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ATTACK OF THE WAR GOD


—The Kingdom of Rakia’s army is advancing.


That news spread like wildfire through neighboring nations.


Warriors clad in thick metal plates, as well as thousands of armored horses, traveled beneath partly cloudy skies, ranks of spearheads glinting. Many merchants and travelers caught a glimpse of them in long columns as they passed beyond the outer limits of their territory.


The Kingdom of Rakia.


A monarchy that was situated on the western side of the main continent. It was said that at least 600,000 people currently lived under its rule. A large castle loomed at the center of its largest settlement, complete with its own castle town surrounding it. Lush and green, Rakia possessed a great deal of fertile land but very little culture, its people living under constant martial law.


Everything went according to their king’s wishes, which were one and the same as their only god’s divine will.


Ares, the God of War. He sat at the very top of Rakia and controlled every part of the country.


Ultimately, the Kingdom of Rakia was actually much like the many other familias but on a completely different scale of size and complexity, operating as its own country.


Every Rakian soldier had been blessed with Ares’s Falna. The subjects of Rakia who were tasked with running the industries of the kingdom were the equivalent of noncombatant members of other familias. Being the one and only deity, Ares had chosen its king—the leader of the familia—throughout the country’s history.


A familia that started with Ares and only a handful of followers had overcome many struggles to become its own country and now stood as a powerful nation with a rich history.


Due to their god’s love for war, the Kingdom of Rakia had been the aggressor in many wars over the centuries. But the idea that this conflict was caused by Ares’s warmongering was solely the opinion of the other nations watching these events from the outside.


The advancing troops numbered around 30,000.


This army was once called invincible when armed with a certain type of magic sword, and now their target lay even farther to the west, on the periphery of the continent. A city that held the world’s only Dungeon and had therefore come to be known as the “Center of the World”: Orario.


High walls and a white tower that looked tall enough to pierce the heavens appeared on the horizon. The heavy footsteps of fully armored warriors drew ever closer. The plate armor that encompassed their bodies was decorated with an extravagant, larger-than-life emblem as crimson-red flags rippled in the air.


It wasn’t long before the army advancing straight west entered the lands surrounding the city.


Rakia’s army arrived unannounced on their doorstep, but inside the city itself—.


“You won’t believe your eyes! An entire dodobass for only two thousand valis! That’s right, two thousand valis!”


“From weapon repairs to custom orders, we do it all!”


“Would someone please join my familiaaaaaaaaaa?!”


“Excuse me, young elf maiden. I see you’re an adventurer. Please accept this potion as a gift from me. It would be tragic for your beautiful face to be burdened with a scar.”


“Th-thank you…!”


“Miach’s making girls fall for him without realizing it again…!”


“““It’s Miach, what do you expect?”””


—Nothing was different.


No citizen of Orario showed even the slightest concern. The sky over the city was bright and clear, as opposed to the dark clouds approaching from the east.


Amid their normally busy days, there was one thought that they all shared during the time before Rakia’s arrival:


Ahh, it’s happening again…


While the citizens were going about their daily lives inside the city walls, yells echoing from outside the wall signaled that the battle had begun.


The cries of horses were thunderous.


But that sound was drowned out almost immediately by thousands of hooves slamming into the dirt as they charged across the plains.


The open grassy field expanded thirty kirlos east of Orario. Thousands of red flags whipped about in the air as the soldiers carrying them raced forward.


It’s said that knights are the roses of the battlefield. Armed with lances and shining armor, mounted on horses as heavily armored as their riders, the knights charged forward, trampling everything in their path. The tips of their weapons thrust forward, their formation could carve a path through any battlefield.


A wall of silver lances raced across the plain, the weapons glistening in the sunlight.


It was a sight that would make any foot soldier on the same battlefield weak in the knees. But—this particular unit of cavalry was shaking in terror.


The color drained from their faces beneath their helmets.


Every set of eyes was wide open and locked on the single dwarf who stood in their path. Every muscle in his stout figure bulged beneath layers of thick armor. A cape hung from his shoulders.


His helmet sat low over his eyes. An incredibly large battle-ax rested on his shoulder, just waiting for action.


The dwarf swung the ax into position the moment echoes of the horses’ hooves reached his ears. Then, as soon as the cavalrymen came within ten meders of his position, he charged out to meet them head-on.


Holding the ax out to his right, the dwarf tensed every muscle in his body to bring it forward.


“Ngahhh!”


A moment later, the “invincible cavalry” was launched skyward.


“GAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


Airborne knights and horses dotted the horizon. The unbelievable spectacle could be seen from all around the open plain.


Tears fell from the knights’ eyes as their helmets and pieces of their armor fell away from their bodies in midair. What’s worse, the expressions on their now-exposed faces revealed they knew full well this was going to happen. Screams of agony filled the air as they fell to the ground, crashing down one by one next to their horses and scraps of broken metal.


The next wave of knights halted their charge in the face of the thrashing, but the group farther back didn’t notice in time and plowed straight into them. Both the second and third ranks of knights fell off from their mounts into stunned disarray.


The dwarf—Loki Familia’s Gareth Landrock—watched the opposing soldiers fall over one another and sighed to himself.


“Dammit, Finn…pushin’ this job on me.”


Two more companies of knights arrived on the battlefield but hadn’t learned from their allies’ mistake. Gareth didn’t even bother to sigh again as he lifted his battle-ax back onto his shoulder. The new arrivals charged in, only to meet the same fate. Once again, the bodies of horses and people alike decorated the skyline, their tears sparkling in their wake.


Orario’s top-tier adventurer Gareth Landrock.


Having reached Level 6, his prowess and skill with an ax were known the world over.


Facing him in battle were companies of mostly Level 1 knights from the Kingdom of Rakia. Their captains might have been Level 2 but no higher.


In terms of experience in strength, tactics, techniques, and the difference in Level, Gareth was too powerful for them to overcome.


The Knights of Rakia now knew exactly how reckless their attack had been.


—The days when overwhelming numbers could win in war, especially in battles between people, were coming to an end.


In the current Divine Era, “quality over quantity” reigned supreme.


The presence of one incredibly strong individual—a warrior who carried the Blessing of a deity—had the ability to turn the tide of any battle. It had been said that a small group of warriors with a leveled-up Status could take on hundreds, even thousands of enemy troops and come out victorious.


Should a Blessed person’s Status reach Level 6 in today’s world, they would be on par with, or even exceed, the ferocious monsters that had rampaged through the world during the Ancient Times.


In other words, this dwarf—at least in the eyes of Rakia’s Knights—was no different from a dragon in the days of old.


It was also true that an army that lacked a hero could never hope to slay a dragon.


The battle that unfolded was not much different from what happened to those armies in stories of heroes or fairy tales: The lone dwarf mowed down the hapless knights with little resistance. There was no way for the mounted soldiers to continue the battle.


“Tione, sound the gong. The retreating battalion is a feint. Circle around so that it’s trapped between friendly forces.”


“You got it!”


“Also, that hill over there…There’s a squad of magic users firing on top of it. Tiona, tell Ganesha Familia to surround and take them out without being seen.”


“Sure, sure…Delivering messages is such a drag.”


Screams of pain reached all corners of the battlefield, even to the clearing a good distance away from the nightmarish scene unfolding at the hands of Gareth Landrock.


The prum Finn Deimne, field general of Loki Familia, had a spear in his grasp as he kept a keen eye on several unfolding battles from well behind the front lines. He was quick to issue orders.


Orario had no choice but to meet Rakia’s invading army of 30,000 on the battlefield. The Guild had issued a mission—a sweeping order for specific familias residing in the city to stop the Rakian advance before it reached the city wall.


Their enemy had chosen to overwhelm them with numbers from the start. Therefore, this makeshift alliance of Orario’s forces had chosen Finn as its commander. As someone who was in charge of the familia that led the way in clearing the Dungeon, someone who possessed the insight and ingenuity to deal with unexpected Irregular monsters and who was famous for his leadership skills, Finn was ideal for the position on this battlefield. Even now, he was analyzing enemy movements and guiding the flow of battle.


“General, some familias aren’t listening to us…especially Freya Familia.”


“Our forces are just a loosely bound coalition of many smaller groups, but we don’t have to be the most efficient of shepherds. Just give them a direction and let them be. I highly doubt Freya Familia is worth worrying about.”


“Finn, there are reports that more enemy reinforcements are arriving from the east. What are your orders?”


“Hmm…I’m a bit more concerned about the forest to the north. Riveria, I hate to ask you, but would you take Aiz and that group up in that direction? It’s probably the main army.”


The prum issued orders to his slightly dejected subordinate and a high elf magic user. A quick lick of his right thumb let Finn predict what was about to happen next and provided clues to the enemy’s strategy.


Many different familias, not just Loki Familia, were busy engaging Rakia’s forces on several different fronts around the battlefield. Orario’s adventurers were making quick work of their opponents. It was as if the mythical Hydra were standing in the clearing, with each of its many heads working independently as Orario’s Alliance tore through Rakia’s advancing ranks.


“How very boring…”


“Yeah, an’ there’s so much waitin’ for me to do back home…”


Farther back from Finn’s command station, the gods and goddesses of the summoned familias watched from the top of a hill as the battle unfolded.


A tent and chair had been prepared for each of them. Sitting beneath the most elaborate canvas and drinking wine in her equally fancy chair was Freya. Meanwhile, Loki sat cross-legged in her own chair under the next tent over. Both of them watched the incredibly one-sided battle while complaining that they had nothing to do.


“It was over the moment they mounted their horses, don’t you agree?”


“The kiddos with higher Statuses are still faster anyway. Don’t know if they’re tryin’ to look cool or somethin’, but it’s like tellin’ everyone their Statuses have a lot of growin’ left to do.”


There wasn’t even a hint of tension among the deities sitting under the tents. Their thoughts on this battle were similar to their followers’.


The only other beings around the gods and goddesses were a few members serving as a private guard. The flags of each familia waved in the breeze next to the tents of their god. Loki Familia’s and Freya Familia’s flags—which also had a strong presence on the battlefield and among the adventurers—particularly stood out. The sight of Loki’s Trickster and Freya’s Warrior Maiden emblems sent waves of fear through Rakia’s soldiers.


As a result, the soldiers’ coordinated movements became sluggish as their will to fight vanished. Even their charges lacked enthusiasm. The very presence of those symbols dealt a serious blow to the invading army’s morale.


“Puttin’ it another way, us not bein’ here would put a li’l more pep in their step…Haa! Havin’ the title of ‘best’ is such a pain in the ass.”


“It’s too late to complain now.”


Loki leaned back in her chair with her arms crossed behind her head. Freya watched her out of the corner of her eye, chuckling to herself.


“Oh, and by the way…Did you hear there hasn’t been one casualty among Rakia’s forces? How is that possible?”


“Ain’t got much choice, not with all the merchants tellin’ ’em not to kill their payday.”


Loki sounded vaguely annoyed while answering Freya’s question.


Looking out across the plain and hearing the pandemonium of shrieks and groans, it was obvious that Orario’s adventurers had been striking with the blunt edges of their weapons.


“That and I don’t want the kiddos in my familia dirtyin’ their hands with this pretend ‘war.’”


“That’s true as well.”


Loki fought back a yawn as the two goddesses made light of the farce unfolding before them.


“Ares, ya idiot, don’t attack an opponent ya know you can’t beat. You’re gonna lose a lot more than ya bargained for,” mumbled the vermilion-haired goddess as her line of sight moved from battle to battle.


“Hey there, fine soldier! If you buy right now, a potion brewed right here in Orario can be yours for just a thousand valis!”


Injured soldiers were carried into Rakia’s forward camp one after another, and business was booming.


Countless tents had been raised in straight rows. The cries of the injured were relentless as they lay on their backs in shade the tents provided. At the same time, noncombatant demi-humans and deities were strutting around the camp.


Orario’s mercantile familias saw an amazing business opportunity and swooped in to sell their wares.


“Doesn’t that hurt? Isn’t the pain unbearable? Don’t you want to heal that wound right away?”


“Y-yes, I do…”


“Excellent! Let’s make a deal!”


A few of Orario’s deities stood over the badly wounded soldiers, smiling and dangling potions for sale just out of the soldiers’ reach.


Indeed, these deities were selling not only to their own forces but to enemy troops as well. Their entrepreneurial spirits knew no bounds. They’d found a market and were going to take advantage of it.


“No one can fight with a broken weapon! Come and buy a new one!”


“I’ll accept a trade!”


“Ba-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! How do you like that, Miach? My goods are selling like there’s no tomorrow! Looks like I win this one, too, wouldn’t you say, Amid?”


“No, Lord Dian Cecht. Lord Miach and his familia are not here.”


“What was that?! Chickened out, eh, Mi-aaaaaaaaaaach?”


Weapons, armor, and even magic swords changed hands.


It was all a simple case of supply and demand, and the fact that Orario hadn’t taken the slightest bit of damage meant that demand was overwhelming. Merchants were champing at the bit. Orario’s adventurers had completely destroyed Rakia’s supply lines and means of communication; these soldiers had no choice but to buy. The commanding officers could not go against the will of their god Ares, and so they cried rivers of tears watching a fortune disappear.


“Tsk, no real men anywhere…All the good ones must be commanding officers.”


“Aisha! There’re some really hunky knights a few rows over! It’s time to feast!”


“W-wait right there, Samira! Right behind you!”


A few of the prostitutes from the Pleasure District had also come to the camp. Not belonging to any familia, the “free” beauties also came to conduct business. They offered services to some of the warriors, but as soon as the fearsome Amazons found a knight who met their standards, they “devoured” him on the spot. Every so often the wails of pleasure would break through the continuous moans of pain and despair.


With nothing to keep them in check, what was once Rakia’s camp for the assault on Orario had become little more than a playground for the economic ambitions of the city’s citizens and deities.


“A-a report from the front! Battalions one through five have been wiped out, and our front lines are retreating in an all-out rout across the board. The enemy seems to have predicted all our strategic ploys, as each one ended in failure…”


“C-curse theeeeeem…!!”


—A god sitting under a tent at the very rear of Rakia’s forces clenched his fist in anger.


With golden hair as thick as a lion’s mane, the deity was clad in stark red armor. His masculine and robust features would rival those of a male God of Beauty, the epitome of manliness.


He was none other than the instigator of this war, the true leader of the Kingdom of Rakia—and the familia’s god: Ares.


He ground his teeth together as he listened to the messenger’s report, his immaculate face warping into a frown.


“The forward camp has been overrun by Orario’s greedy scum! Swindled by Amazonian prostitutes, our soldiers’ morals have been thrown to the wayside…Morale is at an all-time low!!”


“Orario[image: image]! How cowardly, to use such underhanded tactics!!”


Ares’s face flushed so red that it matched his armor. If Loki were there, she would be quick to hit him with a one-liner such as, “Ya think we’d do somethin’ like that, blockhead?” Just the thought of it filled Ares with even more rage.


The god himself would call it his innate urge to fight, but the people around him would refer to it as recklessness.


Other deities described him as having 100 percent muscle between the ears. The young man currently at his side took one look at his god’s infuriated state and let out a big sigh. His shoulders dropped as he shook his head from side to side, obviously tired of seeing it.


This was the god of the military, otherwise known as the God of War: Ares.


He might have been a god of battle, but he did not control victory.


An air of defeat had already filled the tent of commanding officers. All of them fell silent. Only Ares’s cries of rage echoed into the distance.


“Are you sure there’s no scheme you want to put into motion?”


As a particular god was roaring in frustration…


A white cape danced in the breeze on top of Orario’s city wall far from the battlefield, as the beautiful young woman Asfi, leader of Hermes Familia, asked her god a question.


Her god was leaning against the chest-high guard wall and watching a pillar of smoke, most likely the result of Magic, rise in the distance. He didn’t move as he answered.


“Even if I did find a way to introduce Bell to Ares…”


The breeze ruffled Hermes’s orange hair as his delicate smile thinned. He had to hold down his traveler’s hat to keep it from being blown off his head.


“That’s not to say doing so wouldn’t make for a great show…but I’m a bit scared of how Lady Freya would react, for obvious reasons.”


“…Has there been any communication from her or her familia since then?”


“Why, no. But that’s the scariest thing. Her silence is her way of warning me that there won’t be a next time.”


The frenzy after the incident that took place in the Pleasure Quarter was starting to die down. However, that didn’t mean the dandy god could do anything he wanted for just a little entertainment when it came to Freya Familia. Hermes closed his mouth and turned to his follower.


“The annihilation of a familia is no laughing matter,” said Asfi with a stern glare.


“I know,” responded Hermes with a shrug.


“I had a few words with the Guild and made sure that there’s no way the Mission will come knocking at Hestia’s door. Those children have been wrapped up in one incident after another recently; it’s time they had a chance to relax and live a little.”


Leaning with his back against the guard wall, Hermes looked up into the clear blue sky.


“K-Kenki?!”


“It’s the Sword Princess!!”


“RUN AWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAY!!”


It was on the northern edge of the plain where the battle was taking place. A female knight had appeared in the line of sight of a small force staging an ambush at the perimeter of the forest. In that moment, every single one of the ambushers lost their will to fight.


Their commander yelled at the top of his lungs, trying to rally his troops, but it was in vain. The foot soldiers threw down their weapons and ran back into the forest as fast as their legs could carry them.


“That was to be expected.”


“Dammit, Aiz, that’s why we told you to stay in the back of the formation. Now we gotta go round them up. Gahh…”


“…”


Aiz stood ready for a fight, sword in hand. But her shoulders sank and her mouth shut tight as soon as she heard the words of Riveria and the werewolf Bete.


With golden eyes and blond hair, Aiz stood out like a sore thumb and was easily identifiable even in a large battle. Rakia’s soldiers feared the girl who had once slain a floor boss in the Dungeon by herself. Aiz watched them disappear into the forest with an aloof expression on her face but was actually feeling a little depressed.


“Aiz, do not stand idle. Pursue. We cannot allow any harm to come to the surrounding villages.”


“…Yes.”


“Let’s get this over with and head back to Orario. Being out here is a waste of time.”


Riveria and Bete led the other members of Loki Familia and charged into the forest. Aiz joined them in chasing the panicked figures darting through the trees.


Directly to the southwest, a white tower tall enough to pierce the heavens stood as it normally did on any other day.


This attack by Rakian forces would become known as “The Sixth Orario Invasion.”


Life went on as normal for the citizens of the Labyrinth City in spite of this war being drawn out longer than usual. Several small, unnoticed stories unfolded between deities and their followers.
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LOVE SONG TO A GOD OF MARTIAL ARTS


“So, here’s where you were, Mikoto.”


She saw it in a dream.


The air was cool on her skin as she sat on the roots of the withering tree.


Her younger self hugged her knees to her chest beneath its shade. That’s when she knew it was not a dream but a memory.


“What’s wrong? Are you hungry?”


The young Mikoto buried her face in her knees. She didn’t look up even though Takemikazuchi—looking exactly as he did nowadays, with the exact same loops of hair hanging on either side of his face like bobbed ponytails—was calling out to her.


They were in her hometown in the Far East, behind the shrine in which they used to live. Their voices hung in the air.


“…Lord Takemikazuchi.”


The little girl’s voice came out from between her knees; she still refused to look up.


Takemikazuchi leaned down in front of her, patiently waiting until she opened her mouth once again.


“Why don’t I have a mommy or daddy…?”


Because I’m an orphan.


The current Mikoto could answer that question right away.


Disasters, plagues, and monsters.


It wasn’t all that uncommon for children in the Far East to lose their parents and be left all alone. Actually, Mikoto was one of the lucky ones, since she had been taken in by a shrine where gods like Takemikazuchi resided.


—They had taken her to see a lively town festival.


—Or perhaps it had been a port with ships in dry dock; maybe the big city.


She had been among friends like Ouka and Chigusa along with the gods and goddesses, but all Mikoto saw at that time were parents playing with happy children. It left her with a feeling of desolation, and she couldn’t take it anymore.


“…The mother and father who gave birth to you, Mikoto, left you in our care and went on a journey to the great beyond.”


“Will I…ever see them again…?”


“Well…They might not return to this world while you are still alive.”


It might be tens, hundreds of years before her parents’ souls were reborn.


Mikoto had been too young to understand the full meaning of Takemikazuchi’s words at the time. The only thing she clearly understood was she would never see them again. She squeezed her legs even closer to her body.


“Are you lonely?”


The young Mikoto couldn’t move her head up and down or left and right.


She only tightened her grip on her arms, fingers digging deep into her skin as if she was desperately trying to keep something contained within that threatened to overflow.


Takemikazuchi kneeled next to the girl as her body began to shake.


Suddenly, he lifted her high into the air as if she were light as a feather.


Mikoto raised her face, surprised by the sudden burst of light coming in from under her arms. She looked at the deity beneath her.


“Mikoto, become my daughter.”


Takemikazuchi’s smiling face was reflected in the girl’s wide, tearful eyes.


“Huh…?”


“Someday I shall bestow you with my Falna. Once that is done, we will share a bond of blood like a true family[image: image]a familia.”


“Family…familia.”


His words didn’t just sound sweet, they provided warmth to a girl whose soul was filled with nothing but pain.


It was because she could see a tenderness in Takemikazuchi’s eyes that was reserved for a parent beholding their child. He continued to hold her high above his head like a proud father would for his daughter.


“Pain dwells in spirit, and spirit dwells in the body—that’s my theory. So I will teach you so many martial arts that your body and spirit won’t have time to feel loneliness. Be at ease, Mikoto, and be ready,” said Takemikazuchi to the stunned young Mikoto. Then, he smiled at her with childlike innocence. “Mikoto, what did you want to do with your mother and father?”


He then told her to speak from her heart with the same tenderness in his eyes.


“I…I wanted a piggyback ride from Daddy.”


“I’ll do that right now. Anything else?”


“S-sleeping next to one another in the futon at night so that we don’t get lonely.”


“Okay, tonight we shall. Is there anything else?”


“I wanted to eat konpeitou, that candy we saw in the city the other day!”


“A-all right. Leave it to me.”


An earnest request for high-quality, colorful sweets brought a smile to Takemikazuchi’s face.


Despite their shrine being incredibly poor, Takemikazuchi would bring her, Ouka, Chigusa, and the other children into the city and fulfill his promise only days later.


Child and deity, dressed in little more than rags, exchanged looks of affection and endearment.


“But it’s okay if you’d rather be in Tsukuyomi’s familia if you don’t want to be in mine—”


“I want yours, Lord Takemikazuchi!!”


Young Mikoto’s loud voice interrupted the deity.


Her little cheeks blushing pink, she kept her dark-violet gaze fixed directly on him.


“…Okay then.”


Takemikazuchi blinked a few times before he finally smiled at her.


He set the young girl back on the ground and ruffled her hair.


Mikoto squeezed her eyes tight as his fingers tickled. One last tear ran down her cheek.


She then climbed up on his back and the two of them went to rejoin Ouka, Chigusa, and the others who had been searching for her. Both the god and the girl smiled as their friends came to meet them.


From that day on, Takemikazuchi became her father, and Mikoto was surrounded with love.


And at some point, her love for him became something a little bit more special.
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“…”


Mikoto slowly opened her eyes.


Beams of soft light coming through the window and chirping birds outside let her know that night had come to an end.


She stared at the ceiling above, feeling light with nostalgia because of the dream. It didn’t take long for her to realize that she was smiling, too.


As even more memories flowed forward to fill her mind, she started to climb out of her futon. Zzz. Zzz. Zzz.


The sound of someone else still sleeping reached her ears.


Looking to the side, she saw a renart girl—Haruhime—sleeping on her back in a futon next to hers.


Mikoto’s lips once again softly curled up into another smile. The events surrounding Ishtar Familia had caused many trials and tribulations, but it was thanks to them that she had been reunited with her childhood friend from the Far East. Careful not to wake her up, Mikoto brushed a few stray golden hairs out of the sleeping girl’s eyes and softly stroked her fox ears.


They were in a room of Hestia Familia’s home, the Hearthstone Manor.


Mikoto and Haruhime, both entering the familia by Conversion, had been given two rooms to themselves on the third floor.


There was no bed in this room, and the abundance of items from the Far East clashed with the continent style and design of the architecture. An open-frame closet stood in the corner with many colorful kimonos and Far East–style battle cloths draped across it.


Leaving her dream behind, Mikoto’s attention shifted from the familiar shrine she once called home to the place she lived in now.


She took another look at the sleeping face of the girl she’d been fortunate enough to reunite with after all these years, before returning her gaze to the window that grew brighter by the moment.


“…On with the day!”


She stretched in the early morning light.
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“Lady Haruhime, may I ask you to set the table?”


“Y-yes, of course!”


Delicious smells wafted their way through the manor’s dining room.


Mikoto, with her long black hair tied back and an apron tight around her waist, was hard at work in the kitchen right next door. Several fishes were cooking over an open flame as she stirred a pot with a wooden spoon.


The clangs and crackles of her breakfast preparation mixed with the tap, tap, tap of Haruhime’s feet as she busily traipsed back and forth between the kitchen and the dining room with food and utensils in her arms.


“Lady Haruhime, you need not push yourself so hard…”


“Oh, no, no. I have been accepted as a member of this familia. Please allow me to do this much, Miss Mikoto.”


Haruhime was currently wearing a maid’s outfit rather than her usual kimono.


Lilly had been wanting a housekeeper of some kind, and Haruhime was quick to volunteer—“Please give me a job to do!”—the moment she arrived.


Born into nobility and having spent five years living in a brothel, she had very little experience with cleaning or serving others. However, she was quite eager to learn, and she now wore a black blouse with a white apron, her fluffy golden tail swishing her skirt back and forth. Mikoto was glad to have her help.


Orario’s Alliance and the forces of the Kingdom of Rakia were clashing at this very moment.


Hestia Familia had not been summoned to the front because they didn’t have enough members to qualify. Therefore, today was a peaceful day like any other.


“Whoa, that smells good…”


“So today was Mikoto’s turn? That’s why it’s good.”


“Ah, Sir Bell, Lady Hestia. Good morning.”


Mikoto sampled her soup as she greeted the human boy and the goddess poking their heads in the doorway.


All members of Hestia Familia took turns preparing food each day. As long as nothing drastic had happened, typically two or three people, including their goddess, would prepare the dining room for a meal.


Some type of grilled meat or other flame-roasted “manly food” was typically on the menu on days Welf was in charge. Lilly, however, would find ways to put food on the table while saving as much money as possible. Everyone’s specialties and personalities came through in their cooking, but it was only on days that Mikoto prepared the food that the entire familia unanimously agreed it was delicious.


She had developed her skills from a young age alongside Chigusa and the other girls at the shrine, turning whatever ingredients she could find into something palatable. Her combination of seriousness and skill came together to create dishes that even Hestia, obsessed as she was with Jyaga Maru Kun potato puffs, couldn’t help but enjoy.


“Um, Miss Mikoto, the brown soup in this pot…What is it?”


“It’s called miso soup.”


Bell peeked over the rim of the pot as Mikoto happily answered.


It was a traditional soup from her homeland that combined fish stock with a spice called miso. Normally, Mikoto prepared meals using bread and ingredients easily found in Orario to match her allies’ tastes. However, she thought it might be fun to make miso soup for the first time in a while after finding the spice at a marketplace a few days before.


She explained it was a specialty of her homeland, a taste she grew up with. Then she gave them both a spoonful of the mysterious “brown soup.” Bell and Hestia looked back up, appearing pleasantly surprised.


“The flavor is…I don’t know, relaxing.”


“Yeah, this isn’t half bad. So, this is what children from your hometown would call soul food?”


Mikoto couldn’t be happier that her friends could enjoy flavors from her homeland.


Bell and Hestia smiled, continuing to shower her with compliments.


“Miss Mikoto, you’re a really good cook.”


“Yep, some guy’s going to be really lucky to have you as his bride.”


Then, all the color vanished from Mikoto’s face the moment Hestia uttered those words.


“B-bride?!”


The ghostly white was quickly replaced by burning red as the girl shook her hands and fiercely denied everything.


“Wh-what could you possibly mean, Lady Hestia?! I’m still too immature to even be considered worthy of becoming a bride[image: image]Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


“Miss Mikoto, the knife! The knife!”


“That’s dangerous!”


Beet-red and laughing, Mikoto completely forgot about the sharp utensil still in her clutches as she vigorously waved off Hestia’s words.


Hestia and Bell panicked and desperately tried to ward off her inadvertent attack.


The morning excitement and breakfast came to a close.


Hestia left to go to her part-time job while the others finished cleaning up. Mikoto put away the last dishes and went to join her allies already gathered in the living room.


“H-here you are…” Haruhime’s hands visibly shook as she cautiously placed a cup of tea in front of Bell. He forced a smile as she sat down at the table and their morning meeting began.


“Today, Lilly would like to discuss whether or not to bring Miss Haruhime with us into the Dungeon…”


Lilly took charge of the proceedings as all eyes around the table turned to the renart sitting next to Mikoto.


Still wearing her maid outfit, Haruhime curled her golden tail nervously behind her.


“To be frank, Lilly would like her to join us under any conditions. The incredible strength her Magic provides us doesn’t need to be explained.”


“But Lady Lilly, we can ill afford to have the effects of Lady Haruhime’s Magic be revealed to others…”


“Of course. But even so, Miss Haruhime’s presence will be a valuable asset to our party. Each one of us will be safer for it. As long as steps are taken to limit and conceal the casting of her Magic, Lilly is in favor of bringing Miss Haruhime into the Dungeon.”


Haruhime’s Magic, Uchide no Kozuchi, instantly boosted the target’s Level.


While she couldn’t cast it on herself, the ability to make another adventurer level up for a period of time was very rare. This renart sorcery had nearly cost her her life at the hands of Ishtar Familia as a central piece of their plot. Should word of her Magic spread, it was almost a certainty that many would try to recruit her to assist in their own dark ambitions.


But at the same time, a jewel that never sees the light of day is doomed to collect dust. Lilly’s argument was sound. As long as they were careful, the advantages of having her in the party were too great to be ignored. Lilly’s opinion carried considerable weight because she had become the “brain” of the familia.


The men in the room listened to Lilly and Mikoto’s argument—Bell wasn’t sure whose side to take; Welf decided on a more forward approach and asked Haruhime directly.


“What did you do when you were with Ishtar? Did they ever take you into the Dungeon?”


“I was among them, participating in routine activities as well as the occasional venture deep into the Dungeon…However, I was either forced to ride with the cargo or completely protected during battle…”


“…”


“I have never faced a monster in combat…”


With the exception of Magic, all the Basic Abilities in her Status were below that of the group’s supporter, Lilly. Since she never had to fend for herself, Haruhime couldn’t be counted on to hold her ground when push came to shove. No one questioned that she could be a liability in battle.


Haruhime couldn’t say anything in her defense and stared down at the table. Welf and Lilly looked upon the renart girl with pity.


“…So what’s the call? Have her hold down the fort while we’re gone?”


Welf suggested to have Haruhime stay inside the manor, like a real maid would.


Mikoto looked to Bell almost out of reflex.


Though imperfect, he was the leader, and Mikoto wanted to know the feelings of the boy who had once risked everything to save her friend.


“…I made a promise to Aisha. I don’t know what the best decision is right now, but whether we take Miss Haruhime into the Dungeon or not…I will…protect her.”


He started to blush as his words trailed off toward the end, but his position was clear.


Haruhime also turned a shade of pink as Bell fell silent. Lilly, however, was not amused. As for Mikoto, her expression grew brighter by the moment.


The white-haired human boy couldn’t look at anyone, his eyes shifting between the floor and ceiling. Welf grinned at him and gave him a brotherly slap on the back. It wasn’t long before all eyes returned to Haruhime.


It was up to her to make the final decision.


“…I shall accompany you. I, Haruhime, would like to become an asset to the battle party.”


A few heavy moments passed before the girl spoke up and made her wishes known.


She looked at Mikoto and Bell, determination radiating from her green eyes.


“B-because I am…a member of this familia.”


Her gaze fell back to the table as all confidence left her voice.


Bell, Welf, and Lilly exchanged glances and smiles before looking back at their newest ally, who was anxiously fidgeting next to the living room table. Her golden fox tail never came to a rest as her cheeks turned a slightly darker shade of pink. Even Mikoto was smiling from ear to ear and said nothing against the consensus.


A five-person battle party.


Haruhime Sanjouno had joined the team as a supporter and sorcerer.
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The howls of monsters pierced the darkness that dominated the caves far belowground.


Ash-colored rocks and boulders lined the cave walls. Several bats flew high overhead, vicious wormlike creatures bored their way through the rocky walls, and the strong roars of liger fangs filled the air—adventurers called out to one another as they made their way through the monster-filled hallway.


“Weapons and armor all good to go?”


“No problems here!”


“Ready for combat!”


Bell’s and Mikoto’s blades whistled through the air as they prepared to engage the oncoming beasts and answered Welf’s call.


The High Smith had repaired and renovated Bell’s armor, now in its fifth incarnation. The blend of gold and white metals maintained its luster even in the dim light. Light armor was designed to protect the wearer without hindering their speed or agility, and it did just that as Bell unleashed a flurry of knife attacks on the closest beast. Mikoto was quick to finish it off with a thrust from her secondary weapon, a long spear. It broke through the liger fang’s thick fur like tissue paper. The beast’s dying howl echoed through the cave.


The fifteenth floor of the Dungeon.


The party, with Haruhime among its ranks, had gone straight into the labyrinth after the meeting that morning at their home.


Leaning heavily on Bell’s second-tier adventurer Status and Welf’s freshly forged weapons and armor, they quickly and efficiently plowed through the upper levels and arrived at one they had yet to completely conquer: the fifteenth floor.


Haruhime, obviously overwhelmed, stayed close to Lilly as she provided support to the front lines with her handheld bow gun. Meanwhile, the other three members fought tirelessly to keep the never-ending slew of monsters at bay.


“—Minotaurs will appear soon!”


“Incoming howl! Li’l E, cover your ears!”


Mikoto detected the arrival of more monsters on the battlefield thanks to her detection skill, Yatano Black Crow. Welf finished off the dungeon worm with his greatsword as he shouted a warning to the back of the formation.


The front line, consisting of Bell and Welf, and the middle support, Mikoto, charged forward to push back the line of monsters as the looming, two-meder-tall silhouettes of Minotaurs appeared deeper down the cave. Just as Welf had warned, the new arrivals reared back and unleashed a torrent of sound through their throats.


“UooOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!”


The Minotaur’s howl, a menacing sound that awakened the instinct of fear in weaker creatures and froze them in their tracks, blasted through the hallway.


Lilly was quick to shield her ears as well as Haruhime’s to protect them from the howl. As Level 1 adventurers, the girls would have difficulty withstanding its effects. Welf, on the other hand, shrugged it off with a grin.


He used the strength of his powerful spiritual “container” to overcome the auditory attack and joined Bell and Mikoto in the counteroffensive.


“—Using the Magic Sword!”


Lilly had recovered from the howl’s effects and saw Bell engage the Minotaurs. She realized that even more monsters were moments away from joining the battle, so she shouted a warning to her allies. The others glanced back over their shoulders in time to see Lilly pull a dagger-length scarlet blade from her oversize backpack. Bell, Welf, and Mikoto immediately darted out of its path.


A quick slash of the sparkling dagger sent a massive fireball hurtling through the battlefield.
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The blast of fiery destruction wiped out every monster in its path.


Even the Minotaurs, whose skin was known to be naturally resistant to fire, were laid to waste along with their monster kin as every one of them was erased from the charred rocky hallway.


“Li’l E, don’t be so quick to use that thing! It’s only for emergencies—relying on it’s not going to help us in the long run!”


“The situation was emergency enough! The Dungeon is unpredictable; only reacting to changes is too late!”


“T-take it easy, okay? Welf, Lilly?”


“P-please, both of you—using such loud voices now will only lure more monsters…Ohh.”


“It is exactly as Lady Haruhime says. Calm yourselves.”


The battle over, an argument started among the still-sizzling remains of their opponents. The source of Welf’s anger was Lilly’s haste to use the dagger-length Crozzo Magic Sword.


Welf had forged it and placed it in her care so that the back part of the formation could protect itself, or for an ace in the hole should disaster strike. This particular one might be weaker than the one he had used in the battle against the Black Goliath or the ones he had forged for the War Game, but it was still on par with the destructive power of many high-level magic users.


“Don’t depend on the Magic Sword—you’ll become weaker for it. We would have been fine on our own just now!” he angrily shouted at the prum.


Lilly responded by insisting that casual guesswork could be fatal in the Dungeon.


“It’s better to ensure safety before being overrun.” She wasn’t changing her stance. The Dungeon was not known for its leniency, so she stated with the utmost confidence that it was better not to take chances.


Both views were correct. There was nothing wrong with what they said.


Both Welf and Lilly were thinking in terms of what was best for the party.


Bell and Mikoto could only smile weakly in response, and Haruhime timidly tried to play the mediator between them.


After getting the situation under control, everyone turned their attention to the task at hand.


“So this is a drop item, that’s a magic stone…”


“That’s correct. Drop items will go into Lilly’s backpack, so please collect the magic stones, Miss Haruhime—be sure not to drop any.”


“Y-yes!”


Haruhime listened to Lilly’s instructions as she made her way through the ashes of the Magic Sword’s charred victims and collected the loot left behind.


She was dressed in a Far Eastern–style battle cloth that resembled a priestess’s garb, the same one she’d worn while with Ishtar Familia—forced on her by Aisha—and was equipped with a tubular backpack. She also wore a cloak of salamander wool, the same as her allies.


Lilly had declared that she would train the genuine noncombatant “into a full-blown supporter” for their battle party. Haruhime had bowed over and over, saying, “I devote myself to your teachings,” and accepted her new role without question. A sort of master-and-apprentice bond had formed between them.


Mikoto and the others acknowledged this new development with a soft grin and continued pressing forward through the Dungeon, cutting down all monsters in their path.


“We’ve made good progress through the fifteenth floor and at a very good pace.”


“That should be expected, with Mr. Bell’s Level and the balance of our battle party.”


“Miss Eina—er, my adviser gave us permission to go down to the eighteenth floor as long as nothing major happens.”


Lilly and Bell responded to Mikoto’s remark, nodding as they walked.


Lilly continued with a comment that the front of their formation was nearly perfect. “This party’s weakness is the lack of power at the back where Lilly is. To be blunt, the two don’t match. To fix that, Lilly would like to add a strong healer.”


“And a magic user wouldn’t hurt,” added Welf nonchalantly, almost as if warning Lilly against using the Magic Sword again.


“Lilly’s aware,” she responded with a twitch in the corner of her mouth.


“What about Miss Lyu from that bar? She has great command of healing magic as well, yes? And the magic she used during the battle on the eighteenth floor was most impressive…Would she be willing to join our party?”


“No, I doubt it…A-and Mia is really scary.”


Bell smiled but turned down Lilly’s suggestion. Asking Lyu—an ex-adventurer who worked as a waitress at The Benevolent Mistress—to join them would probably anger the owner, Mia. The thought of her enraged face sent a cold chill down Bell’s spine, so he responded with a flat no.


Their current formation consisted of Bell and Welf on the front line, Haruhime and Lilly at the back, and Mikoto filling an all-around supporting role at the center. The five of them made their way deeper into the Dungeon, all senses on high alert as they passed through the dim, rocky hallways.


While it was true for Lilly as well, a direct hit from a monster on the inexperienced Level 1 Haruhime would spell disaster. Thanks to Mikoto’s Yatano Black Crow, they were able to detect approaching monsters and respond appropriately to defend her.


“After a little more exploration, Lilly recommends we return to the fourteenth floor. As discussed, it would be a good time to find the deserted corner of the Dungeon and test out Miss Haruhime’s Magic one by one.”


“Agreed. We wouldn’t want to be confused experiencing it for the first time during a tense battle…Lady Haruhime, is that okay?”


“Yes. That would be fine.”


“Hey, Bell, you’ve used it before, right? What’s it like?”


“Well, um…There was a big flash, and I felt stronger, and I could move faster…”


Mikoto was quick to assist all her allies as the group fell into formation and continued traveling through the Dungeon.
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It was almost dusk by the time Mikoto and the others returned to the surface.


After stopping to trade their loot for money at Babel Tower’s Exchange, they made their way into Central Park, which was already filled with other adventurers heading out of the Dungeon. While they were excitedly talking and making their way to the bars or back to Guild headquarters, Hestia Familia chose to instead go straight home.


“Oh, you have returned.”


“Lord Takemikazuchi!”


A deity with a bobbed hairstyle was waiting to greet them as soon as they passed through the iron gate and main entryway.


Takemikazuchi smiled at them. Mikoto was so happy to see him that she walked right up to the deity with a smile on her face large enough to rival his own.


“Sorry, Lord Takemikazuchi…Asking you to stay here while we were out.”


“Think nothing of it, Bell Cranell. My own children took the day off from Dungeon prowling and kept me company.”


Through Hestia, Bell had asked Takemikazuchi Familia to stay at their home while they were out today.


Unlike the hidden room under the old church that Bell and Hestia once shared, or the shack of a building where Takemikazuchi Familia resided, Hestia Familia now possessed a prime piece of real estate and the status of a middle-class familia. If all members and their goddess were to leave their home completely empty, there was a very real danger of burglars breaking in to steal items or information. The situation had changed from when they were far less known and recognizable.


That was why they’d asked a friendly familia to step in and keep watch while they were out. They had also asked the same from Miach Familia, and this situation would continue for the foreseeable future. Every member of Hestia Familia was extremely grateful to their house sitters, especially since they were doing it for free.


“Like I said, pay it no mind. We are helping each other. Each of us took full advantage of the bathing facilities as collateral,” said the deity. “Rest assured, they were thoroughly cleaned afterward.” The whole group shared a laugh.


“Thank you very much,” said the group of adventurers one last time.


The two familias planned on sharing a large meal later that evening, so Bell and his allies returned to their rooms to remove their armor.


“Excuse me, Lord Takemikazuchi…Please take this.”


Telling Haruhime, who shared a room with her, that she’d catch up in a moment, Mikoto went to speak with Takemikazuchi by herself. She held out a small bag full of something heavy.


Each of them had received their share of the money earned in the Dungeon that day; this was Mikoto’s portion.


“Please send this to support the shrine.”


The reason that Takemikazuchi and his familia had traveled to Orario in the first place was to raise money for the shrine in their homeland.


Mikoto pleaded with him to send the money to the shrine that had raised her, but the deity shook his head.


“Surely this is the money you earned fighting alongside Bell Cranell and his company. Don’t use it for us; use it for your allies.”


Going into the Dungeon required a lot of preparation, including weapon repairs and a small mountain of items.


Takemikazuchi urged Mikoto to use this money to benefit her battle party.


“B-but I’m the only one doing nothing to assist the shrine…”


Mikoto tried to insist again that Takemikazuchi take the money, but…


“Mikoto, you stand here now as a member of Hestia Familia.”


“…!”


Those words put an abrupt end to her argument.


There was no way for her to refute such an obvious truth. Putting her current allies at risk for the benefit of former compatriots went against logic.


After all, she had joined Hestia Familia to repay a debt to Bell.


Even still, I…


Memories of that morning’s dream floated to the front of her mind.


The moment that Takemikazuchi asked her to become his daughter. The connection by blood of a shared family; the word familia.


She had no regrets becoming a member of Hestia’s family. She was proud to be one of Bell’s allies and happily fought at his side. It was thanks to her new family that Haruhime was still alive.


But deep down—she didn’t want to forget that she had once been a part of Takemikazuchi’s family. She looked at the floor as all these thoughts ran through her head.


“…Mikoto, do you remember the day I asked you to become my daughter?”


“!”


Mikoto looked up in surprise. He had used the exact phrase from her memory.


Takemikazuchi stood before her, eyebrows sinking as he broke into an endearing smile—a tender, fatherly smile.


“The first ichor a child receives never completely disappears, even if they go through Conversion. Just as Hestia can sense you through the Blessing she bestowed, I, too, can feel every breath you take.”


“…”


“You will always be my daughter, my family. I will never forget that. So please, don’t make that face.”


He read her feelings like a book. Stepping forward, the deity gently stroked her hair. The girl turned bright red in the blink of an eye.


His hand felt smaller than she remembered; she’d grown a lot since then. However, it still possessed the same warmth as it did all those years ago.


Takemikazuchi didn’t notice the degree to which the girl was blushing as he ran his fingers through her silky black hair and lightly chuckled to himself.


“I am happy you still care about the well-being of the shrine. But you should know that Chigusa and Ouka reached Level Two during the skirmishes with Ishtar Familia. We’re doing fine; there’s no need to worry.”


Takemikazuchi then reminded her that both familias would work together in the Dungeon when their schedules would allow it, and that was enough.


“Have faith.”


Mikoto turned her face up to make eye contact with the deity. She gave him a firm nod.


“Good,” said the god as he removed his hand from her head, then turned to walk away. Takemikazuchi casually said he would go call the others for dinner and went down the main hallway. Mikoto watched him leave until he completely disappeared from sight.


…Now that I’m separated from his familia, I…


The time apart had renewed her feelings of affection for him, she thought to herself, cheeks still bright pink.


Her heart thumped wildly in her chest. She squeezed the collar of her battle cloth in an attempt to get her pulse under control, but each beat thundered through her entire body.


“…Um, Mikoto?”
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A soft voice from behind nearly made Mikoto jump out of her skin.


Regaining her balance and spinning around, she spotted Chigusa standing behind her.


“Lady Chigusa! How long have you been there?”


“Umm, sorry…Quite a while.”


Chigusa’s bangs normally hid her eyes from sight, but right now they parted in such a way that Mikoto could see the girl’s right eye and the pink on her cheeks. She knew immediately her friend had seen everything.


She’d seen how Takemikazuchi had refused her donation, how red she’d turned at the deity’s touch, how she’d looked at him when he walked away—everything.


Even though Chigusa knew of her feelings for their god, Mikoto wanted nothing more than to dig a hole and bury herself right then and there.


“I really am sorry. Didn’t want to interrupt something…”


“I beg you, Lady Chigusa, not another word!”


Mikoto was normally very serious and straightforward, but the dormant feelings of a young maiden came storming to the forefront, causing her to yell at the top of her lungs.


She squeezed her head between her hands, ears burning red in shame. The two girls had been close from a young age; there was very little they didn’t know about each other. However, embarrassing situations were still embarrassing even in front of one of your best friends.


Chigusa looked remorseful and gave Mikoto a few minutes to regain her bearings before revealing why she was looking for her in the first place.


“So, it’s a little late, but Ouka and the rest of us are planning to do our usual celebration for Lord Takemikazuchi…”


The normally shy Chigusa could talk about anything with Mikoto. Her words were smooth and clear as she informed her friend about the plan in the works.


“We’d like to invite Haruhime and prepare a present for him…What will you do?”


The change in topic finally pulled Mikoto away from her feelings of shame.


There was a glint of determination in her eyes.
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Two days had passed since dinner with Takemikazuchi Familia.


Mikoto, who wanted some time off after a day in the Dungeon, made her way onto Orario’s streets under the clear morning skies.


Bell and Welf were with her.


“So why are we here…?”


“My apologies to the both of you…but please lend me your assistance for today’s shopping!!”


Welf mumbled as the group made their way through a street lined with many different vibrant shops that branched off North Main Street.


Mikoto put her hands together and bowed many times, asking the two who had to give up time in the Dungeon and the forge to join her. Bell forced a smile and asked a question.


“Well, um, you said we were going shopping, so what do you want to buy?”


“The truth is…Ouka and the others have been planning a celebration for Lord Takemikazuchi these past few days…”


Mikoto told Bell and Welf more about the celebration that Chigusa had brought to her attention.


Before they came to Orario, the children of the shrine did something special for the gods and goddesses on the anniversary of their arrival on Earth—similar to a birthday party for the deities. However, due to the War Game and the events involving Haruhime, they’d forgotten to do something for Takemikazuchi this year on the actual date just a few days prior.


Mikoto wanted to do the same thing that her childhood friends were planning to do: give their god presents to commemorate the special day.


“I have always put a lot of thought and sincerity into my gifts, but there was never enough money for something truly great. This being my second year in Orario, and having a decent income, I would like to give him a proper gift.”


“I get that…but why are we here?”


“Oh yes! I would like your opinions as men, just like him, to find something that would make Lord Takemikazuchi happy…!”


Mikoto leaned in close to Welf as she answered his question.


The celebration was planned for tomorrow.


“Please lend me your assistance…!”


“That’s…easier said than done.”


“I, um, well…I’d really like to help.”


Mikoto bowed even lower in front of the two young men. Welf scratched the back of his head at the same time Bell was scratching his chin. Neither of them looked up to the task.


Both of them were thinking the same thing. Basically, they didn’t think their advice would be of any use.


When it came to the Dungeon or a forge, Bell and Welf were very knowledgeable. However, neither had much interest in anything else. If asked what most men enjoyed doing or wanted as a gift, both would struggle to come up with an answer.


“But, you know, you’ve known Lord Takemikazuchi a lot longer than we have. Wouldn’t your ideas be better than whatever we come up with?”


“Y-yes, but…!”


“Hee-hee-hee…As long as we’re here, we might as well have a look around.”


Mikoto couldn’t deny the truth in Welf’s words and momentarily lost confidence. Bell smiled awkwardly at the look of shock on the girl’s face and suggested the three of them see what the shopping area had to offer.


North Main Street ran along the side of Orario’s first district. Shops that tailored to every race of demi-human stood out the most in the shopping area, but there were plenty of smaller stores and street stalls that sold handmade goods and other interesting items. Mikoto, being as serious and thorough as she usually was, took her time at each place and examined every item for sale one by one before moving on to the next shop. Just like Bell, she had lived in modest poverty until very recently and wasn’t used to having so many options. She drifted left and right like an overwhelmed country girl in the big city for the first time.


Bell and Welf exchanged concerned glances as they followed close behind.


The sun was in the middle of the sky before they knew it. The three humans decided to take a break in the shade of a tall building after making one complete circuit of the shopping area.


“Miss Mikoto, did you see anything promising?”


“I-I don’t know…”


“Oi.”


Mikoto answered Bell’s question honestly, only to receive a verbal jab from Welf.


An apologetic expression played over her face as she twiddled her thumbs, unsure how to proceed.


“In that case, what kind of presents did you used to give him?”


“While in the Far East, I collected pretty shells, acorns, and seeds to make necklaces and other little things…”


That information didn’t do much to solve Mikoto’s quandary.


Chigusa had told her that all of them were going to prepare individual gifts for Takemikazuchi this year, but she had no idea choosing one would be so difficult…She sat there, racking her brain, when Bell’s eyes suddenly lit up. He turned to her and said:


“What about food? Is that an option?”


“Eh?”


“Miss Mikoto, you’re a really good cook. So why not make something delicious for the party…? Just an idea.”


He must’ve remembered the miso soup he had the other morning and made the suggestion. Mikoto gave it some thought.


“…Thinking back, there was never much food at the celebrations back at the shrine…”


At the very least, they had never made anything all that fancy.


Welf could see the gears turning in Mikoto’s head while standing off to her side. “Why don’t we try something along that line?” he proposed. “It’s a party, after all. How about a cake?”


“Cake…”


Her lips involuntarily traced his words.


It wasn’t Far Eastern, but Mikoto had a general idea—a soft and fluffy dough was baked in an oven and then decorated with cream and fruit…She had a feeling she had seen many examples of it when she attended the banquet that was hosted by Apollo.


It made more and more sense the more she thought about it. That was it.


“I will try…I will make a cake.”


Welf and Bell thought it was a good idea and agreed.


Mikoto apologized for the hours of walking gone to waste and tried to figure out where to go from here.


“I’m sure you want to make it yourself, but can you?” Welf asked.


“I’ve never done it before, so I can’t say with any certainty…But probably, if I have a recipe and taste one myself first,” Mikoto replied.


“The Benevolent Mistress sells cake…Think they’d give us a recipe if we asked?” Bell said.


Although The Benevolent Mistress served as a watering hole for adventurers in the evening, it operated as a café during the day for the average townspeople. Bell had eaten cake there before and did his best to explain. Mikoto listened to every word and decided to visit The Benevolent Mistress where Syr, Lyu, and many other waitresses worked.


It was a little past noon.


Mikoto led the group to West Main Street and into The Benevolent Mistress.


Lyu was there to meet them at the door, and they explained the situation. Bell was in the middle of negotiating when the cat people Ahnya and Chloe, as well as the rest of the girls on staff, detected the presence of a juicy love story in the air and gathered around with grins on their faces. They agreed to help after teasing Mikoto into another blushing fit. Mia came in and added, “As long as you’re eatin’ lunch, I can look the other way, sure,” and granted her permission. The cat-people cooks working in the kitchen wrote down the recipe and gave it to Mikoto.


After listening to Ahnya and the other waitresses complain about Syr being absent from work yet again, the three adventurers left The Benevolent Mistress.


“Well, we definitely got what we came for and then some…but do you think you can take it from here?”


“Yes, thank you so much, Sir Welf, Sir Bell.”


“I’m glad we could help.”


Recipe in hand and itching to get started, Mikoto said a quick thank-you to the two young men as they made their way back home.


She was carrying a box that contained a whole cake. Mia had been rather insistent that they buy the entire thing. They had eaten a few pieces while at the café, but now that they had the finished product and the recipe, Mikoto couldn’t help but feel confident.


Lips curled up, she felt as though she was one step closer to her goal.


“Oh…”


“Something up, Bell?”


“Isn’t that…Lord Takemikazuchi?”


They were in the middle of a side street when Bell suddenly stopped walking. Welf asked him what was wrong and he pointed farther down the road.


Mikoto turned to have a look, and sure enough, Takemikazuchi was standing not too far away.


He stopped a goddess with honey-colored hair who happened to be passing by.


“Oi, Demeter. You look pale. Are you feeling all right?”


“…Oh my, I must be a little under the weather and didn’t realize it.”


“Why are you acting so unconcerned? Come now, show me your face.”


—With that, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pressed his cheek against hers without warning.


“You don’t seem…to have a fever.”


“Oh my my my…Y-you can’t, Takemikazuchi. This kind of thing is for someone important, not just someone on the street.”


“Don’t be stupid, I’m concerned because it’s you.”


“…”


“I remember well who it was that brought fresh fruit and vegetables when my children were starving. We are forever in your debt.”


“…Haaa! This is why you and Miach shouldn’t be allowed to talk to women.”


A small exchange of words with Takemikazuchi was enough to make Demeter blush.


The goddess certainly didn’t look angry when she stepped away from him and walked off.


“…”


“M-Miss Mikoto?”


“H-hey.”


Concerned, Bell and Welf glanced at Mikoto and tried to get her attention, but the girl pretended she couldn’t hear them.


“L-Lord Takemikazuchi! Thank you so much for saving us from those perverted gods the other day!”


“Please, please accept this.”


“Hold on, don’t you think this is a bit much for such a small favor?”


Two human girls ran up to Takemikazuchi not a moment later.


They appeared to be average citizens who didn’t belong to any familia. Both of them held out small bags of cookies, their cheeks bright pink. The deity tried to play off his good deed as common sense, laughing as he stepped closer to them and accepted their gift.


Then came the final blow. He gently stroked their hair, and both girls’ faces turned beet red.


“……”


Squish! The box containing the cake twisted in Mikoto’s grip after she watched the events from beginning to end.


“Geh!”


“Oi! Hel-looo?”


Shivers of fright jolted up Bell’s and Welf’s spines as the girl’s fingers crumpled the container even further. But once again, she didn’t acknowledge them.


From there, the physical contact between Takemikazuchi and other women on the street only continued to increase.


Sometimes the girls initiated, sometimes he did. Young or old, race or divinity made no difference, every interaction involved a certain degree of skinship. All the women reacted very innocently, turning various shades of red and smiling back at him. The worst part about all this was that it appeared Takemikazuchi had no idea what he was doing, nor did he notice their reactions.


Mikoto watched everything from the shadows. New women arrived when the previous ones finally stepped away from him, almost as if he was showing off how popular he was with the opposite gender.


“……”


“Miss Mikoto? Miss Mikoto!”


“Hey, say something—anything!”


Mikoto stood there like a statue, bangs covering her eyes as she looked at the stone pavement beneath her feet.


The shiver of fright from before became a torrent of terror as Bell and Welf witnessed a miasma of dark energy rise from the girl’s shoulders. Their unusually high-pitched voices echoed through the side street.


She didn’t say a word. However, the aura forming around her body became stronger with each passing moment.


“Lord Takemikazuchi!”


“Well, if it isn’t Haruhime.”


—Then.


“At last, I made them right! Please have one!”


“Andango…Let’s see, let’s see…Hmm?”


Takemikazuchi reached out to take one of the sweet dumplings from the tray in Haruhime’s arms when he noticed something else. His hand went to her chin instead.


“Haruhime, you already ate a few, didn’t you?”


“Whaaa?!”


“There are some big crumbs on your lips…My word, child. Now hold still.”


He pinched the large crumb on her lip between his thumb and forefinger—and ate it.


“Yes, very sweet.”


“Lord Takemikazuchi…Doing such a thing to me…”


“They’re delicious, Haruhime. I’m sure they’ll be most pleased…But yes, I have a feeling you will make a wonderful bride.”


“Eh?!…Do you…do you really believe so?”


“Indeed. You have a good nature and an industrious spirit. That’s exactly what I would want in a bride if I weren’t a god. Ha-ha-ha!”


Snap!


Mikoto definitely heard something break deep inside her.


Step, step, step. She didn’t look up, but her feet carried her forward. She couldn’t even hear Bell and Welf yelling behind her. She was on her way to where the blushing Haruhime, both hands pressed to her cheeks in embarrassment, stood beside the airheaded deity laughing next to her.


“Mikoto?”


“Miss Mikoto?”


The two of them noticed her approach as she came to a stop.


Still silent and engulfed in an aura, Mikoto ripped the lid off the warped container in her arms with a loud SHHK.


“Oh? What’s that…?”


Takemikazuchi tilted his head to the side in an attempt to see what was in the container. Mikoto finally turned to face him, her lips trembling.
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Her head snapped up as she raised the container high into the air and screamed with all her rage:


“Lord Takemikazuchi, you brainless man-whore!”


“Bu-UOHH?!”


The whole cake hit him square in the face, splattering everywhere.


“Lord Takemikazuchi?!”


Mikoto jumped away from him as Haruhime’s scream echoed through the street.


That was closely followed by the dull thuds of cake hitting the pavement at his feet.


“Little Mikoto, nice one!!” “Good work!” “Consider me officially a fan of the Eternal Shadow!!” A shower of applause and cheers came from other deities who happened to be hiding in the shadows, but she didn’t hear any of it.


Mikoto turned her back on the stone-faced Takemikazuchi and ran away.
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“The hell was that?!”


“Why did you do that?!”


Welf and Bell had caught up with Mikoto after her mad dash through the streets of Orario, and they yelled at her in unison.


All the running had given her a moment to get the fire burning in her heart under control. However, her eyes were filled with regret as she swayed back and forth on the spot.


“I-I’m sorry…My body took over and I just did it…”


“What you ‘just did’ was hit a god in the face with a whole cake!”


“It’s blasphemous! Downright profane!”


Mikoto appeared to shrink under the strength of Welf’s and Bell’s loud voices.


She knew she should do as they said and reflect on the seriousness of her actions, but even still, the heat emanating from her heart was making her arms and legs shake.


“It was a grave error—my devotion is insufficient…But my body wouldn’t listen to me…!”


““…””


“The only option left for me was to splatter something on Lord Takemikazuchi’s face…! It is my fault for being unable to control the urge. I am completely, utterly worthless!”


““…””


“Oh, I could kick myself!”


She dropped to her hands and knees and repeatedly slammed her clenched fist into the surface of the stone road.


Bell and Welf looked on, unsure what to say. “What’s that, what’s that?” came the voices of passing demi-humans on the street, trying to figure out what was going on in the middle of the road. Many sets of eyes were glued onto the girl on the verge of losing her mind.


Mikoto had caught glimpses of Takemikazuchi’s social interactions with other women while they were living at the shrine in the Far East. However, there weren’t many people around, since the shrine was rather isolated, so she never saw enough to make her completely lose herself in the moment.


Things were different in Orario. More people meant more chances to make new connections. Now the only thought in Mikoto’s mind was that while she was working hard in the Dungeon, Takemikazuchi was walking around the city doing that…and it was tearing her apart from the inside.


She was angry with herself, realizing that her anger was stemming from the lack of virtue in Takemikazuchi’s words and actions, as well as her own jealousy. That only added fuel to the fire because she had thought she was more accepting.


Embarrassment was setting in; tears welled in her eyes.


“Umm, eh…Miss Mikoto?”


“What are you going to do?”


Bell tried to gently get her attention, but Welf took a more direct approach with the girl who’d slammed a cake into the face of a god.


Mikoto’s watery eyes lifted from the pavement as she climbed to her feet on wobbly legs.


“Make a cake, as planned…and apologize.”


Her voice was weak and dejected, as if it might cut out at any moment. But she was able to answer the question.


There was no choice but to apologize to Takemikazuchi. However, she didn’t know how she’d react, almost scared of what she might say when she saw him again. A storm of complicated emotions raged within her as she took her first crestfallen step toward home.


Thump, thump. Bell and Welf looked on with worried eyes as she made her way through the backstreets by herself.
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The sun sank behind the mountains in the western sky.


As adventurers started emerging from a long day’s work in the Dungeon, dusk fell over a house in a run-down area in one of Orario’s western blocks.


A good distance away from the main street, the house was prevented from getting direct sunlight by the surrounding buildings. This house also sold healing items, but very few people passed by. One familia’s emblem, a basic outline of the human body, hung outside, serving as a billboard, with the words BLUE PHARMACY spelled out in the common language known as Koine. This was the home of Miach Familia.


A party of adventurers made its way through the small maze of shelves inside the store, looking for this familia’s signature product, the double potion. Finding it, they made their way to a young female chienthrope standing behind a long counter. “Thank you…” she said with a wave as they left the store. A moment later, two young ladies made their way through the double wooden doors at the entrance.


Carrying weapons and dressed for combat, the two adventurers called out to Nahza, the chienthrope.


“We’re back, home from the Dungeon.”


“W-we’re home…”


One with short hair, the other with long. One set of eyes sharp and focused, the other lazy and wandering. Side by side, they made an interesting pair. The one with short hair clearly announced her presence while the one with long hair made only a half-hearted greeting.


Nahza, who always looked drowsy with her eyes half open, smiled and greeted the two young women as they came inside.


“Welcome back, Daphne, Cassandra…”


The two women, Daphne and Cassandra—both third-tier adventurers and former members of Apollo Familia—walked through the store all the way up to the counter and put a sack of coins onto it.


“Here. Today’s Dungeon earnings. We already took what we need for preparations.”


“Sorry for the trouble—thanks…”


“N-no, no. We’re in the same familia, after all…”


Nahza took the money from Daphne and expressed her gratitude. Cassandra’s long hair swayed back and forth as she spoke.


Nahza, who until recently was Miach Familia’s only member, happily swished her tail.


“Bell becoming famous in the War Game was great advertising…More and more customers come in every day thanks to him, so I’m so glad to have you here to help.”


Nahza smiled, took two flasks filled with juice out from under the counter, and handed them to the two women.


“Are you sure our familia was the best choice…? We have quite a bit of debt.”


“After hearing that ridiculous figure of two hundred million valis, all other debts seem cute by comparison.”


Click, click. Nahza’s artificial right arm, an airgetlám, made mechanical sounds as she moved. Daphne took a swig of the juice and shrugged with a distant look in her eyes.


Both Daphne and Cassandra had gone to Hestia Familia’s first recruiting event in hopes of joining but had reconsidered after the bombshell of the familia’s 200-million-valis debt was revealed. So the two young adventurers thought better of it and traveled a long, winding road that eventually led to Miach Familia’s doorstep. Having already gone through Conversion, they now officially had Miach as their god, and Nahza a friend and ally.


Cassandra had had her heart set on joining Hestia Familia, so she was still a bit disappointed by the outcome.


“Plus, Lord Miach is a great god. With a deity like that at the helm, we had nothing to lose by joining.”


“While I’m glad to hear that…don’t fall for him.”


“As if I would.”


“Heh-heh-heh…”


After a quick exchange of playful banter, “By the way…” said Daphne as she looked beyond Nahza and farther behind the counter. “What’s going on in there?”


Through an open door, she could see two deities sitting on either side of a table in the guest room. One was a handsome man with long marine-blue hair tied behind his neck—Miach, the god of Nahza, Daphne, and Cassandra’s familia. He wore an ash-gray robe that had seen better days, a sign of their financial straits, but his face could easily be confused for that of someone of noble birth.


The other one wore his black hair in two bobbed ponytails on either side of his head—the dignified deity Takemikazuchi.


“The most pointless meeting in history…”


On that slightly irritated note, Nahza left Daphne and Cassandra in charge of the shop and walked toward the kitchen.


The two gods continued their conversation in the guest room, ignoring the sounds of Nahza making her way through the building that served as both their home and their store.


“—That is what happened today.”


Takemikazuchi finished recounting that afternoon’s events involving Mikoto.


After taking a cake to the face, the befuddled deity had sought the advice of a mutual friend of Hestia’s and fellow god living in poverty.


His problem: He couldn’t figure out why Mikoto was angry.


“…”


Miach listened intently to the story from beginning to end without interrupting. Then he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and sighed.


Opening his eyes, he looked directly at the deity who couldn’t figure out the cause of his follower’s outburst and said:


“—I haven’t the slightest idea.”


“I know, right?”


THUD! A dull echo came from the other side of the open door. Daphne and Cassandra, who’d overheard the conversation, each slammed their heads into the closest wooden pillar at the same time.


The two deities looked around for a moment, slightly confused. Cassandra massaged the side of her throbbing head as Daphne muttered, “How dense are they…?” They might be gods, but Miach’s and Takemikazuchi’s lack of sensitivity was giving them headaches.


“This is why Lady Hestia’s followers get frustrated…”


“Nahza?”


Carrying on a plate two cups of tea she had prepared in the kitchen, Nahza made her way into the guest room.


She ignored the look on Miach’s face and placed one cup in front of each of them.


“I feel sorry for her…for Mikoto.”


“Oh…?”


“If you truly don’t understand…I won’t tell you to be careful, but…”


Takemikazuchi’s shoulders shifted uncomfortably under Nahza’s gaze.


At the same time, Miach felt that the chienthrope was including him in this as well when Nahza glanced in his direction. “What’s wrong?” he asked. She didn’t respond, only sighed in front of her god. When she was done, Nahza once again made eye contact with Takemikazuchi.


“Think it through carefully, and please accept whatever you may discover…”


Takemikazuchi remained motionless as the mortal’s words rang in his ears. Then he folded his arms across his chest a few moments later.


Steam rose from the cup of tea in front of him on the table, and the deity’s meek face reflected in its surface.
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The day of Takemikazuchi’s celebration had arrived.


Mikoto started baking the cake in the manor’s kitchen early that morning.


She had made a few attempts yesterday after returning home, but none of them turned out as planned. She’d even asked Welf and Bell to sample her creations, and each spent the rest of the evening not far from a lavatory. Gloom started to set in, but she was quick to slap her cheeks with both hands and tell herself to focus.


She forced the events of yesterday out of her head and concentrated entirely on the task at hand.


“Excuse the intrusion, Miss Mikoto…About my meeting with Lord Takemikazuchi yesterday, I, um…”


“It’s not a problem, Lady Haruhime. I don’t mind at all.”


“That’s not what I meant…Mikoto, that was—”


“I said I don’t mind!”


Mikoto didn’t even look at Haruhime as she walked into the kitchen, focused entirely on the dough in her hands.


Haruhime wasn’t sure how to respond to Mikoto’s harsh tone and stood there with an apologetic look on her face. The renart left the kitchen a moment later.


Hestia and Lilly saw the brief conversation from a distance and were very confused until Bell brought them up to speed. Their puzzled expressions quickly turned to frustration at Takemikazuchi, but they remained quiet and decided to stay out of it.


Mikoto chased all stray thoughts out of her mind by following The Benevolent Mistress’s cake recipe as closely as possible. First came baking the dough in a metal pot, normally used for rice, over an open flame, and then gathering all the sweets and fruit…And then an impressive cake was complete.


Decorated with many types of berries, no one would have guessed the continent-style cake had been made by someone from the Far East.


“It’s done, but…”


She stood in front of her masterpiece, but now all those stray thoughts were coming back.


There was nothing else left to do. Mikoto lingered in the kitchen until the sky started to turn dark. The time of the celebration was upon her, so she put the cake, plate and all, into a box and got ready.


Leaving the manor, she made her way through Orario’s twisting streets toward Takemikazuchi Familia’s home while carefully holding the box in her arms.


Magic-stone lamps flicked on as the sky grew even darker, echoing the state of her mind. Many different feelings pulled at her all the way until she reached her destination.


The old, run-down community housing she used to call home was located on a narrow street in the northwest part of the city. Right now, Takemikazuchi and the remaining five members of his familia lived here. Light was flooding out of the living room windows—perhaps the festivities were already under way?


“Forgive the intrusion…” said Mikoto as she opened the door and made her way inside with an expression of uncertainty on her face. Staying true to Far Eastern traditions, she removed her shoes. She was a bit unnerved by the fact that no one came out to greet her. Nevertheless, she walked through the entranceway and down a narrow hall.


Arriving at the door that led to the living room, she came to a stop, took a deep breath, and slid it open.


A heartbeat later, pop!


“—Eh?”


A pleasant sound erupted from above her head, and long, multicolored ribbons and confetti fell around her like snow before she knew what was happening. Real flower petals fell past her shoulders.


She could only stand there, struggling to take in the vibrant display.


“About time you came.”


“Welcome, Mikoto.”


Her friends greeted her with applause and kind words.


Ouka, Chigusa, the other three members of Takemikazuchi Familia, and even Haruhime were chuckling to themselves at Mikoto’s look of shock. They had managed to re-create a Far Eastern kusudama—an origami ball stuffed with whatever the maker wanted and that could break open with a pull of a cord—and hung it on the ceiling.


The room was decorated with magic-stone lamps of many different colors and artificial flowers on the walls. There was also a small mountain of food sprawled out on the table. The Jyaga Maru Kun especially stood out.


Greeted as if she was the star of the day, Mikoto stood with the cake in her arms, more confused than ever.


“What…what is the meaning of this…? Today is Lord Takemikazuchi’s day, is it not…?”


“Of course, that is true…but the main reason we gathered here today was to give you a proper send-off.”


Mikoto looked at each of her childhood friends in turn until a smiling Ouka let her in on the secret.


She might be gone for only a year, but they had been planning to have a going-away party for Mikoto since she went to Hestia Familia.


They wanted it to be a surprise, so they disguised the event as Lord Takemikazuchi’s yearly celebration and even got Haruhime involved.


Mikoto’s jaw dropped the moment the cat was out of the bag. She looked at each of them once again.


“Haruhime lent her assistance to prepare this food…Said she wanted to help celebrate our reunion, too.”


“…I also wanted to commemorate Miss Mikoto’s departure.”


Ouka did his best to contain a chuckle as Haruhime smiled at Mikoto like a blooming flower next to him.


One look at the dumplings sitting on the table, and Mikoto finally connected the dots as to why she had met with Takemikazuchi the day before.


“It was Lord Takemikazuchi who suggested we throw you a going-away party.”


A wave of nervous energy passed through Mikoto as soon as Chigusa said those words.


Her friends stepped aside to make a path as Takemikazuchi came forward.


So many emotions assailed her heart at once that Mikoto couldn’t move, much less say anything. The deity came to a stop right in front of her and gently placed his hand on top of her head.


“Ahh…My apologies for yesterday.”


A small smile appeared on his lips at the look of shock on the girl’s face. Takemikazuchi’s expression softened and his shoulders sank.


“To be honest, I’m still unsure what I did to deserve such a reaction…but in the end, I did something that upset you, didn’t I?”


“…!”


“Even back in the Far East, I often did things that upset you.”


“Th-that isn’t so!”


Mikoto came back to herself when Takemikazuchi started to apologize, and she vigorously shook her head.


“It’s me, it’s all my fault! My fault that I was upset with you, my fault that I felt anger…That I was jealous!!”


Her episode had caused Takemikazuchi distress, bringing even more shame and guilt into the storm of emotions swirling within her.


Tears began to pour out of her eyes, her face a light shade of red as she explained that she had no right to feel upset, angry, or jealous.


But she lacked the courage to tell him what was really going on in her heart. She felt she didn’t have the right to do that, either.


“No, not your fault. Because I am your god, and also your father.”


Mikoto’s gaze was fixed on the floor, but Takemikazuchi’s words made her eyes open wide.


“If there’s something you want to say, say it. I will accept anything and everything. That’s what families are for, is it not?”


Then he smiled and added that it was the only way for him to notice things.


Slowly, very slowly, Mikoto raised her head. Cheeks getting darker by the moment, her lips parted and closed over and over without any sounds coming out. Even though she was separated from the familia, they cared enough about her to organize a going-away party. They were still her family, and knowing that warmed her heart.


Accept what she had to say—would he really?


If it was true, she wanted him to. To not only accept but respond.


She wanted to hear what he would have to say about going beyond their relationship as father and daughter, as a family.


She wanted to know the true thoughts of the god she had put through so much trouble over the years.


Lips trembling, Mikoto’s ears turned bright red as her heartbeat pounded audibly.


Chigusa, Ouka, and the other members of the familia realized what that meant and waited for Takemikazuchi’s next words with bated breath.


Mikoto kicked her pride to the side and built up as much courage as she could muster.


“Lord Takemikazuchi, I—!!”


“Mikoto, I have a gift for you. Wait right here.”


There was a hint of self-satisfaction in his voice as Takemikazuchi turned away from her and walked to the corner of the room, oblivious to Mikoto’s once-in-a-lifetime level of determination.


Mikoto froze, a dark-red statue in front of the doorway. Ouka and the others stared at their god, disappointed by his horrible sense of timing.


A fresh torrent of tears made its way down Mikoto’s cheeks. Oblivious to the glares of dismay, Takemikazuchi returned to her with a gratified smile on his face and held his gift out to her.


“A going-away present.”


“Eh…?”


A small sword the length of a dagger was in his outstretched right hand.


He held another one in his left hand, but a different color.


“…Male and female, a matching pair of swords.”


Mikoto’s voice trembled.


“That’s right,” Takemikazuchi responded with a satisfied nod.


“I used money earned at my part-time job without involving the familia…and, yes, a loan as well.”


Astonishment overtook Mikoto’s face with that admission.


Ouka and Chigusa didn’t know about it, either. They were just as shocked as Mikoto.


“I heard that Hestia went into debt to acquire a knife for Bell Cranell. I’m not trying to compete with her, but I figured I should be able to do something on that level as well…I don’t consider a loan to be appealing, but I…”


He closed his eyes toward the end, stumbling over his words. A faint blush appeared on Takemikazuchi’s face.


Meanwhile, Mikoto gazed at the small swords in the god’s hands as he admitted his rivalry with the young goddess.


One black, one white. Shaped like katana, even their sheaths were well-designed and high quality.


Goibniu Familia’s signature was carved into each; both were custom made.


Mikoto’s dark velvet eyes began to tremble and moisten.


“…Something for my beautiful daughter, a little token.”


The smile she gave him broke what was left of the dam, sending more tears than ever streaming down her face.


Takemikazuchi hesitated for a moment, forcing a smile in front of the tearful girl. He took a step forward and bent his knees so that his eyes were level with Mikoto’s.


“The male is Tenka, the female Chizan…I give this one to you now, and I’ll carry the other.”


With the box in her arms, Mikoto couldn’t take the blade from him, so Takemikazuchi slid the dagger-size black sword—the female, Chizan—into the sash around her waist.


After making sure it was secure, he looked into Mikoto’s still leaking eyes.


“And the other one shall be yours on the day you come back to us,” he said. “So make sure you come back.”


Showing her the white blade, Tenka, Takemikazuchi smiled once again.


“I will wait as long as I must, Mikoto.”


More tears flowed as Mikoto closed her eyes.


A pleasant, warm feeling swelled within her heart and grew to envelop her entire body. Eyes still closed, she smiled back at him.


She envisioned the moment when the two blades would be reunited.


That would be the day she would reveal her true feelings, the ones she couldn’t say this night.


She would become someone worthy of carrying both blades.


Next time, for sure, she would speak her mind.


“—Yes!! Please wait for me!”


Cheeks slick with her tears, genuine joy appeared in her expression.


She exchanged smiles with Takemikazuchi, face-to-face.


Chigusa, Ouka, Haruhime, and the rest of the group that surrounded the two couldn’t help but follow suit.


“Um, this…this is a cake…so, Lord Takemikazuchi, everyone together…”


“Oh, thanks, Mikoto! Now then, all of you—let’s dig in!”


““Yes!”” came their voices in unison.


Takemikazuchi took the box from the still-sobbing Mikoto as the room came alive. The men couldn’t wait another moment and were around the table in the blink of an eye, hands outstretched.


Chigusa, Haruhime, and the other girls gathered around Mikoto. All of them exchanged hugs, smiles, and pats on the back. The star of the evening wiped the tears away with her arm and smiled back at her friends.


Light from the magic-stone lamps outside came in through the living room windows.


It was just like back at the shrine. Their small home overflowed with laughter.
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Warm sunlight shone down through clear blue skies.


Early signs of summer had arrived in Orario. A blade flashed in the sunlight from overhead as it whistled through the air.


Hestia Familia’s home, the manor’s garden.


Mikoto was by herself, shedding droplets of sweat as she practiced combat techniques among the lush green of the lawn, shrubbery, and trees.


Spinning, tumbling, and slashing like a ninja, she held Takemikazuchi’s gift Chizan tight in her grasp.


“My opinion of Lord Takemikazuchi has improved…a little…”


Bell and Welf watched Mikoto’s training from the shade of a nearby hallway. Nahza spoke up next to them.


She had come to the manor to deliver the items that Hestia Familia had ordered. Hearing about what had transpired yesterday seemed to put her in a good mood. Even her tail swished back and forth with more enthusiasm than usual.


“Was a bit worried for a while there. Can’t help but feel like we’re missing something important, though,” Welf remarked as he stood with his hand against a wooden pillar.


“But Miss Mikoto’s back on good terms with Lord Takemikazuchi. She certainly looks happy…” Bell, right next to him, wore a cheerful smile.


Every so often, Mikoto would stop practicing, admire the blade in her hand, and grin.


She looked to be in very high spirits. Bell and Welf watched her and shared a lighthearted, wry smile. On the other hand, Nahza narrowed her eyes at the girl. While she admired Takemikazuchi for preparing a weapon for Mikoto on his own, there was another concern.


“But, you know…”


Slowly but surely, the corner of her mouth tilted up.


“…he does things like that all the time like it’s nothing. I think that’s why people call him insensitive.”


Dividing a male and female pair of blades between god and follower like Takemikazuchi just did.


The female blade to the woman, and the male blade to the man.


It was almost like—


“[image: image]An engagement ring. Deities tend to call it a ‘proposal.’”


“…Well, yeah.”


“Ah, ha-ha-ha-ha…”


Welf rubbed his neck with his free hand. An empty laugh escaped Bell’s mouth before he could repress it.


It was easy to get the wrong idea as the recipient of something close to a marriage proposal. All three observers were thinking the same thing.


“Everyone! Why don’t you join me in training if you have time—?”


Mikoto stopped her practice swings, turned to face the onlookers, and waved.


With the female half of the pair firmly in her grasp, a smile as clear as the sky above bloomed on her face.
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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
s still getting used to his job
as an adventurer.

AlIZ WALLENSTEIN

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

WELF CROZZO

A'smith who fights alongside
Bell as a member of his
party, he forged Bell's light
armor (Pyonkichi MK-V).
Belongs to Hestia Familia.

HARUHIME
SANJOUNO

Afox-person (renart) from
the Far East who met Bell in
Orario's Pleasure Quarter.
Belongs to Hestia Familia.

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
in love with him!

LILLILUKA ERDE

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

MIKOTO YAMATO

A girl 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 Bellin the past, and she
looks after him even now.

TSUBAKI COLLBRANDE

HEPHAISTOS

A half-dwarf smith, she belongs to Hephaistos
Familia. Currently at Level 5, Tsubaki is a terror on the
battlefield.

BETE LOGA

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

Amember 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
battle with a Minotaur.

FINN DEIMNE

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

OTTAR

An extremely powerful member of Freya Familia.

SYR FLOVER

She leads Orario’s most powerful familia and has
2 mysterious western accent. Lok is particularly fond
of Aiz.

RIVERIA LJOS ALF

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.”

ALLEN FROMEL

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

MIACH

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 is always in the know. Is he keeping tabs on Bell
for someone...?

TAKEMIKAZUCHI

The head of Takemikazuchi Familia.

CHIGUSA HITACHI

Another member of Takemikazuchi Familia.

MARIUS VICTRIX RAKIA

The crown prince of the Kingdom of Rakia, second-in-
command of Ares Familia as well as Ares’s right-
hand man.

A cat person who belongs to Freya Familia.

LYU LEON

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

NAHZA ERSUISU

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 Famili

OUKA KASHIMA

The captain of Takemikazuchi Familia.

ARES

The ruler of the Kingdom of Rakia (aka Ares Familia).
He wields power equal to that of the king.
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