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FASTEST BOY IN THE ALLEYS


The Guild Headquarters was filled with the chattering of a lively crowd this morning.


The traffic of adventurers coming and going through the headquarters’ wide lobby was always at its peak between sunrise and noon. Of course some were visiting their adviser before heading into the Dungeon, but most of them spent their time reading notices that had been posted on the Guild’s announcement bulletin board overnight or talking with fellow adventurers.


Most of the notices contained information about new items on sale from the mercantile Familias or requests for specific drop items from the Dungeon. However, announcements about the strength of each Familia as well as sightings of rare monsters in the Dungeon were posted as well. The Guild posted all of this to assist adventurers in their travels.


What the adventurers learned today from this notice board could determine their luck tomorrow, not to mention their pay. Obviously, they couldn’t afford to ignore it.


Bathed in the strong sunlight coming in through the high windows of the Guild lobby, many races of human and demi-human swiftly went about their business.


“Whew…So many adventurers showing up today.”


“We’re working now. No time for small talk.”


Eina Tulle gave her coworker Misha Frot a light warning without getting up from her chair at the counter window.


Just as Misha said, more adventurers than usual were visiting the Guild on this particular morning. Eina and her coworkers knew that this was no accident; something had spurred the adventurers into action. She herself had been busy since early that morning and was just now able to catch her breath.


Usually around this time, adventurer traffic would be slowing down to the point that some of them would try hitting on the cute receptionists at the Guild. Most days the girls would just roll their eyes, but today the would-be suitors were mercilessly shot down and shown the door so that those needing advice could come to the front.


“Denatus is coming up, so it looks like adventurers who leveled up are waiting around…But it has to be the news about you-know-what—that Minotaur that showed up on the ninth level.”


“…Yes, it certainly looks that way.”


Three days ago, there was an announcement that had made Level 1 adventurers’ eyes lose color.


It read: MINOTAUR SIGHTED IN UPPER LEVELS.


The notice, issued by Loki Familia, sent waves of fear through more than half of the adventurers in Orario. Demands for more detailed information had been coming in nonstop ever since.


Monsters appearing on floors where they weren’t normally seen was nothing new. In most cases, the monsters were encountered two floors above or below their recorded origin point. But this Minotaur was spotted on the ninth level, meaning that it had somehow journeyed up from the Middle Fortress. The earliest floor where Minotaurs were usually encountered was the fifteenth, six floors below.


The fact that this was not the first time a Minotaur had been seen in the upper levels was what really made the adventurers’ blood run cold.


It had been about one month ago—the day that Bell met Aiz—that the beasts had been spotted much higher than normal.


That particular incident had been caused by an accident during Loki Familia’s return from an expedition. Guild employees had explained this many times, but adventurers were not that easily convinced. Some adventurers claimed there had been a change in the Dungeon’s design that allowed Minotaurs to be born in the upper levels.


Eina and her coworkers were unable to dismiss it as an exaggeration.


For Level 1 adventurers, this was a matter of life and death. If monsters from the Middle Fortress were roaming the upper levels, they couldn’t work. Understanding their fears all too well, the Guild accepted the fact that many would panic and did their best to quell the adventurers’ fears.


…Haven’t heard from him since that day, either. Is he all right?


Eina hadn’t seen Bell during the rush of adventurers, and it made her extremely nervous.


It had been less than a week since his last visit to the Guild, so she knew it was too early to be anxious…But Bell had nearly been killed by a Minotaur recently. Just hearing the monster’s name might make him take more precautions than necessary, though she couldn’t blame him.


Thoughts of Bell running through her head made Eina feel restless, an uneasy pulse throbbing in her chest.


“Ah, Eina’s favorite adventurer spotted, twelve o’clock.”


“!”


Her friend’s needlessly long-winded voice caught Eina’s attention, and she looked up.


Sure enough, the boy’s signature white hair stood out from the crowd as he weaved his way toward the reception counter. Once he noticed Eina’s gaze, Bell blushed a little as he flashed a toothy grin.


“What’s this—doesn’t he look like he’s in a bit better mood than usual?”


“…”


This time Misha’s words rolled in her left ear and out the right. The warmth of relief ballooned within Eina, her pinkish lips curling into a smile before she took a deep breath and pulled herself together.


Watching Bell maneuver through the crowd like a rabbit through a meadow, she was a bit irritated that the boy had made her worry. However, relief won out.


“Good morning to you, Miss Eina!”


“Morning, Bell. It’s been a while. I probably don’t have to ask but…Working hard in the Dungeon?”


“Yep! Giving it my all! Although it’s been a few days!”


“Heh-heh, breaks are important, too. The body needs to rest, so a few days sounds about right.”


An even bigger smile bloomed on Eina’s face as she talked with Bell.


Sitting next to her coworker, Bell’s infectious good mood made Misha grin as well. She left her chair at the counter to give Eina some space. Sitting down at her desk, she set to work sorting the documents on it.


Eina’s eyes softened as she asked another question.


“So, did something good happen?”


“H-how did you know?”


“One look at you and anyone could tell.”


Eina giggled for a moment as Bell put a hand to his reddish cheeks.


She knew from the look on his face that Bell couldn’t wait to talk about whatever it was that had happened. Eina blinked her emerald eyes slowly and nodded her head, as if to say, “Go ahead.” The boy nodded back brightly. He hadn’t looked this happy since the day that he’d officially become an adventurer. Just behind Eina, Misha fought back a smile by biting her lip. The human girl backed away from the mountains of paperwork on her desk and slowly stood up, inching ever closer to the conversation.


He really can’t tell a lie, thought Eina as she waited for Bell’s next words. A calm, warm feeling swelled within her; it was as if she were looking at her own younger brother.


“W-well, you see…”


“Yes?”


Then Bell flashed his teeth again in another happy smile and a twinkle in his eye before saying, “I’m Level Two now!”


Misha’s paperwork fell to the floor with a great swish sound.


The human girl froze like a statue, her back toward Eina and Bell.


Misha had seen Bell’s paperwork on Eina’s desk before, so she knew that Bell hadn’t been an adventurer for even two months yet.


Eina smiled.


It was a beautiful smile.


A moment later, shock took over her face as she, too, froze.


To be more precise, time had stopped.


It was as if the two ladies were in a bubble; the usual noise of the lobby couldn’t reach them.


“…huh?”


Did I hear that right? That was the only thing she could think of to explain what she just heard. A dumbfounded smile still stuck on her lips, her head tilted to the side as her mind raced to find answers.


A corner of her mouth started twitching.


“Like I said, I’m Level Two! Me! Since three days ago!”


In too good a mood to notice Eina’s state of shock, Bell happily repeated himself, loud enough to be heard over the din.


The tension in her body that had built up passed her breaking point, causing her to shudder in her chair at the counter.


“Level Two?”


“Yes!”


“Three days ago?”


“Yes!”


“And that’s the truth?”


“Yes!”


“Bell, when did you become an adventurer?”


“A month and a half ago!”


Bell’s words hung in the air.


The human and half-elf shared a smile, the conversation fresh in their minds.


Another wave of adventurers had arrived and stood in line behind Bell, looking agitated and impatient as they waited.


Since Misha hadn’t budged an inch, the reception counter had become gridlocked.


Squeak! Eina shot up from her chair—and exploded.


“LEVEL TWO IN SIX WEEKS?!”


Her shrill scream cut through the commotion of the lobby.


Every Guild employee sitting in the office behind the reception counter suddenly jumped to their feet as Eina’s voice thundered through.


Taking the brunt of the blast, Bell broke out in a cold sweat as he leaned away from her.
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DENATUS


“I’m so sorry!”


Eina clapped her hands together with a loud smack and bowed her head.


They had moved from the Guild Headquarters reception counter to a small conference room just off the Guild lobby. This modestly decorated room was normally used for one-on-one conversations because it was soundproof.


Bell and Eina sat across from each other on either side of the desk as she apologized over and over.


“To scream like that when there were so many members of other Familias there…I’m very, very sorry!”


Just minutes earlier, Eina had yelled personal information at the top of her lungs. All who were within earshot now knew that Bell had leveled up.


No matter how surprised she had been by the news, just thinking about the looks she had received after her outburst was enough to make her face burn bright red.


She had failed to protect an adventurer’s personal information. Eina was so ashamed by her actions that even her ears seemed to blush.


“I-it’s not a problem, Miss Eina. Adventurers’ levels always get announced, anyway…So a few people found out a little early. That’s not a big deal, is it?”


The half-elf hadn’t even tried to raise her head, and it was starting to make Bell feel uneasy. His voice shook as he searched for the right words.


A worried look appeared on his face as she finally made eye contact with this boy who couldn’t grasp the real problem.


That’s true…But the issue here isn’t the fact you leveled up; it’s the speed at which you did it…


Reaching Level 2 in just over a month was by far and away the fastest level-up on record. Even putting it into words was absolutely ludicrous.


Leveling up required a grand act—such as slaying an enemy stronger than yourself, and overloading the container that is your soul, with excelia. Eina was one of the few people who knew how fast Bell has been growing, but for even his Level to go up this quickly…It was as if he had shattered the most common of common sense.


Even though this information would have been announced eventually, Eina would’ve liked to have kept it a secret for as long as possible.


It was an unlikely story to begin with, and many would not believe it…The gods and goddesses, however, loved this sort of “never been done before” story.


Images of the deities of Orario staring at Bell and drooling with excitement popped up in Eina’s head. She started feeling a bit queasy.


“Um, Miss Eina…?”


“…It’s nothing. Sorry, I spaced out for a moment there.”


Trying to shake off the visions of gods and goddesses chasing Bell around the city, Eina straightened up and forced an awkward smile. Letting out a quick sigh, she returned her attention to the matter at hand.


“Bell, I must apologize again, but I have a request. I know you came all the way here to talk to me…but I have some work to do.”


“Y-yes, sure. What can I help with?”


“I want you to tell me everything you’ve done as an adventurer up to this point.”


“Huh…?”


“Even a rough outline is okay. The kind of monsters you fought, the quests you completed, things like that.”


Eina pulled a pen and notepad out of the desk as she spoke.


The Guild collected and announced data on how adventurers leveled up, so long as it didn’t cross the lines set by each Familia pertaining to the personal information of their members. This was all to help increase the collection rate of magic stones from the Dungeon.


Since Bell had just achieved the fastest level-up on record, Eina wanted to focus on the way he gathered excelia. His name would most likely be well known soon, and a record of his exploits would be something no one would overlook.


In short: “This is how Bell did it. Follow his example and get stronger.”


Eina wanted to get this information because casualties would decrease if other adventurers knew how to grow as fast as Bell. Careful not to break any more rules, she listened carefully to everything he had to say.


Bell finally reached the events of three days ago.


For the second time that day, Eina’s head started to spin.


“A M-Minotaur…”


Thump. Eina’s head tilted limply over before she brought her right hand up to support it.


—Three days ago, ninth level, encountered a Minotaur, slew it.


Every word out of Bell’s mouth made Eina more and more light-headed. Everything he said matched Loki Familia’s report perfectly.


When she’d asked the messenger to tell her who had taken care of the monster, he’d sounded a bit ambiguous. Eina could remember his muddled words as she stood behind the counter at the Guild. Naturally it would have been hard for anyone to believe that a Level 1-ish adventurer could slay a Minotaur.


Eina closed her eyes for a moment to shake off the dizziness before opening them in a blaze of anger.


She glared accusingly at the boy as if to say, After all those times I told you not to go on adventures! Bell broke out in a cold sweat, his body shrinking in the chair.


Just what kind of magic did he use…?!


She spent almost an hour trying to get a clear answer of exactly how a Level 1 adventurer managed to take down a Level 2 monster like a Minotaur.


“…Whew. I’ve got a pretty good idea now. A pretty good idea of just how little you actually listen to what I say.”


“Huh?! No, that’s—…I’m sorry.”


Anger still radiating off of Eina, she closed her eyes as Bell tried to explain himself. However, his voice trailed off halfway through and he ended up apologizing and hanging his head.


Opening one eye to see a very depressed Bell sinking in his chair, Eina couldn’t help but feel a little put off by his childish way of regretting his actions.


On the other hand, she was glad to know that Bell fully realized what he had done.


If he had been off by so much as one second at any point during that battle, he wouldn’t be here to reflect upon it now.


“…Bell. I wasn’t there, so there is a chance I could be wrong. Perhaps your decision not to escape was the right one after all.”


“Miss Eina…”


“I might not have the right to scold you…but still—please don’t ever forget this one thing: Everything is meaningless once you’re dead.”


I’m begging you, she said to the boy with her gaze.


She couldn’t hide her own conviction that coming back home alive was the most important thing of all.


Bell hadn’t moved in the slightest from his position on the chair, but he slowly raised his eyes to meet hers and nodded.


Their eyes locked for a long moment before Eina lightly cleared her throat. In an attempt to clear the slightly gloomy atmosphere that filled the room, she leaned over the table and extended her finger all the way up to Bell’s eyes.


“In any case—just don’t be reckless, understand?”


“Y-yes!”


Eina bopped her finger on the tip of Bell’s nose before smiling and returning to her seat.


That’s enough reprimanding for today, she thought to herself.


Her brown hair swishing just above her shoulders, she looked at Bell with a warm smile.


“…Bell, congratulations on your advancement to Level Two. You’ve been working very hard.”


His nose still slightly indented from Eina’s finger, Bell’s face lit up as he smiled from ear to ear.


He wasn’t a particularly conceited person, but those were the words that Bell really wanted to hear just then.


“Thank you very much,” he said with red cheeks. His adviser Eina, who had watched him grow since his very first day as an adventurer, couldn’t help but feel proud.


“Should we leave it at just the level-up announcement for today? Is there anything else you wanted to ask me?”


“Ah, that’s right…Actually, there is something I wanted to ask you about, Miss Eina.”


Now that Eina had calmed down considerably, Bell remembered the main reason why he’d come to the Guild today.


“It’s about Advanced Abilities…”


“Oh, I see. So you’re not officially Level Two yet, are you, Bell?”


Advanced Abilities worked together with Basic Abilities to increase an adventurer’s overall strength and power.


However, these abilities could only be acquired when a person with a Blessing from a god or goddess leveled up. They were different from Basic Abilities in that they were specialized to the profession of the user.


“In that case, it sounds like you have a few options to choose from.”


“Yes. I’ve already talked with my goddess, but I thought it would be a good idea to get your opinion as well, Miss Eina…”


Eina gave an affirmative nod of understanding.


The Advanced Abilities that a person could learn were based on the type of excelia they had collected up to that point. In a way, they had control over what kind of abilities appeared because of their Falna, their deity’s blessing.


Certain Advanced Abilities wouldn’t be available if the right type of excelia wasn’t present when an adventurer leveled up. At the same time, the blessed person would have a choice of abilities as long as they had the excelia for them. Only one Advanced Ability could be learned with each level-up, so these decisions opened some doors and closed others.


Such abilities appeared above an adventurer’s status when they leveled up, so Bell had yet to reach Level 2.


Bell’s leveling up had been postponed to allow some time for him to consider his options. He had fulfilled the requirements; all that was left to do was for Hestia to complete his new Status. Bell was in a kind of limbo.


“What abilities are there to choose from?” Eina asked.


“There are three of them. But there’s one that I don’t really understand…”


Eina nodded again a few times as she prepared to jot down Bell’s options on her notepad.


The first one was a very basic Advanced Ability that prevented the effects of monster poison and other ailments—an ability known as Immunity. It wasn’t the flashiest of abilities, but in a place as dangerous as the Dungeon, many adventurers considered it extremely valuable. Due to the large number of purple moths in the upper levels, many adventurers had inhaled their poison spores. So Immunity was a relatively easy Advanced Ability to acquire.


Next, there was the anti-monster ability called Hunter. Basic Abilities temporarily increased when fighting a type of monster with which that adventurer had experience. Since Hunter could only be learned at Level 2 and required an absurd amount of excelia from the same monsters, it was one of the more difficult ones to learn. Of course, it was a popular choice among adventurers but was also highly valued by the gods because of its rarity.


And then the third one…


“…Luck?”


“Yes…”


Eina’s pen stopped mid-writing, and she blinked.


Despite all of her experience and expertise in advising adventurers, she had never heard of this one.


The question was, exactly how would good luck take effect?


“Well, what did Goddess Hestia have to say about it?”


“She didn’t know much, either…”


Well, that makes sense, Eina said to herself.


Everything that was known about statuses had been discovered long ago, when the gods first came down to the lower world and verified it many times over.


Even the gods who granted a blessing had no way to know what abilities a particular child would learn. Except for in the very beginning, a Status was completely dependent on excelia. It showed the possibilities of the people of Earth. The gods became like parents, watching their children grow and change right before their eyes. This was why it was said that even the gods didn’t know what would happen in this world.


All the more reason for the gods and goddesses to be interested in a rare skill. The unknown made living in this realm interesting, and they couldn’t get enough of it.


So much for keeping a low profile, Eina thought somberly to herself.


An ability that had never been recorded in the Guild’s records—nor had she ever heard of it with her own ears.


In other words, it was an honest-to-goodness rare ability.


More than likely, Bell was the first adventurer in history to discover this Advanced Ability.


If his options had been just “Immunity” and “Hunter,” then she could have offered some advice. However, she could only guess at the meaning of something she’d never heard of before.


“Ah, but…” Bell suddenly remembered something and raised his voice as he wandered the forest of his own thoughts. “My goddess did say that she thought it would be something like…‘protection.’”


No matter who she was, a goddess’s insight was not to be ignored. If that’s what Hestia thought after seeing Bell’s new ability, then she was probably on the right track.


Protection…A force that moved to defend someone without their knowledge. It could be like a divine shield that looked after the user.


While that was just speculation, if any of it was true then it was more than enough reason to acquire this new ability.


“Hmm,” said Eina quietly as she gathered her thoughts. She decided that for the time being she wouldn’t file this information with the Guild. There was enough attention on Bell already.


“Well—that’s one possibility. But there are other areas where Luck would be useful for adventurers…like more drop items, maybe?”


“Ah, yes, that’s true.”


“But that sounds a little bit too money-related. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be of much assistance.”


“B-but—!”


Bell waved his hands in front of his chest, shaking his head no.


Feeling very apologetic that she couldn’t do more, Eina decided to ask about Hestia Familia’s opinion.


“What would you and Goddess Hestia like to do, Bell?”


“My goddess wanted me to learn Luck. She made a fist, kind of like this, and shouted, ‘You need this ability!’”


Sounds a bit risky, thought Eina as she raised an eyebrow at the young boy.


It was a bit late to be asking now, but she was getting very curious as to what exactly Bell had done to learn this new ability.


Meanwhile, Bell couldn’t understand why he was feeling overwhelmed by the look in Eina’s eyes.


“…What about you, Bell?”


“Hunter is cooler…I mean, no, but, it’s just, I can’t ignore it, and yeah…”


“Heh-heh. I understand what you’re getting at. And then?”


“Um, then again, just as my goddess said, I can’t just ignore Luck, either……”


Despite his indecisiveness, she had a pretty good idea of what Bell was thinking.


Hunter was indeed a very strong ability. Adventurers who faced the dangers of the Dungeon firsthand day in and day out would all most likely jump at the opportunity to acquire it.


The other option was Luck—a never-before-seen ability with unknown effects. But it was in human nature to react quickly to the words “rare ability,” especially if you were the only one who had it.


Considering that Immunity could be acquired the next time he leveled up, most likely Bell was leaning toward choosing Hunter.


Truth be told, he probably wanted both.


She could relate to Bell’s situation, his having to make a hard decision. Eina couldn’t help but grimace.


“I’ve often said this, but the one who has to make the final decision is you, Bell. So I don’t want to say anything that would make you lean one way or the other. Therefore, I’ll give you something else to think about beyond the choice itself.”


“S-sure.”


Eina waited for Bell to fix his posture before she continued.


“The simplest way is to think about what the differences between your goals might be.”


“My goals?”


“Yes. If you would like to powerfully and thoroughly work your way through the Dungeon, then Hunter will serve you very well, Bell. If you want to crawl the Dungeon with great efficiency, then I highly recommend it.”


Eina paused for a moment before looking directly into Bell’s ruby red eyes.


“But if your goal is something loftier—to get somewhere that is currently beyond your grasp…That path has nothing to do with mere ability. I believe that Luck might be a better ally when the time comes.”


“…”


“In which case, I think that you might indeed need Luck.”


The room was silent for a moment.


Bell took a deep breath before looking down at the palms of his hands.


As the boy flexed his fingers into a fist, Eina felt that he had reached a decision by the look in his eyes.


“There is no wrong decision here. So it needs to come from you, Bell. Whichever one you choose, it will come through for you when you need it.”


“…Yes. Thank you.”


Bell held his chin high, a look of determination on his face as he nodded to her one last time.


He might have reached Level 2, but he still had burning questions on his mind.


Eina looked at the boy who had just made his decision and decided it might be a good idea to look after him a while longer. A gentle smile rose to her lips.
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“Goddess, I’m home—!”


I push open the door to my home, a hidden room under an old church.


The goddess lifts her face out of a book that she’s been reading on the sofa the moment I say hello, and smiles.


Tap tap tap—her feet smack the floor as she gets up and walks over to greet me.


“Welcome home, Bell. Well then, have you decided? What ability will it be?”


“Yes. I would like to learn Luck.”


Eina’s advice helped me make up my mind.


It’s not about now. I’ll take the future.


I don’t know for sure whether or not I’ll need this Luck ability, but Eina’s words really hit home. I believe them.


The goddess happily grins at me and lightly whispers, “All right.


“So, shall we? You’re still not leveled up.”


She walked all the way up to me just to say that? I’m pretty nervous but I nod in agreement.


The two of us go over to her bed and start preparing for my last Status update as a Level 1 adventurer.


“At long last you’re Level Two, Bell…is what I’d normally be saying, but in your case, it was so fast I didn’t have time to feel nostalgic.”


“R-really?”


“Yep. I remember it like it was yesterday—that time that you slew a goblin right after joining my Familia and came back all smiles. Kind of a strange feeling, actually.”


The goddess keeps on talking, going on and on the way she does. I can’t get a word in edgewise, except for the occasional “wow” and “yes.”


I’m becoming Level 2.


For some reason every little movement I make on the sheets is really noisy. It’s very comfortable, though. The thought of leveling up is making me a bit full of myself. I know many have done this before me, but still.


Other than that, nothing’s really going on in my head, and my body feels normal, too. Well, actually, everything from the neck down feels pretty warm, now that I think about it.


I’m not nervous or anxious; I’m just quietly waiting and listening to my heartbeat…Then suddenly the moment comes.


The goddess’s fingers stop moving.


“!”


“…It’s done.”


I sit up as soon as I feel her get off my lower back.


Sitting on my heels in the middle of the bed, I take a look at my hands.


I can feel the goddess’s eyes on me from my side, watching as I open and close my fists.


“…I don’t feel all that different.”


“What were you expecting? The sudden urge to yell, ‘The power flows within me…!’ up at the sky?” The goddess acts out the scene in front of me, skillfully pretending to shake with newfound energy before giggling.


It might be a little rude of me to say my true feelings, so I just nod.


I leveled up, but I’m still the same.


I thought my body would be lighter. I thought I’d feel like the world was different. Or something like that. But there is nothing. I feel no different than I did the moment I got home a few minutes ago. Where’s the feeling of accomplishment that comes with leveling up to Level 2?


This is really disappointing…Like all the wind in my sails just disappeared.


“It’s not like the structure of your body changes, you know? Sorry if I made you think you’d have some kind of dramatic transformation.”


“Ah, no, it’s not that…”


“Ha-ha, but your Status improvement is the real deal, you know. The ‘container,’ your spirit, has gotten much bigger. It’s very obvious to me and any other gods. You might not realize it now, but the next time you’re in battle, it’ll feel like you flipped a switch. You’ll pull off attacks that you never knew you could.”


The goddess laughs to herself again as she starts writing my new Status in Koine, the common language of humans and demi-humans.


I know that when an adventurer levels up, all of their Basic Abilities return to zero. I’ve heard that those points don’t just disappear, but instead are hidden in the new Status as “extra points.” What was it the goddess had called it—a “hidden parameter”?


Since I know that it will be all zeros on my new Status, there isn’t really any point in looking at the sheets the goddess is holding right now…But what’s the harm in checking?


I tilt my head to the side a little as I get up from the bed. My usual undershirt was torn to shreds in the battle against the Minotaur, so I grab a spare and put my arms through the sleeves.


My eyes meet the goddess’s gaze the moment my head pops out of the collar of the shirt, and she hands me the paper.


“It was going to be a surprise, but I think I should tell you first.”


“?”


The goddess beams with happiness as I take it from her.


I don’t even have a chance to glance at it before she says, “Good news, Bell.” I’m about to ask her what it is, but she’s faster. “A Skill.”


“Huh?”


“It’s your sec—No!…I mean, um, you know. It’s what you’ve always wanted: your own Skill!”


Several moments pass in silence.


Her words sit in my mind for a few seconds before everything suddenly clicks and my eyes race to the paper clutched in my hand.


I can feel the pupils of my bloodshot eyes pounding as I will them to focus on her handwriting.


Then,




Bell Cranell


Level 2


Strength: I 0     Defense: I 0     Utility: I 0     Agility: I 0     Magic: I 0


Luck: I


Magic:


“Firebolt”


• Swift-Strike Magic







Skill:


“Heroic Desire, Argonaut”


• Executes automatically with an active action





My eyes have never been this wide.


There’s something in my Skill slot.


My head snaps up. The tiny goddess, much older than I am, is looking up at me with a gaze of approval. She silently mouths, “That’s right.”


My cheeks pull back into a smile all on their own. Happiness floods through me. This is definitely the highlight of my day!


The muscles in my face are refusing to relax. Even I can tell my eyes are shining as I take another look at the paper in my hands. That’s when I notice something.


…“Heroic Desire”?


All of the joy in my body suddenly evaporates, my eyes stuck to that one spot of my Status.


That seems rather exaggerated for a description…Every corner of my brain has cooled off and is now sending up red flags.


…Wait a second.


My lips go numb. My smile disappears.


I’ve heard that the Skills and Magic in an adventurer’s Status are not only affected by excelia but by the blessed person’s personality and aspirations as well.


Even the name of the Skill…So an adventurer’s Status is like a reflection of their soul?


And now the phrase “Heroic Desire” is literally carved into my back…That means the cat’s out of the bag that, even at my age, I want to be a hero…


Creeeeeaaaak. My head rises from the sheet of paper with about the same efficiency as a rusty door, my ears burning red.


And standing directly in front of me, the goddess with her warm gaze and perky smile—


“—Guh, DAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH?!”


I scream at the top of my lungs as the goddess looks at me like she could burst out laughing at any moment.


Throwing the piece of paper into the air, I spin around and collapse into the fetal position on the floor, hands covering my ears.


No, no no no—!


She knows! The goddess knows that even now I want to become a hero like the ones in the picture books! She knows!!!


This is pure agony. I feel just as ashamed and embarrassed as all the times I messed up in front of Aiz. I’m sure my face is just as red. My soul is on fire, cooking me from the inside out.


I’m dying! Something please put me out of my misery!


“Bell.”


Zing! Her voice shoots through me like a firecracker, my body shaking.


But her voice is gentle. I can feel her soft fingers on my shoulder.


She’s right behind me; I should at least look up at her. Trying to blink the tears out of my eyes, I turn to face her, fearing the worst.


She’s wearing a very bright and loving smile.


“—That’s so cute!”


“Uwaaaaaaaaaahhhhh!!”


Why, Goddess, why—?!


“Uoohhh…”


“Hey, how long do you plan on sitting there?”


I’m still in the corner of the room, hugging my knees to my chest.


Falling from heaven all the way into hell leaves a pretty deep wound. The scar’ll probably stay on my heart forever.
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I hear the goddess’s voice behind me as hot tears roll down my cheeks.


“Oh, get up, already. What’s the problem with you idolizing heroes anyway? Do you know how many children can stay that pure in this day and age?”


“I can see you biting your lip, trying not to laugh, Goddess!!”


The way she said “children” as well—so patronizing!


The echoes of my half scream bounce around the room. I’m really upset here.


The goddess grins and leans down over me, smiling, and says, “I apologize if you’re hurt.” I’m being comforted by a goddess who looks like a child. Good thing no one else is here because this would be the most pathetic sight ever. Just imagining it makes me feel even worse.


“Feeling any better?”


“I’ll get there…”


I force my knees to straighten and stand up. I’m not feeling any better, but she’ll never understand, so what’s the point?


Flexing the muscles in my neck to keep my head up, I lean down to pick up the sheet with my Status off the floor and have another look.


Argonaut…That’s its name, but I don’t know anything else about this Skill…There’s nothing written here to go on. There’s barely any information at all.


It was the same with Firebolt, too. Why is it that whenever I learn something new, there’s never enough explanation on how to use it? I don’t have a clue what this thing does…


“Goddess, do you know what this Skill’s effect is?”


“Hmm, it’s a bit hard to explain. It’s not one that’s constantly turned on…instead, it’s an Active Action, so basically when you choose to make a move, it will have some kind of effect.”


“Choose to make a move…?”


“You know, like attacking or defending yourself.” She adds, “But in that case, I don’t think it will do anything for counterattacks.”


Huh? I kind of get it, but I kind of don’t…


It’s no use. I’m not smart enough to work this out on my own.


“So, in the end you’ll just have to try and figure it out in battle. That’s a little bit of a vague way to put it, though.”


“Don’t worry about it. It’s my Skill, anyway…”


After all that, it looks like I’ll just have to wait and see.


Feeling a little bit put out, I take another look at the paper.


I don’t know very much about the Skill itself, but the name Argonaut…I know a lot about that. Well, maybe I should say that I remember a lot about it.


“Argonaut.”


It’s a story about a hapless young man who ventures out to rescue a beautiful queen from a ferocious bull monster.


The main character gets fooled by many people, and he doesn’t have a clue. He just ventures forward like an idiot and by some miracle manages to arrive at the feet of the monster he’s seeking. If I remember right, the queen he’s trying to rescue saves him from the monster in the end.


Out of all the heroes and the stories I’ve read, he stands out as the least heroic.


It was probably based off a play, but I distinctly remember reading the picture book and raising an eyebrow. He wasn’t cool at all…Could there be a hero who dreams about being a hero?


But Gramps, he loved the story. He’d say things like, “This guy’s best days are ahead of ’im,” and stuff like that. All I can remember thinking was the story’s over.


To think I’d run into something as random as that from my childhood at a time like this…It’s all so confusing.


“Sorry, Bell. It’s time for me to leave now.”


“Eh? You’re working today, Goddess?”


The goddess’s voice brought me out of my memory pool in time to let me know she was leaving the room.


I was sure she had today off, so I ask her about it.


“Well, you see, today is a Denatus—a meeting of the gods that happens once every three months.”


“Denatus…Isn’t that…?”


“Yep, that’s right. It’s a get-together for the gods with nothing to do…We choose titles for adventurers who level up.”


Titles. The word makes my shoulders tense up.


It’s just like Aiz’s second name, “Kenki.” It was chosen for her by the gods.


Which means there had to have been some kind of discussion when her nickname was decided. That had to be the Denatus.


If the goddess is going to some kind of gathering like that…


“Since you leveled up to Level Two, Bell, I’m allowed to attend. More than likely we’ll decide your second name.”


I knew it!


That’s just what I was hoping she’d say. I don’t know how many times I’ve been excited today, but this takes the cake!


“W-w-well, well then, me, too? I’m going to receive a name like Aiz?!”


“…Enthusiastic, aren’t you?”


“Of course I am!”


A title is like an adventurer’s banner!


Only adventurers who level up get one; it’s proof that the gods have recognized your abilities! There’s no doubt in my mind it’s a great honor!


And then there’s…!


“All of the titles that the gods and goddesses come up with are so cool and refined! Nicknames like ‘Fallen Seraph of Black Flame, Dark Angel’ are so awesome that they even sound strong!”


“…Oh, that’s what you mean.”


Despite my passionate ramblings, the look in the goddess’s eyes becomes distant, a weak smile on her lips.


To put it simply, it’s a very sad smile. She looks far away.


Wh-what?


What happened to that warm gaze she had just a moment ago…?


“That’s right. It’s still too early for the children here…”


“Um…wh-what do you mean by that…?”


“No, it’s nothing. I’m sure the day will come when you’ll all understand, Bell.”


The meaningful words hang in the air as the goddess falls silent and makes her way toward the door.


So many questions spring into my mind that my face starts contorting into different questioning looks.


Is the Denatus…something completely different from what I thought it was?


I’ve heard that it’s a meeting where divine wills clash in a solomn atmosphere, but…?


“Well, I’ll be back later.”


“O-okay.”


The goddess is standing in front of the door, waving.


She looks like a soldier preparing for death, and I can’t help but stutter.


She looks at me again as the muscles in her face suddenly tense. She opens her mouth to speak.


“I don’t care what I have to do; I swear I will win an acceptable title for you, Bell…!”


For you…! Her words ring in my ears.


Creak—She closes the door behind her.


I couldn’t tell if she was motivated or desperate, but that wasn’t the goddess I know. My body breaks out in a cold sweat as her footsteps disappear up the stairwell.
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The Denatus was originally a meeting of retired gods and goddesses that was held because they had too much free time.


Their Familias had built up a certain level of power and influence, and these deities wanted to forget the stresses of work and enjoy full-time relaxation. Since they had nothing to do, they decided it would be fun to gather others like themselves and talk about trivial matters to kill time.
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