts, she’ll accept!"*

"Isn’t that just coercion?"

"Let’s begin negotiations at once!"

"Annnnd stop."

I grabbed the professor’s shoulder as she cheerfully tried to speak to Katarina-san and pulled her back.

"We don’t even properly understand how adventurers in this world work yet. We can’t just go around hiring people. Besides, we still haven’t confirmed the extent to which Japanese citizens can even engage in economic activities here."

"From our perspective as well, we would appreciate it if you could proceed with caution…"

Kageyama-san, who had been silent until now, spoke up with a forced smile, her eyebrows furrowed into the shape of a ‘八’.

"It has been determined that the composition of currency in this world and ours is almost identical. For that reason, we ask that you refrain from any transactions exceeding the pre-approved budget for this investigation…"

"Muu… What a shame."

It seemed even the professor had regained her composure, as she sat back down in her chair.

I’ll never understand the passion of academics. Still…

"Um, Professor. Hasn’t Katarina-san… fainted?"

"Oh my."

From her perspective, it must have seemed like two beings she could only describe as monsters were fighting—unwillingly, I’m sure, so very unwillingly. The sight likely filled her with intense terror.

As a result, her mind shut down to protect itself.

"This won’t do. Wake up, Katarina-san. At the very least, please, tell me more about these ruins you mentioned!"

*"That’s right! Everything! Spill it all!"*

"Please calm down, Professor. Seriously."

Her usual intellectual demeanor was nowhere to be found. Professor Arisugawa had become a runaway express train, grabbing Katarina-san’s shoulders and shaking her back and forth.

As I felt a headache coming on from this situation—like having two Aira-sans at once—

"You are welcome to become one, you know. An adventurer."

"…Huh?"

"What?"

"Hold on."

*"Seriously!?"*

Marui-san’s unexpected comment left everyone but Katarina-san speechless.

Wait, what did he just say?

"Marui-san? Is it really okay for us to do that?"

"Yes. In this world, being an adventurer is a profession that ‘anyone can take up.’ This isn’t a rule specific to this country, but a worldwide custom. Though criminals, of course, would be stopped."

"Um, why is that the rule?"

"To put it simply, it’s because they don’t have enough people to deal with the monster threat. In that respect, it’s the same as Japan."

*"…I see. I heard this world’s technological level is a hodgepodge of medieval and early modern. They don’t have the power to maintain a sufficient standing army."*

Aira-san’s words made sense to me.

To protect the people and the land from monsters and what Japan calls ‘special hazardous organisms’ unique to this world, you obviously need military force.

However, maintaining soldiers isn’t free. For countries that haven’t even gone through an industrial revolution, they likely lack everything needed to sustain an army capable of handling these problems.

It wasn’t just a matter of money; they were short on farms, ranches, and factories. Their production capacity was insufficient.

As for whether Awakened Persons could cover the gap, I’d heard that this world is rather harsh towards them… and that their numbers are quite low.

They’re lacking in every department. So what was the solution?

*"They outsourced it to the private sector."*

That’s what it came down to.

"However, there are regulations regarding numbers."

Marui-san continued, looking at his notes.

"For non-Awakened, groups are limited to ten people. For the Awakened and semi-Awakened, it’s five. If a group exceeds that number, they become wanted criminals."

*"A measure to prevent rebellions. It’s crude, but I suppose it’s better than nothing."*

Aira-san scoffed through the earring.

"But isn’t this place like an adventurer’s guild? It seems strange for there to be rules against forming parties…"

"No, this is a ‘state-run facility.’ Because it often handles quest reception and mediation, and also operates as a tavern for adventurers, it’s come to be called the ‘Adventurer’s Tavern.’"

"I see…"

In that case, they’re probably keeping track of adventurers’ whereabouts here, too.

"In this world, being an adventurer also serves as a safety net to prevent people from becoming bandits or vagrants. That’s why the rule was made to accept anyone."

*"Kyo-chan, I figured it out. This is that thing. They give ridiculously difficult quests to penniless people on the verge of turning to crime and make them ‘go missing.’"*

That kind of convenient population control… No, they’d do it. If medieval values still persist here, they’d absolutely do it.

"For that reason, we have already confirmed with this country’s government that even people from another world are permitted to become adventurers."

"…Marui-san. You brought us here knowing from the start that we’d take the bait, didn’t you?"

Professor Arisugawa gave Marui-san a beaming smile.

But her eyes had regained their sharp glint.

"Did the government on this side ask you to gauge the power of Japan’s Awakened? Or perhaps the Japanese side wanted to engage in some gunboat diplomacy and show off the power of an ‘A-Rank Candidate’? Doing so with the Self-Defense Force would draw strong opposition from the United States and other nations. So, you wanted to make it look like something a private adventurer did on their own initiative?"

"…Even if you say that, I have no idea what you’re talking about."

Marui-san also maintained his smile as he replied.

*"Well, it’s not surprising. There’s no such thing as friendship in diplomacy. Any statement from a powerless nation is judged as nothing more than a plea for its life. Therefore, a show of strength is necessary."*

"A show of strength can be more than just intimidation; it can also be a presentation of the benefits of partnering with us. Ah, now that I think about it, the nations of this world have difficulty using Awakened Persons for public works due to the negative legacy of the empire and for religious reasons… Showing this country ‘what a trained Awakened can do’ might be a very sweet carrot to offer, don’t you think?"

These two suddenly got their IQs back…

It all happened so fast that Kageyama-san and I could only stand there with our mouths agape. Katarina-san, for her part, was still unconscious with her mouth hanging open.

"…My apologies. This was my own decision. If I have caused any offense, I offer my sinceres—"

"Not at all. If there are benefits for your side, that’s quite convenient for us. Besides, this wasn’t really your decision alone, was it? Therefore, there is no need to apologize."

The professor rose and placed a hand on the shoulder of Marui-san, who had started to bow, stopping him.

"As long as such benefits exist, the government won’t stop our activities… is what this means."

Her eyes were once again burning with the flames of curiosity.

That gaze turned to me.

"What will you do, my dear son-in-law? I’m going."

"…I understand. If we have permission from the government, then I have no reason to object."

I raised a hand slightly, signaling my surrender.

It would be a lie to say I wasn’t interested in this other world. If permission has been granted, then there’s nothing more to be said.

As long as there’s no extreme danger, I will gladly accompany you.

"W-Wait, I haven’t heard anything about this…!"

"Ah, Kageyama-san. This is a letter from a high-ranking official in the Ground Self-Defense Force."

"Now!? Is that…"

Kageyama-san took the letter from Marui-san, who half-forced it on her.

Her face turned pale, then red, and then…

"…I will also… become an adventurer."

She said it in a voice as faint as a mosquito’s buzz.

"Well then, it will be myself, my son-in-law, Kageyama-san, and Katarina-san. The four of us shall go!"

At some point, the professor had scooped up the unconscious Katarina-san.

Oh, she’s waking up. Her eyes met the professor’s. She fainted again.

…Is her head going to be okay? And I don’t mean that as an insult, I mean medically.

…Well, she is an Awakened Person. She’ll probably be fine.

"Now then—let’s register as adventurer—"

*"Yoo-hoo! Grandma, Kyo-chan! Looks like you’re having fun!"*

"Huh, Erina-san?"

Suddenly, Erina-san’s voice came through the earring.

*"I’m visiting the senpais’ lab!"*

*"We just let her in!"*

*"U-Um. I called her on the phone, you see?"*

*"Anyway, Grandma!"*

"What is it, Erina? We are currently about to add a new page to the history of mankin—"

*"You haven’t forgotten about the university meeting tomorrow, have you! It’s an important meeting!!"*

"…Yes. Of course."

Going to another world and registering as an adventurer.

Even in such a dream-filled situation, the thing called reality refuses to let go.

And so, with a deeply reluctant expression on Professor Arisugawa’s face, we left the Adventurer's Tavern.

"On another note, what should we do… with her?"

"We can’t just leave her here unconscious. For now, let’s have the embassy take her in. We should stop by the guard post on the way and explain the situation. I’d rather not be suspected of anything later."

And so, the girl with dog ears, light blue hair, and one eye covered remained cradled in the professor’s arms the entire time.

…Tough luck!
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			The day after my first transfer… or is it a teleportation? to another world.

"So, how was it? The other world."

"Were there two moons, or knights riding griffins?"

I was being bombarded with questions during lunch break at school.

"How was it, you ask… Now that I think about it calmly, it wasn’t that different from a port town in a foreign country… Also, there was only one moon, and I didn’t see any griffins."

"Aw, how boring."

"But I did go to a place called the Adventurer’s Tavern."

"You should have led with that."

Shizuku-san glared at me with her sharp eyes, while Aika-san’s own eyes sparkled.

"Amazing! Was there a beautiful receptionist, and were the tables filled with ruffians? Did they tell the new guy who walked in to ‘go home and suck on your mommy’s teat’?"

"Calm down. What about the weapons? What were the weapons like in the other world?"

"You calm down too. The weapons… a lot of people were carrying them, but they were all just normal swords. They weren’t even imbued with mana."

"What a…"

"And there was no beautiful receptionist or classic one-liners, but there were plenty of people who didn’t look like law-abiding citizens drinking in the middle of the day."

"I knew it! That’s exactly what an adventurer’s guild should be like!"

Shizuku-san’s excitement visibly deflated, while Aika-san waved her hands around in delight.

Come to think of it, she was quite the *chuunibyou*… and you can’t separate *chuuni* from otherworld fantasies.

If Aika-san suddenly starts chanting a mysterious incantation, I’ll just have to watch over her with a warm gaze.

"More importantly, Kyo-chan. There’s something important."

"Yeah?"

Erina-san grabbed my shoulders firmly.

With an unusually serious expression, she continued.

"Were there… any ninjas?"

"I didn’t see any. I don’t know if they exist."

*Yep. That’s what I figured.*

"So it’s Schrödinger’s Ninja, Kyo-chan!"

"Yeah. Probably."

"Then if we’re the first to make a name for ourselves, we’ll be the first officially recognized ninjas!"

"That’s not happening, and I won’t let it happen."

"No… Are you trying to say that ninjas should always lurk in the shadows, Kyo-chan!? Those days are over!"

"That’s not what I meant."

"We’re in an age of global ninjas! We’ll use sustainable ninjutsu to operate a ninja village while being ninjas!!"

"I’m sorry, I don’t understand the other world’s language yet."

"Formal speech!? And that was Japanese! Because… I’m a ninja, you know."

"Don’t say it with a smug look. You’re a self-proclaimed ninja."

"I’m official! I’m sure the Dungeon Agency recognizes me! Ninjas exist!"

"Don’t say it like you’re in *My Neighbor Totoro*."

"So that means… there are dhampir vampire hunters, too!"

"Ugh, she had to jump in at this exact moment."

"Vampire and human… two races that can never coexist, and yet, two fell in love… But the world would not allow it! To save the fruit of their love, the vampire father fought and the mother perished… And so the dhampir rises as a hunter, seeking the truth of their own birth!"

"Settle down."

"Shizuku-san, please."

"I’m also interested in silver weapons."

"Et tu, Brute?"

"Ninja!"

"Is that your mating call?"

"The dhampir met their half-brother! And a werewolf, an enemy to both vampires and humans!"

"I already burned a werewolf, you know."

"But silver weapons lack durability… Hah, mithril silver! In another world…"

"I may have some orichalcum-grade reason, if you need it?"

"Hey, idiot, don’t you get on their side. You’re supposed to be the straight man."

"Did you just call me an idiot!?"

How rude. To think my own steel-clad rationality would be denied.

Besides, I’m pretty sure mithril just has a silvery sheen; it’s not the same as actual silver…

Still, it would be romantic to be able to mine unknown ores in another world. I’d love to see real orichalcum. I wonder if it’s copper-colored, just like in the legends…

"U-Um… c-class is about to start."

"Ah, sorry."

"Be seated! Stand! Be seated!"

"We’re not doing squats."

I apologized to our homeroom teacher, who had timidly entered the room, and slapped the back of the self-proclaimed ninja’s head as she continued her antics.

This teacher really still feels out of place in our class. She’s like a baby rabbit thrown into a cage of wild beasts.

I wish she wouldn’t tremble so much. Her surprisingly magnificent bust vibrates along with her.

It’s a well-established academic fact that the bust of a young, beautiful female teacher in a suit has three times the destructive power of a bust of the same size. It’s extremely dangerous.

Cheating is wrong, and as someone with five girlfriends, I must remain faithful. To do so, I must avert my gaze to Erina-san’s and Shizuku-san’s chests, even in the middle of class.

This is all to maintain my fidelity… wait, can a guy with five girlfriends even be called faithful?

Ignoring the retort from my own sense of reason, I focused on the lesson.

With my [Spirit Eye], it’s a simple matter to copy the blackboard while sneaking glances at my girlfriends’ chests…!

For some reason, Aika-san kicked me in the shin after that. I don’t get it.

＊　　　　＊　　　　＊

*"Alright, it’s time for our fun little field trip! Let’s go, boys!"*

"Yeah!"

"I wouldn’t call this a field trip. Also, Professor, please calm down."

"Right."

After school, we teleported with Erina-san, got our things in order, boarded the ship, and went through the gate.

Once again, I crossed over to the other world with Kageyama-san. For some reason… now that it’s the second time, I’m starting to find even this boat trip a little tedious.

I considered just picking up the professor and flying over, but that seemed like it would cause all sorts of problems with aviation laws and what not, so I gave up on the idea.

Well, once we pass through the Minotaur’s labyrinth and reach the other world, the rest is instantaneous with the professor’s teleportation.

We arrived in an empty room in the embassy, left, and headed for Marui-san’s office.

I knocked, a reply came immediately, and we entered the room.

"Welcome. It’s been a day, Professor."

"Indeed. I can only stay for a few hours today as well, but I intend to give this investigation my all."

As I watched the ever-energetic professor, my gaze drifted to the window.

It was almost dusk on the other side, but here, the sun was still high in the sky.

"Does the time difference bother you?"

"Ah, no, well, yes…"

I gave a small nod as Marui-san addressed me.

"There’s about an eight-hour time difference between this world… or rather, this country, and Japan. When it’s 4 PM over there, it’s about 8 AM here at the embassy."

"Huh… I see."

"Incidentally, my dear son-in-law, the time difference between Italy and Japan is also about eight hours. Is this a coincidence, or is it fate? It’s quite intriguing, isn’t it, son-in-law!!"

"I suppose so."

*"Perhaps that planet and Earth are the same thing in parallel worlds! Howeeever! The ley lines of Atlantis and Japan are similar. Considering that fact, there are all sorts of theories to explore! But just thinking isn’t enough! We have to investigate for ourselves!"*

"I suppose so."

*"Kyouta-kun. Later, let’s have my sister cosplay as a teacher and then do naughty things to her."*

"I suppose so."

*"How did the collateral damage from this conversation hit me!?"*

So they found out I was glancing at the teacher’s chest…

It was probably Erina-san… yeah, definitely Erina-san.

That self-proclaimed ninja really does have the specs of one. Hmph… I wonder if she’ll forgive me if I grovel on the ground??

What if she calls me a cheater and dumps me? As I was on the verge of tears, the professor tugged on my hand.

"It’s wonderful that you get along so well with my granddaughters, but right now, it’s time for research, my dear son-in-law! Let’s go to this Adventurer’s Tavern at once and acquire a justification for our fieldwork! As adventurers, we can wander all over outside the city without arousing suspicion!"

"Justification, huh."

"Oh my. A justification is very important for this kind of research in a foreign country. Without one, you get arrested."

"Ah, right."

She was smiling, but she didn’t seem to be joking, so I nodded back with a straight face.

We’re in a foreign country, and apparently there’s religious friction. If we got arrested on suspicion of being spies, it would be a huge mess.

"Now, onward! To a journey of investigation!"

*"Now is the time to use the conch shell I borrowed from Erina-kun! Buooooooh!"*

"You even say it out loud the same way…"

I let the professor pull me along, and we ended up not at the exit, but in another room.

"Where are we…?"

"This is Katarina-san’s room. Now then."

Professor Arisugawa cleared her throat, then knocked and called out to the other side of the door.

She was speaking the otherworld language, so I had no idea what she was saying, but her voice sounded cheerful. She was like a schoolboy from a Showa-era anime, inviting his friend out to play.

I didn’t hear a reply, but the door slowly opened from the inside.

The dog-eared girl with long, slightly wavy blue hair that covered one eye, Katarina-san, greeted us.

She was dressed casually in what must have been provided by the embassy—a long-sleeved white T-shirt and black sweatpants. She looked at me and the professor, and then…

*Flop.*

She lay down on the floor, exposing her belly.

…Again?

I was getting a sense of déjà vu, but unlike last time, she wasn’t trembling. Her expression was one of someone who had accepted their fate.

"■■■■■■■■? ■■■■■■."

"■■■, ■■■■■■■……"

The professor spoke to her in fluent otherworld language, and she replied.

They continued talking, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

"Aira-san, can I get a translation?"

*"Grandma asked what was wrong, and she replied that she has prepared herself for her role as a sacrifice."*

"A sacrifice?"

*"A meal more delicious than anything she’s ever eaten. Clothes made of unknown materials. A bath filled with plenty of hot water. A fluffy bed. She apparently concluded that all these things were provided so she could be eaten by Grandma and Kyo-chan."*

"How did she get to that conclusion…?"

*"Sacrifice… to be eaten… does that mean… in a naughty way…!?"*

"It doesn’t, so please stay out of this."

*"I feel like you’re being a bit harsh with me!?"*

Mia-san’s transformation into a love-crazed girl is unstoppable. It feels like it’s accelerating.

Well, putting dysfunctional college girl number two aside, it seems the professor managed to clear up the misunderstanding. Katarina-san stood up, and while she still looked frightened, she was looking straight at us.

I gave a slight bow, but I have almost no experience talking to people my age of the opposite sex, other than my girlfriends. Unsure what to do, I awkwardly took a step back.

In my place, Kageyama-san stepped forward and spoke to Katarina-san with a smile.

"■■■■, ■■, ■■……■■■■!"

It was quite halting, and she was reading from a memo, but it was definitely the otherworld language.

…Wait. Am I the only one who can’t speak it?

After comparing the hand offered for a handshake and Kageyama-san, Katarina-san calmly and properly shook it.

Apparently, they have the custom of handshakes here too.

"■■■■, ■■■■■■■■■■■■?"

"…"

The moment Katarina-san said something, Kageyama-san’s cheek twitched.

"Aira-san."

*"Ah… she seems to have asked Kageyama if she is ‘the attendant of these monsters.’"*

"O-Oh."

Should I be sad about being called a monster? Or should I feel sorry for Kageyama-san, who’s just here for work and got called an attendant?

I wasn’t sure, so I just gave a vague smile to gloss over it.

"■■■■, ■■■■."

"■■■■!? ■■■■■■■■!?"

"…………"

The professor said something, Katarina-san looked surprised, and a vein popped on Kageyama-san’s smiling temple.

Uh, what’s going on?

*"Grandma introduced Kageyama as a sort of guard, and Katarina said something like, ‘But she looks so weak’…"*

"That’s just plain rude."

*"Well, for someone who can gauge another’s strength, it’s not surprising they’d be shocked."*

"Hey, that’s rude of you too…"

*"It’s the truth."*

*"Big Sis… is that why you don’t have any friends?"*

*"How rude!?"*

While all this was going on, their conversation seemed to wrap up, and the professor turned back to me with a wide smile.

"Well then, my son-in-law! Shall we go?"

"Ah, yes. To the Adventurer’s Tavern, right?"

"Yes, of course. And let’s accept a job right away. Hehe, the thought of involving myself in this world’s economy makes my heart race!"

I returned a wry smile to the professor, who was giddy as a schoolgirl.

I understand the feeling, but when she’s this excited, it has the opposite effect of making me calm down.

It’s like that thing where ‘seeing someone else in a bigger panic than you makes you calm down.’

"First, we need to decide what kind of request to take. Katarina-san’s opinion as an experienced adventurer will be important here."

"You’re right… Yes. I wonder what kind of request it will be."

Kageyama-san, her voice tinged with what sounded like anger, replied to the professor.

Katarina-san, showing no fear of her whatsoever, was instead watching my expression.

She was probably worried because I’m the only one who hasn’t spoken to her yet. Worried that I might suddenly turn hostile.

"Um, Professor. Could you tell Katarina-san that I look forward to working with her?"

"Yes. Of course."

The professor relayed my message, and I offered my hand for a handshake as well.

With tears welling in her visible eye, Katarina-san took my hand, looking as though she were terrified. She was clearly scared out of her wits, but it was also clear she thought defying me would be even scarier.

That kind of hurts…

Holding her hand, I realized her fingers were surprisingly hard. Are these calluses? This was the hand of someone who wields a weapon regularly.

Despite her small-dog-like demeanor, it seems she is every bit an adventurer.

*"But man. Her attitude is like a small dog, but her boobs are like a large dog’s! Not as big as Mia’s, but still. Not that I’m losing or anything!!"*

Don’t start a competition.

It’s true that Katarina-san is quite well-endowed. Less than Erina-san, but more than Aira-san. It’s easy to tell in her T-shirt.

*"Anyway, Grandma. I have a great idea for the first request we should take."*

"I have a feeling it won’t be anything good, but I’ll hear you out."

*"Hmph… So little faith."*

It’s not disappointing, it’s just expected.

*"Fine, whatever. The first request an adventurer takes is, of course…!"*

Even through telepathy, I could tell Aira-san was pointing a finger at me with a smug look on her face.

*"Goblin slaying!"*

"Hey, idiot, stop it."

I must have put a little too much force into my voice, because Katarina-san’s shoulders jumped with a start. At the same time, her chest bounced.

*Nooo… not scaaary. I am harml-ess…*

*"Goblin slaying!? No! I’m the one who’s going to savor Kyouta-kun’s first time!"*

"Just to be clear, your first what?"

*"My front is different now, so of course, my a—"*

"Okay, please be quiet."

*"Kuh…"*

*"The problem is that a mere goblin is no longer capable of stealing Kyo-chan’s chastity, I suppose…"*

"Aira-san."

*"Yes."*

"Clench your teeth later, okay?"

*"Is that a death threat!?"*

I’m letting you off with a knuckle sandwich, so you should be grateful. Seriously.

"Goblin slaying… That might not be a bad idea."

"Professor!?"

"No, I was thinking we should start with a simple job, but we aren’t familiar with the culture here. Gathering medicinal herbs or making some kind of delivery would be difficult."

"…Are you, by any chance, surprisingly knowledgeable about games?"

"I heard about it from Aira."

"I see."

The professor nodded, placing a finger on her slender chin.

"Therefore, a request that can be quickly resolved with force might be appropriate. Well, for the most part, we’ll prioritize Katarina-san’s judgment."

I cast a sympathetic glance at Katarina-san, who had been naturally assigned the role of guide.

It seems the professor has no intention of letting this dog-eared girl go.

The girl herself, however, looked like she was about to cry from me looking at her. Heh… I feel like crying too.

Being genuinely feared by a girl… is tough on the psyche.

"Now that that’s settled, let’s go! Onward, to adventure!"

"O-Okay."

"…Yes."

"■■■—…!"

The hyper-energetic professor pumped her fist in the air and started walking, with me, Kageyama-san, and Katarina-san following behind.

And so began the ‘day-trip adventure’ of a truly strange party.
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			And so, we headed to the Adventurer's Tavern.

Thanks to getting a ride part of the way, we arrived quickly. After that, we went through the procedure to become adventurers, but…

"…That was surprisingly straightforward."

I stepped away from the counter, gazing intently at the dog tag I’d been given.

The metal tag was engraved with my name, the name of this town, and a strange pattern. Apparently, this pattern was a type of tally mark.

"I wonder if Marui-san pulled some strings for us."

*"Who knows. Katarina didn’t seem particularly surprised, so maybe adventurer registration is just that simple here."*

*"It just goes to show how much of a threat monsters and similar beings are in this world."*

As I was talking with Aira-san and the others through the earring, the professor, who had been looking at the quest board with Katarina-san, returned.

She was holding a single piece of paper.

"I’ve found a suitable request. It’s to thin out the ‘Bone Kobolds’ that have been appearing in a forest about an hour’s carriage ride from here."

"Understood. But Bone Kobolds… I can guess what they look like from the name, but I’ve never heard of them in a dungeon."

"As for their appearance, Katarina-san says they look like a mix between a Kobold and a skeleton. Their combat ability is also comparable to a Kobold’s. It seems to be a relatively easy job for an Awakened Person, so it should be perfect for our first quest."

"I agree. Kageyama-san, is that acceptable to you?"

"Yes. I am here as your ‘guard.’ Against an enemy on the level of a Kobold, I will absolutely protect you."

Kageyama-san smiled, but she emphasized the word ‘guard.’ Paying no mind to the still-fuming woman, Katarina-san was only watching my face and the professor’s.

…Is this party going to be okay?

The professor, our most sensible member, has currently devolved into a giddy fool, so I can’t expect her to mediate.

And since I don’t understand the language here, I’m not sure what I can do…

"Well. We need to be back in Japan by this world’s evening, so let’s hurry."

"Right. By the way, how do we get to this forest? Should we have a car sent for us? Or since we’re all Awakened, should we just run?"

I don’t know how fast a carriage is, but a distance that takes an hour should be no problem on foot. Kageyama-san’s and Katarina-san’s combat abilities are unknown, but we could even take a break along the way.

After all, we can just use the professor’s teleportation to get back to the embassy. The only concern is whether we can reliably track our target in an unfamiliar forest.

If only Erina-san were here, scouting would be a breeze…

"Transportation will not be a problem, my dear son-in-law."

"It won’t?"

Led by the professor, who was wearing a particularly fine smile, I followed her out of the tavern.

And then, after confirming that the street was not crowded, she…

"Heave-ho."

…pulled a rickshaw from a golden ripple.

No, this wasn’t just any rickshaw. First of all, it had four wheels, and they were thicker than usual. The seating area could accommodate four people, and the entire vehicle was larger than a normal rickshaw.

"This is a rickshaw I had Shizuku-san make. It can handle rough terrain without issue and is specially built to be sturdy enough not to break easily even when you’re pulling it, my dear son-in-law!"

"…So, I’m the engine."

"If you’d rather not, I can pull it."

"No, I can’t ask you to do that, Professor."

Making my grandmother-in-law do physical labor while I sat comfortably would be far too awkward.

*It’s better than that weird cart with the flag we used on the way back from the Guivre subjugation, I guess.* With that thought, I nodded with a sigh.

"Alright, please get on."

I deployed my [Arcane Gear], minus the weapons and helmet, and gestured for them to board.

"Um… should I pull?"

"No, Kageyama-san, I need you to be ready to react in case of an emergency. So please, take a seat."

"…Understood."

Kageyama-san nodded, looking slightly conflicted. I need to treat her like a proper guard as much as possible.

As for Katarina-san…

"…Um, I’ll be pulling, so. You should sit down too."

"■■■■■■! ■■■■■!"

She, on the other hand, had a look of great determination on her face. She grabbed the shaft… I think that’s what it’s called, the part the puller holds, and waited expectantly, as if to say, ‘Go ahead!’

Apparently, Katarina-san thought she was supposed to be the one pulling.

"Professor, please convince her."

"■■■■■. ■■■■■■■■■■."

"■■!? ■■■■■■■■!?"

"■■■■■, ■■■■■■■■■."

I have no clue what they were saying, but Katarina-san was looking back and forth between me and the seat with teary eyes.

Eventually, the professor, still smiling, picked her up and placed her in the seat. She was in the back… if you can call it that. The rear seat.

Kageyama-san sat in what would be the passenger seat in a car, the professor sat behind her next to Katarina-san, and I positioned myself between the shafts.

"Okay, here we go."

"Yes. We’re counting on you, my dear son-in-law."

Even with three women and a frame bulkier than any tourist rickshaw I’d seen, the weight was negligible. I wasn’t an ‘A-Rank Candidate’ for nothing.

What bothered me more were the strange looks we were getting from passersby. It was only natural, of course, seeing as how this thing appeared out of nowhere and was now being pulled by an Awakened Person.

…Couldn’t we have done this after leaving the city gate instead of right next to the tavern?

Feeling that the professor was getting way too carried away, I started towards the gate at a moderate pace.

＊　　　　＊　　　　　＊

As we passed through the outermost gate, the gatekeepers were conducting something like a security check. They were probably maintaining public order by checking the people and goods coming in and out.

They gave us a suspicious look, but as soon as the professor smilingly presented a letter, they broke into ingratiating smiles and let us through. Naturally, there was no baggage check.

…Connections are scary.

In any case, we were outside the city, and the number of people around had decreased significantly. I could probably pick up the pace a little.

"I’m going to speed up a bit. Please be careful."

"Understood. Please keep it under forty kilometers per hour."

"There’s no speedometer, so I can’t be sure…"

"I’m joking, my dear son-in-law."

"Right."

I put a little more power into my legs and started to run.

It felt like a light jog. I didn’t use any skills, just my own leg strength to pull the rickshaw forward.

"I just need to follow this road, right?"

"Yes, please. Also, be careful when stopping. As long as you have a firm grip on the shafts, you should be fine."

"Got it."

The road was unpaved, not with asphalt or even stone. Weeds grew shin-high on either side, but a path of packed earth was visible.

As I ran along it, I casually glanced around.

"It’s so peaceful…"

"Yes. It truly is."

As far as I could see, there were no man-made structures. The port town was already far behind us, and the wind, carrying a faint scent of the sea, rustled the grass and flowers.

Still, as I expected, it didn’t really feel like an ‘other world.’ As the professor and Aira-san had said before, you could probably find scenery like this in Europe. Actually, you might even find it in rural Japan.

Come to think of it, Katarina-san, a native of this other world, has been quiet for a while.

Wondering what was wrong, I glanced behind me. This rickshaw was built like stadium seating, with the back seat higher up, so a quick look back was enough to see what was going on.

Katarina-san was sharing a thin red blanket with the professor, which she must have pulled out at some point. Her face was pale as she stared into the void.

"…Um, Katarina-san seems a bit off. Is she okay?"

"I asked about her condition earlier, and she said she’s fine. It seems she’s just terrified by the situation of sitting down while you, my dear son-in-law, are pulling the rickshaw."

"I really wish she’d get used to it by now…"

Just how scared of me is she? I’d like her to realize by now that I’m a harmless creature.

*"Well, that’s asking the impossible, Kyo-chan. You’re still an ‘A-Rank Candidate,’ you know? It’s only natural to be terrified of treating someone who can rip a Cuelebre’s head off with one hand like a draft horse."*

"Was the ‘still’ really necessary?"

*"Even if your personality is that of a lecherous, wimpy, socially awkward introvert! Even if you’re a perverted adventurer whose brain is directly connected to his lower body! Your strength is the real deal! Even if you’re a pervert!"*

"I get it. I’ll beat you up later."

*"Honestly! Stop fighting, you walking amusement park of perversion and traveling expo of lechery!"*

*"Mia???"*

"Aira-san. I’ll leave that one to you."

*"Wait a minute!?"*

Mia-san’s been acting strange lately… no, wait, she was always kind of like this.

Sacrifice… I mean, Aira-san. As her older sister, please do your best to handle dysfunctional college girl number two.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, it’s nothing. Just some strange people acting up…"

"Isn’t that a problem…?"

"Ah, it’s really fine, don’t worry."

I answered Kageyama-san, who was looking at me with genuine concern, with a forced smile.

"I-I see. If you get tired, please let me know. I can take over anytime."

"Thank you. But this is nothing, so please don’t worry about it."

"…Is that so. That’s amazing."

For some reason, Kageyama-san laughed in a self-deprecating way. Seriously, another landmine here?

I picked up the pace just a little and headed for our destination. At this point, searching for these Bone Kobolds was starting to seem like the easier part of the job.

Thanks to speeding up a bit, we arrived in about fifteen minutes. We stopped the rickshaw before the dense, overgrown forest.

As we came to a halt, the inertia pushed the body of the rickshaw towards me, but I held my ground and braced against the shafts. I considered using a blast of wind, but with people in the back, I held off.

My feet sank into the ground a little, but it wasn't a problem.

"We’ve arrived. Please watch your step as you get off."

"Thank you, my dear son-in-law."

"Thank you."

"Th-Thank you… very much…"

I deployed a footrest from the back of the rickshaw to make it easier for them to dismount. While keeping an eye on our surroundings, I reconfigured my [Arcane Gear], summoning my helmet, one-and-a-half-handed sword, and knives, and equipped my bracelet.

Alright, it’s time to get to work. The situation is quite different, but it’s no different from exploring a dungeon. I need to refocus.

However, I was worried that Katarina-san would get scared again now that I’m in my combat gear. I turned my gaze towards her.

"…"

But she was surprisingly calm. Looking at her exposed right eye, there was no sign of panic.

I see, so she’s a professional, too.

"Well then, I’ll go get changed over there."

Kageyama-san, holding a large backpack with a spear strapped to its side, pointed with her thumb to the other side of the rickshaw.

…Hmm? I feel like I’ve seen that spear somewhere before.

"Understood. We’ll be sure not to look that way."

"Shall I help you get your gear on?"

"No, it’s designed to be put on and taken off by one person. It’s not a problem."

After shaking her head at Professor Arisugawa’s offer, she went behind the rickshaw, so I turned my back to her and fixed my gaze forward.

"Ah, Professor. I’d like to summon [Byakuren], just in case."

"I understand."

She handed over the golem and its equipment that I had entrusted to her.

I quickly activated it and equipped its armor and weapons. A knight clad in silver armor, holding a long-handled battle axe and a tower shield, stood up. Of course, I didn’t forget my custom-made Magi Battery.

It might be overkill, but we’re facing an unknown enemy. A little overkill is just right.

Well, the fact that Katarina-san, who had just managed to switch to professional mode, was once again looking like a rain-soaked puppy was an unavoidable sacrifice.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

Just then, Kageyama-san returned.

I turned to look at her and my eyes widened in surprise.

"That equipment is…"

She wore a black jumpsuit with armor of black and green, trimmed in gray. In her hand, she held a short spear about 1.2 meters long, and her left gauntlet had an additional plate of armor resembling a small shield.

[Alchemical Armor]… the equipment that Shizuku-san, Aika-san, and I created, scheduled to be supplied to the Self-Defense Force. This was a prototype.

"Are you surprised? To be honest, so am I. My superiors suddenly told me to test this out along with my guard duty."

Kageyama-san scratched her cheek with a wry smile.

I knew they had connections, but I never expected to see it here.

"My own [Arcane Gear] isn’t suited for combat, so I’m hoping this gets officially adopted. Members of the ‘Invisible Ninjas.’"

"Ah, yes. But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t use that name…"

"Pardon?"

*"Whyyyy not, Kyo-chan? The Invisible Ninjas is your official party name… nay, your organization’s name! You should declare it with more pride! Innnnvisiiiibleeee… Ninjaaaas!!"*

"Aira-san."

*"You perverted illegal architecture! Can’t you tell the difference between things you should and shouldn’t say!?"*

*"Did I not just get called something unpleasant myself!?"*

I’m glad Erina-san isn’t here. If she were, this would have definitely gotten complicated.

As I made a grim face, I sensed a flow of mana, indicating that Katarina-san was also deploying her [Arcane Gear].

*Maybe I can check out her equipment and change the subject from that name.* With that thought, I turned to look at her, and…

"Pfft!?"

I couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

To put it bluntly, Katarina-san’s gear was like Aika-san’s [Arcane Gear], but only halfway.

No, I take that back. It was [Arcane Gear] that had one foot in the realm of an exhibitionist.

Her long, wavy blue hair was tied into twintails. It was fine that her left eye was still covered even in her [Arcane Gear] state, nothing to worry about so far.

Her top was an off-the-shoulder black kimono with gray trim. A light blue sash was tied around her waist, and below that, she wore indigo hakama, white tabi socks, and straw sandals.

So far, it was borderline acceptable. The off-the-shoulder kimono was questionable, but still within the realm of acceptable.

But why is the length