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4 CHAPTER 5

BRIDE OF THE WATER CAPITAL

“Mr. Bell, Mr. Bell?!”
Lilly’s cries were swept away by the flowing water.

She was surrounded by the spider’s web of streams in the room full of crystal
clusters. Facing the place where Bell had disappeared into the water, she called
his name again and again.

“Master Bell has been pulled under by the monster..” Haruhime said,
standing in a daze beside Lilly.

“We have to save him right away! The water is flowing so quickly, he’ll be
carried out of the room before we know it!”

Lilly threw off the Goliath Robe and backpack as she spoke, exposing her thin
body dressed in shorts and a small coat of Undine cloth. She was about to dive
into the water after him.

“It’s useless, Lilliluka!” Daphne shouted. Laying Luvis, whom she had been
supporting, on the ground, she grabbed Lilly’s wrist and pulled her back.

An instant later, the fangs of a raider fish skimmed past the tip of Lilly’s nose.
Lilly stood dazed as blood trickled down her cheek where the fang had grazed it.

“What the hell are you doing? If you or | jump into that stream, a monster will
kill us! Did you forget how dangerous that water is?!”

“B-but...but Mr. Bell!l”

Lilly was more upset than she had ever been before. Daphne was staring at
Lilly, her mouth shut tight, when Aisha, Welf, and Ouka returned with the three
elven adventurers. Although the blue crabs had slowed them in helping Bell,



they had succeeded in slaughtering all the monsters on land.

“Miss Aisha! Mr. Bell has—!”
“ know; | saw.”

Aisha handed the injured elves over to the flustered Cassandra, then glanced
toward Mikoto. In addition to Yatano Black Crow that allowed her to perceive
enemies, the girl had a similar skill called Yatano White Crow that let her see
allies with the same Falna as her. She shook her head, a pained expression on
her face.

“Sir Bell’s signal has left the room...”

“That...”

The remaining color drained from Lilly’s face as she realized that Bell had
been swept away along with the enhanced species. Welf and Ouka, who were
out of breath, stared in the same direction as her. Aisha sighed.

“Okay, you guys. We're not going to save Bell Cranell.”
“Wha—?1"

“We’ll never catch up if we chase after him, since he’s been swept up by such
a fast current. Plus, how quickly can we move if we’re carrying these injured
elves?”

“M-Miss Aisha! Wait a second!”
“Relax, shrimp. What are we gonna do if our party’s brain—you—falls apart?”

Lilly had been about to lash out at Aisha, but a long, thin finger poked her in
the forehead. She bent backward as tears pooled in her eyes, staring in
confusion at Aisha.

“Bell Cranell can handle this floor on his own.”

o |II

“That kid’s status is weird. He’s already above average for a Level Four, and in
terms of speed and agility, he’s practically at the very top. | don’t know how
much potential he had already saved up, of course.”

In other words, Bell was way above the minimum level required for the



twenty-fifth floor. Aisha snorted before continuing in a disgruntled tone.
“Bell Cranell is stronger than | am. Not that | want to put that to the test.”
“Miss Aisha...”

“Even if he’s drawn into an underwater battle, I’'m sure he’ll stubbornly find
some way to survive. Just pray for him to get back onto the shore through his
own strength. There’s no way he’ll die on land.”

Hearing this vote of confidence from the second-tier adventurer, Lilly let her
frenzied emotions finally settle down. Aisha looked at her face, which was
starting to take on its typical expression as the analyst of the party, and finished
her argument.

“If you’re gonna worry about anyone, it should be us. Am | wrong?”

Lilly waited for a moment, then slowly nodded. The prum squeezed her
childlike hands into fists.

“...Miss Aisha is right. Let’s stop thinking about Bell.”
“Lady Lilly!”
“Hey now, L'l E!”

“Just calm down,” she said, taking a deep breath as if she was talking more to
herself than to Haruhime and Welf.

“We have to put the safety of the party first. If we don’t save ourselves, we’ll
only be more of a burden on him.”

“Li'l E, you—"
“Bell will be okay. Let’s have faith in him.”

It was clear that she, together with the renart, cared more for the boy than
anyone else in the party. But she did not put those feelings into words. Instead,
she pushed her personal emotions aside and donned the mask of a
commander.

“The situation has changed. Lilly proposes that we escape from this floor.”

o III



Not only Welf but Aisha, too, looked surprised at Lilly’s sudden leap to a
decision.

“Now that Mr. Bell is gone, it will be hard to fend off attacks from ordinary
monsters while protecting the injured at the same time. The burden on Miss
Aisha will be too heavy.”

Now there were five wounded. If each was carried by one member of the
party, that left only three members who could fight properly. As Lilly laid out
her logical argument, she glanced at the elven adventurers whom Cassandra
was already tending to.

“But Lady Lilly, wouldn’t it be wrong to abandon Sir Bell on this floor and
escape...?” Mikoto asked.

“I’m not saying escape to the surface, just to the cliff by the passage leading
to the twenty-fourth floor.”

“What do you mean?” Ouka pressed. Lilly responded in an even voice.

“Back in that spot with the good views, there aren’t any streams, and aside
from the flying monsters, we won’t be attacked. The cliff trail is the only one, so
it will be easy to protect ourselves...That enhanced species won’t be able to
take us by surprise. | say we set up an emergency camp out there.”

As long as they kept an eye out for monsters descending from the twenty-
fourth floor, they should be okay.

“Miss Aisha, you go up to Rivira by yourself and get help. Lilly and the others
will...get a level boost from Miss Haruhime and defend the exit of the
connecting passage. We will protect the injured,” she continued, lowering her
voice after a pause so Luvis and the other elves wouldn’t hear her talking about
Haruhime’s ability.

“So you’re suggesting we use that cliff as an improvised fort,” Welf said.

“It’s true that carrying this many wounded up to the eighteenth floor will be
difficult,” Daphne added. “If we just have to get to the entrance to the twenty-
fifth floor, though, I think we can make it, and given the terrain, we may be able
to hold out until help comes. If we can do that, a party descending from the
middle levels just might help us.”



Both she and Welf looked satisfied by Lilly’s explanation. The prum continued.

“Plus, now that Mr. Bell has been separated from Lilly, he is likely to end up
coming out at that big cavern. That’s what happens when you get separated in
the Water Capital, right...isn’t that what Miss Eina said? If we’re camped out on
the cliff by the connecting passageway, we should be able to spot him.”

Having finished her explanation, Lilly drew a breath. Ouka alone still looked
skeptical.

“...I understand making the cliff our base. But what are we gonna do if that
enhanced species attacks us? It might not be able to surprise us, but with
Antianeira gone, we’ll have a helluva time fighting it off.”

“That’s precisely my plan. The road out there doesn’t branch off at any point
and has nowhere to escape. By luring it there...Mikoto can use her Futsu no
Mitama gravity-controlling magic to crumble the entire cliff path and send it
crashing way down to the ground below where it’ll be buried by the rubble,”
Lilly said, a cold expression on her face.

Ouka was at a loss for words. He coughed loudly.

Daphne, too, gaped at Lilly. In this do-or-die situation, the prum had found a
way to pay the monster back for its earlier clever use of the terrain.

I may have taught her how to lead...but this girl is way smarter than me!

Daphne, who had instructed the prum girl step-by-step, was in awe. Once, she
had witnessed a full-scale battle by Loki Familia. Finn’s cool and controlled face
as he directed his troops against Goliath, the floor boss of the seventeenth
floor, rose before her mind’s eye, and she couldn’t help layering it on top of the
face of the supporter who stood before her now, supposedly weaker than
Daphne herself.

“The question is whether Chigusa and the other wounded can hold out that
long,” Lilly continued. “And of course, this all assumes that if the enhanced
species attacks us on the way through the labyrinth, we’ll be able to fight it off...
So, what do you think?”

She looked up at Aisha. Only at the end of the explanation had she allowed
some of her uncertainty to show.



The battle-hardened Amazon grinned.
“I like it. Let’s go with that plan.”

Her words were the signal for the group to start moving, and Welf and the
others quickly responded. Lilly put back on the pack and Goliath Robe she’d
thrown off and set to work on other preparations.

“I knew we’d be able to rely on you, Lady Lilly. Mr. Bell said so, too,” said
Haruhime, who was helping her.

llHuh?H

“He said he always relied on Miss Lilly...He told me that when | was cleaning
the house once.”

Lilly widened her eyes and flushed to hear this new information.

“Compared to you, I’'m always getting flustered and not helping anyone...”
Haruhime sighed.

“Wh-what are you talking about?! Your strength is exactly what we need in

lII

emergencies

As if to hide her embarrassment, she gave the dejected renart’s tail a sharp
slap.

“Ouch!” the fox girl yelped.
“Stop playing around and hurry up!” Aisha scolded.

Just before Lilly followed Welf and the others out of the room, she glanced
back.

o ”

Maybe Bell had already defeated the enhanced species and was trying at this
very moment to meet back up with them...No, she had to get that wishful
thinking out of her head. As long as the parasitic vines growing from Chigusa
and the others hadn’t vanished, the monster was alive. For the sake of her
companions, Lilly had to leave.

“Mr. Bell...I'm sorry.”

With no one looking, the prum turned toward the water that had swept Bell



away and allowed the face of a weak young girl to reveal itself for an instant.
Then, mopping the corners of her eyes, she turned and left the room.

&)

The sound of the waterfall thunders on endlessly.

| can tell because of the vibrations that reach me. Although the bottom of the
pool is cold and dark, my entire body is hot like I'm on fire. | make a burbling
sound as | sink. When | stop moving, | shake off the hand of the cold water that
is trying to drag me over the edge of death and push myself upward with a
single thrust.

A fountain of bubbles shatters the water’s light-speckled surface.
“Cough! Gasp!”

As my face breaks through the water, | am racked by coughs. My throat
convulses as | spit up the huge volume of water | swallowed. The constant
powerful roaring and showers of water are incredibly irritating. But that very
irritation is proof that I, Bell Cranell, am alive.

I’'m in the center of the huge pool at the base of the Great Falls, and | just
narrowly escaped death.

“Aaah, ooooh, errrgh...!”

An idiotic, agonized groan escapes the gap between my teeth. | obey the
pulsating voice of my instincts and flail my arms like a drowning child, heading
for the shore of the pool as | splash the water around noisily. The second my
struggling feet touch ground, | kick off forcefully and push the upper half of my
body out of the water. | walk forward, almost tripping facedown into the water,
until I reach the shallows where it’'s around my shins.

“Aaaaaahhh...!”

| fall forward onto my arms and start crawling. My whole body hurts so much
| feel like my blood vessels have exploded. The world looks red. | don’t even
want to imagine what condition I’'m in. I've probably fractured multiple bones.
To escape this intense pain that’s making every nerve in my body scream out, |
reach for the high potion | stuffed into my reinforced leg holsters and use it. | do



that again and again, with who knows how many vials.

After I've poured solutions over my head and drunk them down until all my
potions are gone...l finally raise my head and look up at the Great Falls.

...S0 that’s where | fell from.

The immense waterfall pours its emerald-blue water straight down. When we
first arrived at this floor, the magnificent flow of water appeared so beautiful to
me | couldn’t take my eyes off it, but now that it’s less than fifty meders away, it
looks like some horrendous monster. More than anything, the immensity of it is
frightening. | can’t help shivering at the sensation that nature is an enemy
staring down on my insignificant self.

| think | fell from somewhere near the middle of the falls. Given that | was
carried over the edge by a stream running through the multilayered labyrinth
inside the cliff, that would make sense. If I’d fallen from the very top of the falls
up by the roof of this floor...even my Level-4 body would probably have been
smashed to pieces.

A shiver runs down my neck as | stand up and look around.

The plunge pool is as big as a lake. It fills about half the huge cavern, and the
deep-blue color of the area directly under the falls hints at its depth. Water
droplets dance ceaselessly at the base, sending up a white mist. The roar of the
falls is so powerful I'm worried my eardrums will burst. About a hundred
meders south of the plunge pool is the top of another waterfall leading to the
twenty-sixth floor. If | was to fall over that one, there’s no way I'd survive again.

When | turn my back on the plunge pool—or rather, lake—I’'m confronted by
a magical landscape. There are crystal shores that look like rocky flats, and
crystal valleys, and crystal cliffs. All are made from the same blue crystal. The
only plant in sight is an ajura shedding its bluish white petals. As | stare at the
tree, which I’'ve seen once before in the red-light district, | forget the passage of
time.

...Get ahold of yourself! This is no time to daydream. You have to meet up with
the others!

| clear my head and check my gear. The Divine Knife and Hakugen are safe in



the scabbards where | hurriedly thrust them. Aside from a few antidotes, my
items are gone. But my armor just has a few scratches on it, and I've got plenty
of mental energy left.

Right now, I’'m on the eastern side of the cavern. If | head southeast along the
shore, I'll reach the connecting passageway to the twenty-sixth floor, and if | go
the opposite direction along the northeast side that I’'m facing now, I'll reach a
cave leading to the labyrinth inside the cliff.

The enhanced species disappeared down a tributary.

It probably assumes | drowned in the Great Falls and is going after Lilly and
the rest of the party. | have to hurry.

| hope they’re okay...

The shallows where I’'m standing now have so many crystal clusters jutting
from them they look like reefs. Far above my head | see some dots, probably
harpies and sirens. They don’t seem to have noticed me yet. In order to avoid
unnecessary fights, | turn toward the cave to the northeast, beyond the ajura.
Just then, | hear something.

o ”

It’s a whizzing sound, like something cutting through the wind.

| jump reflexively to the side. You could say it’s my adventurer’s intuition that
tells me to move away in time.

The next instant, something rips my shoulder and | fall into the shallow water.
“Huh...?!”

The water assaults my face as blood flowing from my shoulder dirties the
emerald-blue surface. | look up toward the Great Falls towering behind me.
Countless scarlet lines are slanting through the misty air.

III

“Crap...iguacu...!” | mutter, irritated.

The swallow monsters appear in the Water Capital that extends from the
twenty-fifth to the twenty-seventh floor. They live in the cliff behind the Great
Falls, and adventurers call them “invisible monsters.”



The reason for their nickname is the incredible speed they possess.

Whenever someone shows up near the falls, they zoom out fast enough to
break through that violent cascade of water and bombard them. They look
exactly like bullets fired into the air. Some adventurers have even conferred the
name “Flash” on them. They're the most feared monsters on this floor—and
the fastest ones in the lower levels!

ll_ ' IH

IIEh?!"

| don’t even have time to curse my own carelessness for standing around near
the plunge pool before another scarlet flash streaks toward me. Even with my
enhanced dynamic visual acuity from leveling up, | can’t fully make it out. It
tears into my cheek, and the wind pressure around it knocks me off balance.

Then another one shoots down.

This one heads for the center of my torso, but even as | stand there wide-
eyed, | thrust up one arm to block the devilish missile with the back of my hand,
which is sheathed in its dir-adamantite guard.

“Oof!”

There’s a tremendous dull thud and a shock like I've been hit with a huge
hammer. | fall back clumsily onto my butt in the shallow water.

When | look at the hand that blocked the attack...| see that the corpse of a
swallow is smeared onto it. The wet scarlet feathers are falling off, and its magic
stone is visible beneath the pink flesh. My eyes meet a bloody eyeball that’s
popped out of its socket, and | wince.

This is the fate of an iguacu that fails in its attack.

The instant they collide with a shield or another hard object, their own speed
becomes their curse and crushes their body to death.

The sight of this vain and weird manner of dying creeps me out. As I'm
thinking about it, | hear that sound again. Whiz, whiz.

A frightening chorus of bodies cutting through the wind.



“..Crap.”
| look up, and a hope-shattering scene meets my eyes.
An unbelievable number of those scarlet lines are slanting through the air.

I’m not talking about one or two. Even just counting the trajectories I’'m able
to see at one glance, there are at least twenty of them. Yes indeed, a countless
number of iguacu are flying around up there.

Could this be an irregular event in the Dungeon—a mass outbreak of
monsters? And just my luck, an outbreak of iguacu?

A chill runs down my spine. | stare as one of the scarlet lines flashes toward
me, and | leap away to avoid it.

“Whoal”

ll_ ' IH

The iguacu have begun their bombardment.

Dozens of attacks rain down around me. The monsters streak past at top
speed half a step in front of me, grazing my arms and legs before exploding into
the water’s surface like miniature geysers.

It’s no use—all | can see are lines!

| run through the shallow water and dive with all my strength behind a crystal
cluster protruding from its surface.

o ? II)
Bambambambambam!!

Right away, | hear the sound of crystal busting apart. | stand there gaping at
the tsunami of crystal fragments flying into the air and the powerful vibrations,
which | can feel because my back is pressed against the cluster.

It’s unbelievable—this thick, rock-hard crystal cluster is being chipped away
before my eyes!

Some of the monstrous swallows die as they crash into the surface, but still
they’re trying to demolish the obstacle that stands between them and their
prey. As they inflict this rain of rapid-fire projectiles on me, the sound of their



bodies cutting through the air drowns out their menacing cries.

Second by second, the cluster nears total destruction. My heart pounds low
and distant.

A drop of sweat falls from my forehead.

They’re betting their lives on inflicting a single deadly blow. That’s got to be
powerful. All the upper-class adventurers say that if you encounter an iguacu,
you should drop anything you’re holding and run. It’s reasonable to think they
could open a hole straight through you with their bodies. My enemies are pure
hunters willing to offer up their own fleeting lives to murder the invader.

| guess this is part two of my baptism in the lower levels, right after the
underwater battle.

The Dungeon has no mercy for adventurers who lose their footing.
What do | do what do | do what do | do?

The crystal cluster where I’'m taking shelter is too far from the cave leading
inside the cliff. If | try to escape that way, I'll be stung by the equivalent of a
hornet’s nest along the way. If | swim toward the plunge pool and hide
underwater, water-dwelling monsters will kill me. Retreat is impossible. All | can
do is ride out this assault using some kind of big, hard protective gear. But |
don’t have a shield or heavy armor. | might as well be naked. There’s no way |
can withstand the attack. I’'m defenseless.

—I hate this. | won’t accept it. | can’t go out like this.

| will not die here. This fate of utter destruction can eat a pile of crap. Damn,
I’m developing a dirty mouth. Whatever, who cares. Not me. Not if | can get out
of here alive.

My friends are out there. My promise to help the Xenos is out there.
The rival | want to beat and the idol | want to match are out there.
| haven’t done anything yet!

A second after that thought passes through my head, the last of the crystal
posts in the cluster crashes into the water.



o |II

| dive underwater to evade the charging iguacu.
Amid the splashes, | roll over and quickly stand up again.

Half the flock of iguacu has been killed, and the rest are whizzing through the
air as they rally their forces again. As | survey the countless slanting scarlet
lines...I make up my mind.

| reach my right hand toward my hip and draw a knife. Holding it backhand as
| crouch slightly, | prepare myself to face the flock of monsters.

—I’m going to cut them all down.

Since | can’t escape and | can’t defend myself, I’ve decided to intercept them
head-on. My senior adventurers just might faint if they could see me now.

It’s not that I’ve gone crazy or gotten desperate.
| just had a thought.

If she was here—if the Sword Princess Aiz Wallenstein was here—this is
probably what she would do.

And if she could get through it...then I'll prove | can, too.
“—Game on!”

I’ve chosen Hakugen as my weapon. Even among daggers, this unicorn-horn
knife is incomparably light, and it handles incredibly. It’s the right knife to take
down those ultra-speedy monsters.

| don’t need any other weapons. I’'m going to focus all my energy into the
single blade in my right hand. If | wait till | see them, I'll be too late. | have to
feel—the flow of the wind and their drive to kill. I have to predict their
trajectories.

o n

White spray flies from the waterfall as the sound of the pounding water
tangles with the whizzing of monsters cutting through air.

After a moment, color drains from the world and everything becomes quiet.
Even my own heartbeat and the ripples at my feet disappear. This mentality of



extreme concentration is leading me somewhere.
My lips suck in a small breath and exhale it.
The next instant.
All at once, the scarlet lines up above turn toward me.
“—Yarrr!”

| focus all my energy into a single thrust, and then slash the glittering white
blade at the speeding bullet that’s leading the flock toward me.

It doesn’t make a sound. Not a scream, not a death cry. The body of the
iguacu simply splits in two and falls into the water behind me.

That’s the signal for the head-to-head contest to begin.

ll_!!"
A swirl of flashing wings rushes toward me.

| intercept them all, Hakugen gripped tightly in my hand. As soon as my right
arm swings down, | bring it slicing up again. An instant later, the next bullet
barrels toward me and | bend my head aside to dodge it. At the same time, |
slice through three suicide bombers with a single swing of my blade. Thirty-
seven times, | intercept the head-on, high-speed attacks. The first wave of
murderous swallows swoops low over the water’s surface and then soars
upward before launching a second attack from all directions.

| wield my knife at the flashes of light that rain down from the dome like
shooting stars until they become a blur of speed and force.

ll_ ' I)I

The sharp beak of an iguacu grazes me just above my armor. Sparks fly from
my dir-adamantite shoulder guard, and my Undine cloth undershirt tears as a
spray of blood spurts upward. The wound rips wider as | cut the enemy’s wing.

Once again, I’'m dripping sweat. My whole body is hot. My head feels about
ready to burn off. All four limbs are screaming at me as if to ask, Wasn’t there
another way? My heart argues back. The Firebolt couldn’t destroy a flock of
birds because it targets only one point, not a wide area. In exchange for killing a



couple of birds, my body would be pierced with dozens of holes. This really is
the only way.

My speed, which has garnered so much praise, is my only advantage.
But my enemies are staking their lives on this fight, too—

Each flash of light is a life put on the line. A deathblow dealt at high speed.
The reason the impact is so strong is that they’re turning their very lives into
attacks. They think nothing of the consequences but simply fly forward with the
goal of piercing their enemy.

That’s why |, too, have to keep on swinging my arm without pausing to think.
—This is a contest of endurance!!
“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH!!”

| give myself over entirely to my adventurer’s instinct as | draw arc after
glittering white arc around me.

The speed of my knife accelerates.
At the same time, my ability to accurately perceive the enemy improves.

It’s like my intuition had been off, but now that I've been driven into a tight
spot, my physical and mental selves are melding together—

More, more, more!

| think back to the continuous slashing attack that | experienced at the hands
of my idol that night in the labyrinth town.

As | remember the fierce and beautiful Sword Princess, | weave the song of
my blade, pushing it as fast as it can go.

Just at that moment—
l(_!!”
| slice through the last bird drilling down on me from straight above.

The glittering white blade efficiently cuts out its magic stone, and instantly
the iguacu’s body turns to ash and scatters in the wind.

| stop, still poised with my knife at the end of its trajectory. A spray of water



falls like a gentle rain on my flushed cheeks.

My extreme level of concentration eases, and the sound of the Great Falls fills
my ears. | relax my stance and look around.

Hundreds of drop items—the severed feathers of the iguacu—are floating in
the shallow water around me.

“.l.didit..”
| made it through a mass outbreak of iguacu.

| wipe the trails of blood off my cheeks and arms and lower the hand that still
holds Hakugen. My body feels sluggish.

| was forced to make a stand, and there’s no question that I've used up quite
a bit of time and energy in the process.

But I've started to understand some things...
Taking drastic measures is different from being reckless.

Still, there will come a time when | have to take a risk—in other words, when |
have to adventure.

It may be a year from now, or a day from now, or maybe a couple of seconds
from now. | have no idea. I've got to prepare for that time, in all sorts of ways.

| always have to reach for my personal best. | have to prepare myself,
physically and mentally.

That’s definitely what first-tier adventurers do. It's the only way to avoid
having regrets.

Now that I've undergone this Dungeon baptism, | feel like I’'ve grown as an
adventurer.

| slip my new weapon, Hakugen, into its sheath.
Just then, | hear a sound that catches me by surprise.

A sound that’s totally out of place in the tense atmosphere of the Dungeon—
the sound of clapping.

“Huh?” | sputter idiotically.



There’s no way a monster can be applauding an adventurer. Ordinarily I'd
assume it was another adventurer. But there’s no sign of anyone else near the
plunge pool.

As my mind searches for another answer, | slowly look over my shoulder and
see—

o ”

The top of the enormous waterfall leading to the twenty-sixth floor.

And there on a crystal strand, back to the magnificent scenery, is a fishtail
covered with translucent green scales. In contrast to this lower body the same
shade as the emerald-blue Great Falls is a faint indigo-blue human upper body.

She has smooth, clear skin; a pair of bare, well-shaped breasts; long hair the
same color as her lower body; and in place of ears, two cute fins. Her eyes are
resplendent jade.

| gasp at the sight of this beautiful “girl” as she shakes the shells and pearls
decorating her hair.

“A mermaid...” | mumble.

| can’t take my eyes off this creature who is endowed with such un-monster-
like beauty.

As if to praise my display of martial skills against the iguacu, or perhaps out of
pure admiration, she smiles and innocently claps her hands.
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“Oh brave warrior, oh strong hero, oh covetous, cruel champion. Prove your
desire for the queen’s girdle.”

A song was being woven.

The sonorous chant threaded its way among the ferocious howls of a
monster. Aisha dodged her enemies’ claws and fangs, casting her spell even as
she assaulted them with her podao and long legs.

It was a Concurrent Chant.
“My famished blade is Hippolyta!”

A moment later, the Amazon—who had been chanting at the same time as
she attacked and evaded multiple monsters—finished her spell and unleashed
her magic.

“Hell Kaios!”

Her podao, which she had thrown onto the ground, threw off a huge cutting
wave like the fin on a shark’s back that shredded through every monster in the
party’s path. It sliced through not only a number of tough blue crabs but also
the devil mosquitoes hovering in the air and even a large-class aqua serpent.

“Damn! It even works in the water!”
“Bell Cranell is something, but Antianeira can hold her own...”

Welf, who was guarding the party, and Ouka, who was carrying one of the
wounded, stared fearfully at the spectacle. The Hell Kaios had moved off land to
cut through the water, laying bare the streambed as it blew away every
obstacle in their path.

As water flowed back into the streambed with a rush, Aisha—who had been
fighting the monsters single-handedly—swung her podao onto her shoulder and
looked back toward Welf.

“Okay, let’s get going while the path is still clear. If they surround us, even |
won’t be able to protect you guys completely.”

“Fine words from someone who just wiped out a whole pack of monsters by



herself...” Daphne muttered at the outstanding second-tier adventurer. She was
carrying Luvis over her shoulder.

For now, the party had left defense to Aisha while the others carried the
wounded elven adventurers. As they began to once again move through the
labyrinth, Lilly rustled around for a Dual Potion and handed it to the sweaty
Amazon.

“Miss Aisha, are you all right?”

She paused to reach her hands out to a small cascading waterfall and noisily
gulp down some Dungeon water.

“Want me to be strong and say I’'m just fine? Seriously, though, the reason |
can keep going like this is because | have support from your insane magic
swords,” she answered, wiping her mouth.

Ouka, Mikoto, Daphne, and even the weak Haruhime were carrying the Modi
Familia adventurers. Cassandra had Chigusa on her back, which meant that five
members of the party were unable to fight. No matter how hard Aisha fought
for them, it was an extremely risky breakdown in terms of proceeding through
the lower levels.

To make up for the imbalance, Welf and Lilly were playing exquisite backup
with their dagger-style Crozzo Magic Swords. Their high-speed, high-power
attacks had taken down quite a few monsters that Aisha was unable to reach,
and thanks to their combined efforts, the party had thus far been able to
proceed without great danger.

“I wish we could have used Malboro...” Lilly said.

“Didn’t we just hear that water-dwelling monsters aren’t very sensitive to
smells from land? The enhanced species doesn’t seem to be able to smell,
either. Anyway, if we let out that god-awful smell right now, it just might finish
off these wounded elves!”

Welf was half-joking as he responded to Lilly’s comment about the Malboro
stink bags, which kept monsters away by releasing a hideous smell. However,
his words did little to lighten the feeling of tense urgency consuming the party
as they continued through the blue crystal labyrinth.



Just then, Aisha, who was leading the party, started in surprise.
“Miss Aisha?”

“Is it a monster?”

“No, those footsteps sound like—adventurers.”

Aisha’s words startled Lilly and Welf. As she had predicted, no sooner did they
round a corner with a cave entrance in it than they bumped into a group of
adventurers.

“Dormul, is it you...?”

IH

“Luvis, Luvis!! Ye are alive!

The elf raised his head from Daphne’s shoulder. The dwarf shouting his name
had eyes as narrow as threads, a big nose, and at around 170 celches was quite
tall for his race. His head and body were covered in brown heavy armor, and
both hands gripped battle hammers.

Lilly and the others guessed right away that these must be the Magni Familia
adventurers Luvis had spoken about.

“Mr....Dormul, is it? We are of Hestia Familia, and we are on an expedition,”
the prum announced.

“Oh-ho, the kin of Rabbit Foot! So that enhanced species attacked you,
too...?”

One look at the ivy-tangled Chigusa was enough to tell Dormul what had
happened.

His party consisted of four members, all of them hearty Level-3 dwarves
dressed in tough full-plate armor. But the battered state of that armor spoke to
how worn down the party had become.

Without exception, each member was parasitized by a vine.

“You guys can move? Even with those plants on you...?” Ouka asked in
amazement. The dwarf laughed off his comment.

“Yo-ho-ho! We are dwarves! Far stronger than those weakly elves!” he said in
his thick accent.



It was clear from the black circles under his eyes, however, that his words
were mere bluster. Most likely, he was pushing himself through a forced march
for the sake of his party.

“Yes, you damned dwarves are far better than us burdensome elves...” Luvis
said with a self-mocking laugh. But the dwarf lost his taste for banter when
faced with his limp former rival.

“Eh, Luvis...what good will that kind of talk do...?” he said, exhaustion
spreading over his face as he looked at the haggard elf he would normally relish
quarreling with.

“Dormul...did you find the party our quest was searching for?”

“...Aye, we found them. Their corpses, that is..They were at a safety point
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below this leve
Luvis raised his delicate eyebrows, and Dormul nodded gravely.
“A safety point?” Lilly said, parroting the unexpected words.

“Aye. They were hidden where no one would find them. They had bite marks
all over them, and their corpses were shriveled and dry. Those vines were
wrapped around them, and flowered at that...”

“S-so that means...?”

“Aye. The enhanced species was lying in wait at the safety point, and it killed
the adventurers.”

Shock shot through Lilly and the others.

Monsters couldn’t spawn in safety points. The enhanced species had
launched its surprise attack knowing full well that adventurers at a safety point
would have their guard down. It had waited for its prey to make themselves
vulnerable.

“I thought | was beyond surprise...but that monster knows a damn lot of
things it shouldn’t,” Aisha said. Her irritation and disgust expressed the feelings
of the whole party.

A monster that had learned the habits of adventurers. It was unheard of.



“That rumor about it being even worse than The Bloodstained Troll may not
be far from the truth,” the Amazon added.

“Do you have any more information? Anything you can tell us about the
enhanced species’ habitat or its weak points...?”

“Nay. It attacked us as we were hurrying back to Rivira, I'm sorry to say...We
beat it, we slashed it, but it seemed to feel nothing. Even our trustworthy
thunderbolt magic swords didn’t do much...”

“So, as we suspected, the only thing that clearly works is Mr. Bell’s Firebolt...”
Lilly said.

“Which means its weak point must be fire...Li’l E, would you take out the red
magic sword? I'll use that one,” Welf responded.

He had been carrying a thunderbolt-type dagger, but now he took the longer
blade that Lilly withdrew from the backpack and stuck it into the sword belt
slung crosswise over his back.

“What does yer party plan to do now? Given our condition, we beg that ye let
us join with ye...”

“Not a problem. It is the rule of adventurers to help one another in times of
trouble. Lilly and her companions will make our way to the connecting
passageway on this floor and establish a base there,” the prum said, acceding to
Dormul’s plea before quickly explaining their plan. The dwarf agreed, then
glanced at Daphne, who was still holding Luvis. She jumped as he boldly walked
toward her.

“Give him to me! I'll take that weak piece of baggage!”
“Dormul, you—"

“Don’t get me wrong! I’'m ashamed to say we can’t fight much, and we’ve
used up all our items and magic swords! But...we can still do the work of a
supporter!”

He snatched Luvis forcefully from Daphne and threw him over his broad
shoulders. The other dwarves did the same, taking the wounded elves from
Mikoto, Haruhime, and Ouka. Luvis looked at them in surprise, but Dormul cut



him off by spitting on the ground, as if to say, Don’t you dare thank me for this.

Meanwhile, Lilly and the others were marveling at the toughness of the dwarf
race. No one could be counted on more than a dwarf at a difficult time like this.
That was one reason adventurers often recruited them as heavy fighters.

“Th-thank you very much! | don’t know how to express our gratitude...” said
Cassandra.

“You’ve really saved us, thanks!” added Daphne.

“I-it’s nothing! Brute labor is the work of dwarves! This is no job for d-d-d-d-
dainty little ladies!”

The stammering dwarf turned away, flushed to his ears, as he answered the
two beautiful girls—Cassandra with her droopy eyes that aroused the desire to
protect and Daphne with her wide-open, slanted pair. They were so attractive
they had even invited flirtation from Apollo. The reactions of the other aged
dwarves weren’t much different.

Even Lilly, who was practically allergic to adventurers, giggled at their
behavior.

“I’m glad they’re such pleasant fellows,” she said.
“Okay, guys, if everything’s been sorted out, let’s get going,” Aisha said.

The group obeyed. Although their numbers had swelled with the addition of
the dwarf supporters, they moved more lightly now. Ouka and the others were
able to resume their fighting roles.

“By the way, what happened to Bell Cranell? Uh, ye—lovely renart?”

The nervous Dormul directed his question toward Haruhime, who was even
more beautiful than Daphne or Cassandra.

“...Um, Master Bell is...”

Behind them, Lilly grasped the belt of her backpack tightly in both hands as
she listened to their conversation.

¢

The sound of clapping is still ringing through the cavern, mingled with the



crashing of the waterfall.

Like a child, the mermaid looks into my dazzled face with her sparkling jade
eyes.

Judging from her appearance, she would be a little older than me in human
years—probably around Aiz’s age. Her under-pearl hair ornaments look perfect
on this girl from the water’s edge.

A monster that claps for humans...I know of only one type of monster that
displays such a friendly attitude.

“Are you...?”

| manage to form a few words despite my dazed state. She tilts her head
adorably, opens her eyes wide, and brings her hand to her mouth as if to say, /
really shouldn’t...

No way, this can’t be what I’'m thinking—

Just as an image of Wiene’s face flashes across my mind, something interrupts
my thoughts.

“AAAAAAAY”

ll? III

The sounds of wings beating air and high-pitched cries are coming from high
above. | look up and see a flock of harpies and sirens. The monsters soaring
through the upper realm of the cavern have noticed me, and their eyes glitter
exactly like hawks peering down on their prey. Of course—there’s no way they
could have failed to notice the racket | made fighting the iguacu...!

a\n
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| grind my teeth. The “girl” shudders in surprise and quickly dives into the
water. To tell the truth, it’s agonizing to see her go, but | have to get her out of
my mind for the time being. I’'m facing a fight with these winged monsters even

though I’'m still totally exhausted from the iguacu.
“SHAAAAAAAA!”
“—AAH!”



Both the harpy and the siren have the faces of women and the bodies of
birds. One has dark-red plumage, while the other’s feathers are a glaring shade
of yellow. Both are uglier than old crones, their faces engraved with deep
wrinkles. Now and then, a whiff of their body odor reaches my nose. It smells
like excrement and is totally out of place in this Water Capital. Looking at them,
| realize how far Rei and Fia have deviated from the norms of their race.

While both types of monster are bird-human hybrids, harpies have greater
flying abilities, while sirens are able to emit irregular sound waves as they fly. In
other words, one can attack from close range and the other from a distance. As
| move to intercept a harpy that swoops toward me with her hooked claws
prepared for attack, | keep half my attention on the sirens hovering high above
my head and releasing sound waves.

IIYah !H
“EEE?!”

| dodge the hooked claws and slash the Divine Knife toward the harpy. As a
fountain of blood and feathers spurts from her severed neck, the other harpies
dive toward me. | use Hakugen to deal with them.

| think back to my battle with the harpies in the Beor Mountain Range, where
| got lost with the goddess and Aiz. These individuals are far swifter than those
who live on land, but at least | know how they fight. That gives me a huge
advantage. Even if I’'m exhausted from fighting the iguacu, opponents of this
caliber aren’t going to take me down. | can feel the new level of toughness that
my Level-4 status has brought. | drive my left foot into the last of the harpies,
crushing her jaw.

“—AAAI”

Leaping back, | barely avoid the sound wave a siren releases an instant later.
Water splashes up where the sound wave makes contact with the shallows, and
a crystal cluster nearby blossoms with cracks before crumbling into the water.
She may not be as strong as Rei, but her power still poses a threat.

The four sirens appear hesitant to engage me in close combat, and none
shows signs of descending from high above.



In that case...
“Firebolt!”
II?'II

| extend my right arm, steady it with my left, and exercise my magic without
restraint.

The only thing I've got plenty of right now is mental strength. As | repeatedly
fire at and miss the four sirens flying freely through the air, | take full advantage
of the characteristics of my Swift-Strike Magic.

| shoot rapid-fire and at random.

Time and again, high-powered electrical fire pierces the air. The sirens swerve
desperately to avoid the shots, unable to return my attack with their sound
waves. They're showing more and more signs of exhaustion. Without pause, |
aim for them. One by one, the bolts of fire pierce the sirens, and their corpses
tumble into the center of the plunge pool.

“Whew...”
| lower my right arm.

I’ve taken out all my enemies...but as | feared, “she” still hasn’t reappeared. If
| had the chance, there’s a lot | would have liked to ask her.

| look around the now-quiet landscape...and hear something splash.

| shiver. Has the mermaid returned? Relaxing my defensive pose, | turn
around.

“—00-LA-LA

The creatures perched on a clump of crystals near the shore are definitely
mermaids but...not that mermaid!

These are the real thing!

There are two of them on the reef. Their hair is the drab green of a withered
plant, and their bodies are half-fish, half-human. Mermaids are among the rare
monsters of this floor. While they are more attractive than harpies, there is
something distinctly creepy about the pure-white eyes and bluish-white skin



that seems to have no blood running beneath it.

They take advantage of my momentary lapse in wariness to smile at me and
then open their mouths.

“LAAA—.."

A strange, ruinous song designed to seduce unfortunate travelers floats
toward me.

This is not good!!

Outwitted, | realize too late they’ve beaten me to the punch. Still, | press my
hands to my ears.

Mermaids have almost no ability to engage in direct battle; their single
atrocious weapon is the charm they inflict through their songs. These charms
are uniquely nasty, even when compared to the limited number of other
“irregular ailments” out there. The illness they inflict has its roots in the mind,
and it cannot be healed with items or blocked with abilities. In other words, it’s
a psychological attack.

Adventurers seduced by these songs at times are lured into the water, and at
other times they become deranged and fight with their own companions. The
only preventative measures are to block one’s ears or resist the mermaids’
ruinous songs with unyielding mental strength.

I’'ve made the mistake of listening to quite a lot of the mermaids’ song. |
clench my teeth and wait, but— “...Huh?”

—nothing strange happens.

I’'m not drawn to them. | don’t stumble toward the water. My heart doesn’t
flutter. They’re still singing their song of ruin as | remove my hands from my
ears and look down at them. | rack my brain for an explanation. The mermaids
on the reef are also clearly shaken by the fact that their charm is not working on
me.

“Uh...Firebolt?”
“EAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAL”

At a loss for what else to do, | thrust out my right hand and release a bolt of



electric fire. The mermaids take a direct hit, let out a scream, and flee into the
water.

“What in the world just happened...?”

As far as | know, | don’t have any pricey accessories or items on me that
would render their charms ineffective...

But then again, | did argue with Ishtar, the goddess of beauty, whose
seductiveness is said to far outstrip the charm of a monster...so maybe | built up
my resistance without knowing it?

Sweating, | rub my fingers over my back, which seems to have been growing
gradually hotter over the past few minutes.

“...You're okay?”
| jump at the sound of a beautiful, bell-clear voice.

When | turn my head, | see that she has popped up beside a crystal bank that
looks like a rock. She sounds as if she’s worried about me. Her voice is timid,
and she’s hiding her upper body, while her lower body is still underwater.

| freeze for a minute, then slowly walk toward her so as not to startle her.
Maybe she’s not very cautious, or maybe she’s extremely curious. The
expression on her face is either uneasiness because I've neither tried to attack
nor harmed her—a talking monster—or deep interest in me.

She definitely was speaking in our language a second ago.
Yup, I'm sure now—

| get down on one knee in front of where she is hiding in the shadow of the
crystals.

'H

“Are you...a Xenos?

At the word Xenos, her jade eyes widen. The next instant, she hurls herself
from behind the crystal and flings both arms around my neck.

IIACk!H

| reflexively try to lean back as her round, bare breasts leap into full view, but
her arms prevent me from moving. Like an idiot, | turn red. The mermaid brings



her nose to the base of my neck and sniffs.
“You smell like Rei...”

Hearing Rei’s name brings me back to my senses. So she knows Rei, a Xenos
and a siren.

“Um, do you know any of the other Xenos? Like Lido or Gros...?”
“Yes! Lido is cute...and Gros is shy. Right?”
| peel her thin shoulders away from my neck. She tilts her head and smiles.

Cute...shy...those words don’t match up with the lizardman and the gargoyle |
know...but this girl’s behavior is unmistakable. She’s a Xenos. You could call it
pure luck that | met up with her here.

| somehow get her to remove her arms from around my neck, and she peers
at me from close range. | can’t decide what to ask her first. Finally, | open my
mouth.

“Uh, my name is Bell. What’s yours?”

That’s what I'd do with a human. She shakes her emerald-blue hair and tilts
her head again with a confused expression.

“.7

| point to myself and repeat my name.

“Bell, Bell, Bell.”

After I've done this a few times, she smiles beautifully and claps.
“Bell!”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“I'm Mari!”

She’s both learned my name and shared her own.

So I’'ve met a mermaid named Mari.

It's hard to tell for sure yet, but compared to Wiene and Rei, her
communication ability seems slightly weak. Her words strike me as immature or
clumsy...



As I’'m thinking about what to ask her next, she slowly, quietly puts her
pointer finger in her mouth.

Then she bites it, and as blood oozes from the top, she sticks it under my
nose.

“Bell.”

“Y-yes?”
“Eat it!”
What...?

| stand there gaping, my mind frozen. She sticks her finger into my mouth.
Wait a second!!

“Lick it!”

What?!

“Suck it!”
Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!

My face is instantly on fire. Her finger draws a circle, invading the inside of my
mouth. Oh crap—?! Stop wriggling it around in my mouth!! Now it’s tangled up
with my tongue...!!

| turn bright red and erupt with sweat. | can’t breathe correctly. | grab her
right hand and try to pull it out, but she won’t let me. Instead she turns her
finger into a hook and digs it into my gums. Ouch ouch ouch!

“Hurry up—11”

She’s got her whole upper body glued to me now. My body is as stiff as a
stone. She may be a monster, but she’s also a beautiful girl, and she’s pressing
herself onto me. Tears are welling up in my eyes, but | obey her order.

| lick her finger and suck in, drinking down the saliva that’s pooled in my
mouth.

She doesn’t act like my tongue licking her finger tickles. She just smiles
happily. When | figure I've done enough and try to pull away, she cries out,
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“More



My face is impossibly hot. Smoke is pouring from my ears. Almost literally.
The truth is, this might be the most embarrassed I've ever felt. If not the most,
it’s at least among the top three. It ranks right up there with seeing Aiz and the
other Loki Familia women bathing and having Haruhime fall on top of me in the
red-light district.

For some reason, the memory of my grandfather’s refreshing laugh as he
stuck up his pointer finger passes through my mind.

If someone saw us now, they’d think we were doing something crazier than if
we were lovers...!

More people appear in my mind’s eye. There are Lilly and the goddess, arms
crossed forbiddingly. There is Aiz, staring fixedly at me. And there is Eina,
smiling with her mouth but not her eyes.

As my body starts to shake violently and inexplicably...I finally notice
something.

“Fwha, fwhat?” | say, finger still in my mouth. | look down at my arms and
body. The sluggish feeling is gone, and the energy | lost in my fight with the
iguacu seems to be back...

No way...I'm fully recovered?

My astonishment must be obvious. There’s no doubt about it. I'm completely
back to normal.

Mari narrows her eyes and finally pulls her finger from my mouth. That’s
when | realize what happened. Her blood healed my body.

“Oh right, mermaid lifeblood...”

It’s a drop item produced by the rare species. Classified as a recovery-type
item, mermaid blood is rumored to restore energy, heal wounds, and even
reverse the effects of poison. There’s no need to process it in any way. It’s as
exceedingly rare as unicorn horns...

| see now. She was worried about my injuries and wanted to heal me.
“Um...thank you very much.”

| bow my head in appreciation, and the Xenos mermaid smiles brightly back at



me. Then she stares down at her sticky, saliva-covered finger. The moment | see
her do that, | grab her wrist by force.

Using the bottom of the Undine cloth I'm wearing, | vigorously wipe her
finger. Mari gives me a blank look, and | turn red. I’'m trying to eradicate all
trace of my saliva. To finish off my work, | plunge her entire hand into the
water.

Even though I've regained my strength, I’'m panting loudly, and my shoulders
are heaving like I’'m going to run out of energy again.

“Let’s go...there?”

“Huh...?”

“I...don’t like here.”

Mari taps my shoulder, and | look up at her. She seems worried.

| follow her gaze. Far above us, | can make out some shapes that are likely
harpies and sirens, perhaps newly spawned from the Dungeon. Then |
remember...monsters hunt the Xenos, too.

Mari is right. Visibility is good in this large cavern, and monsters can easily
target us. Adventurers who emerge onto the cliff when they arrive on this floor
could even spot us. | agree with the mermaid’s decision to move.

“Uh, over there? In the labyrinth...?”
IIYeS!”

She points to a cave on the northeast side of the cavern. At first I'm skeptical
that a half-fish, half-human will be able to walk overland to get there, but |
manage to decipher her gestures and figure out that there’s a hole at the
bottom of the plunge pool that’s connected to the waterways inside the
labyrinth. Monsters that are swept over the Great Falls use this hole to get back
inside.

Mari dives under, and | step out of the shallow water. Gazing up at the ajura
tree, | head back inside the crystal labyrinth for a second time.

“But...how are we going to meet up? | have no idea where the plunge pool
connects to the streams...”



As this basic problem with our plan dawns on me, | stand bewildered at a fork
in the path, which is already becoming complicated.

Damn. We really should have figured this out ahead of time...
I’m standing there worrying when | hear a song.
”LAA...”

The voice singing it is smooth and clear. This wordless string of la-la-las
doesn’t seem to be a monster’s chant intended to lead humans astray. Instead,
the gentle, sweet melody reminds me of an approaching wave or the ocean on
a moonlit night.

“A song that echoes through the labyrinth...”
| let the song guide me forward, my soul trembling at its beauty.

After I’'ve proceeded forward for a while without encountering any monsters,
| arrive at a small room. A mermaid is sitting on the boundary of water and land,
singing. The sight of her illuminated by the moonlight-like glow of the crystals,
eyes closed as she smiles and croons to herself, is so beautiful and mysterious
that it captivates me.

“Bell. »”

The mermaid notices me and waves. | return to my senses and hurry over to
her.

The water in this room is not a stream but instead a spring. Mari is sitting on a
rocklike crystal at its edge. As | approach this girl surrounded by crystal the
bluish shade of ice...I turn red all over again.

o n”
wn?

“Oh, nothing, it’s just...”

| mumble incoherently as | stare at her defenseless upper body. Especially at
her chest.

Even putting aside what happened out in the plunge pool, which wasn’t what
it seemed anyway, | can’t help looking no matter how hard | try. The locks of
hair that hang down on both sides just barely hide her breasts, but still...



After I've glanced at her chest a bunch of times and turned bright red, she
claps as if she’s understood.

“Wait!”

Smiling, she dives into the spring, and | wait for around a minute. When she
bursts through the water’s surface again, her long emerald-blue hair is pulled
behind her head, and | hurriedly throw my arm over my face to avoid seeing too
much. Then | notice she’s covered her chest with something.

“Sh-shell underwear...?”
“Just like Bell and his friends!”

While underwater, she’s donned a...um...b-bikini made of shells and string.
The blue shells are plastered to the indigo-blue mounds on her chest.

By “just like Bell and his friends,” she must mean the fact that she’s wearing
clothes. It’s true that Amazons wear something similar...Aside from the pearl
and shell decorations in her hair, she seems interested in the clothing of
adventurers. Maybe she’s copied us.

| smile wryly as she stretches out her arms and poses as if to ask my opinion.
She’s acting like a little girl, but | can’t help finding it endearing.

Still...her face is so gorgeous it’s like an eye magnet, and she likes to play
dress-up. Could she really have hidden her true identity from other adventurers
up till now...?

Maybe because she’s noticed my gaze (or maybe not), she smiles and starts to
fuss with her hair. She pulls the damp locks in front of her face as if to say, /
always do it like this. The green hair sticks to her face, hiding most of it,
including her eyes. Even though she’s smiling, | have to agree...if she did this, no
one would guess a thing. Actually, she looks fairly scary.

Maybe this is what the goddess meant when she talked about “horror.”

She definitely doesn’t match up with the Xenos I’'ve met in the past...For one,
she clapped at me and talked to me in a worried voice. She’s innocent, and her
words and actions are immature. She’s full of curiosity, too. But judging from
the fact that she knows Lido and the other Xenos, she probably isn’t newly



spawned from the Dungeon.

Since meeting her, I've felt that she’s somehow different from Rei or Wiene.
Now I’'m sure she is.

How can | put it? She’s less like a Xenos and more like...a spirit, which I've
heard have less developed senses of self.

“Uh, so, Miss Mari...”
“Miss Mari? | am Mari.”
“No, miss is a word we attach to names. It’s like a part of human culture...”

“I'am Mari.”
“..Mari.”

| can’t help giving in to her naive behavior as she brings her face close to
mine. My face has been bright red this whole time as | watch her frolicking
around happily.

“...50, uh, Mari? Are Lido or any of the other Xenos on this floor?” | ask,
having decided to try to make contact with Wiene.

“Lido and the other ones went up,” she says, looking toward the crystal
ceiling.

Up? Does she mean up to the middle levels? Or...up to the surface?

Despite my uncertainty, | don’t pursue the question further. All | know is that |
won’t be able to call on Lido and the others for help.

“They always do it.”

”HUh?”

“I can’t fly like Rei or walk like Lido.”
“So they always leave me here.”

Mari pouts as she haltingly strings together her clumsy words. It's the
particular complaint of a mermaid, who is unable to move around on land.
Guessing from her words, she might not have met Wiene yet.



As | stand here thinking, Mari slaps her tail on the ground loudly, presses both
hands on the crystal rock, and pulls herself up onto it.

“Bell, let’s talk!”

She’s pestering me as if she’s excited that someone who’s not one of her
brethren has accepted her. Her cheeks are flushed and she’s smiling, overjoyed
at her first visitor. She’s really just like a spirit.

If the situation was different, I’d be happy to chat with her endlessly, but...
“Mari, listen to me. | want to go back to my friends.”

ll.“?ll

“Will you take me to some places where people might be?”

| look into her eyes as | ask this favor. I'll never manage to find my party by
wandering randomly around the Dungeon. Plus, without a map, it will be hard
to find my way back to the room where | was pulled underwater. | desperately
want Mari—who | assume knows her way around this floor—to help me.

She lowers her eyebrows sadly and shakes her head.
“You can’t go.”

“Huh...?”

“There is a scary thing in here now.”

| stand there frozen and unbelieving.

“Mari, do you know about the enhanced species? Uh, the one that’s green,
and big, and has yellow eyes...?”

o n

...Yes.

She nods as | list all its characteristics to make sure we’re talking about the
same monster. Mari knows about the moss huge!

“The very scary thing...the one that ate a lot of Bell’s friends...”

“...I'l want to do something about that monster! Do you know where it is?”
“No. You can’t. Bell, don’t go.”

“Mari...l”



She just keeps shaking her head as | plead with her. And that’s not all. When |
ignore her warning, she tries to hold me back so | can’t leave. She’s gripping my
Undine cloth sleeve tightly in her delicate fingers.

“It will eat Bell and me...It"s scary. Everyone is afraid of it...!”

| bite my lip as she lets out a heartrending cry and throws her arms around
me.

S 2

Drops of water pattered onto the ground from his soaking wet body.

At the same time, he crashed his feet violently down, sending fissures through
the crystal ground. He was moving through part of the labyrinth with evident
irritation.

He stroked the surface of his body with his fat fingers. Much of his moss had
been burned off, and the pain was tormenting him. The pain came from the fire
that the human boy with white hair had thrown at him. He, the hunter, had
been outwitted by a rabbit and seriously wounded. His body, just now emerged
from the stream, trembled with anger.

But that was in the past.

The white-haired boy had fallen over the waterfall. He knew about that.
When humans fell over the waterfall, they did not survive. The boy was
probably smashed to pieces, his brain spattered across the water. When he
thought about that, he felt a little relieved. He wouldn’t have to suffer through
that strange, dangerous fire again.

But he needed to be cautious. He realized that. After he walked down the
path for a little while, he broke another crystal column and slid into one of the
nests he had built inside the labyrinth.

Stinking lumps that had once been humans were scattered on the ground.
They were his emergency rations. He pushed them around violently and pulled
off the things attached to their bodies. He had been interested for a while now
in the gear they wore. He’d seen it protect other humans from the fiery breath
of monsters. With his clumsy fat fingers, he attached the cloth to his own body,
covering it with the moss that was rapidly growing back, forcefully burying it



under his skin. Then, to fill his stomach before he set to work, he ate every last
corpse he had set aside as emergency rations. It was almost time to attack the
gang of humans.

The seeds told him that the humans had clustered together and were moving
in a group. If they had been by themselves, it would have been easy to kick
them about, but such a large group was risky. Regardless of the seeds he had
planted, he was still outnumbered. The brown female whose presence was as
strong as the white-haired boy’s was still in good condition. Last time, they had
noticed his trap just before he snapped it shut. He would have to use a more
foolproof method this time so they couldn’t escape.

—VYes, that’s it! I’ll use that one | haven’t used recently.

He had been standing still and silent as he thought, but now he began to
move.

He did not take any weapons from his mother, the Dungeon. He emerged
from the nest and began walking through the crystal cave, his ominous shadow
swaying on the walls.

And then, he mercilessly pursued the group of adventurers.

&
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Aisha was the first to notice the change.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” asked Welf, who had been peering around warily, as he
looked up toward the Amazon at the front of the party.

“...It’s strange how noisy the Dungeon is.”

Aisha tucked her hair behind her ears and listened more closely. The party
was in the northwestern section of the floor, in one of the higher portions of
the indigo crystal labyrinth in the cliff’s interior. The Level-4 adventurer was
sensitively gathering information from the vibrations that reached the wide
main route via the many tunnels that crossed it.

“You don’t think it’s a stream trap, do you?”

“No, it’s not that. This is...”



If you sense a change, escape. Even if you don’t know exactly what it is, get
away from it. That was an ironclad rule among adventurers.

Aisha drew her eyebrows together as her intuition throbbed. She was about
to issue instructions to the group when Mikoto shouted out.

“—I1 Monsters are coming!”

Just as her detection skill had swiftly warned her, a large number of monsters
appeared in the passage in front of them.

“A pack of monsters...! At a time like this!” Ouka shouted.

“I have no choice; I’'m gonna use the magic sword!” Welf, who was standing
next to him, answered. He leaped forward, gripping the hilt of the crimson
sword. Moving up next to Aisha, he prepared to draw it from the belt on his
back.

o ”

lgnoring their actions, Mikoto once again reacted to something. Her beautiful
face froze.

“Mikoto?” Lilly asked suspiciously.
“...They’re coming from behind, too—"

Hearing this response, Lilly stiffened. She glanced behind her. A pack of
monsters as numerous as the one in front was pressing toward them, their
roars and countless footsteps thundering down the passage.

“What the...?!”
“W-wait a second! They’re coming from the right and left, too!!”
“And from a diagonal!”

Daphne’s and Haruhime’s screams echoed the sound of their enemy’s
advance, which was like a nightmare roaring with laughter. Welf, who had been
on the verge of drawing his magic sword, was in shock. Both he and the gaping
Ouka stood frozen, looking back. The elves and dwarves tormented by parasitic
vines went pale, too.

“Shit! What the fuck is happening?!” Aisha cursed as masses of monsters



invaded the main route from every direction. Then, as she scanned their
surroundings, podao at the ready, she saw it.

llCrap_II
It was far down the passageway.

Way beyond the pack of approaching monsters, the hideous dark-green giant
was slowly emerging from a tunnel.

Its hands were stained red. Not with the blood of adventurers but with the
blood of monsters.

The awful truth dawned on Aisha. The screams of the monsters rushing
toward them were not threats. They were screams of terror. Some of them
even had parasitic vines growing from them. They were racing into the main
route as if they were being herded from the other passages.

“...You're fucking kidding me.”

Aisha’s eyes met the yellow eyes of the moss huge. As the monster’s
emotionless gaze pierced the Amazon, she shouted a jeer.

“What kind of monster does a pass parade?!”

&)

The Dungeon is thundering.
That sound is either many monsters roaring at once or monsters marching.

The vibrations barely—but unmistakably—reach the room Mari and | are in.
We look up at the ceiling in surprise.

Fragments of crystal fall like a dusting of light onto the spring, sending out
small ripples.

“...Mari, listen to me.”

| put my hands on the fragile shoulders of the mermaid, who is hugging my
chest, and gently peel her away. She looks up at me with an anxious expression.

“I' will kill them. Definitely.”

Her eyes widen.



As if | am reasoning with a child or imploring a spirit, | beg the monster girl.

“I promise | won’t let them scare you, Mari. I'll kill all the scary things. So...
please take me there.”

My little speech sets my teeth on edge. The ordinary me would probably be
blushing and unable to say words like that. Now, though, I'm able to speak
them easily.

| speak them in order to save my companions and soothe these trembling
little shoulders.

| gaze into the wavering jade eyes.

“...Will you...protect me?”

The mermaid speaks slowly, her head tilted.

“Yes, | will protect you.”

“Will you...help me?”

“—Yes! I'll help you!”

| make a promise to Wiene’s kin, just like | did with Wiene herself.
She looks at me as | nod enthusiastically, then suddenly she smiles.
“Okay! I'll show you! I'll take you there!”

She looks up at the ceiling, still smiling brightly. Then she shuts her eyes, puts
her hands to her chest, and begins to sing.

“LAAA..
II?!”
| slap my hands onto my ears despite myself.

She is singing the type of discordant notes that can harm human ears. And
she is belting them out so loudly I’'m sure they’ll echo through every corner of
the Dungeon.

The song is different from the strange sound waves of a siren, or from the
ruinous melody of a mermaid, or from the beautiful melody she sang earlier to
guide me to her.



As | look at her in surprise, monsters’ howls begin to echo toward us from
deep in the labyrinth, one after the next.

“She’s...”

“—I| found them!”

She stops singing and opens her eyes.
“They say your friends are over there.”

As she smiles at me, | guess what’s just happened, and astonishment washes
over me.

—She’s just charmed the monsters?!
| can’t believe it. But it’s the only explanation.

Her song was not meant to seduce adventurers. It was a ballad to seduce
monsters.

“The ones who are more obedient told me.”
In other words, she’s charmed monsters with lower ability than herself.

She dives into the spring and swims underwater in a gentle arc, popping up
again in the center. Her hair and skin glistening, she looks at me and smiles.
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Behind her is a stream that connects the spring to the waterways outside the
room. A path follows along beside it.

There’s no need for words. | nod at her and start running. She flips over, and
together we fly out of the room.

“Let’s go!”

To find my friends, | race across the crystal labyrinth as the mermaid cuts
through the water beside me.
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4 CHAPTER 6

THE HERO'’S SACRED FLAME

Roars gushed through the passages, accompanied by an unending thunder of
footsteps.

Plagued by the parasitic vines, the monsters howled in rage and charged
forward toward their prey.

The adventurers stood paralyzed before this terrifying scene.
“A monster’s pass parade...?!”
“Stop joking around! It’s not funny.”

As Lilly and Welf watched this artificially created—no, monster-created—
event unfold, their panic mounted.

A pass parade induced by a monster. It was unheard of. This time the
enhanced species wasn’t using itself as a decoy—it was using its superhuman
strength and seed bullets to route other monsters from their lairs and drive
them into the main route. They appeared from one passageway after the next
like clockwork, cutting off the adventurers’ retreat.

“000...”

Aisha gritted her teeth and glared straight ahead. The enhanced species had
disappeared from her field of view when it crossed the main route into another
tunnel. The hideous, intelligent giant was hopping about deep in the labyrinth
precisely as if to prepare a new assassination attempt.

“Run, you guys! Escape!”

The second-tier adventurer’s decision was instantaneous. She turned toward
the party behind her and, with an urgent expression on her face, ordered them



to flee.

“That enhanced species is planning to use the other monsters to destroy this

III

area! There’s no way we can fight them with magic swords

Welf and the others were astonished by Aisha’s ability to accurately read the
monster’s intentions. No matter how fierce the firepower of the Crozzo Magic
Swords, they worked in only one direction at a time. Attempting to take down
the monsters pressing in from every side would simply take too much time. The
moment they succumbed to the enemies’ superior numbers and were
overtaken by the horde of monsters, it was over. As friend and foe mingled pell-
mell, the battle would descend into chaos, and most likely all that would remain
in the end would be the mercilessly trampled corpses of the adventurers.

But more than anything, the life span of the magic swords would do them in.

If the parade of monsters set upon them again after their blades had
crumbled—

“Shit!” Welf spat out, even as he obeyed Aisha’s command. Returning his
magic sword to its sheath, he took off running at full speed alongside Ouka.
With them leading, the party dove into a passageway that branched off from
the main route.

“O00000000000000O0OO0OOO0O0OOOOOOOO0OO!

The howling monsters pursued them. Haruhime didn’t even have time to use
the trick she had been holding back, her Level Boost. In the middle rank, the
dwarves ran desperately, dripping sweat as they struggled to stay ahead of the
nightmare barreling down on them. The elves on their backs, too, were hot with
a fear unconnected to the parasitic vines wrapped around them.

“Huff, puff...Curses, I'm falling over my own feet!”
“Damn slow-footed dwarf...Run faster!”
“What?! Some nerve ye have when I’'m carrying ye on my back!!”

As Dormul cursed the vines that were robbing his strength, Luvis whispered
insults into his ear. Fueled by a spurt of rage, the dwarf increased his speed
once again. Lilly watched from behind, her backpack swaying as she ran.



“I can’t tell if they’re friends or enemies...”

Luvis’s words certainly weren’t the equivalent of a carrot dangled in front of a
horse’s nose. The same dynamic was playing out between the other dwarf-and-
elf pairs.

As the injured adventurers desperately whipped themselves on in an attempt
to keep the party’s speed up, Welf and Ouka launched into intercepting
enemies.

III

“Get out of the way, Big Guy
“Oof!”
“GWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAALY”

Welf brandished his magic sword as he ran toward the scattering of blue
crabs blocking their way forward. His magic dagger—which he was carrying in
addition to the crimson sword—released a streak of lightning. The monster’s
flesh fried.

Ouka used his huge battle-ax to bat any enemies that got past Welf into the
stream next to them. Their priority was to clear the path in front of them, not to
pointlessly crush their opponents.

Aisha had fallen back to the rear guard to take on the horrendous pass
parade. That inevitably left Welf and Ouka to defend the vanguard.

“...Crap!”

Welf’s magic dagger crumbled noisily in his hand. Kicking aside the fragments
of blade with a combination of distress and regret, he drew his greatsword from
his back. In order to preserve his remaining magic sword for later, he would
have to engage in hand-to-hand combat without the benefit of any tricks.

“Here | go, smith!”
“I'm right here by your side!!”

With the ax-wielding Ouka next to him, the young High Smith charged
forward toward his enemies.

B3



“Bell, this way!”
Mari’s voice leads me forward.

We're inside the labyrinth on the twenty-fifth floor. I’'m pumping my arms as |
run while Mari swims forward, beating her tail against the water. The dryland
path parallels the water, so we’re able to move ahead side by side. Again and
again, | follow her pointing finger and turn into small passages that branch off
one another.

“Bell’s friends are far over there! Many of my kind are there, too!”

Again and again, she urges me to hurry toward the adventurers, whose
location she has determined by using her song. She seems to think the
enhanced species is there, too. Sweat dripping down my cheeks, | kick off the
crystal path to increase my speed.

“—GUAAAAAA!”
“An aqua serpent! Again?!”

The immense monster breaks the water’s surface with a tremendous splash,
undulating its long light-green body so it is stretched across the stream. It’s
aiming not for me but for Mari, who'’s right below me.

“Mari!”

| thrust out my right hand.

“.V

Her body has disappeared into the water.
“GUA!”

The aqua serpent roars in surprise as its fangs meet air, and | pause in
astonishment, too, still poised to shoot a Firebolt. In that instant, | catch just a
glimpse of her. With a swift, graceful movement, almost as if she’s dancing, the
mermaid slips past the long serpent’s body stretched across the stream.

—She’s unbelievably fast!!

Even among water-dwelling monsters, mermaids are often called “the birds of
the water.” They are able to move with complete freedom within the water,



and their speed and ability to turn in circles are unparalleled. Once they are in
the water, they are impossible to kill. It’s one reason adventurers search so
insanely for these rare monsters.

| thought she was a little absentminded, but she’s managed to avoid
becoming prey for another monster.

Since she’s a Xenos, she’s probably even faster than ordinary mermaids.
“Bell! Over here, over here!”

“Ah, okay!”

Her face pops up behind the monsters as if she’s teleported herself there.

To my surprise, she swims faster than | can run. We leave the angrily roaring
aqua serpent behind and continue forward. As the mermaid points the way, |
can’t help but feel like the sort of spirit that might appear in a fairy tale is
guiding me.

Of course, that doesn’t mean we can avoid combat altogether...!

I’'m flying solo here, so | persistently fight each monster | encounter along the
water’s edge. There’s a crystal turtle with multiple crystals projecting from its
body, and a hideous devil mosquito that latches on to adventurers and sucks
their blood, and even a light quartz that shoots out rays of light. | try to defeat
them as quickly as possible, but | don’t have time to take on every single one.
Making my way through the sprawling twenty-fifth floor to reunite with my
party on its own requires quite a lot of time. It’s also extremely inefficient for
Mari to continuously sing her charm songs. As the flustered mermaid navigates
through the labyrinth, we’re forced to change our route numerous times.

After we change directions for the umpteenth time, something unexpected
happens.

“Uhh...”
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“The stream

The waterway that has been flowing alongside the dryland path suddenly
breaks off. While the dryland path continues forward, the stream dead-ends
into a kind of cove. Perhaps we ended up here because we’ve made so many



turns, but there’s no way Mari can follow the path on land. | won’t be able to
rely on her navigation.

“Bell, I'm sorry...From here on, I...”

Her shoulders sag dejectedly. Standing beside her, | try to think of another
option. The solution that blares across my adventurer’s brain a second later is
totally simple and totally primitive. | feel a strong resistance to using it and
frown, but this is no time to worry about appearances. | decide to go with it.

“Mari, I’'m sorry!”
“Huh?—Eee!”

| splash into the cove and lift the mermaid into my arms. Then, like a prince
carrying his princess, | climb back onto the land and dash forward.

“S-see, we can go together like this! I’'m sorry!”
As | utter this half-excuse, half-apology, | accelerate even faster.

If there’s no place for her to swim, | might as well carry her. It's completely
obvious. But it also feels totally foolish...to run along carrying this girl with a
fishtail for her lower body.

Her tail waves softly back and forth. She’s as meek as a lamb, but her
shoulders are tense, and | catch her staring into my face, which is right next to
hers. Her cheeks flush faintly when our eyes meet, and she rests her head
against my chest.

This may well be the first time in history a human has run overland carrying a
mermaid.

| wonder if this counts as outstanding excelia...For a moment, | let my mind
wander away from the present situation and laugh drily.

In contrast, Mari’s eyes are sparkling.

IIWOW !H

For the first time, the dryland scenery expands before her unsteady eyes.
Crystal caves she has never seen before pass one after the next as the
landscape changes dizzyingly. It must be like a dryland adventure for her. Her



eyes are full of excitement and more joy than I’ve seen in them yet.
“Bell! This is amazing! | love it!”
“Okay, but heyyyyyyyyyyyy!! Please don’t hug me like that!”

She’s so excited to experience this unknown world that she’s gripping my
neck. | can feel her firm breasts pressing onto me underneath her shell bikini
top. | take a huge rabbit-like leap and jump over the swarm of blue crabs
blocking our way forward.

If another adventurer saw me like this, my reputation would be done for...!

Bell Cranell tried to take a mermaid home with him. If word of that got
around, I’d be branded as someone who has a monster fetish for real.

Dripping sweat and prodded on by all sorts of fears, | rush with renewed
energy toward my destination.

“...Damn, I'm getting used to carrying women like this...”
ll."?ll
Mari tilts her head quizzically as | mutter this sudden thought.

First it was the goddess, then recently Haruhime. | even carried Lilly in all the
confusion...l think back on these incidents and let slip a pathetic chuckle. | feel
like I've ended up so far from where | started...

| have a funny feeling that if Lilly and the others saw me like this, they would
be extremely critical of me right now. But | take my mind off that and charge
forward as Mari shouts gleefully.

&
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The blue crab’s giant claw came swinging down.

Welf barely managed to parry the attack with his greatsword. Stumbling, he
returned the blow with the massive blade. He jumped back as sparks flew from
the crab’s hard shell. Finally, on the third blow, the blade found a seam in the
shell and slashed through the fleshy body underneath.

“Damn...!”



He wiped the sweat that had pooled beneath his neck.

This was not easy. Aisha had said that even a Level-2 adventurer could fight
the monsters on this floor. She was right. If Welf put his all into it, he could
unquestionably prevail.

But the fights were bitter. Killing a single monster took a lot of time and
effort. In the Dungeon, where monster attacks came one on top of the next,
that could be fatal. He would be cornered by the Dungeon’s prime weapon—its
resources—and crushed.

The experience was teaching him, painfully, the meaning of the floor
standards that the Guild set.

He could not keep up with the demands of the vanguard. The number of
monsters in front of the party began to increase. Welf grimaced as the group
continued its attempt at escape.

“Yaaaaah!”
“GYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAL
“.

But support was what a party was all about.

A single blow from a fiercely swung blade bisected the blue crab charging
Welf.

“What’s wrong, smith? All tired out?”
“...Man. You look pleased with yourself as usual!”

Ouka was gripping in one hand the battle-ax that had slaughtered the crab.
Welf smiled spitefully at him.

“I guess | can forgive you in light of how well you used that weapon,” the
smith said.

“Yeah...This one is really saving my ass.”

Welf chugged down one of the potions he was carrying and leaped forward
toward the monsters. Ouka was at his side.

“Arrrl”



Using a martial-arts move incongruent with his hulking body—a technique
he’d learned in the Far East—Ouka ripped off one flank of the blue crab directly
in front of him. He followed up with a swipe of his silver ax, easily smashing the
enemy’s hard shell and pulverizing its soft flesh.

The Kougou battle-ax.

Welf had forged it for Ouka using varmath, a high-quality Dungeon ore that
Hephaistos had given him as part present, part assignment. It was found only in
the lower levels. Welf had used the leftovers for Ouka’s shield. The heavyweight
gear was exceptionally powerful, sharp, and protective.

Even though he’d gotten the materials for free, Welf made it a rule to sell
whatever he could as a smith, and therefore he charged 700,000 valis for the
set. That included a steep discount.

Ouka channeled his indebtedness to Welf back into fighting strength and
roared with rage.

“UAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!”
Blue veins popping in his powerful arms, he wielded Kougou with both hands.

His abilities were undeveloped compared to those of a second-tier
adventurer, but his gear—guaranteed by Welf as equivalent to second-tier level
—made up for what he lacked, allowing him to crush the monsters. Swinging
the ax sideways, he sliced the crab in half horizontally so forcefully that its
magic stone shattered along with the rest of it, and everything turned to ash.

The wall of monsters blocking the party’s path had thinned, and a way
forward was now open.

“Amazing vanguard work! Thanks, you guys...!”
“Lady Lilly, now is our chance!”

As Daphne gave the valiant Ouka a sweat-drenched smile, Mikoto urged the
party forward.

Daphne, who was concentrating on unexpected attacks from the sides, swung
her baton-like dagger. While she defended Lilly and Dormul and the others in
the center, Mikoto supported the vanguard.



Mikoto was single-handedly filling the gap left by Chigusa. Using her skill, she
would instantly identify approaching enemies, then throw her knives at them
before they reached the party.

The throwing knives, called sakuya, were stained crimson at the tips, as befit
the meaning of their name—“red nights.” Welf had made the ninja weapons
according to Mikoto’s specifications. They were forged from blood onyx, an ore
found in the middle levels. Although they entailed some sacrifice in throwing
distance, the weapons handled far better than a bow and arrow. Mikoto
gripped four of the throwing knives between her fingers and aimed for the eyes
of approaching monsters. When the enemies faltered, Ouka and Welf rushed in
to kill them using their ax and sword. Sometimes Mikoto even ran forward
herself and bravely filled the gaps between the two boys.

My head is about to explode...!

Aside from Aisha, who was drawing forward the pack of monsters at the rear
and then slaughtering them, Mikoto currently bore the heaviest burden of
anyone in the party. She was not only providing support from the center and
filling in at the vanguard, but she was also scouting out enemies. Her role of
course demanded physical stamina, but her continuous use of Yatano Black
Crow was also sucking away her mental energy minute by minute. Although it
could be revived with items or magic, the psychological burden was heavy. Her
all-around talent with various weapons and positions was precisely what made
it so weighty.

Since Sir Bell isn’t here right now, | have to keep pushing myself...!

As sweat poured down her body, she mentally whipped herself to fight harder
with both her throwing knives and katana. Just then, Ouka and Welf started
making a commotion.

What’s that?!
A figure about as large as Ouka was charging toward them straight on.

Mikoto’s net of perception hadn’t registered it—in other words, it must be a
type of monster she hadn’t encountered yet.

“A crystallus urchin! All of you, clear out of here!” Aisha shouted from the



rear. She knew more about this floor than the others.

The monster’s ball-shaped body was covered in long, sharp needles. The blue
marine species was charging toward the party by rolling at high speed.
Watching it crush the crystal ground as it advanced furiously, sending up
fragments, it was easy to imagine that anyone who got in its way would be
similarly split into a thousand pieces.

As Mikoto watched, her violet eyes zeroed in on a hideous jaw in the center
of the rounded surface. She could see a large glob of mucus hanging from the
circular mouth full of countless teeth.

“Hey, Big Guy! What are you doing? Get out of the way!” Welf shouted,
turning pale.

“Chigusa and the other wounded can’t run! If this thing makes it to the back,
someone will be caught in those needles!” Ouka replied, raising his shield.

He was right. The dwarves, weakened by the parasitic vines, could not run
fast enough to escape. The same was true for the elves they carried. But given
Ouka’s status, he and his varmath shield would be turned into a mincemeat
pancake if he tried to take on the huge needle-covered shell head-on.

Mikoto watched Ouka drip sweat as he prepared to intercept the urchin, and
her eyes narrowed.

Ah—there’s something familiar about this scene!

Over three months ago, she had been protecting the injured Chigusa in the
middle levels when a hard armored charged them from behind. The fight had
ended with injuries on both the monster’s side and theirs, and ultimately they
had been in such a wretched condition that they even decided to lead a pass
parade into Bell’s party. If only she had been stronger then! She still regretted
what had happened.

She smiled at her current difficult situation. Then she moved forward as if
something was pulling her.

“Mikoto!”

She moved past the startled Ouka and leaped to the very front of the party.



Returning the Iron Tiger Kotetsu to her hip, she pulled a new weapon from her
back, sheath and all.

It was a new blade made by Welf, called Shunsan, meaning “Spring Hail.”

The cutting edge at the sword’s tip was like a flame. It was far superior to the
two blades at her hip, Kotetsu and Chizan.

As Mikoto leaped out into the path of the crystallus urchin, it hurtled forward,
cutting up the monsters in its way. A cloud of blood and flesh filled the air.
Mikoto sped forward, her awareness sharpening as she went.

The voices of Ouka and the others behind her grew faint. Even the sound of
the monster rolling toward her disappeared.

She was prepared for this. Takemikazuchi had taught her new skills. She had a
fantastic new weapon from Welf. If she couldn’t get through this—if she
couldn’t overcome the same setup she’d encountered before—then her whole
life up till now would be a fiction.

—I can be like Bell, too!
The next instant, her body was on fire.

She slipped the sheath on at her hip and placed her right hand on the hilt.
Taking a fighting position, she prepared to draw the sword.

Of all the moves she had learned during her ten-day training with
Takemikazuchi, the one she was about to use was as powerful as the Full-Moon
Throw. It was the most advanced quick-draw she knew, and her teacher, the
god of combat, had ordered her to name it.
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The monster groaned as it rapidly narrowed the gap between them, crushing
crystals as it went. The instant it was about to make contact, Mikoto loosened
her sword from its scabbard.

At just the right moment, with just the right breathing, she slid the blade out.

Takemikazuchi hadn’t looked very pleased by the name she selected, but she
was satisfied she had chosen well. Actually, she had based the name on the one
the god had given her. In other words— Zekka. Eternal Flower.



The flashing blade whined piercingly as it bisected the hard body of the
crystallus urchin.
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“Whoooooaaaaaal!
“N-no way!”
“She cut it right in half!!”

Welf, Ouka, and even Lilly forgot where they were and cheered as they
watched Mikoto turn the monster into an enormous pile of ash. She swiftly
returned Shunsan to its scabbard and raised her right hand in a fist.
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“Hurry, everyone! Onward

Her heart still pounding with excitement, she turned to shout back at the rest
of the group. The whole party—second-tier adventurers Luvis and Dormul
included—was struck with admiration. They rushed down the open passage,
their morale high.

“M-Miss Mikoto, you’re amazing!”
“Thank you, Lady Haruhime!”

Haruhime was waiting for Mikoto when she returned to the middle rank. As
the two ran desperately forward with the rest of the party, Haruhime handed
Mikoto one of Nahza’s new High Dual Potions. As soon as she chugged it down,
her physical and mental strength were completely restored.

For a moment, Mikoto blushed under the excited gaze of Haruhime, who was
serving as her supporter, but she quickly switched gears. Once again, she began
using Yatano Black Crow to search for enemies.

“Three on the right, six in the water, and another one hiding behind that

”
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crystal
“Mr. Welf, please turn left and attack with your magic sword in four seconds!”

As Mikoto told the party where the monsters were, the information was
channeled through Lilly. She made all decisions at her own discretion, having
been entrusted by Daphne with commanding the group. Drawing on experience
gleaned as a supporter, she assessed her companions’ movements,
coordination, and degree of energy and instantly filled any hole that opened.



Unsatisfied to simply sit back and command, she also provided support with her
hand bow gun and magic sword. In effect, she was controlling the party as if it
were an extension of her own body.

The combination of Mikoto’s extraordinary ability to identify enemies and
Lilly’s decision-making skills saved the party from disaster numerous times. Now
that the group had lost its core—Bell—these two were unmistakably steering it
forward.

Then there was Cassandra.
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“Miss Cassandra! Recovery, please
“Yes, ma’am!”

The girl was dispensing her healing magic according to decisions made by Lilly,
who had the best overall grasp of battle conditions.

“Heavenly light, once rejected. Merciful arms that save my shallow self.
Rescue my miserable companions in place of my words that cannot reach
them.”

Cassandra passed Chigusa to Haruhime and began chanting as she waved her
crystal rod.

“Oh sunlight, may you beat back ruin—"

The speed and confidence with which she sang the words were evidence of
her abundant experience and skill in healing her companions. She adjusted the
amount of magic power she dispensed depending on the severity of her
patient’s wounds.

Having come to the end of the chant, she activated the magic.
“Soul light.”

A magical light resembling sunlight poured down in a circle about ten meders
across, with Cassandra at its center. This particular method, which allowed her
to treat multiple people at once, was called area healing. All the adventurers
aside from Aisha were within the sphere, basking in a healing light whose power
was far greater than that of any ordinary potion.

As their wounds closed, their movements regained a remarkable alacrity.



Cassandra’s ability as a healer was obvious from the strength of her patients.
They were fully recovered.
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“I’'m ready to go
“Thank you, Cassandral”

“That was a bit too close for comfort, wouldn’t you say, Li’l E?”

“We can’t be using Cassandra’s skills every other second at a time like this!!”
“Why are you arguing when I've just healed you...?” she moaned.

As Ouka and Mikoto applauded Cassandra, Welf and Lilly were back to their
usual quibbling. The healer looked on the verge of tears.

The adventurers re-formed their battle line and, in a single surge, scattered
the monsters blocking their way forward and once again began moving down
the passage.

“You guys aren’t half-bad...I thought when we lost Bell Cranell, everything
would fall apart, but | guess | didn’t know what | was talking about,” Aisha said,
gazing with narrowed eyes at the strenuous efforts of the party.

They were still in a tough spot, but she let her admiration for the third-tier
adventurers show as they cooperated to push through one lower-level attack
after the next. At the same time, she revised her view of them.

She could use these people.

“Turn right at the next passage!” Lilly shouted. Following her order, Welf and
the others found themselves leaping into a long, wide passage.

It was a straight, dry path with no stream running alongside it. Although they
could see small tunnels dotting the sides, large hordes of monsters would only
be able to approach from ahead or behind them. The white crystals on the
ceiling cast an unusually strong light. As the group approached the center of the
passage, Lilly issued another command.

“We will intercept monsters here!”

“Here?! Seems like the kind of place likely to have a lot of them!” Ouka
countered.



“In this passage, they’ll only be coming from one direction! We should be able
to keep them within the range of fire for our magic swords! Mr. Welf, burn
them to cinders!!” Lilly screamed back, adding a command to Welf at the end.

“Ha-hal”

Welf was overwhelmed by the ferocity of the party’s brain, whose eyes were
practically popping out from the speed her mind was spinning at, but he
couldn’t help chuckling. He had to admit—her plan was easy to understand.
Annihilate the enemy on a single axis.

In the depths of his heart, he didn’t want to admit it, but his insanely powerful
Crozzo Magic Swords were unrivaled in this situation.

As he crossed paths with Aisha, who was running up from the rear, he faced
the pack of approaching monsters and swung the crimson magic sword he had
drawn from his back downward.

“Kougou!”

As the sword descended from above his head, it breathed out a huge ball of
fire.

The surge of heat it created surpassed even that of the magic sword he had
used against the Goliath, wiping out the pack of monsters about to reach the
group. The roaring of the fire drowned their screams as a storm of sparks
danced through the crystal passage.
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“The heat is incredible...!” Daphne said, throwing one arm in front of her face
as the swelling flames exhaled their searing breath toward her. Blazing corpses
of monsters and melting magic stones buried within piles of ash lay scattered

before her eyes.
But in the distance, she could see a new parade approaching.

“We may be using the terrain to our advantage, but what are we gonna do
when the magic swords crumble?” Aisha asked, sweating profusely as she drank
a potion.

“Whenever we run, the situation just gets worse! Even if we escape from this
labyrinth, we’ll somehow have to bring down the overall number of monsters



or else we’ll be trapped on this floor!”

Lilly desperately scanned the map as she answered Aisha, searching for a
solution. As Welf’s magic sword seared away the second wave of the parade,
the Amazon—who had more experience as an adventurer than anyone else in
the party—tossed back the rest of her potion.

“We’ll just have to see how it goes.”

o ”

But the situation was about to get worse.

It was Mikoto, of course, who first sensed the danger.
“Mikoto?”

“—This is bad.”

She stood beside Haruhime, who was handing an item to Aisha, and scanned
their surroundings with her violet eyes.

As if to affirm her murmured words, a crackling noise shot through the
passageway.

o n”

Fissures raced across the crystal walls. Thousands of them, covering a huge
expanse.

For Lilly, time stood still. Ouka and Daphne were struck dumb, while
Cassandra froze, and Welf, in the midst of swinging his magic sword, looked up.
Even the enfeebled Dormul, Luvis, and Chigusa turned pale.

These adventurers who had made their way to the lower levels knew instantly
what the fissures foretold.

A monster party. Local monsters were about to emerge en masse.

This dirty trick of the Dungeon plunged the adventurers into an abyss of
despair.

The fissures extended from the center of the wide passageway for about fifty
meders, placing the adventurers completely within their boundaries. The
Dungeon had revealed its malice and was clearly trying to murder the party.



“This is insane!” Welf shouted as he took on the approaching parade of
monsters. Even as he did, the ominous creaking and cracking of the fissures did
not stop. It was as if the walls were proclaiming the number of minutes the

adventurers had left to live.
“It’s too huge...Can ye believe it reaches down there?”
IH

“Shit, we’ve made it this far...and now...!

Dormul and Luvis grimaced at the soul-crushing scene before them.
Hopelessness crept over the faces of the other elves and dwarves, too, as they
took in the incredible scale of the event.

“Well...I don’t have any other choice.”

Aisha alone clicked her tongue in irritation. Sweeping her bangs aside as if she
was, in truth, reluctant to do what she planned, she turned to Lilly.

“Okay, shrimp, I’'m gonna do this. Get ready.”

o IH

Not bothering to wait for a response from the surprised prum, Aisha walked
toward Luvis and the other wounded.

“Hey, you—promise me something,” she said to them.
“Huh?!”

Aisha thrust her podao at the elves and dwarves who lifted their faces toward
her. Then she pressed its tip into the base of Luvis’s throat. He blanched with
shock. So did Dormul, who was propping him up with one shoulder. Aisha swept
her sharp gaze over the stunned dwarves and elves behind them.

“You will never speak of what is about to happen...Do you promise me that?”
“Wh-wh-what are you talking about?! Going crazy at a time like this?!”
“A-aye! What the crikey are ye—?”

“Do. You. Promise?”

Dormul’s voice broke off as Aisha jabbed the tip of her sword into Luvis’s
neck, tearing the skin. As a drop of blood trickled downward, the weakened pair
of adventurers turned even paler.



Aisha was not joking around. As the cries of newborn monsters rang out and
the labyrinth walls strained as if they were about to fly apart, her eyes glinted
fiercely.

Death was confronting the party. Terror trampled Luvis’s mind.

Faced with Aisha’s bone-chilling gaze, the dwarf and the elf forced themselves
to respond.

“I-l promise.”
“I-I swear on the name of Her Majesty the queen of the elves.”

“I'll hold you to that,” Aisha said. As Dormul and Luvis nodded repeatedly, she
withdrew her weapon. A second later, she smiled and called out.
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“Okay, Haruhime—do it

A pair of fox ears stood up in surprise and a head of luxurious golden hair
trembled.

Then the renart girl gave Aisha a nervous but resolute nod and prepared to
release her magic.

“Get in a circle formation around Miss Haruhime and defend her with your
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lives!” Lilly shouted, looking up. Her order was simple and clear, and the others

obeyed quickly.

Ouka with his shield and battle-ax, Mikoto with her sword, Daphne with her
dagger, Cassandra with her short bow, and Aisha with her podao formed a circle
around the renart. Welf leaped back, kicking the ground to join them. In the
center, the girl quietly pulled her black robe low over her eyes and brought her
hands together like a shrine maiden performing a ritual.

“—Here | go.”

The next instant, the Dungeon walls around them roared like an avalanche as
they spawned a huge swarm of monsters.

“0000000000000000000000O0OOOO000000000!”
The monster party had begun.

As a sword bounced off slashing claws, a shrill metallic screech echoed



through the passage.

Haruhime could sense that Mikoto, her black ponytail tousled, had fended off
a monster’s charge with her first blow. The renart closed her eyes and used the
thread of her concentration to pull herself together. Then she unleashed the
inner power that the grimoire had opened her eyes to.

“Kokonoe.”

Surprisingly, the new sorcery she had learned began not with a chant but with
the announcement of the spell’s name.

“Beloved snow. Beloved crimson. Beloved white light.”

As Haruhime sang the chant, her body began to change. The magic she
released turned to innumerable sparks of light that gathered around her
buttocks. A sound like a bell being rolled rang out, and at the same time five
tails made of light the same color as her fur sprouted from her behind.

“Please let me be beside you—this love | have found at the end of two
thousand nights.”

Haruhime now had six tails, including the original one, all of them glittering
with golden light. Her black robe absorbed the aftereffects of the magic and
floated airily around her. Like the girl herself, the dwarves protected within the
circle of adventurers were spellbound. Even the noble elves forgot their
surroundings and stared bedazzled at this girl who resembled nothing more
than a shrine maiden chanting ritual prayers.

“Shit, we’re screwed,” Aisha murmured as the magic took effect. She had
strictly forbidden Haruhime from using the spell except when she commanded
it. The reason she had done this was that once its power became known, she
knew an ugly struggle for the girl would occur yet again.

The other reason was that it was their ultimate trump card, the only one that
had the power to single-handedly break through a deadlocked battle.

This is so hard.

Beads of sweat formed on Haruhime’s forehead. She could feel her mental
strength draining away. It was as if fragments of her life were being sucked into



those tails of light. It occurred to her somewhat randomly that this must be
what the sacrificial shrine maidens in the Far East felt like.

“My name is Magic Fox, former destroyer. My name is Ancient Song, former
dreamer. For you who beat your wings like a bird, | shall allow the nine spirits to
dwell within me.”

Her throat was on fire. Her body was burning. The golden light became
ferocious fangs tearing into her tender flesh as it almost set off an Ignis Fatuus.

“GYAAAAAAAAAAAA!”
“Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!”

She could hear Mikoto fighting a monster. The roars of her companions
protecting her powerless self set her heart on fire.

All Haruhime could do was sing.

And so she would sing, until her voice dried up, until her life drained away,
breathing a prayer for her beloved companions. She would fulfill their spirited
hopes. And she would help the boy whom she yearned for.

As her friends held back the ever-more-ferocious attacks of the monsters,
Haruhime began to chant more quickly.

Mikoto gathered what little strength she had left and slashed her blade again
and again and again at the onslaught of violent assaults. Welf unleashed fire
from his magic sword at close range. Ouka bellowed war cries as blood ran from
his wounds. Aisha’s podao mowed down any monster that approached her.

“Echo song of gold, sacred poem of Tamamo. White face, golden fur, king of
nine tails.”

The battlefield song shook Haruhime’s self-possession, yet still she was able
to continue the chant without breaking off. Squeezing her eyes shut, she sang
the next line of the song of golden light.

“Oh tails of the auspicious beast, consume all, grant all wishes—”

And then:

“—Grow.”



She was performing Concatenated Casting, linking two different chants to cast
their spells one after the next.

“That power and that vessel. Breadth of wealth and breadth of wishes. Until
the bell tolls, bring forth glory and illusion. Grow.”

As soon as she uttered the familiar words, the tails of golden light began to
move as if they were looking upward toward the heavens. Each one undulated
seemingly with a will of its own, sending masses of golden dust like the powder
on fairy wings billowing outward. The crystals pulsated with diffuse light, then
the dust swallowed them up. It was a truly mystical scene.

“Confine divine offerings within this body. This golden light bestowed from
above. Into the hammer and into the ground, may it bestow good fortune upon
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you.

As Haruhime sang these words, a thin mist of magic power materialized.
Quickly, it changed into a cloud of light that summoned a spiral pattern and a
hammer of light above her head.

Even the monsters turned their eyes to the gorgeous sparkling light and stood
still for a moment.

“Grow.”

Haruhime’s long eyelashes fluttered. She opened her eyes, raised her delicate
eyebrows, and announced the completion of the spell.

“Uchide no Kozuchi!”

The hammer of light split open with a high sound, shattering into brilliant
fragments that were absorbed by the tails. Now they shone with the same light
that had emanated from the hammer.

“Dance!”

As Haruhime thrust one arm toward the ceiling, the tails tore from their base
and danced into the air. These fat tails of light gathered in midair and then
transformed into a glittering ball of light that danced down onto the party, still
in the midst of battle.

Masses of light were absorbed into the bodies of Mikoto, Ouka, Welf,
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Daphne, and Aisha. The next instant—
It was a chain reaction of level boosts. Five of them.

All five adventurers instantaneously leveled up.
“YAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

Their war cries sent the monsters stumbling backward, and their raging
weapons easily broke through the enemy siege. They began a counterattack.

“Wh-wh-what is going on?!”
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“Th-they’re moving differently

Luvis and Dormul sputtered idiotically at the sight of multiple level boosts
taking effect in front of their eyes.

Haruhime’s new magic was called Kokonoe. The unique enchantment
endowed its user with fox tails made of light, then concentrated the effects of a
separate magical spell chanted directly afterward into the tails. Once this
happened, Haruhime was able to activate the magic in as many iterations as
there were tails, all with a single effort of will.

Like magic swords, the multiple tails acted as mediators of magic. And like the
killing stones that sealed off sorcery, this spell allowed her to give level boosts
to multiple people at the same time.

The elves and dwarves were in a state of confusion.
“H-hey, what’s happening here?”

“They’re all so strong | barely recognize them!”
“Simply put, everyone leveled up,” Lilly said.
“Huh?!””

On hearing Lilly’s overly straightforward explanation, the elves and dwarves
rolled their eyes back in their heads, and bubbles foamed from their mouths.
They were in shock over this skill that defied common sense and was illegal to
boot.

The magical combination of Kokonoe and Uchide no Kozuchi created a group
level boost. It was Hestia Familia’s new trump card.



According to Haruhime’s status, the maximum number of tails the spell could
generate was nine. Currently, however, she was able to create only five.

She had expended a huge amount of energy, and now that she was done, her
legs folded beneath her. She was at her limit, one step from total Mind Down.
Still, the adventurers had reaped more than enough reward from her magic.

“Zhaaaal”
“GAAAAAAAAAL!

That magic was now a thick swirl of light particles encircling Mikoto’s body as
she used her new power to the fullest. All five adventurers were filled with a
feeling of omnipotence and excitement over the strength that poured from
them. They thwarted the attacking monsters with newfound speed, force, and
might, sending their enemies flying with their weapons.

They’ve rallied.

Aisha looked coolly at the battle under way around her. The morale of her
fellow party members had skyrocketed in tandem with their abilities. They were
putting up a hell of a fight against the numerous monsters that still surrounded
them in a dense ring, slashing and mowing down their enemies. Through their
combined efforts, they were holding back that most despair-inducing of all
phenomena, the monster party.

They had withstood the Dungeon’s ultimate weapon, its barrier of resources.

For a minute there | was worried...but if we can reduce their numbers a little
more, we should be able to get out of here.

The absolute number of monsters on any given floor had an upper limit. On
the lower levels, new monsters could be spawned at shorter intervals, but given
that so many had just appeared in one area, there would probably be a lull once
they got past this spot. The number of monsters they encountered would
definitely drop off.

Time still remained on the party’s level boost. Very soon, the scales would tip
in favor of the adventurers.

Of course, that assumes that they can keep up this energy level.



Conversely, if they stumbled here, they would be in trouble.
That was why Aisha was so wary of the insanely abnormal enhanced species.

So what else have you got, huh? Overwhelming us with sheer numbers won’t
work, as you can see, and neither will wearing us down by setting the small fry
on us. Try any more of your little tricks and we’ll crush them.

Now that her status was up to Level 5, Aisha’s fighting prowess was truly
incredible.

From a monster’s perspective, the way she took down multiple large-category
enemies with a single blow of her podao must have been a nightmare. She
quickly cleared a wide circle around the point that she was defending. She was
sure she could easily slaughter the enhanced species if it were to appear right
now.

As she looked around fearlessly with narrowed eyes, she finally spotted it.
There it is!

It was far in the distance, past the low-level monsters that were still throwing
their weight around. The garish dark-green moss huge was paying no attention
to the battle cries of the monsters or the bellows of the adventurers. It was
simply roaming about the wide passage, crouching, standing, crouching, and
then repeating the whole routine over again.

...2 What the hell is it doing...?

Aisha stared dubiously at the enhanced species’s enigmatic actions, all the
while sending monsters flying with her podao and long legs.

Just then, it swept its eyes toward the party, as if to answer Aisha’s unspoken
question, from its position beyond the thinning wall of monsters.

It was gripping something in both hands...countless sparkling purplish-blue
magic stones.

o ”

This Amazon who boasted the bravery of a battle-hardened soldier felt as if
time had stopped. Her beautiful, long black hair trembled.



She had just realized something.

Their enemy was not trying to overwhelm them with numbers, nor to tire
them out.

That ass—

It was after the masses of magic stones produced when Aisha and the others
killed the monsters.

The enhanced species met Aisha’s gaze and, for the first time, revealed an
emotion.

It grinned.

There was no doubt about it. With mouth stretched wide and saliva hanging
from its lips, it was definitely smiling.

A moment later, it stuffed the magic stones into its open mouth.

o | III

The instant it crunched the crystals between its teeth, the giant’s body
literally expanded. The pieces of moss covering it stood on end like pointed
dragon scales. The armor-like wooden frame creaked as it grew larger, and thin,
rootlike pieces of wood crawled down to the tips of the monster’s fingers and
toes. It opened its mouth into a yawning cavern, completing this transformation
into a veritable evil spirit.

If its presence had been overwhelming before, it was far more so now. This
monstrous figure slowly lifted its face and looked at Aisha.

Flashing its eyes—which were now a muddy red—it kicked the ground.

o ? II)

Then it charged forward, crushing the other monsters under its feet and
kicking their bodies aside.

Aisha raised her podao as the menace bore down on her.

As the monster’s enormous fist cut downward through the air, it collided with
her sword.

“Oof!”



“O000000! 0000!
00000000000000O00OO0O0OO0OOO0O0OOOOO000O0O!”

The thundering bovine bellow made her want to cover her ears. She stumbled
backward.

Even with the level boost, she knew this intense power would be a heavy
challenge for her. Intoxicated by its own sense of omnipotence, the enhanced
species let out a roar of joy that resembled the groan of a broken music box. As
it pumped its fist into the air, rootlike spikes burst out from the wooden frame.

Aisha understood now what had happened. The enhanced species had
greedily devoured the magic stones of every single monster they had
slaughtered on the way here.

It had taken in the cores of dozens, or even hundreds, of monsters.
Just how far...?
Just how far would it go to undermine their predictions?

At this point, all she could do was acknowledge the trickery and monster’s
cunning she had underestimated before.

Drops of sweat flew from Aisha’s face.

For an instant she was overtaken by hesitation and anxiety, and that instant
left her vulnerable to attack.

She had been thinking that in terms of status, the odds were still in her favor.
That she could still make a comeback.

At precisely that moment, the moss huge stretched its neck out like a dragon.
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It grabbed Aisha’s brown shoulder and sank its fangs into the base of her
neck.

Her flesh tore, her bones shattered, and blood spurted into the air.

Lilly and Welf sensed something strange was happening and turned toward
her at the same moment. What they saw left them speechless.

ll_ lII



Aisha glared angrily at the monster as blood spilled from her mouth.

With all her strength, she slammed her fist into her enemy’s chin, pushing it
away with her flesh still in its mouth. She added to its backward momentum by
landing a spinning kick on it, sending it staggering away.

“M-Miss...Aisha?!”

Haruhime, who was sitting on the ground with a delirious look in her eyes, let
out a piercing scream.

The enhanced species retracted its neck and fixed a piece of moss to its
crushed jaw. Meanwhile Aisha panted as she pressed her left hand against the
gaping hole in her shoulder. She laughed with irritation as blood gushed from
the wound.

“I flunked...”

She pulled her hand back from the wound. A parasitic vine had sprouted there
and was slithering across her brown skin. It was already twined around her left
shoulder and arm, her midriff and hips, and her full breasts.

The sight of it sent a jolt of shock through the other adventurers. The monster
had planted a seed in her when its teeth made contact with her body.

“HA-HA-HA...”
“That ugly ass—!!”

Drool hanging from its fangs, the moss huge laughed mockingly at the sight of
its offspring parasitizing the Amazon’s body. Then it mercilessly bore down for
another attack.

Aisha fought back, a sickly sweat covering her body.
“—Get off!” Welf shouted.

He had left his post to run to her side. Raising his magic sword, he set his
sights on both the enhanced species and the other monsters surrounding Aisha.

“Kougal”

ll_ ' III

For the fourth time that day, a massive explosion of flames swirled through



the passage. Aisha leaped back, watching as monsters danced in torment within
the crimson flames. But as they roared a chorus of death cries...she made out
the figure of a giant standing calmly among them, arms crossed over its chest.

“Huh?!” Welf said, watching in astonishment.
“It’s resisting Mr. Welf’s magic sword!” Lilly yelled.

The enhanced species slowly raised its head as burning moss peeled off its
body. As the moss fell to the ground, a shiny blue material came into view
underneath.

“Could that be...Undine cloth?!” Lilly asked.
“Don’t tell me it took it off a dead adventurer!” Welf muttered.

Mikoto, Ouka, Daphne, and Cassandra could not believe their eyes, either.
The cloth was stretched to the point of tearing in order to wrap around the
huge body, but there was no doubt about it—it was spirit protective cloth. As
Welf had guessed, the monster had fixated on the need to address its single
weak point—fire—and had stolen the cloth from the corpses of adventurers.

IH

“Of all the lousy coincidences...!

Welf drew his eyebrows together as he looked at the monster’s garment. A
family that carried the blood of a spirit in its ancestral line made Crozzo Magic
Swords. They were, in other words, spirit magic swords. A spirit was involved
with the protective cloth, as well. The energy of the two spirits coming together
seemed to have set off an extreme reaction.

Furthermore, Kouga belonged to the flame class of magic swords. It carried
the power of salamander, the fire spirit. Undine cloth, on the other hand, was
imbued with the power of water. Their compatibility was extremely poor, and
they had canceled each other out.

Nevertheless, the enhanced species’ body had been burned somewhat. Welf
was just thinking of giving the sword another try when a fissure cracked down
its blade.

“Shit...1"”

The next instant, the crimson sword crumbled with a high-pitched shattering



sound.

The magic blade had reached the end of its life span, the result of its heavy
use against the parade of monsters. Not only Welf but Lilly, too, stared in shock
as the fragments of sword pattered onto the ground.

“—AAAIl”

As if to inundate them with still more bad news, the final parade of monsters
arrived in the passage.

The flush drained from Mikoto’s face, which was spattered with blood—both
her own and her enemies’.

“00000Y/”
llHuh?”

The enhanced species was ignoring Welf and the others and instead
tenaciously going after Aisha. It had recognized her strength and determined
that if she fell, the other adventurers would, too. As if spurred on by the
appearance of this lone evil warrior, the other monsters rallied their strength
and raged madly. Together with the newly arrived ranks, they set their sights on
Mikoto and the rest of the party.

“This is not good!!”
“l can’t hold out...!”

Gripping their shields, Daphne and Ouka shrieked as the monsters narrowed
the circle around them with a powerful surge.

The counterattacks from Mikoto’s katana and Welf’s greatsword were a drop
in the bucket. Cassandra threw aside her weapon and tried to hold the line by
using her healing magic, but as soon as she managed to close one wound,
another was opened on top of it.

The mass of light particles that had given them their level boosts swayed as if
they, too, were groaning.

“Oh no...l”

The color drained from Lilly’s face as she watched the circle of adventurers



who were protecting her being steadily pressed inward.

Even when she wielded the lightning magic sword in her trembling hands, the
monsters did not disappear. Soon they would fill the entire passageway. Aisha
had disappeared beyond the fence of monsters, so they could no longer count
on her help. To the contrary—with the parasitic vines covering her body, Aisha
was on the verge of being trampled by the enhanced species.

Lilly had misread it.
She had gone and misread everything.

The irregularity of the enhanced species. The threats of the lower levels. The
unfathomable depths of the Dungeon.

She had made a poor decision as a leader.

She lacked experience, and at the very last moment, she had made a mistake.
Lilly had not been able to transform herself into Braver.

“Lend me yer ax...!”

“Uh...M-Mr. Dormul?”

“Even without my arm, | can at least serve as a shield!”

“A-and Mr. Luvis, too...It’s impossible! You can’t!”

Dormul had stood up beside the dazed Lilly, and Luvis had followed his lead.
They wanted to borrow equipment and stand alongside Welf and the others in
the protective circle. Both ignored Lilly’s protest. They had no chance of
winning, but still they wanted to fight stubbornly like adventurers until the end.

“Uh, um...!!”
It was no good. Everyone had lost their cool.
Everyone was fighting like they were going to die here.

Lilly could not blow away the heavy scent of death that lingered all around
her.

The mask of the leader fell from her face, and a film of tears formed in the
eyes that had been putting on such a resolute act from the start of the



expedition.

“Use us as decoys and escape if ye can!” Dormul shouted with grim
determination.

“Someone has to tell everyone on the surface about this monster...! As many
of us as possible must survive...!” Luvis added.

Haruhime, who was still sitting on the ground, gulped. Lilly’s wide eyes
wavered.

“Leave us here...Hestia Familia!”

In response to Dormul’s words, Lilly’s true nature—the nature of the filthy girl
who had groveled in the dirt and slurped muddy water—slowly raised its head.

From the perspective of the leader, there was no more logical argument. She
hoisted it like a shield, a dark smile on her lips, eager to spring at this option.
After all, what choice did she have? She had come this far, and she did not want
to die. She did not want to give up even one extra moment of life. Yes indeed,
they should leave the wounded behind!

Her heart beat erratically. She could not breathe. Thoughts and emotions
swirled dizzyingly within her.

Now! Now! Now!
Don’t hesitate! Say it! Make your decision!
The realist in Lilly was screaming at her, insisting she was in the right.

The girl of the filth was shouting that this was how she had stayed alive so far.
Why hesitate now?

Her small lips trembled. Her tangled tongue tried to speak.

But then, the other Lilly, the one who was pressing on her heart, tearfully
pleaded with the pure-white expanse that her mind had become.

Save them.

o I II)

Lilly’s left hand flashed.



A lightning bolt from her magic sword shot between the elf and the dwarf,
slaughtering the monster that had just flown at them.

Dormul and Luvis stared at her, dumbfounded. Finally, she spoke.
“If he were here, he wouldn’t leave you behind!”
Another image from the Dungeon rose before her mind’s eye.

A beautiful, warm Firebolt that had saved her when she was surrounded by a
terrifying swarm of giant ants, and the extended hand of a boy.

“He didn’t leave me behind!” she howled, tears flying from the corners of her
eyes.

Lilly hadn’t become Braver. At the very last moment, she had kicked away the
best option. Human emotion and sympathy had swayed her.

In a corner of her mind, the image of Finn sighed disappointedly.

But no. Lilly didn’t want to become Braver. What she really wanted to become
—what she wanted to pursue—was the person who had saved her.

The kind hand that had not abandoned her when she was smeared with mud.

I”

“I can doit, too...! Lilly can change, too!

Bell had had many experiences, and he had set his eyes on a distant goal, and
he had changed.

If that was true, then it would be a lie to say Lilly couldn’t change. It would be
a lie to say she couldn’t take off running, too.

If she didn’t, then she had no right to stand by his side.
“That’s why | won’t! | won’t leave you behind! Do not give up!”

Her hands and feet were shaking. Emotions were flooding her whole being.
Although her small body was easily blown back by the cruel howls of the
monsters, still she transformed her tearful voice into resolution. As Luvis and
Dormul watched her, the shadow of death faded from their faces.

A single tear slid from the moist chestnut-brown eyes.

III

“I did it because I’'m his supporter!



Welf’s ears caught her words and his sweat-drenched face formed a smile.

Just then, the exhausted Haruhime perked up her ears.

“_qym

She widened her green eyes, bit her lip, and with her last drop of strength,
reached out one arm.

“Lady Lilly...!”

Lilly turned in surprise as Haruhime grasped her Undine cloth sleeve.

“He’s coming...!”

“Huh?”

“He will arrive...!”

The animal girl had picked up a voice in the midst of the chaotic battle. She
smiled, her face full of envy and encouragement.

“That person is coming...!”

The next moment...

“Lillyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!!”

Bell’s voice reached Lilly’s ears as he shouted her name.

o ”

He was approaching from far, far away. At the very limit of her field of vision,
way down at the other end of the wide passage, she could see him waving his
arms.

It was exactly like the day he had saved her from the horrible swarm of ants.

The other Lilly, the one who had groveled in the dirt covered in filth, slapped
her hand on the ground. She gritted her teeth, peeled her body from the dirt,
and stood up.

Her chest grew hot, her tear glands burst open, and soon countless drops
were dripping from her cheeks.

o

...I Miss Haruhime, please get out of the way!!”



At that moment, Lilly guessed the intentions of the boy who was calling her
name.

She moved in response to what she knew this boy, who believed in himself
and made light fly from his right hand, wanted her to do. Using her quick wits,
she thrust the magic sword into the ground by her feet, causing an explosion.
The powerful lightning bolt carved a crater in the crystal floor.

“Quick, everyone, get into the hole! Hurry!!”

The adventurers encircling her responded to her urgent cry unquestioningly.
Dormul and Luvis followed. They immediately abandoned their combat,
grabbed Haruhime and the wounded, and flew into the hole.

Without skipping a beat, the horde of monsters closed in.

“Miss Aisha, run!” Lilly shouted as she shrugged off the Goliath Robe and
spread it over the top of the hole.

o |II

Aisha, still locked in battle with the enhanced species, stared in surprise.

The monster could not understand Lilly’s words. For it, they were simply the
screams of a human. And this was what decided their respective fates.

The Amazon forcefully beat back the giant’s attack and dove into a tunnel just
big enough to hold her.

No sooner had she done so than Bell appeared on the battleground, bell
ringing, launched himself off the ground with a powerful stomp, and thrust out
his right arm.

He had been charging for four minutes, a full charge.
He aimed for everything he could see and shouted at the top of his lungs.

“FIREBOOOOO0O0O00O0O000O00000O00O0O0OOOOOOOOOLT!”

A giant bolt of flame.

o ”

As soon as the Amazon disappeared from its field of vision, the enhanced
species saw the burning red jaws.



The other monsters had pounced on the hole and sunk their claws into the
black robe, only to be incinerated in the next moment by the Firebolt.

The deadly stream of fire that washed down the passageway swallowed the
entire horde.

“O—00000000000000000000OOO0OO000O0O!”

As the burning monsters howled, the enhanced species—which had also been
swallowed up in the surge of flames—was thrown far down the passage with a
force like a river overflowing its banks. It had avoided immolation thanks to the
spirit protective cloth, but together with the rush of crimson fire, it was hurled
against the wall at the end of the passage.
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The crystal wall exploded into fragments, and the horizontal column of flame
raged on through the Dungeon.

The enhanced species was burned all over its body. It fell through the broken
wall into the large room on the other side, and it collapsed onto its back.

¢

“...Mr....Belll”

Lilly pushed back the Goliath Robe covering the hole, stuck her face into the
passage, and called his name like she had once before.

She could see him there, farther down the passage that was cleared now of
monsters and steaming with the heat from countless melted magic stones.

A lone boy, walking through the shimmering haze left by the flames.

To her, that figure walking quietly through the swirls of sparks looked
incredibly heroic.

Lilly trembled as she watched him. Even Welf and the others who poked their
faces up gasped.

Lilly wanted to fly from the hole and throw herself at him. She wanted to hug
him, sobbing, and inundate him with a chaotic mess of apology and gratitude.

But the flame of the warrior was still burning in his eyes.

He was looking straight ahead, his whole body aflame with outrage and
determination to slaughter his powerful enemy.

In that case, there was one thing Lilly could do. She rolled out of the hole,
withdrew a glass vial from the pouch at her hip, and handed it to him roughly.

“Mr. Bell!”
“—Thank you.”

That was all he said after taking the High Dual Potion, one of Nahza’s new
concoctions, from her hand. But it was enough.

Aisha emerged from her tunnel, walked past the hole where Mikoto and the
others lay piled on top of one another, and smiled at Bell’s back.



“...Bell Cranell! Finish that thing off before we all drop dead!” she said.

“Sorry about this, Bell, but we’re counting on you!” Welf added, a rueful smile
on his face as he crawled out of the crater.

Bell did not turn toward them, replying only by raising one hand.

He drank down the last drops of the High Dual Potion, wiped the corner of his
mouth with his arm, and walked toward the hole in the Dungeon wall.

&)

He was insane with anger.
What was this?
What had just happened?

It should have been the perfect hunt. After he finished off the brown female,
he was going to kill the other humans, and then eat their magic stones. But—
Why is that human alive?!

| thought you fell over the waterfall!

Why didn’t you die?

Why? Why? Why?

This was the first time anything like this had happened.
There was no way he could allow something like this.

It was unacceptable for a human to exist who did not follow his expectations
as a hunter.

They were just prey, just food. Nothing more.

Fury and loathing rose like smoke from his body.

The blue cloth rubbing against his skin strained and screeched at its overuse.
He gnashed his fangs and stood up.

“U0000..."”

If you’re coming, then come. I’'ve eaten enough magic stones.

He was different from what he had been a short while before. His power had



swelled to incredible heights. It would be easy to twist and crush that human’s
skinny arm.

Fire could no longer affect him. Perhaps he should drag the human
underwater again.

The Dungeon was his mother. Within his mother’s womb, he could gain
endless strength. But the humans had no tricks for gaining strength. This time,
he would stop his prey’s breath at the source.

His eyes gleaming with the desire to kill, he glared at the boy who appeared
from beyond the hole.

&)

Bell stood on the rim of the hole he had blasted open with the Firebolt,
looking down on the scene before him.

It was a peaceful, watery room. Water covered more than half the large
space, and in the center there was a mass of crystal fifty meders in diameter. It
looked like an island floating in a large lake. He did not see any monsters. None,
that is, except the enhanced species that stood in the center of the island,
taking him in with a gaze full of murderous intent.

Bell leaped down from the rim and jumped across the lake, using the crystals
that protruded from the water’s surface as stepping-stones, until he reached
the island where the monster waited. Nothing stood between them now. On
the flat, sparkling blue ground, beneath the light from the white crystals
studding the ceiling, Bell and the enhanced species faced each other.

“GRRRRRR...I!"

Bell’s eyes met those of his opponent as it let out a deep growl. It was quite a
bit larger now. Standing before the grotesque giant, the emotion that the
adventurer felt in his heart was almost certainly rage. This monster had hurt his
friends and killed many of his fellow adventurers. It had cruelly tormented the
elves. Bell was not the kind of fool who could stand by silently as this creature
sadistically and calculatingly rampaged through the Dungeon to satisfy its own
greed.

But he also knew that from the monster’s perspective, his rage was absurd.



Wounds and even life itself were the price of adventure. Everything was done at
the adventurer’s own risk. It was a mistake to see this fight as revenge for
Luvis’s arm. Bell and his party were intruders trampling destructively through
the Dungeon. They were the invaders.

Bell understood this, and he gazed at the enemy before him through
adventurer’s eyes. He would obey the laws of the Dungeon—and kill the
monster he now faced.

“HAA...”

Bell silently drew both of his knives.

The red-eyed monster exhaled a murderous breath.

An instant later, their bodies quivered and they kicked the ground.

Bell and the enhanced species charged at each other, shattering the silence of
the room and transforming the little island into a fighting ring.

“Oof!”
“O000000000000000000!

The monster had the upper hand in their first collision. Its power had grown
beyond what Bell expected, and its arm sent the thrust of his blade flying
backward. To avoid the monster’s pursuit, he rolled over the ground and kicked
its flank.

The moss huge flew at him again, its teeth bared precisely as if it were
smiling. Bell fought back.

“Here they go...!”
Hearing the battle cries, Lilly and the others raced to the hole in the wall.

Welf panted, Ouka held Chigusa in his arms, Mikoto supported Haruhime with
her shoulder, and Aisha stood with the parasitic vines twined around her body.
Even Luvis, Dormul, and the other dwarves and elves pushed through their pain
and gathered by the hole to watch as the fight began.

“Hey, you guys! Are you just going to stand there and not help?” Daphne



panted as she ran to catch up with the others watching the fierce battle. Her
opinion, delivered with extreme frankness, was that in the current situation,
they would together be able to give the monster a good beating.

“Bad idea. If you get hit by those seeds and implanted with vines, you’ll just
be a burden on Bell Cranell,” Aisha countered. Daphne flinched for a moment at
the sight of the Amazon hugging the vine-covered half of her body, but then
renewed her argument.

“B-but...we can use arrows, and maybe we could get another level boost!
Rabbit Foot shouldn’t have to take on that monster all alone—!”

Cassandra interrupted her, pointing toward the room.
“D-Daphne...look...”

Daphne glanced suspiciously back at the fight.
“O00000AAALY”

o IH

Bell had managed to get his knife past the monster’s arm and was now
slashing its body relentlessly. Taking advantage of his small size in relation to his
opponent, he hopped from its left side to its right, then bent forward almost to
the ground and slipped around to its back side. He was unleashing a series of
close-range attacks—not so much hit-and-run as rush, dodge, and repeat.

The flashing purple-blue and white blades pounded against the monster,
chipping away at its wooden armor frame and mossy flesh.

“D-did that monster get stronger by eating magic stones?!” Daphne blurted
out.

“I think so. But more than that...”
Aisha narrowed her eyes.

“...Isn’t Bell Cranell moving faster than the last time we saw him?” Ouka said
from beside her, lowering his voice in terror. In his arms, Chigusa opened her
eyes a tiny bit in surprise.

Only Mikoto, standing next to the group, broke into a cold sweat.



No way...

There was something familiar about the feeling that came over her as she
registered the difference between Bell now and Bell when he was last with the

party.

It wasn’t that he was moving faster. It was that his movements had much
more vitality to them now.

Kind of like when Haruhime gives us the level boosts...

Mikoto cleared her throat, conscious of the weight of the renart on her
shoulder.

When Mikoto received level boosts, she often felt like her body was out of
control. Her mind was not able to keep up with the suddenly increased power
emanating from her physical body.

What if Bell had been in the same situation before he separated from the
group?

What if his mind and body had been out of sync?

That happened when the drastic physical changes that occurred when one
leveled up outpaced the sensations produced by the mind.

A shiver ran down Mikoto’s spine.
So all this time, Sir Bell has been—

Probably, first-tier adventurers were able to bring their mind and body into
sync after one major battle. But Bell was still immature—and more importantly,
his rate of growth was insanely fast. Even more so than an ordinary person, his
mind couldn’t keep up with his body.

But what if his experience in the lower levels had finally taken care of the
problem?

Mikoto’s violet eyes widened as she watched the boy toss his opponent about
between his knives. She thought back to something Takemikazuchi had said
when he was training her before the expedition.

Were you fighting with your body and your mind out of sync?



Mikoto was right.
My body is working better than before.

Bell realized it in the midst of fighting the monster. His body was following the
exact track his mind laid down. The lags in his attacks, defense, and retreat—so
small before that he wouldn’t even notice them without a conscious effort—
were gone now.

The sensations inside his body were clearer than ever before.
That uneasy feeling is gone.

Strangely enough, the grand battle with the iguacu—those creatures who put
their very lives at risk to dive-bomb him—had brought his mind and body into
alignment.

Now that his body was fully under his control, it seemed obvious. He could
see just how much the vessel of his physical being had been throwing him
around, even when he first arrived in the lower levels and even during his first
fight with the enhanced species.

Now his body was working how he wanted it to, as if all the gears had finally
clicked into place. He was able to meet his opponent’s movements.

“00, 00000000000 O0OOO0OO000O0O!N”

He could see the uneasiness rising in the enhanced species’ eyes as it took in
this new Bell, who fought in a completely different way than he had in their last
encounter.

The superhuman strength that crushed the crystal ground underfoot didn’t
even make a scratch on the boy. The tree roots, which extended from the
monster’s legs into the ground and then up again for a sneak attack, were
severed before they could do their work. The attacks that had tormented so
many adventurers in the past had no effect.

The monster roared, as if to chase away its uneasiness. Then bumps rose all
over its body. Facing Bell at close range, it fired a hail of seed bullets at him.

They’re not as fast as the iguagu!!

Bell did not lose his composure. Compared to the terrifying crimson streaks



he had encountered earlier, the seed bullets looked practically stationary.

He tracked their trajectories, and moving his arms so fast they appeared to
blur, he slashed down every last one with his knives.

o I IH

The astonished monster had no time to regain its footing before Bell launched
into a powerful slashing attack.

“GUO?!”

In response, the moss huge unleashed a counterattack fueled by its fighting
spirit and superhuman strength. Blows nourished by the lives of countless of his
own brethren rocked the scratched dir-adamantite armor covering Bell’s body.
This time they inflicted real harm.

The monster was the stronger of the two, and it had greater defensive
abilities.

In all likelihood, Bell could not match its overall potential.
But Bell was faster.

Now that his mind and body were fully linked, his true ability gave him an
advantage on the battlefield.

Even more importantly—

He’s slow!

The enemy standing before him was incredibly sluggish.
Bell had a standard to hold this monster to.

A monster that was truly beyond the realm of the ordinary.

A monster that was far faster, far stronger, and far crazier than the one
before him.

Bell had fought that monster. And he had vowed to fight that worthy
opponent again.

| want to beat him.

He wanted to beat the warrior who had appeared before him even after



being reborn.

| want to beat him.

He wanted to beat the warrior who had battered him with his ferocious
strength and his double-edged ax, Labrys.

This time, | want to win!

He wanted to beat the brave minotaur who had carved defeat into his body
on that moonlit night.

His status burned high.

The fierce struggle with the moss huge had ignited the passion deep within
Bell, and now, as he thought about the black minotaur, it exploded to the
surface.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAALY

o | III

The extreme-speed slashing attack far outstripped his enemy’s ability to
respond. It was a Rabbit Rush.

Like he had with the iguacu, Bell carved a whirlwind of black and sparkling
white arcs in the air. Both his mind and body sped up. A typhoon of moss flew
from the enhanced species’ body.

Finally, a horizontal slash inflicted from directly next to him sent the massive
body flying backward. Now a good distance separated Bell and the moss huge.

“AAAAAAAAAAA..1

o IH

But even as pieces of the monster’s body continued to peel away, new moss
grew to fill the wounds. Soon it appeared the Rabbit Rush had never even
happened. Bell gaped.

Its recovery speed was extremely fast. Even when it was shredded to pieces,
the living moss immediately began to regrow. A simple superiority in the
number of wounds inflicted would not be enough to take down this monster
that had consumed so many magic stones. With the Undine cloth wrapped



around its body, Firebolts clearly wouldn’t do much, either.

Plus, even though Bell had drunk the High Dual Potion, his whole body was
still feeling the aftermath of the recent full charge. If the battle lasted very long,
the balance would probably tip in the monster’s favor.

So neither knife attacks nor magic would work, and a drawn-out battle would
put Bell at a serious disadvantage.

In that case—a single blow was the only option.

Bell would take out his enemy with the strongest single blow he could
manage, one that left no room for recovery.

He slipped Hakugen into its sheath and held the Hestia Knife in his right fist
with a backhand grip. He raised it to chest level, then thrust out his left hand.

“Firebolt!”

The column of electrical fire that required no chant to activate was instantly
released.

But Bell was not aiming it at the enemy in front of him. Instead, he channeled
it into the jet-black blade of the knife in his right hand.
“.21

Neither the monster nor the adventurers watching from outside the room
could believe their eyes.

Bell’s actions did not end with his infusion of magic into the blade. As soon as
the magic was released, he started charging.

o ”

Ring, ring.
The chime vibrated in the giant’s ears. Its eyes fixed on something.

The Firebolt, which should have sent masses of sparks flying when it exploded
into the knife and whose mass of flame should have dispersed, was instead
being pressed onto the blade of the knife by the particles of white light that the
boy was releasing.

No, not pressed—focused.



“The flames are gathering in the knife...”
“An enchantment...? No, | don’t think so...What is that?!”

Even from their position at a distance, Ouka and Daphne could see what was
happening. The crimson lightning was converging and condensing. The knife
wore a blazing armor of flames, which in turn was wrapped in a thick gauze of
light particles.

The hieroglyphs etched into the knife pulsated with white light as if they were
resonating with the flames.

It was a dual charge.

Bell’s investigations had led him to home in on the focusing property of
Argonaut, and he’d used that to develop a new application of the skill. In other
words, he’d figured out how to charge his magic and his knife attacks at the
same time.

By exploding a Firebolt into the blade and then encasing the whole thing in
light particles, he was able to infuse it with two mechanisms of attack, and at
the same time to strengthen it.

As the heat of the flames focused on the blade, the Hestia Knife began to
expand. The blade swelled to the width of a sword and the length of a dagger. It
became hotter and brighter in proportion to the length of the charge, until
crimson light filled the entire cavernous room. In the midst of this huge power
output, a few flames escaped from Bell’s focus and danced off the knife in the
form of sparks.

The blow he was preparing pushed his power to its limits and seemed certain
to thunder with the sound of fire and decimate everything around it once it was
released.

Bell had devised a completely absurd force-based combat technique. This
deadly blow was expressly designed to defeat his greatest rival whenever they
next met.

Yes. It was just like the eternal divine flame—

“—Goddess, | receive this from you.”



Bell raised the flame-and-light-clad knife in his right hand and looked at the
monster standing before him.

Ring, ring.

As if to announce that the monster’s time was up, Bell’s chime rang out.

¢

He was shaking.

What was that?

What was that?!

What could that be?!

He didn’t know. He had never seen anything like it.

Many times in the past, he had heard songs followed by bombardment. He
had been burned by fire and frozen stiff by ice, struck by lightning and stripped
of parts of his body.

But he had never seen anything like this.
Never this merciless light.

Never this flash of light and flame that seemed destined to destroy all and
return all to ash.

He was utterly petrified. So petrified that his will to kill and his hatred
evaporated.

Water!

He had to get into the water!

If he was in the water, the human wouldn’t be able to pursue him!
He turned away from the boy.

He left his anger and his pride and his humiliation behind him and was about
to dive into the stream that his mother the Dungeon had provided for him.

“Hiyo!”

But before he could reach it, a blizzard of pure-white snow beat down from



above and froze the stream as far as he could see.

ll? III

Standing astonished on the edge of the frozen river that he could no longer
dive into, he looked up.

“Thought we’d let you escape, eh?”

A youth with red hair and a blue sword in his right hand was standing on top
of a large crystal column, looking down on him. His other hand was on his hip.

“Sorry, but that guy is gonna kill you right here, right now. Got it?”

The human’s fearless smile made him crazy with anger. He roared, wanting to
rampage as his desire to kill dictated.

But the footsteps approaching from behind would not allow that.
He held his breath and looked over his shoulder.
The boy with white hair was walking slowly toward him.

His rage vanished, and in its place the terror came again. The boy paced
quietly toward him, repeatedly focusing that terrible light as he drew near.

It’s getting closer!! Closer!! Closer!!

The destruction that would tear him apart.

The human who would kill him.

The white rabbit with the deep-red light in his eyes.

“—Game on,” the boy announced, raising his blade of light and flame.
The boy’s walk turned to a run, then a sprint.

He was rushing at him as fast as lightning.

IIU_
UO00000000000000000000000000O0OO000OOO00OOO0000000!

The deadly blade was bearing down on him.

The white hair left a trace as it flew forward, sparks spilling from the knife and
dancing in the air.



He howled with terror and swung his powerful, all-destroying arms.
But.

The boy flashed toward him with a speed that surpassed his strength.

o ”

The bell had chimed for sixty seconds.

The sacred letters carved into the blade threw off a brilliant light and released
the roaring sound of fire.

“Argo Vesta!”

Just before it happened, as crimson and pure-white light filled the world,
something occurred to him.

If I’'m reborn...
I’ll never, ever go near a white rabbit again.

That was his final thought before his consciousness exploded into a million

¢

pieces.

“Argo Vesta.”

There was a thundering of flame and a flash of light, and then a tremendous
shock.

That was all there was to the blow.
“—0, oo!”

The exploding ball of flames swallowed up the death cries sputtering from the
monster, and the crimson flash edged in white light flickered.

The flaming knife blow had caused the powerful explosion.

As Lilly and the others watched from above, their field of vision was filled first
with white, then with red light. They threw their arms in front of their faces as
the wave of heat and shock rolled toward them. Born in the space of an instant,
the knife attack infused with electrical fire had generated a flare that



incinerated all that it passed.

As color returned to the flickering landscape, the adventurers slowly raised
their faces.

Two massive legs stood in the silent room, the upper body that once
belonged to them now gone. A moment later, the legs, too, turned to ash and
scattered into the air with a puff.

Bell stood with his right arm outstretched at the end of its swing, quietly
looking down at his knife as he released the tension from his body. The divine
blade had matured along with him, and it was as smooth and un-chipped as
before the attack. The flame and light still lingering in it turned to smoke and
drifted upward toward the ceiling.






“Mr. Be—"
“U0000000O00OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO0O

Lilly’s and Haruhime’s emotional cries were drowned out by the deep bellows
of joy coming from the elves and dwarves. Daphne and Cassandra desperately
slapped their hands over their ears as Welf, Mikoto, and Aisha joined in the
battle cry.

“Chigusal”
“Ah...Ou...ka.”

All at once, the parasitic vines entangling the adventurers’ bodies
disappeared.

The vines had met the same fate as their creator, transforming like the
monster into a haze of ash. As a smile of recovery spread over Chigusa’s still-
enfeebled face, Ouka broke into a grin and threw his arms around her.

The elves and dwarves, too, cried tears of joy as the monster’s wretched
torment disappeared from their bodies.

“Mr. Belll”
“Belll”

The boy winced happily as Lilly, Welf, and the others jumped down from the
hole in the wall and stumbled toward him. As he raised his hands to show that
he had suffered no harm, he heard a splash.

The sound was coming from behind Bell, on the opposite side from the frozen
stream.

“Uh...”

Surprised, Bell turned in the direction of the splash and smiled faintly.

A beautiful mermaid had popped her head and shoulders out of the water.
It was Mari, who had parted ways with Bell just before he saved the party.
“Thank you, Bell...I love you!”

The Xenos had delivered the boy to his companions, and now she blushed and



smiled broadly. Then she touched her fingers to her petite lips like a precocious
child and blew Bell a farewell kiss. As she waved, her lips silently formed the
words See you later.

Only Bell could see her; she was hidden from view of the rest of the party. The
boy smiled wryly and returned her wave with a tiny one of his own.

A moment later, the sound of Bell’s companions throwing their arms around
him rang out, and a fishtail splashed the surface of the water.

As the voices of the adventurers chatting excitedly on land drifted toward her
in a soft, gentle murmur, the mermaid smiled faintly and returned to the world
of water.



EPILOGUE GALE WIND’S NEWS




4 EPILOGUE
GALE WIND’S NEWS

After defeating the enhanced species, our party left the lower levels together
with Dormul, Luvis, and their companions.

We had suffered major damage and loss of our supplies, and therefore we
took the shortest route to the Colossal Tree Labyrinth without making a single
detour. From there we returned to the safety point of Rivira. The town’s
residents made no fuss whatsoever over the armless Luvis and the other injured
party members, as if seeing adventurers with irreparable injuries was just a part
of daily life. We requested and received accommodation to treat the wounded
here.

One full day has passed since my battle with the enhanced species.
“Are you...all right...?”

Our party has come to the inn to check on Luvis and the other wounded, who
we’ve heard have made it past the most dangerous stage of their treatment.

“Sorry to worry you! It’s nothing life-threatening,” Luvis says, sitting up in
bed. | can tell he is still exhausted, but he gives me a hearty smile. He’s sharing
a large room built into a cave with a number of other adventurers, including
other elves from Modi Familia and dwarves from Magni Familia, which Dormul
belongs to. They're all resting on beds or sheets spread on the floor. A
boundary line has been drawn down the center of the room—evidence of the
usual bad relations between the dwarves and the elves.

'I}

“Thank ye kindly. Yer kindness has warmed me heart and, well...yo-ho-ho?

Dormul blushes and bursts into laughter as he looks at Cassandra and
Haruhime.



“I’'m so glad you’re doing better,” the healer says.
“Are the other dwarves recovering all right?” Haruhime asks.

| glance over at Luvis, who has already changed into a spare set of battle
clothes. No arm protrudes from the cuff of the short sleeve on the right side.

“I’'m sorry we weren’t able to fix your arm...” | say.

As | had feared, there was no way to restore it. The severed limb that we
recovered was already beginning to rot, and if we had attached it, it would
probably have caused necrosis from the shoulder down. No healing item or
magic has the power to reverse time and undo decay.

| was worried my apology might have sounded arrogant, but Luvis answers,
“No, | was lucky.”

“Huh?” | say.

He brings his left hand to his right stump and shakes his head.

“I lost an arm, not my life.”

“...Mr. Luvis.”

“Don’t worry about me. This all happened because of my own carelessness.”

| follow Luvis’s eyes and see that several other bandaged elves are smiling,
too. One female elf is missing a leg. | don’t know what to say.

“This is an adventurer’s life. This is the Dungeon,” Luvis says, drawing his thin
eyebrows together.

“This is the price we pay in our quest for the unknown. It’s a reality we all
must face.”

Like he says, the reality of being an adventurer is right here before my eyes.
It’s not at all like a splendid fairy tale. It’s the hard truth of losing an arm or an
eye or even your life.

Still—continuing the fight as long as you have your life is part of being an
adventurer.

Seeing Luvis’s sudden smile helps me realize that.



“When we get back to the surface, I'll go see Dian Cecht Familia and get them
to make me the best prosthetic arm out there...Oh boy, it’ll drive our patron
deity wild to hear we’re going into debt over that!”

Maybe because he’s imagining the moment he reveals the news, Luvis giggles.
It’s a pleasant laugh, not in the least shadowed by bitterness.

The graceful elven youth looks up at me.

“Rabbit Foot...Bell Cranell. Thank you for rescuing us. | swear on the name of
Luvis Lilix that one day | will repay this enormous debt...My deepest gratitude,
comrade of the elves.”

He puts his hand on his chest and bows deeply. The other elves do the same,
with smiles on their faces.

“..Hmph! Ye elves are too formal. Ye ought to do things more simply.”

Dormul, who had been watching my exchange with Luvis silently, approaches
me with his companions.

“Thank ye, Hestia Familia and other adventurers. If ye find trouble in the
future, we dwarves will help.”

We grin at each other, and then | grasp the massive hand Dormul has
extended. Lilly, Welf, and the others shake hands with the other dwarves.

“Enough with these boring formalities! We’ve gotten through the worst; now

III

| say it’s time for a few drinks
“M-Miss Aisha? What in the world are you talking about...?” Haruhime gasps.

“Thanks to that lumbering giant, our plans got all messed up and we had to
give up the expedition halfway through. The least we can do is enjoy ourselves

”
!

now!” Aisha answers smugly. The dwarves’ eyes sparkle at her suggestion,

while the elves look astonished.
“Getting wounded people drunk, eh, Amazon?”
“We're in!”

|II

“Right, then, it’s a drinking party! We’'ll drink this town dry!” Aisha says.

“Miss Aisha, this is absolutely not acceptable! The exorbitant prices of drinks



in Rivira will be our ruin! At least wait until we’re back on the surface...!” Lilly
shrieks.

“Stop being so stingy, Lilly! After all, we did bring back plenty of jewels from
the lower levels!” Welf says.

“That’s a separate issue!! You think I’'m going to let you waste my jewels on
drinks?!”

“Back to the same old nonsense...” Daphne sighs, recalling a similar scene
from the first day of the expedition. Cassandra laughs hollowly.

| smile wryly and sneak out of the large room. Maybe part of me wants to
avoid getting pulled into the celebration, but mostly it’s that | want to tell the
townsfolk who helped us out that Luvis and the others are on the mend.

Outside the cave-turned-inn, the eighteenth floor is bustling with midday
activity. The chrysanthemume-like crystals on the ceiling are glowing with a soft
sunlike light.

“Hey, Rabbit Foot! | heard you met up with quite the monster down there!
Bad luck for your first expedition, I'd say!”

Bors, the head of Rivira, buttonholes me as soon as | step out of the inn. A
smile on his unseemly face and a patch over one eye, he pounds me on the
shoulder. His odd charm makes me smile back at his straightforward words in
spite of myself.

“Tell me the whole story! I'll pay for the drinks if you get the snacks,” he says.
“Uh, well, how about having a party with everyone, then...?”
“Right! Leave it to me!”

| make the suggestion thinking Aisha and the others will appreciate it, but just
then we’re interrupted.

“Bors! Bors!”
An animal-person adventurer runs up to us.
“What’s all the fuss about?”

“.der.”



“What?”

“A murder! An adventurer has been killed outside of town!”
Both Bors and | stare in shock at the bearer of this news.
“Wait now, are you sure this isn’t the work of a monster?”

“No, a human! | saw the criminal!”

As the extremely upset animal person describes what they saw, | can’t hide
my own distress.

Once again, death is close to me...A shiver runs down my neck, the blood
drains from my face, and my stomach churns with an awful sound.

“Who is it you say you saw?” Bors asks, narrowing his eyes sharply.

The animal person hesitates for a minute, then goes white and speaks.

“Gale Wind...”
Huh?

| stand there like a statue, not comprehending what | just heard. The
townsperson continues in a loud voice.

“It was the work of that blacklisted adventurer with a bounty on her head...
Gale Wind!”
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Afterword

I’ve always loved the flaming-sword attacks in a certain classic manga.

And here we have the twelfth volume of the series, which begins a new
storyline.

| initially planned to start this volume by jumping straight into the story of the
tavern elf, but | couldn’t help wanting to see just how much our hero had grown
since returning to his roots in the epilogue of Volume 11. | therefore rapidly
changed my plans and took the liberty of writing a pure Dungeon book. From
the perspective of the story as a whole, which is still a long way from over, it’s
something of a detour, but I’'m glad | took it.

As the author, the part of writing this volume that made me happiest is the
fact that the characters have reached the stage where they are truly changing
and growing. Of course, the structure of the storyline dictates how the various
characters develop and grow to a certain extent, but in this volume the main
character stepped away from my hand and took a great leap of his own. To
borrow the language of the series, even the deities didn’t foresee his
development. That seems like an appropriate way to put it. This strikes me as
evidence that the characters are alive within the story and not at all controlled
by my own plans. That’s what | want to believe. And to think that at the
beginning they were so weak and helpless!

The downside of all this was the question of how to depict the reactions of
the women in Bell’s life to his slightly excessive growth. In particular, it was
quite hard to rein in the sexual attraction of the Amazon. In my first draft, she
threw herself onto Bell without taking no for an answer, so | was in quite a
panic to revise that. That was another time | realized that the characters are



alive.

There were no intrigues or evil plots by the deities in this volume. It was
unadulterated Dungeon, and in personal terms, | had a terrific time writing it.
The characters were on a pure Dungeon adventure, encountering atrocious
monsters and cute girls in this fantasy world. | struggled here and there, but all
in all, I was very happy to return, along with the hero and his companions, to
that initial state of enthusiasm.

With that, | would like to move on to acknowledgments.

| am deeply grateful to Kotaki and Editor in Chief Kitamura, who rescued me
numerous times when | was moaning with indecision; to Suzuhito Yasuda, who
created such beautiful illustrations in the midst of a busy schedule; and to all
the other people who supported me once again in this project. Finally, | extend
my most sincere thanks to all my readers, who, when | stop to think about it,
have now accompanied me through more than twenty volumes of this series.
I’ll do everything | can to continue bringing you good stories into the future.

| hope we will meet again in the next volume. Until then, good-bye.

Fujino Omori
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