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THE DIVINE ARE MERCILESSLY EROTIC ROYALTY


Distant lights sparkled in the damp darkness of a rocky passageway.


The flickering dots created long shadows at the feet of monsters. Fire-breathing hellhounds growled as they sniffed the air. The white fur of a pack of horned almirage rippled as they looked around restlessly with their adorable faces, floppy bunny-like ears bouncing in time with their feet. The beasts were on the hunt, using their extraordinarily sharp senses of smell and hearing to locate the invaders crazy enough to enter their territory.


Monsters tracked their prey as they snaked their way through the countless tunnels of the intricate maze known as the Dungeon.


Somewhere deep within—KASHH KASHH.


The sounds of digging echoed through the hallways.


“Hey…is this really the right spot for mining?”


“Ahhh, do you doubt Lilly’s information? Lilly did the proper research, and she knows that upper-class adventurers bring home lots of those stones from this area.”


A young girl used a portable magic-stone lamp to illuminate an area for the young man to slam his mattock into the cavern wall.


Welf and Lilly worked in a dark corner of the Dungeon while quietly bickering back and forth.


“Sir Welf, Lady Lilly…still no success?”


“M-monsters could be here any moment…I don’t know how much more my nerves can take…”


Two new hushed voices joined the conversation coming from Mikoto and Bell.


All four adventurers were careful to keep their bodies low and out of sight. The boy with ruby-red eyes and white hair and the young girl with long black locks tied into a ponytail were sidled up close beside where Welf and Lilly engaged with the cavern wall. Bell and Mikoto were serving as lookouts. Needless to say, they were watching for monsters.


They were in a semicircular small room at the end of a long, narrow hallway. The four of them had come here to mine the Dungeon for a specific stone. If a group of monsters came barreling down the lone path or burst from the Dungeon walls around them, there would be no escape. With no end to their mission in sight, the two human lookouts shed another drop of nervous sweat every time the mattock hit the stone wall.


The wall that Lilly and Welf were facing bore the scars of their labor while hundreds of pieces of stone littered the floor around them. As of yet, they had still not hit pay dirt, and as Bell listened to the pair’s unproductive bickering with an unreadable expression on his face, he happened to spy a spare mattock at Welf’s feet. Abandoning his post, the boy went to pick up the tool and set to work.


The tool itself was made from the same material as many of the weapons and armor used by adventurers. Trying it out, Bell swung the metal tool against the cavern wall a few times.


Just as he began, rock crumbled away and a few twinkling objects fell to the floor.


“Ah.”


“““AH!”””


A few flashes of light caught their attention as the ore rolled on the ground.


“W-we’ve done it! It’s blood onyx!”


“You did it, Bell!”


“As expected, truly!!”


Relief and joy instantly spread throughout the party as they picked up three of the gemstones, stowed them in a small bag, and quickly left the dead end behind.


Transitioning from the subterranean cul-de-sac into a much wider regular path in the Dungeon, they finally got a chance to breathe.


“As requested, we have collected more than two blood onyx…And with this, our quest is complete, right?”


Lilly took one of the minerals out of the bag as they walked through the room. She examined the black onyx’s surface, directing her gaze at the bands of bloodred and coal-black reflecting light from above. Welf and Mikoto, walking close beside their supporter to protect her, exchanged smiles as they were drawn in, too.


“Our other quest for the almirage furs was fulfilled after slaying that pack a while ago as well…”


“Yeah. Got ’em both done real quick…You know, Bell, ever since I joined up with you guys, drop items and stones like today seem to just fall into our laps. Do you just have really good luck?”


“Ah-ha-ha-haa…”


Bell had received two quests from Eina before Apollo’s banquet was held. The deadline was fast approaching, so the party of four adventurers had journeyed to the thirteenth floor in the middle levels of the Dungeon.


Bell laughed drily at Welf’s comment. About one month ago, when he obtained the Advanced Ability “Luck,” Eina had taken a guess as to its effect—and now her words bubbled up in the back of Bell’s mind.


Now that he thought about it, drop items seemed to be appearing at a higher rate than before he leveled up…The boy tilted his head and mumbled to himself.


“Is this really okay? There was no time left on the quests, but…There’s so much work to do with moving into our new home, but we dropped all that and came down here…”


“It’s always necessary to think about the future, Mr. Bell. That doesn’t change just because the familia got bigger.”


Following Lilly’s merry comment, Welf turned and smiled.


“And I’m sure after the War Game and all, you wanted a chance to test out your current power, ain’t that right?”


Welf keenly pointed this out almost like an older brother, leaving Bell speechless for a moment. The white-haired boy nodded sheepishly as he said, “A-a bit…” He was lost for words as he looked at the man resting a greatsword on his shoulder.


They had overcome the fierce battles of the War Game, deepened their bonds, acquired new strengths, and become family in the process.


Today was their first trip into the Dungeon as the reborn Hestia Familia.


“—Everyone, get ready.”


Mikoto, her eyes locked on the path ahead of them, sounded the alarm.


Even before she finished speaking, Bell and the others drew their various weapons as quickly as Mikoto, everyone on their guard. All of them spotted the many sets of glinting eyes rushing in their direction from deep in the darkness.


Welf and Bell moved to the front as the first wave of beasts came into the light.


“I’m counting on you to take point!”


“On it!”


More than ten creatures leaped from the monsters’ ranks, aiming to slash at the party in a swarm.


The hellhounds preparing to launch their ranged fireball attacks were the very first targets for the two flashing knives and greatsword. High-speed slashes dismembered the attacking monsters’ bodies, while a slash with the ferocity of a sledgehammer struck a particularly large monster, smashing it to pieces.


“Lady Lilly, a spear!”


Mikoto moved into position behind Bell and Welf, who had already begun fighting, with her long black ponytail fluttering behind her.


Wasting no time, Lilly thrust a hand into her backpack and drew a short metal stake with a blade on one end. She threw the weapon with all her might, and when it flipped horizontally, in the blink of an eye, it extended into a two-meder-long pole before landing in Mikoto’s grasp.


A collapsible silver lance. The former member of Takemikazuchi Familia wielded the weapon with ease from the center as she covered the flanks of the two forward attackers. Her swift, accurate strikes skewered the agile almirage one after another. It wasn’t long before a trail of monster corpses and piles of ash were left in her wake.


Without missing a beat, she moved to intercept the natural weapons used by the monsters—stone tomahawks—and deflected them away from Bell and Welf.


“Well, it appears that Lilly’s completely not needed anymore.”


Standing by in the rear, Lilly looked over her comrades while admiring their handiwork. The entire encounter took less than a minute from start to finish.


Bell had become strong enough to pierce enemy ranks, carrying the party on the offense. He and Welf had learned how to anticipate each other’s movements, their teamwork improving with each battle. Now that Mikoto had joined their group, they could count on additional support from the center of their formation. Since Bell could focus solely on attacking, their battle party was much more balanced than before and at least twice as powerful. With an upper-class adventurer and a High Smith strengthening their forward and center ranks, they had a distinct advantage over the monsters on this level.


“There’s nothing to fear on level thirteen!” Lilly gleefully declared, happy instead of sad that she no longer had a role to play during battles. She hummed cheerfully while making her way to the line of monster corpses to perform her role as a supporter: to collect the spoils of battle.


That’s when they heard something.


Ferocious war cries of monsters and a noisy, deep-voiced yell.


“Isn’t that…a scream?”


“They are steadily approaching…I-it can’t be.”


Thud thud thud thud thud thud! Bell and Mikoto were petrified as the sounds echoed and approached from the darkness.


And a heartbeat later…


Just as they had feared, a group of adventurers emerged from a hallway, pursued by an even larger horde of monsters.


“They’re coming right for Lilly and everyone…?!”


“Hang on a sec, hasn’t this exact damn thing happened before?!”


The oncoming party of adventurers was madly running for their lives. That was, until they caught a glimpse of Bell’s battle party. Their leader sneered as his bloodshot eyes twisted with glee.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…!” Mikoto desperately apologized in response to Welf’s outburst.


“You guys—Hestia Familia, aren’t ’cha?! Be grateful, we’ll share our haul with you!”


“Like hell you will!! As if we need ’em!”


“R-run!”


Passing off monsters from one party to another—a pass parade. Welf’s enraged shouts and Bell’s terrified screams overlapped as they approached.


Bell and his battle party turned their backs to the oncoming adventurers and the thirty-plus monsters not far behind them and took off at full speed.


“Who the hell was it who said we had nothing to fear on this floor?”


“It depends on the time and place!! Gah, Lilly couldn’t even collect any magic stones…!”


“Lady Lilly, quickly! Hand me the backpack!”


“Wh-which way was the exit again?”


Welf readjusted the greatsword against his shoulder and let his frustrations show. Mikoto took the large backpack from Lilly and quickly slung it over her own shoulders. Bell swooped in and picked up the short prum girl, running as fast as he could with her in his arms.


The monsters picked up their pace, excited by the smell of even more fresh meat in front of them.


The reborn Hestia Familia used everything they had to escape from the Dungeon.
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Night.


Shrouded in darkness beneath the crescent moon, countless magic-stone lamps dotted the cityscape of Orario.


Standing proudly in the middle of Adventurers Street—Guild Headquarters, the majestic Pantheon. The clang of metal upon metal rang out from the industrial districts. The business quarter truly came alive, with rounds of thunderous applause bursting from the theaters and excited cheers echoing out of the casinos. Indeed this city, blessed with the resources harvested from the Dungeon, never slept, the hustle and bustle never ending.


In this thriving metropolis that seemed to symbolize prosperity itself, there was a certain place.


Flirtatious voices came from within the many small buildings that lined the street there.


Sometimes strong and sometimes barely above a whisper, these were the voices of men and women consumed by passion. Flickering candlelight illuminated the pairs of shadows intertwining on many of the windows and walls up and down the street, forms braided on beds.


Here desires turned into money, filled with bordellos as far as the eye could see.


The aptly named Night District felt completely different from the rest of the city. Dimly lit and seemingly standing apart from all the other streets and neighborhoods, it was always permeated with a mysterious, bewitching atmosphere.


“…That shithead.”


Where people indulged their cravings and appetites, the brothels.


She sat above it all, watching from the highest floor of her own palace.


The shapely woman was heavily accessorized with a golden crown, earrings, an ornate necklace decorating her cleavage, and bracelets around her wrists and ankles.


The only piece of cloth on her body that could truly be called clothing was a thin skirt around her hips, held in place by a cord tied at her side. There was nothing keeping her voluptuous breasts from view; only one strap of cloth prevented her from exposing everything to the world. Her perfectly proportioned hourglass figure and silky smooth coppery skin, openly displayed, were enough to make any man lose his mind. Her beauty was strong enough to bring a country to its knees—her divinity simply took it one step further. Truly, gender mattered not when looking at her body, which could hold anyone prisoner as it exuded a sweet, alluring aroma.


Her room was dark, illuminated by only the crescent moon and stars above. With the room open to the night air on all sides, she had a perfect view of the tower standing in the middle of the city. She glared at it, as if trying to burn it down with sheer intensity and loathing.


She stood in the highest place in all the Night District.


However, she wasn’t satisfied.


As for why, it was because of the chalk-white tower in the center of the city that pierced the skies, soaring overhead as though looking down on her, laughing at her.


The woman stared daggers at the highest floor of that tower.


That’s where that vile woman would be even now, a Goddess of Beauty like her—the silver-haired goddess whom she hated most of all.


“Why are you there? Why is it you and not me who sits on the throne?”


Unacceptable. Absolutely unacceptable.


That woman was always looking down on her from the highest perch.


As if she were no different from the rabble when viewed from such heights.


Her beauty allowed that goddess to take anything she wanted within Orario—no, the world. And she was rubbing it in her face.


That deplorable vixen. Unbelievable.


Were all the children of Gekai, and the other gods, blind?


Ignoring her own unparalleled beauty and giving that their attention? Categorically inconceivable.


Cursing that goddess with every fiber of her being, the goddess Ishtar’s beauty warped into something much more frightening.


“Don’t get full of yourself, Freya…”


Fully drawn curtains let in the moonlight, illuminating Ishtar in profile.


The irritating truth was that that goddess was not only higher ranked in name but led a familia more powerful than her own. So powerful, in fact, that they could prevent others from catching up.


For it was Freya’s beauty, along with her powerful followers, that allowed that woman to keep her place at the top.


“Keh!” Ishtar kept her eyes firmly on Babel Tower as a small laugh escaped her lips.


The smile on her face was one that could Charm anyone who laid eyes upon her—but it also hid a dark side.


It wouldn’t be long now.


It wouldn’t be long until she pulled that woman down from her perch.


Ishtar’s lips curled into a conniving grin.


“Just you watch.”


Spitting out those words under her breath, she stood up from the sofa she had been sitting on.


A bowl of exotic fruit sat on a table with a long, thin smoking pipe made in the Far Eastern style sitting at its base, all beside the sofa. The goddess grabbed her pipe before exiting the room. Several handsome young servants followed right behind her as she descended into the center of the palace.


Her braided black hair swayed from side to side and looked almost as though hues of purple were weaved into it. Smoke billowed from between her succulent lips after one pull from her oriental pipe as she descended to the top floor overlooking a grand inner chamber.


Spread out beneath her were her followers. Ishtar put her hands on the railing and addressed the prostitutes below.


“Now, ladies! It’s time to ensnare new clients! Tonight again, drown yourselves in love to your heart’s content!”


The crowd roared in approval. They were composed mostly of Amazons and contained a wide range from pretty, adorable girls to mature, sensual women. Ishtar looked down at their enthralling, lust-inspiring faces and couldn’t help but grin.


Her words were the signal for all the prostitutes to move out onto the streets. Some tried to get customers on looks alone, others called out to passing men, or still more directly approached the males who met their approval. The men had no idea that they were being hunted. Their thirst for pleasure emptied their wallets, spread information, relieved them of prized possessions, and surrendered their hearts to be devoured by the women in the brothels.


Like the ancient capital of old, built on decadence and immorality, this place was now alive with the celebration of hedonism and pleasures.


“Aisha, let’s get moving… Before all the hunky ones get taken!”


“Ahh, right behind you.”


An Amazonian woman responded to one of her kin. She walked the streets of the Night District, her long, toned legs bathed in moonlight until she stopped and looked back.


The atmosphere within Orario’s red-light district was foreign and exotic, unlike anywhere else in the city.


The brothels were designed to look like those from an island country far away. The red pillars and walls were brilliant and flashy, drawing in anyone who saw them. The Amazonian woman stood for a moment and admired one of the villas highlighted by the lights. Narrowing her eyes to hide her own pity, her long black hair fluttered behind her as she turned to rejoin her friend.


She strode past a window in front of one of the brothels where several prostitutes were lined up, waiting for customers.


Many young women had gathered in a chamber that was open to the street; only a lattice barrier separated them from the street as they called out to passersby, smiling and inviting them inside charmingly with friendly waves and finger curls.


“…”


Amid the prostitutes advertising their goods, there was one girl who sat quietly in the corner of the chamber.


Unlike the other women around her, she sat with her knees together and lips closed. Her cute, supple features and presence were enough to attract the attention of potential customers. Wearing a kimono—said to be the traditional garb of that island nation—underneath a traditional red bridal robe, her delicate body stood out like a beacon.


She had straight golden hair with green eyes, as well as a bushy tail of the same color as her hair.


With long, fox-like ears, the girl was absolutely stunning.


The only accessory she was adorned with was a black collar around her neck as she looked out from the chamber that served as her prison.


A cloud in the night sky shifted, allowing a moonbeam to cast its light upon her. She quietly whispered to herself.


“Seven more days…”
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SMOOTH SAILING?


The city was bustling.


“…One month?”


“Seriously…?”


Adventurers had gathered around the huge Guild Headquarters bulletin board. They stood in mute awe of one particular announcement.


“That punk-ass kid…!”


“Hey, Bete! Hurry up and let me see!”


One top-class adventurer snatched the paper from the bulletin board, crumpling it in his grip despite his ally’s request.


“Hee-hee-hee, he’s for real~.”


And so many deities wore delighted smiles and caroused excitedly as the news spread of this particular rank-up announcement.


The War Game still fresh in the minds of the people, word of this spread across the city like wildfire.


[image: image]Time span: one month.


[image: image]Adventurer Bell Cranell achieved Level 3.
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“—Ah-choo!”


That sneeze came out of nowhere.


I almost drop the box in my arms, but I manage to regain my balance in time to catch it. Just as I think I’m out of the woods…“AK-SHOO!” An even stronger sneeze blasts its way through my nose.


“What’s wrong, Bell? Catch a cold?”


“No, don’t think so…”


My goddess, who’s walking in front, turns around to look at me as I sniffle and blink over and over.


Same as me, my goddess, Lady Hestia, also has her arms full with baggage. “Someone must be talking about you, eh?” she says with a smile. I grimace and wave it off. That’s just a silly superstition.


“More importantly, Bell, this! Take a look!”


Tap, tap, tap, tap. She takes off at a quick pace. I follow after her into the shadow of a building and around the corner.


Suddenly I can see our new home, fully renovated and gleaming like in a dream.


“Wow…”


“So? What do you think? We live here starting today!”


I walk through the front gate and set the boxes down in the garden to take everything in. I feel my eyes stretching wide, studying every detail of the manor glistening in morning light.


We did some remodeling to Apollo Familia’s home—after we kind of took it over—and made it our own. Their god had some really strange tastes when it came to design, but it was well built and now it looks good as new. Three stories tall, the stone structure has a surprising amount of depth. Heck, it could pass as a minor palace.


Hestia Familia’s emblem, a bell and flames, hangs above the front door.


My cheeks tingle with excitement as I take a look at my goddess. She grins back at me, puffing out her chest with pride.


“I’ve come a long way since Hephaistos dumped me into that grungy basement!”


As she looks at our dearly-wished-for, splendid new home, my goddess puts her arm to her face as she sheds a rare, manly (womanly?) tear.


I force a smile. Thinking back, that room under the church was cozy. Living there, just the two of us, it wasn’t all that bad.


Of course there were a ton of inconveniences, but I’m sad that it was destroyed…I still have so many good memories of being with my goddess and the kind moments shared in that place.


But, yeah…


My friends, my family have grown.


And now we have a home big enough for everyone. So maybe this is a good thing.


I scratch the back of my head as I feel a ticklish smile spread across my face.


“Hestia, job’s finished as requested.”


“Ohh. Thanks, Goibniu.”


I’m still admiring the manor when the architects responsible for the renovation—members of the Goibniu Familia—emerge from every direction in succession, readying themselves for departure. Their leader, Lord Goibniu, greeted Lady Hestia and she responded in kind.


We had hired them to do the remodeling. Lord Goibniu is a deity of smithing and architecture. His familia is quite unique in Orario, taking construction jobs upon request. Of course, the blacksmiths and craftsmen in Goibniu Familia are well known and have quite a following. Though not as popular as Hephaistos Familia, I know that there are several upper-class adventurers who prefer their work above all. In fact, it looks like one of their smiths had made Lilly’s wrist bow gun, which is specifically designed for prums.


It’s been four days since they started working and two days since our quests that took us to the thirteenth floor of the Dungeon.


They worked fast and did a spectacular job restoring the stone on the outside of the manor. If the outside is this good, what’s the inside like?


Looks like the two deities are finished working out the finer details of payment and discussing the work done to the building. Lord Goibniu has a rather stout body, not much different from a dwarf’s. He shakes Lady Hestia’s hand with his own meaty appendage before making his way out the front gate.


Seeing their leader take his leave, the rest of his familia file out behind him, carrying their equipment with them.


“Just what I expected from Goibniu. They followed our instructions to the letter.”


“Ah, they did?”


“Mm-hmm. Just like everyone wanted, they made changes to quite a few rooms and installed some new facilities inside and outside the manor.”


I murmur in admiration and stand beside my goddess, looking up once more at our new home.


Once I get all these boxes taken care of, I’ll have to go check everything out.
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“Ohhh…!”


Hands and knees on the floor, Mikoto peeked at a full, steaming bathtub.


She had been walking through the third floor of their remodeled home. She had dropped everything to investigate the room she had requested.


The architects had used the existing showers and transformed the space into a large bathhouse. As if they had read her mind, there was a large cypress tub made in the style of her homeland that could comfortably fit ten people at once. Shhooo. She could hear the quiet sound of hot running water pouring steadily from the nozzle above the tub. The faint fragrance of cypress wood wafted up to Mikoto as she peered into the tub, her face reflected on the surface of the water.


Still on all fours, Mikoto suddenly tore away her gaze and raised her head. Everything from the walls to the ceiling, floor, pillars, and buckets was made of wood; the glint of the showerheads added to the charm of the room.


Everything reminded her of home in the Far East. She was so moved at the sight of it all that she shuddered lightly.


At the same time she watched the thin wisps of steam climbing above the water, a sound rose from—her thin throat.


“Uh-unnn…!”


Mikoto was conflicted.


They were currently in the process of moving in; even now her companions were carrying boxes upon boxes into the manor and working very hard. I don’t have time to be slacking right now, she thought just as her eyes fell on the pile of luggage on the floor behind her.


But…the white steam and alluring smells were just so enticing, drawing her in like magic.


She had been suppressing those urges, but now…


“J-just a short one.” She quietly said her shallow excuse as she went back out to the dressing room. Sticking her head into the main hallway, she looked both ways as she nervously checked to make sure no one was there before closing the door completely.


Shwip. Undoing the sashes on her clothes, the sounds of fabric sliding off filled the changing room.


Splish. She lightly stuck her toe into the water, pushing ripples across the surface.


Her thin calves were quick to follow, and then her thighs, before—sploosh—her whole body slid into the steaming bath.


“Ahhhhhh…!”


A pleasurable sigh escaped her lips as she submerged herself up to the shoulder.


She enjoyed the bath’s warm embrace. Squeezing both eyes shut, Mikoto let her whole body relax.


“Please forgive me, Lord Takemikazuchi, everyone…!”


As she fervently apologized, she let her face loosen as well. She had been forced to live in relative poverty after coming to Orario with Takemikazuchi and her childhood friends. A proper bath was out of the question and they had to make do with only showers. It went without saying that none of them ever complained or tried to live beyond their means…But now, the repressed desires she had kept bottled up burst free all at once.


Memories of her old favorite outdoor hot spring rushed to the surface of her mind.


She happily reminisced old scenes and landscapes of her hometown until soon, her skin was dyed the same color as cherry blossoms.
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For Mikoto, there was no greater pleasure in this world than a hot bath.


Incidentally, it was still early in the morning.


“Well, that’s Goibniu Familia for you—fast and efficient.”


A small stone shed had been constructed in the yard behind the manor.


Welf stood in the open doorway, completely unaware of the excited grin growing on his face.


His new workshop was built outside and apart from the rest of the grounds[image: image]a smith’s personal castle, a forge.


It didn’t have as much space as the workshop assigned to him by Hephaistos Familia, but it was just as well-equipped. Metal shelves lined the walls, and there were stacked firewood for fuel and barrels for quenching or storage. There was even a basement. The quality of construction was top-notch in every way.


He couldn’t even complain about the design of the thin chimney extending from the top of the forge.


“They’re blacksmiths, too. Of course they’d know what I want.”


Welf looked over his new workspace with complete satisfaction. He started carrying the small mountain of boxes he brought over from Hephaistos Familia with the enthusiasm of a kid in a toy store.


He couldn’t wait to make this workshop his castle.


His personal set of mallets, metal shears, and anvils found new homes all around the workshop. The weapons that he couldn’t sell before were used as decorations for his basement, including the refined ingot that he had purchased using what little savings he had. Then he carried more weapons and armor of many sizes and shapes into the basement by himself without any trouble—thanks to his improved Status.


Lastly, with the hammer he’d received from the goddess Hephaistos herself clutched in his hand, he took a step back to admire the fruits of his efforts.


“This…is where I start again.”


A new familia, a new workshop, and a renewed spirit.


The young High Smith looked around his new workshop once more, tightly gripping his crimson hammer.


“Ignoring the storage areas, there are more than twenty extra rooms, not including the ones hidden or underground…”


Lilly was walking around inside the manor, a map clutched in both hands.


She followed it to a room and took a quick look inside before jotting down a few notes about the interior and anything that stood out before moving on.


The more rooms she checked, the more troubled she looked.


“Uhnn, this place is too biiig…”


The manor, constructed of solid stone and wood, was three stories tall. In addition, it had yards in the front and back as well as a surrounding iron fence. When it was still owned by Apollo Familia, over one hundred adventurers had called this place home. Even if they included their goddess in the count, Hestia Familia had only five members. This residence did not match their circumstances at all.


“With only everyone and Lilly, it will be impossible to clean and maintain this place…Perhaps hiring a maid would be a good idea?”


She knew that needlessly spending money should be avoided, but this problem needed to be solved.


They could hire someone unconnected to any familia, or a noncombatant member—someone who belonged to a familia but had not received a god’s Blessing. Several commercially focused familias around Orario employed noncombatant members to assist in their retail endeavors.


Even her own goddess, who worked a part-time job for Hephaistos Familia, was a prime example of this arrangement. Of course, people hired in this manner worked someplace far away from their employer’s secrets, for security.


Professional butlers often received a high salary, equal to what Guild employees made or what hardworking lower-class adventurers could make in the Dungeon. That being the case, it would be cheaper to hire a young woman who was unable to pursue an occupation in Orario’s famous magic-stone industry and already searching for a job opening…Lilly’s train of thought made it this far before she stopped in her tracks.


“…Mr. Bell’s eyes would wander, so that’s not an option.”


The young boy turned red at the mere sight of the opposite sex, so Lilly had misgivings about adding another young female member to the household. But if she couldn’t trust even an older maid, it would end up being a demonstration of impending financial doom.


Visions of the gray-haired bar girl Syr smiling at him flashed in front of her eyes. She vigorously shook her head back and forth to make them go away.


“But, mhnn, on the other hand…”


She took a look out the window of the first-floor hallway at all the flowers and plants in the inner garden that would need a lot of attention. Lilly’s mind was weighing her young maiden’s heart against the current situation.


Each member of Hestia Familia prepared for their new lifestyle and surroundings in their own way.
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“It’s like a dream come true…”


As I keep moving in furniture and baggage without pausing, I look up in wonder at our new home.


The remolded walls of the building reflect the sunlight and seem to sparkle, to glow. Even if I ignore the possibility of it being the product of overexcitement about moving into a new place, it’s probably still a bit of an exaggeration.


“…It would be really nice if our familia got bigger, too, not just our home.”


As I talk to myself, I catch glimpses of Lilly and the others walking about here and there.


A smile grows on my face as I adjust my grip on the box in my arms.


“Hey…cut it out…!”


“I don’t wannaaa…!!”


“Hmm?”


The voices reach my ears as I’m walking along the outer wall of the building, heading for the backyard.


Two girls are arguing in the street that runs by our new home.


Well, maybe not arguing…One girl has her arms wrapped around two bars of the iron fence surrounding our property, while the other girl is trying to yank her away by the collar. The girl in front is throwing a tantrum like a child, crying all over, while her counterpart can’t hide her irritation.


“Wait, I remember you…Miss Cassandra? Miss Daphne?”


They’re exactly how I remember them. One has long flowing hair while the other has a short cut, and their personalities couldn’t be more different. I fought against them in the War Game—both are former members of Apollo Familia.


I can’t exactly walk away and pretend I never saw them at this point…


“Ah…Little Rookie.”


After I set down the box and start to jog over to them, Miss Daphne notices me first.


She doesn’t loosen her grip on Miss Cassandra’s shirt collar. It isn’t long before the other girl’s characteristically droopy eyes also point in my direction.


“Um…well…”


I try to ask them what’s going on, but the words…I can’t get them out.


This used to be their home and I feel guilty about taking it from them.


Miss Daphne must’ve figured out what’s going through my mind. She looks right at me and shrugs.


“You guys won fair and square so you don’t have to let it weigh on your conscience. Besides, we’re the ones who started the war, so there’s that, too.”


Miss Daphne’s doing her best to convey that there are no hard feelings.


While I’m glad to hear her say that…I still feel bad. “Seriously, it’s all right,” Miss Daphne adds while she forces a smile, attempting to reassure me.


“The two of us were pressured to join anyway, so actually it’s good things turned out like this. Now we get a chance to join a familia led by someone a little less crazy than our former god.”


The fabric of Cassandra’s clothing is straining again as Daphne makes another attempt to pull her away from the iron bars. Fixing her grip, the short-haired girl explains what they’ve been up to.


They appear to be at some sort of crossroads, trying to figure out their next step. Being upper-class adventurers, they had been scouted by many gods and goddesses. Unfortunately, all their recruiters had major downsides that they just couldn’t ignore, so they rejected all offers.


High-ranking familias aren’t showing any interest in them and the pair has no interest in selling their services like mercenaries. So for now, they are trying to find a decent god who leads an average familia.


So, Daphne explains to me, she isn’t holding any grudges, though thinking that all the other former members of Apollo Familia would do the same is a mistake. She adds that, as the victor, I should hold my head high a bit…I guess if she’s willing to say that much, I’ll stop worrying about it.


The two of us share a smile on opposite sides of the black iron bars.


“So then, um, what brings you here…?”


Finally getting to the point, Daphne sighs and pulls on Cassandra one more time.


I look down at the girl, her entire body pressed up against the iron bars.


“You see, this one lost her favorite pillow.”


“Pillow?”


“Yeah. I keep telling her she can just buy a new one, but…”


“Th-that’s the only one that wooorks. I-I can’t get any sleep without it…”


This is the first time Cassandra has said anything this whole conversation.


Eyes leaking, talking through sobs, she looks over her shoulder at Miss Daphne tugging on her collar.


So then, that means…


“Miss Cassandra, did you forget the pillow inside?”


We removed everything that Apollo Familia left behind when we moved in. Was there a pillow like that when we were cleaning up?


Cassandra thrusts her beet-red face through the space between the iron bars after I ask my question. She speaks timidly, choosing her words carefully.


“I don’t remember, honestly…I saw it was here in a dream, so I…”


“A what?”


D-dream…?


“Like I said: Stop saying such stupid things already!”


“I’m begging you, please believe meeeee!”


Daphne scolded Cassandra for saying that a dream led her back here.


By this point, I’ve figured out most of it. Miss Daphne tried to stop Miss Cassandra from showing up at another familia’s home unannounced, asking around for a request under such embarrassing pretenses.


At the same time, she wasn’t taking Miss Cassandra’s dream seriously. So both were at a loss as to what to do.


I don’t exactly believe in fortune-telling or clairvoyant dreams, but…


As one could expect, Cassandra’s tearful, pleading eyes are heartbreaking.


“Umm, in that case, I’ll go take a look.”


““Eh?””


I add, “For the pillow,” to clarify when the two girls fall silent and stare at me.


Daphne looks utterly shocked, while Cassandra seems to have a puzzled look behind her collected tears.


“You…you’re serious…? It was a dream, you know—a dream. You’re going to trust a delusion?”


“D-delusion…? But you’re pretty sure it’s here, right?”


I look away from Miss Daphne’s flustered expression to make eye contact with Miss Cassandra. She doesn’t say a word, only nods her head up and down as fast as she can. In that case, I can’t say no.


I ask her where to look and she hurriedly recounts her dream to give me directions.


“D-do you believe me…?”


Up until the very last moment, she still speaks timidly.


I force a smile.


“Everything is fine. I trust you. I will do my best to find it.”


The second the words leave my mouth, Miss Cassandra looks overcome with emotion, staring right at me with tears in her eyes and all choked up.


“I’ll be going now,” I say while backing up, cold sweat running down my face from her moved expression. She’s making this a bigger deal than it really is. Miss Daphne calls out to me, saying I don’t have to do this, but I turn back and wave to tell her it’s all right.


Miss Daphne really doesn’t have to be so obstinate…


If it showed up in Miss Cassandra’s dreams, then she probably just remembers the location of the pillow?


…I don’t really want to take hocus-pocus stuff like that seriously, but she just seemed so sure of it that I thought I should retrace the steps of her dream.


Something feels strange…It feels like there’s a hot spot on my back.


It had been only a moment—the Status etched into my back had suddenly heated up.


I reach around with my finger, confirming the place that flared up.


“…Luck?”


The heat is coming from an area really close to my Skill slots.


Thinking about the shapes of all the hieroglyphs engraved onto my back, I tilt my head and wonder what’s going on.


Stepping inside the front door of our home, I start searching for the pillow.


“Is this it?”


“—That’s it!”


It didn’t take long.


After finding it, I rushed back with the pillow in my hands and as soon as she saw, Miss Cassandra gave a happy cheer.


I hand the light-pink item through the fence and the next thing I know, Miss Cassandra is holding it close with all her might. Her eyes close as she hugs her long-lost friend, happy as happy could be. I can’t help but feel glad, seeing her elated reaction. The pillow had been right where she told me, somehow squeezed between a support pillar and a wall.


While Miss Cassandra is still radiating the joy of the puppy being reunited with its owner, next to her, Miss Daphne murmurs, “She was right…” in disbelief.


“Um, thank you so much! Thank you for believing me! Thank you, thank you…!!”


“N-no big deal, really…”


She keeps bowing over and over, saying thank you over and over again. Another smile appears on my face out of pure embarrassment. Even my body is shrinking away from her.


It takes me a little while to walk around the fence so that I can talk to them without bars in the way. Miss Cassandra starts bowing yet again until finally poking half her face out from behind the pillow.


She sucks in her cheeks as her eyes study me.


There’s a strange warmth in her gaze, and it’s making me blush.


Keeping her eyes on me, Miss Cassandra takes a few small steps to Daphne’s side.


She whispers something into Miss Daphne’s ear with the pillow still in her arms.


“What…Really? Are you sure?”


“Uh-huh…”


Surprise is written all over Miss Daphne’s face as Miss Cassandra’s cheeks turn bright pink, and she nods again.


Why do I get the feeling of being left out of this conversation? Miss Daphne straightens and turns to face me a few moments later.


“Little Rookie, we have something to attend to…Later.”


She thanks me for finding Miss Cassandra’s pillow before turning her back on me. Miss Cassandra herself shows me another smile before bowing one last time and following after her partner.


The two of them go around a corner and are out of sight before I know what happened.


“Later…?”


What did she mean by that?


Anyway, I have to get back to work. The box from before is still sitting behind the building. I jog back around the fence and pick it up.


Our conversation replaying in my mind, I bring the box into our home.


“Ah! Bell! Take a break as soon as you’re done with that!”


“Eh? Is that okay?”


My goddess called out to me from a room on the second floor as I passed by the door.


I protest, telling her that we haven’t made much progress at all. She just smiles at me with all the confidence in the world and waves me over.


“Hee-hee, the party can’t start without you! Take a look at this!”


I walk all the way across the room to my goddess standing in front of the window. She holds up a piece of paper.


She hadn’t told me what to expect, so I cautiously take the paper from her and give it a once-over…


“…Hestia Familia, now recruiting new members! Come, my children!”


An invitation to join our familia written in the common language of Koine is sprawled on the paper. Our emblem, a flame and a bell, is at the top of the invitation, which contains the information about how to apply.


And the day to meet the goddess in person is…today.


My eyes jump off the paper and I look back at her. She’s smiling from ear to ear.


“There’s another one just like this at the Guild’s bulletin board, and I asked the ladies at my part-time job to post one at the stand! It’s almost time to meet everyone…They should be outside right now!”


She casts her gaze out the window.


I rush over and take a look for myself.


“W-wow…!”


Just outside the iron fence in front of our front door…


Many races of humans and demi-humans are standing there.
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“Hey, we’re gonna be looking at the new prospective recruits. Meetin’ on the front lawn.”


Mikoto was carrying some small boxes down a hallway when Welf called out to her.


She spun on her heel to face him. That was when the young man realized something out of place and smiled wryly.


“Did you…take a dip this early in the day?”


“Ah, no, this is just…you see…!”


One layer of loose clothing, slightly pink skin, and damp jet-black hair gave it away. She realized that, with just one look at her, anyone could tell she had just gotten out of the bath. Her face promptly turned a much darker shade of pink.


While it had been only a quick one, she felt guilty for skipping out on the work that had been assigned to her. Her normally tied-back hair was hanging loosely, and now she looked like a kid with a guilty conscience as she tried to hide behind the boxes in her arms.


Looking at Mikoto, Welf’s earlier smile deepened.


“…I won’t say anything to the others, so come along when you can.”


“I-I’ll be there right after putting this away!”


Thanking the older smith for his understanding, Mikoto could feel her cheeks burning as she practically screamed her response. She dashed away, leaving Welf behind her.


“I lack discipline…”


She muttered to herself as even her ears burned red.


Thump, thump, the boxes shook in her arms as she raced through a hallway as fast as she could with short little strides.


“Oops.”


A little white note fell out of the top box and landed on the floor at her feet.


“Now I’ve done it,” said Mikoto as she set down the mountain of boxes before leaning down to pick it up.


She was about to slip it back inside when the quality of the paper caught her attention. She held it up to the light coming through the window to see what was written on it.


“What is this…?”
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“Th-this isn’t a dream…?”


I clear my throat as I take it all in.


Humans and demi-humans of all shapes and sizes flood into our front garden the moment we open the gate.


My face feels numb. I survey the crowd from my vantage point on the front porch.


“It’s all real, Bell! All these children came here today to join our familia!”


The goddess takes a few steps in front of me, spreading her arms to welcome the newcomers.


Thanks to her recruiting posters, all these people—more than fifty in all—came to our home today because they want to join Hestia Familia.


“We are the talk of the town after winning the War Game, especially among the newcomer adventurers who just arrived in Orario. Lilly and everyone’s familia has the most momentum right now.”


Lilly’s standing on my goddess’s other side, explaining the flood of hopeful recruits.


The images they saw of the War Game through the Divine Mirrors spread all across Orario are still fresh in their minds. Seeing a young, vastly outnumbered familia overcome the odds and emerge victorious must’ve left a strong impression.


Travelers and merchants probably spread the word of our exploits outside the city as well, which can only help.


Only when I notice Lilly’s stare do I realize that I’m smiling. I can’t describe this feeling of happiness, this uplifting joy.


“Th-this means we’re not the baby familia anymore…! Goddess, we did it, didn’t we?”


“Yeah! It all started three months ago…Such a short time, and yet it feels so long!!”


My goddess and I clap our hands together, basking in the joy of finally being recognized as a legitimate familia.


Lilly looks kind of uncomfortable, forcing a smile with her eyes on us. But I’m sure that she’s just as happy as we are, if not happier.


All those nights of eating Jyaga Maru Kun—crispy potato puffs—alone with the goddess in the hidden room under the old church feel like ancient history now. There are so many memories, things that would never happen again—except the potato puffs. That’s still on the menu.


I’m just so happy.


The goddess had tried to recruit people on her own, but she’d been rejected so many times. Now people are literally lining up to join our familia.


Still holding hands with my goddess, I look out across the crowd and start tearing up.


There are so many races. Humans, of course, but also elves, dwarves, beastpeople, prums, and even a few people of mixed race, all standing in our front yard. Several of the men look Dungeon ready, dressed in full armor and carrying their weapons of choice. There’s a group of girls off by the gates dressed in traveler’s clothes. They must’ve just gotten to the city a few days ago. Everyone’s chatting excitedly among themselves while stealing glances at the three of us on the porch. The atmosphere is electric.


The sun bright in a blue sky overhead, everything so bright and colorful…it’s hard to believe this is happening. Dreams do come true!


“Ah…Miss Daphne! Miss Cassandra!”


I recognize two familiar faces in the crowd. I talked to them not half an hour ago. Miss Daphne’s short hair swishes around her head as her usual smug eyes meet mine. I feel Miss Cassandra’s soft stare a moment later.


They weave their way through the crowd and come up to the front porch. Daphne forces a smirk.


“This girl told me she wants to join your familia…”


Miss Daphne plops her hand right on top of Miss Cassandra’s head. My eyes shoot open in surprise.


Miss Cassandra shyly smiles at me for a moment before hiding her face. I feel the muscles in my cheeks melt as another big smile forms on my lips.


So this is what she meant by “later”…They knew!


I have no clue why they chose our familia over others, but I’m so happy I couldn’t care less! “Thank you so much!” The words practically explode out of my mouth.


To think, third-tier, upper-class adventurers are going to join us! I could jump for joy right here, right now!


“Quite the crowd.”


“Ah, Welf!”


Welf comes out onto the front porch just as Miss Daphne and Miss Cassandra disappear back into the mass of people.


“Are you that thrilled that the familia is growing?”


“Yes! Everyone living together, it’ll be like a big family…!”


“Having more people doesn’t mean only good things, you know. Bigger family means bigger obligations, too.”


He has even more points, talking about how as a group there are more details to figure out, as well as more potential for drama and competition.


He’s speaking from experience, having once belonged to the much larger Hephaistos Familia. There’s that big-brother aura of his, and that all-knowing grin. The balloon of elation in my chest is a bit smaller now.


He’s right…There are many sides to a larger familia.


“Welf, relax, would you? I’ll be talking to each of them one-on-one, figuring out what makes them tick!”


“What…? Y-you’re not letting everyone in?”


The goddess heard everything that Welf said and came to join the conversation.


Honestly, I’m shocked. I thought everyone here was going to be a member of our new family.


“Gods have their own individual tastes and hobbies. That’s what makes each familia different. Think about it, Bell. What would happen if a child who didn’t agree with our way of thinking joins us? There’d be a lot of problems.”


“Well…”


“And don’t forget, I’m a goddess. One quick glance is all I need to determine a child’s personality. And they can’t lie to me, now, can they? I’ll turn away anyone I think would damage our familia.”


I get what she’s saying. It’s the right thing to do.


Our familia’s dignity would suffer if a new recruit turned out to be a drunken bar brawler or a violent criminal. I’m not so sure I could work alongside someone like that, either. Of course, I know that Lady Hestia won’t make decisions based on personal history but on content of character.


It all comes down to whether the deity thinks you can benefit the familia. Nothing else matters. After being rejected from familia after familia when I first came to Orario, I understand this all too well.


But standing here in front of all these people who want to join…I don’t want to turn away a single one of them.


“…And I can’t allow anyone else like that supporter inside these walls. Adding another person who looks at Bell with lustful eyes would send this house into chaos…”


“Lilly can hear you, Lady Hestia.”


The goddess and Lilly keep talking in hushed voices, but I still feel really bad that we can’t accept everyone. I’m not as happy as I was just a minute ago, but I definitely feel much more down-to-earth. Taking a deep breath, I scratch the back of my head.


“Be that as it may, the way Lilly sees it…There are a few demi-humans here today, but since Mr. Bell is the leader of the familia, we are more attractive to humans.”


She’s right.


The goddess chose me to lead, but there’s another reason, too. I’m the only one currently in Hestia Familia who didn’t join by Conversion from another group.


Honestly, I’m a little worried that I’ve been given so much responsibility but…it’s kind of embarrassing being called a leader like this.


Apparently, there are some familias where it’s easier to join if you happen to be the same race as the current commander of the group. Personally, I think of the group leader as more of a figurehead. On the other hand, seeing all the humans here who are inspired to join my familia because of me feels pretty good.


In addition to what Lilly’s pointing out, many of the newcomers decided to dress the part of an adventurer. Swords and spears, shields, light and heavy armor—the mix of fighting styles and weapons is almost overwhelming. Some have the air of a soldier’s discipline while others exude the confidence of a knight. I can already see myself prowling the Dungeon with them, counting on their support. There are even a few supporters equipped with large backpacks in the crowd as well.


I can’t tell if they’re members of other familias who want to change affiliation or if they’re “free” adventurers from outside the city. The one thing I do know, however, is they definitely look the part.


“Well then, shall we start the interviews?”


The goddess calls out to the crowd while I’m scanning the candidates.


I look over at Lilly and Welf. They nod back and we all step off the porch and into the crowd.


The goddess looks around at all the gathered adventurers and is just about to announce the beginning of the interviews when—


“L-LADY HESTIA!”


A shrill scream emerges from inside.


The four of us turn around to face the building as Mikoto bursts out the front door.


“What’s wrong, Mikoto?”


“I-i-it fell…fell from a box…!”


The goddess can’t hide her confusion. Mikoto’s entire body is trembling, color gone from her face.


She holds up a piece of paper in front of us, the goddess, and the recruits, and yells at the top of her lungs:


“A two-hundred-million-valis loan contract [image: image]!!”


Time seems to stand still.


“Heh-HEM?!”


Lady Hestia gawks at the high-quality paper thrust into her face, clearing her throat.


“What?” Lilly staggers backward. “Two hundred mil?” Welf’s absolutely stunned. I take a look over my shoulder; every candidate looks petrified.


I can’t move.


Every single set of eyes is locked onto the numbers in the middle of the form.


Two hundred million[image: image]Two hundred million valis.


Even as my shaky line of sight works its way back around, I can make out every one of those zeroes. Just above the total, written in big bloodred letters, are the words Loan Contract. What’s worse, just below the zeroes is Lady Hestia’s signature in both Koine and hieroglyphs. This is real and there’s no escape.


But the final blow is the signature next to it. Hephaistos Familia. All the air leaks out of my lungs, but I can’t breathe back in. Everything sounds distant.


It can’t be—


The weapon hanging from my belt has exactly the same one.


I feel the weight of the black knife engraved with “Hφαιστος” as if it’s suddenly made of pure lead.


It’s too much. I collapse.


“Uh…uhhh—”


“M-Mr. Bell!”


“This has to be some kind of joke…”


I can see the blue sky as Lilly’s voice swirls around me. Pretty sure that’s Welf, his voice dropping low.


Right on cue, a chorus of gasps rings out across the front lawn.


“—Cassandra, we’re leaving.”


“Eh…huh, Daph?”


Clomp, clomp. The ground shakes as over fifty pairs of boots turn and leave like the receding tide.


The dark side of Hestia Familia that even the members didn’t know about had been revealed. A bomb lurking in the darkness in the form of debt.


This makes that earlier scene of excitement and energy seem like a lie. All the candidates are gone.


The last thing I see before the blue darkness overtakes me is the goddess, standing like a statue in silence.
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“What’s the meaning of this?”


Lilly presses for answers.


Everyone has gathered in the living room at the back of the first floor. The room is still littered with mounds of open and unopened boxes. A space in the center had been cleared for a table and a small sofa. Antique candles light up the dim room, but they use magic stones rather than flame to produce light. We’re sitting around them, our faces illuminated in the darkness.


I’m the only one lying down, letting out the occasional pitiful moan. My head still hurts. Lilly, Welf, and Mikoto are sitting in a ring around the candles while my goddess sits in the middle.


Surrounded by Lilly and the others, Lady Hestia is wearing a terribly troubled face.


The ticking from the clock on the wall echoes, indicating that the sun is setting right now.


Half a day has passed since the disaster on the front lawn, and by now there is almost no light coming in from the windows. Night is upon us.


“We were delayed by cleanup and taking care of Mr. Bell, but please tell Lilly the truth. The truth about that contract.”


“Oh, that involves only me. So it doesn’t affect the familia at all…”


“Thanks to that ‘harmless’ loan that shouldn’t affect the familia at all, we have zero new members. Lilly thinks that it had quite an effect. As our goddess, it’s your responsibility to keep us informed about these matters.”


I’ve never heard Lilly’s voice so sharp before. She’s taking the role of our representative. The rest of us are staying quiet.


Mikoto was the one who forgot herself and announced everything in front of the candidates. I can tell she feels bad about it, but even she is waiting for an explanation. Welf is sitting cross-legged, eyebrows low and eyes locked firmly onto Lady Hestia.


The goddess looks to all of us in turn, cornered in every sense of the word. At long last, she starts mumbling her story.


“The truth is…a lot of things happened when I asked Hephaistos to make Bell’s knife…”


And so begins the whole story behind the Divine Knife—my knife.


First, she practically forced her friend Hephaistos to forge it.


It’s the only one like it in the world, and the goddess of the Forge is probably the only one capable of making it. Therefore, it’s extremely valuable.


That was why Hestia had to pay such an absurd amount of money. In the end, she had agreed to the terms of Hephaistos’s loan.


Welf, a former member of Hephaistos Familia, presses the inner corners of his eyes as he listens to the goddess. “Always wondered who forged it, hieroglyphs and all…So it was her.” The words quietly slip out of his mouth. Mikoto’s eyes are wide, the truth about the loan sinking in. On the other hand, Lilly looks like she found the missing piece to a puzzle. She’s known me since I was a bottom-of-the-barrel adventurer, one who carried a weapon far too valuable for my Status. “So that’s why…” I hear her whisper under her breath.


The goddess is just sitting there, nervously twiddling her thumbs and waiting for our reactions.


“…Lilly heard many things when she went out earlier to buy medicine for Mr. Bell. Many rumors are being spread around the city by other gods and goddesses…They say that Hestia Familia is about to crumble under the weight of debt. Word is traveling fast.”


“If that is true, then…”


“Yes, the possibility of any new recruits is zero.”


Lilly raises her face and informs us what’s going on in the city. Mikoto cautiously followed her train of thought, so Lilly clarified. I feel like I’m gonna cry.


This is exactly how it was before, when my goddess was rejected at every turn…


“Our real problem is…the two-hundred-million-valis debt. That’s crazy.”


“Exceedingly crazy, indeed.”


There’s a great deal of tension in Welf’s and Mikoto’s voices. Both of them look to Lilly.


She’s become our accountant of sorts and has a better understanding of our finances than anyone else.


“Almost all our winnings from the War Game have been spent. There’s almost nothing left in our savings.”


“…”


“Also, due to our victory and Mr. Bell’s ranking up once again, the Guild has elevated our familia rank to ‘E,’ which means we must pay more taxes. Lilly’s expecting somewhere in the range of one million valis per year. Please prepare yourselves.”


“……”


“In other words…to repay the debt, we must spend more time prowling the Dungeon than ever before.”


A chill runs through the air as a hush falls over us.


We’re doomed to a life of poverty if we don’t start working twice, three times as hard as before. The reality still isn’t sinking in.


The goddess jumps to her feet, unable to stay still any longer. She looks at all our glum faces and practically explodes.


“D-don’t get the wrong idea! This is my loan; I’ll pay it back by myself! No, I have to pay it back by myself!”


Grabbing the contract off the table, she smacks her chest with her free hand and yells loudly enough to make all of us jump. Lady Hestia insists that this debt has nothing to do with us.


“Actually, this contract is a beautiful jewel that shows just how much I love Bell! It’s not going anywhere!”


“As if a debtor’s contract can be a crystal of love.”


I’m not sure why Lady Hestia is bragging about all those zeroes, but Lilly looks far from amused.


Even Welf and Mikoto are looking at the goddess with ice-cold stares. The goddess starts mumbling even more things, trying to ignore the sharp gazes. “It’s because of her scheme that it’s this expensive…Hephaistos is a good friend, so she’s always trying to use some excuse to make me work hard…”


Twin black ponytails shaking as she wipes her face, the goddess takes a deep breath and says with a lot more force:


“The point is, none of you need to worry about this loan. Everyone here knows I’m working at a part-time job, right? Everything I make there is going toward paying off the knife. It’ll take a couple hundred years, but I’m paying it back in full.”


“…”


“I’m sorry for hiding this…but I promise, it won’t cause any trouble.”


She adds it might be too late for any new recruits, but…Her eyes look really apologetic. “Please don’t worry about it,” she says as a final plea.


The rest of us exchange confused glances, trying to figure out how it’s possible for us to ignore something like this.


“…But.”


I take the damp cloth off my forehead and sit up.


I look at the goddess from my spot on the furry rug.


“You…took out a loan to get this knife, all for me?”


“…”


She doesn’t answer, but I know what her silence means.


A twinge of guilt runs through my chest.


The Divine Knife has saved me more times than I can count. It’s thanks to the goddess that I’ve been able to survive so many battles, all because she gave me this knife.


She willingly took on that kind of debt so I could become who I am today.


“…Please don’t make that face, Bell. It was my decision…”


Seeing her gentle smile, hearing her kind words, I can’t stay on the floor.


Climbing to my feet, I take the Divine Knife off my belt and make eye contact with my goddess.


“Goddess…I want to help. Let’s pay it back together.”


Her pure blue eyes tremble.


I can tell she’s surprised, but I mean every single word.


This knife…It’s the symbol of our family, our bond.


“Please, let me do this.”


“…”


The goddess freezes as I express my earnest desire—and she grins.


Her right hand reaches up to the base of one of her ponytails.


“As your goddess, it would put me in an awkward position if I accept your help to fix my own mistakes…”


Her delicate fingers lightly touch the first present I ever gave her.


Blue hair bands. They’re decorated with a blue ribbon tied to look like a flower and small silver bells. They ring softly as she taps one of them.


The sound fades and the goddess smiles once again.


“I don’t care how long it takes, I’ll pay off the loan. What I want the four of you to do is…support me.”


Now it’s our turn for our eyes to tremble. Everyone, including me, is looking at Lady Hestia with similar faces.


Support her. Basically, put warm food on the table, manage the familia, and make our home a happy place. She wants us to protect the things that make us smile, together.


That’s what she’s saying.


“I’m a goddess with debt…Is that okay?”


“O-of course!”


Her smile is radiant, even in the dim light. I bow and nod out of reflex.


She’s a little stubborn and refuses to accept our financial help, but she depends on us, believes in us. If all five of us work together and support one another, we’ll find a way.


Looking at that smile of hers, I swear to myself:


“…If those are the words of our goddess, we can’t exactly go against them.”


“Hee-hee, this is true.”


“Please don’t do anything like this again.”


The others get to their feet with smiles of acceptance on their faces. Lilly makes sure to get in a warning before the mood overtakes her as well. “I won’t! I won’t!” responds our goddess as she expresses her gratitude to each of us in turn.


Then we begin talking about what to do next while standing in a circle above the magic-stone candles.


“This is the state of our familia. First and foremost, we need to make enough money to live comfortably and save enough to pay the Guild’s tax when the time comes. We must avoid taking out another loan at all costs.”


“This means that from now on, our activities shall be spearheaded by even more trips to the Dungeon?”


“To raise our efficiency and performance on future hunts, we all need to get stronger, ASAP.”


“It might be hard…but we can keep putting in effort toward recruiting new members…right?”


After Lilly got the ball rolling, Mikoto, Welf, and I each add our own opinions.


Lastly, Welf says it’s my responsibility as the leader to bring this familia meeting to a close. It’s a little embarrassing, but I stick my hand into the center of our circle. Everyone else, including our goddess, puts their right hands on top of mine. “Let’s do this!” I say with as much confidence as I can muster.


Everyone responds together with a short, hearty cheer as we all look toward our familia’s future.


“All right! Now that that’s settled, let’s stuff our faces tonight to prepare for tomorrow!”


“How can Lady Hestia say that when we need to save as much money as we can?! Your financial skills are horrible!”


“Hey, now, don’t be so stingy! One night’s not going to make much difference!”


“Absolutely not! Lilly can no longer trust Lady Hestia! Lilly will handle all money matters from now on!”


The goddess and Lilly go back and forth a little more, but we still end up pulling out all the stops for dinner tonight.


All of us make full use of our big kitchen to prepare many dishes, using different types of meat and fish at the goddess’s request.


When we’re done, there’s chicken-fried steak, several fried fishes, a kind of rice ball that is popular in the East called “onigiri,” Jyaga Maru Kun, and a bit of wine on the table.


Mikoto laughs as she continuously offers chicken to Lilly, who keeps making strange noises as she wolfs it down. Meanwhile, Welf sips on his wine and watches as the goddess inhales one Jyaga Maru Kun after another. Trapped between all this chaos, I don’t eat all that much. Instead, I watch the show unfold. It’s late evening outside. The sounds of laughter and warm light leak outside through our kitchen windows.


I remember eating meals like this with Gramps. As memories flood back, I fight to hold in tears. I don’t tell anyone about it, though.


“Familia.”


Joined by our goddess’s blood, I’m sure we’re a family.


This is what my heart has yearned for, ever since I lost the man who raised me.


This is why I came to Orario, and I’m so happy I did.


I’m so happy I met these wonderful people. Today only reinforced that.


All of us share food and laughs well into the night.
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The sun comes up on the morning after our familia “party.”


The goddess left early to go to her job, leaving the four of us to finish up here.


“Every box gets emptied today.”


I say this to myself as I walk down a hallway with two of them in my arms.


None of us will have energy to unpack after a day working in the Dungeon. As long as we do it together and finish this today, we can start to focus on saving money.


“Miss Mikoto, you have a visitor. Miss Chigusa is outside.”


“Lady Chigusa?”


Mikoto and Welf were making progress on the first floor when Lilly called to them from the front.


Mikoto immediately drops everything and goes outside to meet the visitor.


Chigusa is a member of Takemikazuchi Familia, as was Mikoto until recently. In fact, they are both from the same town in the Far East and probably old friends.


I take a look out the window, and there she is. Her bangs are always long enough to hide her eyes. But she seems more anxious than usual. Arms folded across her chest, she’s pacing back and forth on the front lawn…I wonder why.


Chigusa rushes to meet Mikoto the moment she emerges onto the front porch.


I can’t hear what they’re saying, but Mikoto looks just as surprised by Chigusa’s body language as I am. Suddenly—


“—A-are you certain?!”


A yelp of surprise.


“…Something up?”


“Lilly has no idea.”


Welf and Lilly come up behind me and look out the window as well. All of us lean closer to the window, trying to hear anything being said outside.


Chigusa is outside for only a few more minutes before turning around and rushing across the front lawn. Mikoto is coming back inside.


“Mikoto, is something wrong?”


“E-eh, no, nothing at all…”


I venture a question, but she avoids eye contact and quickly changes the subject.


“There’s still so much to do.” She rushes past me and picks up the closest box before disappearing around the corner.


The remaining three of us exchange glances, wondering what’s wrong with our friend.
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BELL CRANELL

The hero of the story, who
came to Orario (dreaming of
meeting a beautiful heroine
in the Dungeon) on the
advice of his grandfather. He
belongs to Hestia Familia and
still getting used to his job

as an adventurer.

AIZ WALLENSTEIN

Known as the Sword Princess
Kenki, her combination of
feminine beauty and incredible
strength makes her Orario's
best-known female adventurer.
Bell idolizes her. Currently Level
6, she belongs to Loki Familia.

WELF CROZZO

A smith who fights

alongside Bell as a member
of his battle party. He forged
Bells light armor (Pyonkichi
Rabbit Armor MK-1). Belongs
to Hestia Hephaistos Familia.

LYU LEON

An elf and former adventurer
of extraordinary skill, she
currently works as a
bartender and waitress at
The Benevolent Mistress.

HESTIA

Abeing from the heavenly
world of Tenkai, she is far
beyond all mortals living
on the lower world of
Gekai. The head of Bell's
Hestia Familia, she is
absolutely head over heels
inlove with him!

LILLILUKA ERDE

A girl belonging to a race
of pygmy humanoids known
as prums, she plays the role
of supporter in Bells battle
party. A member of Hestia
Soma Familia she's much
more powerful than she
looks.

MIKOTO YAMATO

Agirl from the Far East
She feels indebted to

Bell after receiving his
forgiveness. Former
member of Takemikazuchi
Familia, who now belongs
to Hestia Familia.

EINA TULLE

A Dungeon adviser and
a receptionist for the
organization in charge of
regulating the Dungeon, the
Guild. She has bought armor
for Bell in the past, and she
looks after him even now.

LOKI

HEPHAISTOS

She leads Orario’s most powerful Familia and has
a mysterious western accent. Loki is particularly fond
of Aiz.

RIVERIA LJOS ALF

Welf's previous goddess and the head of Hephaistos
Familia. She has loose ties with Hestia dating back to
their time in Tenkai.

BETE LOGA

High elf and vice commander of the most prominent
Familia in Orario, Loki Familia.

FREYA

Goddess at the head of Freya Familia. Her stunning allure
is strong enough to enchant the gods themselves. She is
a true “Goddess of Beauty.”

SYR FLOVER

A waitress at The Benevolent Mistress. She established
a friendly relationship with Bell after an unexpected
meeting.

NAHZA ERSUISU

A member of a race of animal people known as

werewolves. He laughed at Bell's inexperience one

night at The Benevolent Mistress. However, he

recognized the boy's potential after witnessing Bell's
attle with a Minotaur.

FINN DEIMNE

Known for his cool head, he is the commander of
Loki Famil

OTTAR

An extremely powerful member of Freya Familia.

MIACH

The sole member of Miach Familia. She gets extremely
jealous of other women who approach her god.

ASFI AL ANDROMEDA

A very gifted creator of magical items. She belongs to
Hermes Familia.

OUKA

The captain of Takemikazuchi Familia.

HARUHIME

An animal person (Renart) who meets Bell in the
Pleasure Quarter. Belongs to Ishtar Familia.

AISHA BELKA

The head of Miach Familia, a group focused on the
production and sale of items.

HERMES

The head of Hermes Familia. A charming god who
excels at toeing the line on all sides of an argument,
he s always in the know. Is he keeping tabs on Bell
for someone...?

TAKEMIKAZUCHI
The head of Takemikazuchi Familia.

CHIGUSA

Another member of Takemikazuchi Familia.

ISHTAR

An Amazon belonging to Ishtar Familia, she is rather
bold and quite flirtatious

Head of Ishtar Familia, which controls the "Night District”
Pleasure Quarter with an iron fist.
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