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      Chapter 1: The Academy Entrance Exam


      Several months had passed since the House Granvelle Affair, and it was now March. At the moment, Allen was helping the gardener with his work. Although he had become a guest of House Granvelle as of last November and was no longer obligated to work, Allen still wanted to do so until he had to leave for the Academy.


      Ah, it’s here.


      Allen stood up, dusted his hands off, and walked to the main gate as a single carriage pulled through. When it stopped, a pink-haired girl leaped out.


      “ALLEN!”


      “Welcome.”


      It was, of course, Krena. She had made the journey to Lord Granvelle’s mansion from Krena Village. The moment she laid eyes on Allen, her face lit up like a light bulb. Following right behind her was the boy with a face that looked even more like a bumpkin’s than before, Dogora.


      “Been a while, Allen.”


      “Sure has, Dogora.”


      Dogora had always been bigger than Allen, but now he was a whole head taller.


      Three days from now, these two would be taking the entrance exam at Academy City. Viscount Granvelle had invited them to stay in his mansion until their departure. To be exact, he had invited Sword Lord Krena; Dogora was sort of a tagalong. Both now stood in front of the three-story mansion, the size of nothing they had ever seen before, with clothes and weapons well-worn with use on their backs and their jaws on the ground.


      Hm, so Pelomas really didn’t come with them. Just as he said.


      Pelomas, the son of Krena Village’s chief Deboji, possessed the Merchant Talent, which was not in line with the raison d’être of the Academy established by the Five Continent Alliance. Instead of the Academy, he would be attending a commercial school run by the Merchant’s Guild located in the kingdom’s capital.


      Two months earlier, Allen had asked for leave to go home. There was a lot he had to tell his family, such as the facts that he had quit his job as manservant, had become a guest of House Granvelle, and would be heading to Academy City in April, and that both Rodin’s and Gerda’s families would be exempt from the head tax going forward. It had been four years since he left home, and he wanted to pay his parents a visit before setting off for the Academy. After first passing the official letter from the viscount confirming the two families’ exemption from paying tax to the village chief, Allen had headed straight home.


      Rodin had asked, “What did you do?” in surprise when Allen brought out his ornamented silver dagger. However, he withheld comment regarding Allen quitting the manservant job.


      Theresia, though worried, only replied, “Just take care of yourself, okay?” Perhaps as a mother, she felt her son was rushing through life a little too quickly.


      Allen then dropped off a hundred gold, explaining that he would be unable to send money home for a while. Both Rodin’s and Theresia’s faces turned white at what seemed, to them, like an astronomical amount.


      After a brief pause, Rodin cried, “How on earth can we accept all this money?!” Allen told them that he still had more than six hundred gold in a bid to reassure them. Only then did Rodin fold and accept the bag of coins, but not before muttering, “Seriously, what did you do?!” with a face that looked worn-out from being surprised.


      Mash badgered Allen for stories, so Allen recounted his adventurers fighting goblin villages, orc villages, and armored ant nests. Mash hung on every word, his eyes sparkling. Naturally, Allen made no mention of the murdergalsh. He was not interested in traumatizing his younger brother.


      Allen shook himself and brought his attention back to the present moment as Krena announced herself in an energetic voice and stepped inside the mansion with Dogora. The first thing that they saw was the viscount and his family standing in wait in the entrance hall to greet the visiting Sword Lord.


      “We welcome you to our home,” Viscount Granvelle said warmly.


      Back when the viscount—a baron at the time—visited Krena Village to observe a great boar hunt in person, he did not have the opportunity to meet Krena before returning to Granvelle City. Consequently, this was the first time the two were meeting. The viscount offered a hand for a handshake; Krena accepted it, acting as if they were equals.


      Well, as a Sword Lord, chances are that she might eventually become at least a marchioness.


      Viscount Granvelle’s smile remained on his face, indicating that he did not take any offense at Krena’s attitude. Allen had already warned him of her personality beforehand.


      A Sword Lord was considered a valuable asset to the kingdom at large. Sword Lord Dverg, who was said to still be active on the battlefield, had been born a serf but now held the title of marquess. That was two ranks higher than viscount. In a way, peerage was one of the go-to rewards that the royal family handed out, having been left destitute after decades of unending war. In this world, only nobility were duty bound to fight the Demon Lord Army. As Viscount Granvelle had explained, Krena would be made baron the moment she graduated from the Academy.


      “So you’re Krena,” Cecil said, stepping forward. “Nice to meet you.”


      Krena started as if something had come to mind. “Are you Lady Cecil?! I’m so happy to meet you!” She grabbed the other girl’s hands and shook them energetically. The silence that followed prompted Krena to tilt her head in confusion. “What’s the matter, Lady Cecil?”


      Although Allen had told both Cecil and Krena to get along with each other beforehand, the way Krena approached with no hesitation whatsoever—despite this being their first meeting on top of their difference in social class—had left Cecil at a loss for how to react. Just as Allen mentally willed her back into action, she finally gathered herself enough to stammer that it was nothing. She then shot Allen an accusatory glance to gloss over her bewilderment.


      “Okay!” Krena replied.


      Huh? Did Cecil just glare at me? Nah, I must have imagined it.


      Over the four years they had spent together, Cecil’s prickly attitude toward Allen had softened considerably. However, when he had resigned from his job as manservant, she had berated him up and down. “How dare you quit being my personal servant without telling me?!” were her exact words. It was only recently that her anger seemed to have subsided somewhat.


      There was a specific reason why Krena had been invited to the mansion. Three years from now, Allen would be going to fight the Demon Lord Army with Cecil. However, as a Summoner and a Wizardess, they both had very low Endurance. Allen had the Stone-type cards, but overreliance on them would take up slots and limit the tactics he could employ in battle.


      Consequently, Allen had come up with the idea to invite Krena, whose Sword Lord was the ultimate class for physical combat, to join them. Since she was going to have to head to the battlefield either way, they might as well all go together. To that end, today was partly meant to be the first get-together between the two girls.


      However, there was no guarantee that they were all going to be stationed together after graduation. The viscount had therefore visited the royal capital out of concern for his daughter to inquire how assignments were decided. What he learned was that Giamut—the nation that represented the Central Continent—and the rest of the Five Continent Alliance had almost exclusive say in such matters. Not even the king of Ratash could answer Viscount Granvelle’s question.


      Officially, soldiers such as Sword Lord Dverg may have been under the Ratash king’s direct employ, but there were many things that the king was not privy to. This meant that, when it came to their lives at the Academy and their eventual fight with the Demon Lord, Allen and his friends would have to do a lot of figuring out for themselves how things would turn out.


      So, for now the plan was to have Krena hang around them at the Academy. She would be a very reliable addition to their party for when they would go crawling the numerous dungeons supposedly within Academy City.


      I’ll be working to help Krena and Cecil level their way up through the dungeons. It’d be really helpful if I had a way to check their Statuses in my grimoire...


      Recently, Allen had gone to sleep every night clutching his grimoire and fervently praying to the gods. A Sword Lord had been born as his neighbor, and he had ended up serving a noble family with a daughter his own age who was a Wizardess. There was no way these were mere coincidences. Therefore, if Allen was fated to vanquish the Demon Lord Army together with them, then being able to keep an eye on their Statuses was an absolute necessity.


      Whether or not to include Dogora in their party was still up in the air. The fact that Mihai, also a one-star class, had lost his life caused Allen to worry that the battlefield might be too dangerous for Dogora. In the end, he wanted to leave Dogora the freedom to make his own choice.


      Although the magic tutor had stressed that Demon Lord history was highly confidential, Allen planned on eventually sharing it with Krena and Dogora in secret. They might not know how their military service would play out, but they could at least spend their three years in the Academy working toward the same goal, mindful of what was to come afterward.


      Dinner was served soon after Krena and Dogora’s arrival.


      This scene here is making Dogora look respectable by comparison.


      Beside Dogora, who was stiff with nerves and doing his best to eat as politely as possible, Krena was attacking her food with a vengeance, giving the impression that it had been a long while since she last had a full belly. She had a steak impaled on a fork in one hand and a large piece of bread in the other, and was taking bites from both in turn. Thomas simply stared at the sight, his hand stopped and his mouth hanging open.


      “Aren’t you gonna eat, Allen?” Krena asked between bites.


      “I’ll eat after this.”


      With a practiced hand, Allen deftly cleared the empty plates from the table. Both Krena and Dogora watched him with incredulity in their eyes as, for some reason, Cecil seemed to emanate pride.


      When the meal was winding down, Viscount Granvelle turned to Allen and said in a formal tone, “Allen, take good care of them all.”


      “Of course. I will do my utmost,” Allen replied, bowing deeply as if expressing his regret at ending the life he had lived these past four years.


      Now then, I have to make sure that I find “that” at Academy City—I bet it exists. For now, let’s go gather information at the Adventurer’s Guild. Maybe I’ll learn something that could prove crucial to my fight against the Demon Lord Army in three years.


      Allen had a task to fulfill in Academy City even more important than attending school.


      Three days later, Allen, Krena, Cecil, and Dogora set off for Academy City as planned.


      ＊ ＊ ＊


      “Allen, it’s Academy City!” Krena exclaimed, dazzled as she leaped off the bottom step of the staircase descending from the magic ship. Cecil and Dogora followed right behind her.


      The group of four children had just landed on an expansive landing pad in Academy City. The city was massive. Its official name was Academy City of the Kingdom of Ratash, and it boasted a population in the hundreds of thousands, making it multiple times the size of Granvelle City. If they all passed their entrance exam, this was where they would be spending the next three years of their lives.


      Children their age—clearly exam takers as well—milled all around. More than twenty thousand examinees would gather here each year, so the city had special transportation set up and increased the number of direct flights from each realm.


      A voice overhead repeatedly blared, “Examinees, please head to the station with a green roof to board the Academy-bound magic train.”


      They have trains here too?!


      When Allen and his friends arrived at the green-roofed station, they were greeted by station attendants informing them that the trip on the magic train cost one silver. They paid up and headed for the home platform.


      “It really is a train!” Allen cried. The others mouthed the term “train” without really understanding until it finally came into view. Then they all exclaimed, “Whoa!” in unison.


      A bona fide train! Was this made in Baukis as well?!


      The Empire of Baukis, a nation run by dwarves located to the northwest of the Central Continent, provided both the required technology and partial funding for this educational institution. This city boasted such excellent infrastructure that it was said to be a more comfortable place to live than even the royal capital.


      “We...walk into this thing?” Cecil asked apprehensively.


      “So it seems,” Allen replied casually, stepping through the doors that had opened with a hiss.


      His nonchalance prompted Cecil to blurt out, “Why do you seem so fine with it?!”


      All around them, serfs and commoners hailing from every corner of the country stood frozen in place as they stared at the magic train in a daze.


      I had no idea they had trains like this. Come to think of it, Mihai never really told us all that much about Academy City itself. It was the magic tutor, not Mihai, who told us that the headmaster was a high elf. There are surprises everywhere here. Maybe he was trying to keep it from sounding too exciting so Cecil wouldn’t get her expectations up?


      Before long, the train started moving. A look through the windows at the passing scenery revealed that, as Allen had expected, this city was quite technologically developed. Five-story buildings lined major avenues like they were perfectly ordinary, painting a townscape practically alien compared to Granvelle City, the capital of a mere countryside fiefdom.


      Krena was plastered against the window, her head twisting back and forth as she repeatedly exclaimed, “So cool!” She was enjoying herself so much that it was making Cecil draw back a little and wonder if this was how a Sword Lord really behaved.
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      For a split second, the sight made Allen worry about Krena’s performance on the exam, but by the next moment, he thought better of it. She’s leveled up and all—all those points in Intelligence means she ought to do fine.


      He had heard that Krena and Dogora both started participating in the village’s great boar hunts when they turned ten years old. All the level ups boosted their Intelligence, and with two whole years of studying, Allen expected them to pass the Academy’s entrance exam without issue.


      Apparently the exam is pure academics, with no practical elements involving swinging swords or anything. Meanwhile, I only had four months to study. What’s more, all my studying was just sitting with Cecil while she reviewed everything she’d already learned prior... C’mon, man!


      Allen did nurse a slight amount of dissatisfaction with the viscount for waiting until the end of the previous year to bring up the matter of him attending the Academy. The viscount had probably done so out of a desire to respect Allen’s self-determination, but Allen wished he could have been told earlier. After all, he probably would have agreed even if the viscount had made the request when he was eight. Over the past four months, not a single reason to refuse had occurred to him. In all likelihood, the viscount had been wrestling with the question of what he could personally do for Cecil’s sake this whole time.


      Eventually, the magic train came to a stop at a station near the center of Academy City. As passengers staggered out, still in a daze, Allen and his friends struck off for the Academy.


      The kingdom of Ratash had a population of around twenty million. Serfs and commoners might not end up conscripted, but Academy graduates would have no trouble at all finding employment anywhere within the country. With this in mind, a massive number of children came to knock on the doors of this institution each year.


      When Allen passed through the tall wall that surrounded the school grounds, he found the open courtyard already filled to bursting with other examinees. An announcement played repeatedly over a loudspeaker-like magic tool set up in various places around the venue: “All examinees must first undergo the Appraisal Ceremony. Those who pass are to bring their assigned numbered tag to the reception counters in front of the school building.”


      “Appraisal Ceremony?” Krena parroted, tilting her head in bewilderment.


      “That’s what they’re saying,” Allen shrugged. “Looks like everyone’s doing it.”


      Sure enough, there were several lines in the square, each leading to a set of equipment that Allen recognized from when he was five.


      I see, so they Appraise everyone to prevent any Talentless from getting in. This reminds me of the story Captain Zenof told me about the noble who claimed to be a Sword Lord despite only being a Swordsman. The man had failed to perform when his strength was needed most. Thinking about it now, that was probably on the battlefield and in the middle of a fight with the Demon Lord Army. I can only imagine the amount of trouble that ensued when the forces with him realized that they didn’t have the fighting strength they thought they did.


      The line made significant progress over the next hour. When it was Allen’s group’s turn, the examiner asked, “Is anyone here from a noble family?”


      Cecil spoke up. “I’m from House Granvelle.”


      The staff member nodded and wrote something down.


      Hm? They check for nobles here?


      Then, the Appraising for the group began. “Please come forward one by one and place your hands on this crystal,” the man said. Dogora went first.




      


      Name: Dogora


      HP: B


      MP: D


      Attack: A


      Endurance: B


      Agility: C


      Intelligence: D


      Luck: C


      Talent: Axe User


      


      “Ah, so you are an Axe User. That is a wonderful Talent.”


      Dogora was handed a numbered tag, indicating that he had passed the Appraisal.


      Hmm, Dogora’s Status hasn’t changed. In other words, it isn’t affected by age. And his Talent is “wonderful,” huh?


      Next was Cecil’s turn. When her results showed up, the examiner exclaimed in appreciation.




      


      Name: Cecil Granvelle


      HP: C


      MP: A


      Attack: D


      Endurance: C


      Agility: B


      Intelligence: S


      Luck: B


      Talent: Wizardess


      


      “This is truly impressive! There are no issues with your Talent or stat rankings. Take this to reception.”


      So, this is Cecil’s Status. Gotta write it down.


      With Cecil also having passed her Appraisal—and Allen writing the details down—it was time for Krena to place her hands on the crystal. Just like when she was five, the crystal shone with a brilliant light.




      


      Name: Krena


      HP: S


      MP: C


      Attack: S


      Endurance: A


      Agility: A


      Intelligence: C


      Luck: B


      Talent: Sword Lord


      


      “Y-You’re a Sword Lord. Are you perhaps Sword Lord Krena?”


      “Huh? Yes, that’s me.”


      Krena looked surprised that the examiner knew her. In all likelihood, all the examiners had been informed beforehand that Krena would be coming. Naturally, Krena was given a pass and received a numbered tag.


      This confirms that Status rankings aren’t affected by level or age. I guess a three-star class is rare even here.


      Apparently, on average, around one Sword Lord was born in this country every decade. That was how rare it was. That said, the massive empire to the north had a few dozen Sword Lords, which meant the number was simply proportional to total population.


      From what he heard from the viscount and magic tutor, Allen had figured out the general rarity of each star tier.


      
        	One-star classes: One in ten people


        	Two-star classes: One in a thousand people


        	Three-star classes: Ten people in the kingdom


        	Five-star classes: The existence of one is a miracle

      


      The last to be Appraised was Allen. As the examiner was still reeling from the results of Krena’s Appraisal, Allen stepped forward and placed his hand on the crystal.


      Light seemed to blast out almost as a physical wave, filling the square in its entirety. The surrounding examiners and examinees all whirled over in surprise and alarm.


      “WHOAAAA!” cried Allen’s examiner as he squinted his eyes, his expectation rising as he tried to catch Allen’s reading.




      


      Name: Allen


      HP: E


      MP: E


      Attack: E


      Endurance: E


      Agility: E


      Intelligence: E


      Luck: E


      Class: Summoner


      


      “What... What is with these results?! All your stats are ranked ‘E’! Y-You fail.”


      Looks like my class really does show up properly when I get Appraised now. But still, I failed, huh? I had a feeling this would happen when I heard they’re doing the Appraisal Ceremony again just now. I guess that’s the end of volume 3, then.


      “Wha— You can’t fail Allen!” Cecil protested indignantly. At the same time, Krena asked, “Why did Allen fail?” Dogora stared fixedly at the readings panel as if confirming every letter one by one.


      “Well, looks like I’ve failed, guys. Good luck with your exams! Let’s discuss where to meet up after you’re done.”


      Cecil retorted, “Why’re you moving on like nothing happened?!”


      I mean, there are still plenty of things I can do even without attending the Academy.


      Honestly, Allen was fine with failing. He had known that all his stats would show up as “E” and had already considered the possibility that this might lead to his rejection. He had received a written notice from the viscount just in case, explaining that the Appraisal result from when he was five years old was mistaken and that he did indeed possess a Talent, but that letter clearly was not going to be of any help in this situation.


      Still, this wasn’t an entire waste. There’s a lot that I can deduce now based on the fact that they fail Talented applicants if their stat rankings are low.


      While in line, Allen had observed the examiners fail almost one out of every three examinees. It was obvious that just having a Talent was not enough to guarantee admittance. From this, Allen figured out two things:


      
        	There is a variation in stat rankings among those with Talents, which affects how strong they could ultimately become.


        	It is possible to estimate how strong someone can get based on their stat rankings.

      


      The first implied that it was possible that two people could possess the same Talent yet have different stat rankings—for example, a Swordsman with low Attack was possible. The Academy, for its part, wanted Talented applicants with Statuses actually suited to their Talents. Based on the examiner’s reaction, Krena, Cecil, and Dogora had all met this requirement.


      The second meant growth was determined by stat rankings; it was possible to tell how strong someone could become just by looking at their stat rankings and doing the math. The Academy saw no point in accepting and training someone who, even after three years of education and training, would prove to be useless on the battlefield.


      This was likely the real reason why there was no practical element to the entrance exam. Some applicants may have done some leveling, whereas some were still Lvl. 1. Whether someone had leveled up or not was a bad standard of judgment, as it did nothing to confirm how useful their Talent and stats were.


      I see, they must have determined whether to pass someone or not based solely on their written exam results and the Appraisal from when they were five, but after those nobles falsified their Talents, they now conduct an Appraisal on the spot. This way, there’s no way for applicants to lie about their Talents, plus the Academy also manages to weed out those with low stats. Two birds with one stone.


      “What’s all the commotion? You shouldn’t make a scene just because you failed.”


      A blue-haired young man approached them. Based on his flippant aura, he was clearly not an examiner. At his side was a silver-haired elf, who seemed in the prime of his maturity. They had apparently been drawn by the fuss that Krena and Cecil were kicking up.


      Oh! It’s a real-life elf!


      Allen was slightly excited at his first sight of a fantasy race since coming to this world.


      “Uh, um, actually...”


      After the examiner explained the situation, the blue-haired young man said, “Really? Let me take a look at the Appraisal results,” and peered over.


      Cecil closed in on him, demanding, “It makes no sense for Allen to have failed! I need an explanation for this!”


      “What do you mean by ‘it makes no sense’?” the man returned.


      “It means exactly what it means! After all, Allen is strong enough to kill a murdergalsh by himself!” As someone who had watched the life-and-death battle between Allen and a murdergalsh up close, Cecil absolutely refused to accept this turn of events.


      “A murdergalsh? At his age? Now, that is a feat indeed. And yet all his stat rankings are ‘E.’ It’s true that I’ve never seen an Appraisal result like this...” The man turned and shrugged at the elf. “Maybe this really is your guy.”


      What does that last part mean?


      The elf’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “So Lord Rohzen was right. A young man with all his stat rankings at ‘E’ really did show up this year.”


      “Did Rohzen say anything else, Headmaster? It’s hard to make a call based on this alone.”


      What’s going on? What’re they talking about?


      “Our Lord is not so proficient at reading the future. In the first place, foresight is not a gift that naturally belongs to spirits. And more importantly, as I’ve asked time and again, can you stop referring to our object of worship so casually?”


      “Ah, sorry. I’m not good at using ‘lord’ and ‘lady’ and all that.”


      “So then, Sir Helmios. Can you help confirm the validity of this reading?”


      “Gimme a sec; I’ll take a look.”


      The blue-haired man’s golden eyes gleamed as he turned toward Allen.


      Allen and Cecil both recognized the names “Helmios” and “Headmaster.” According to their magic tutor, Helmios was the name of the Hero who had been born in Giamut. This Helmios had referred to the elf as Headmaster, the title for the person at the very top of Academy City.


      Helmios’s eyes glowed even brighter as he continued staring at Allen.


      So, the Hero showed up. What’s he doing in a place like this? And when he said he’d “take a look,” he was talking about me, right?


      “Uh, lemme see... His Attack is 570— Whoa! His Intelligence is 1,630!”


      Hold on a damn moment! He totally has an Appraisal skill! And he’s just exposing my Status in front of the whole world! Why does a five-star Hero get an Appraisal skill while an eight-star like me doesn’t?! The gods are so going to get some prayers for this!


      Allen practically bit his tongue trying not to exclaim, “Don’t read my stats out loud!” Doing so would have confirmed that Helmios really was reading his Status.


      “His Intelligence would have to be ‘S’ to be higher than 1,600,” the headmaster said, peering at the plaque displaying Allen’s Appraisal results. “So why is it ‘E’ here?”


      “Something’s not adding up,” Helios announced. “This Status isn’t enough to defeat a murdergalsh.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Mm-hmm. His Attack, Agility, and Endurance are all lower than what a murdergalsh would have. He wouldn’t last a second. His Intelligence is high, sure, and his overall Status is close to that of an Archwizard, but he doesn’t have any magic skills listed.”


      Okay, seriously, can you stop? That said, his analysis is correct. He’s not the Hero for nothing, I suppose.


      “An Archwizard who can’t use magic...” The headmaster frowned as he tried to wrap his mind around what Helmios was saying.


      “I believe this Talent that I’ve never heard of—‘Summoner’—is the key. Your name is Allen, right? Apparently the Appraisal Ceremony equipment is broken, so I’ll Appraise you myself.”


      Cecil broke into a smile. “In other words, Allen passes, right?! Allen, you passed!”


      “Hmm, but we would want to see a little bit of his powers as a Summoner. It’d be hard to make a call if we don’t know anything about what he can do.”


      “Huh? That’s all you need? Allen, show them that large be—?!”


      Allen stepped up from behind Cecil in a split second and covered her mouth. Can you not give away my personal info too?! So, how should I handle this? From what’s been said, it seems like they were looking for me. In that case...


      “I’m sorry for the commotion, Mr. Examiner,” Allen said, ignoring Helmios’s expectant look. “Since I’ve failed, I’ll get out of your hair now. Wouldn’t want to waste any more of your time, with how long the line is behind me and all.”


      “Uh...what? Huh?”


      With Allen’s hand still over her mouth, Cecil made an indignant rumble that sounded something like, “What do you think you’re saying?!”


      Helmios interrupted, “But I’m saying that I’ll pass you if you show me your power.”


      Allen turned to him with a confused look. “I’m sorry. You don’t appear to be an examiner. May I ask who you are?”


      Both the headmaster and examiner went, “Huh?!”


      After a short pause, Helmios gathered himself and said, “Oh, I’m sorry. My name is Helmios. I’m the Hero, if you’ve heard of me.”


      “Hero? Don’t think I have. Is that a reason why I have to show you my power?”


      Another “Huh?!” went around. No one expected Allen to maintain his attitude even after learning of Helmios’s identity.


      “Enough,” the headmaster cut in. “I, the headmaster, order you to show us. Would that do?”


      “I refuse,” Allen replied firmly.


      “What?!” The headmaster did not expect Allen to remain uncooperative still.


      “If you’re admitted into the Academy, you’re going to have to show it off anyways,” Helmios pointed out. “Why are you so against it?”


      “I never said that I’m against showing my Talent,” Allen returned.


      “What?”


      “I’m saying that I don’t want to show it for free.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “My Talent is so rare that even the headmaster has never seen or heard of it before, right? If you want to see it in action, then I want something in return.”


      “Like what? Money?”


      “No, I’m not interested in money. Judging from your conversation with the headmaster, you’ve seen my Status. Would you mind showing me yours using the crystal? Then I’ll call it even.”


      Allen knew that the whole thing about the Appraisal Ceremony equipment being broken was just something that Helmios had made up on the spot. Helmios shot a glance at the headmaster, who sighed and nodded to give his permission.


      Helmios shrugged. “I mean, I don’t really mind.” He approached the crystal.


      Awesome, I’m glad that worked. This is going to be really helpful for my analysis. I haven’t the faintest idea why the Hero would be roaming around the exam grounds, but this is a lucky break for me.


      Three years from now, Allen would have to head to war. Just how much strength would he need to survive it? Just how powerful was the Hero who had managed to beat the Demon Lord Army back and restore Giamut’s borders? This was what Allen wanted to know.


      When the Hero’s hand touched the crystal, it glowed—not as brightly as it had for Allen, but still more than enough to be impressive.




      


      Name: Helmios


      HP: S


      MP: A


      Attack: S


      Endurance: S


      Agility: S


      Intelligence: A


      Luck: A


      Talent: Hero


      


      Whoa, it’s all just “A”s and “S”s. This is more of a physical combat build, I see. Pretty much as I’d expected.


      Allen could not help doing some light analysis while copying down the reading into his grimoire.


      “Okay, I’ve shown you my Status. Now show me your Talent.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Other nearby examiners and examinees had also been watching the exchange between Allen and Helmios. They gave Allen their undivided attention as he thrust out his hand.


      Mousey, come out.


      Beast H, a Summon in the form of a small mouse, suddenly appeared on Allen’s palm, prompting gasps and murmurs from all around along the lines of “A mouse came out of his hand!” Everyone leaned in for a closer look, including Krena and Dogora, neither of whom had yet seen Allen’s powers in action. Cecil, the only person who had, seemed proud for some reason.


      With his eyes still on the mouse, Helmios said, “You called out—no, summoned a beast out of thin air. Thus, ‘Summoner.’ I see how it is.”


      Similarly, the headmaster also seemed to be analyzing what he was seeing. He muttered under his breath, “This looks like the ability to control beasts. It seems similar to a Tamer... I’d heard they were wiped out by the Demon Lord, but...are the beasts Summoned by a Summoner different?”


      Hold on, did he just say that the Demon Lord wiped out the Tamers?


      An adventurer Allen knew, Raven, had confirmed before that this world did not have a class that fought by controlling monsters. Turns out it had existed in the past, though.


      “Now, I’ve shown you my Talent, so I’ll be taking my leave.”


      Allen’s understanding was that he only needed to display an example of what he was capable of as a Summoner to pass this Appraisal Ceremony. Without waiting for the headmaster’s answer, he headed to the examiner—Mousey still in his hands—to pick up a numbered tag, then headed for the school building. Krena and the others followed. Helmios and the headmaster silently watched the children go, appearing lost in thought.


      When they were out of earshot, Cecil hissed, “You almost failed, Allen!”


      “If it happens, it happens,” Allen shrugged. I can still go to the battlefield even if I don’t get into the Academy, after all.


      There were multiple ways to get sent off to the front lines. Allen had looked them up ahead of time in case he failed to enroll for some reason.


      
        	Graduate from the Academy


        	Volunteer


        	Accompany a noble


        	Go as a sentenced criminal

      


      He was already going through the process of applying for the Academy, so there was no need to explain the first one.


      Volunteering was apparently an option available to all with no barrier to entry. Those without a Talent would not be dispatched to fight on the front lines, but armies still needed people to cook, transport supplies, provide medical attention, and any other number of tasks that could be done from the relative safety of the back. This system was only really used in Giamut, and those without any other means to make a living made up a bulk of the volunteers.


      The third method was an option due to the fact that very few nobles went to the battlefield alone. Instead, they would bring subordinates along, which the kingdom permitted. Mihai had been one of the few exceptions who did not, but there were nobles who would have more than ten people accompany them. These escorts did not necessarily have to be the noble’s personal attendants; they could even be adventurers or mercenaries, with the only requirement being that they had a Talent. This was the option that Allen had planned on defaulting to on the off chance he failed to get into the Academy.


      The fourth method was a way for people—especially those with Talents—caught for committing crimes to shorten their sentence. Depending on the severity of their crime, they could serve on the front lines for one, three, or five years. Seventy percent died within five years on the battlefield, but any who managed to survive would then be released for good.


      For now, Allen had managed to obtain his numbered tag, so he headed to the exam venue with his friends. They passed by several open doors revealing empty classrooms beyond.


      These look more like middle or high school classrooms than university lecture halls. Well, I guess it makes sense since we’re all around twelve years old, which would be middle school age in Japan.


      The group headed down the hallways with Allen in the lead. Normally, this would be Cecil’s position, as she was the noble, but with how he had confidently boarded the magic train and walked into the school building without hesitation, he was steadily assuming the role of the group’s leader.


      Soon, they reached their assigned classroom and took their seats. They did not have to wait long until all thirty seats were filled and for the exam to begin. Their tests were filled with questions on mathematics, language arts, and kingdom history with easy and difficult ones all mixed together.


      Hmm? What year did that happen again?


      Allen surreptitiously checked his notes in his grimoire.


      This exam seems designed to make it difficult to get a full score. Someone who studied normally would probably only get around sixty percent right.


      Memories of his university entrance exams came to mind as Allen made good progress through the questions. At the end, all of the students received one final leaf of parchment that was apparently also part of the exam. Unlike the previous problem sheet, this one had very few questions and a lot of blank space.




      


      Question 1: There are three goblins and one orc. If you were a Swordsman, which would you kill first?


      Allen’s Answer: I would go for the three goblins first because they are easier to kill. Then I can fight the orc one-on-one. It’s much easier to take hits when surrounded by four opponents, and that leads to unnecessarily wasting HP recovery items.




      Question 2: An orc is about to attack a Cleric and a villager. If you were a Swordsman, which would you protect?


      Allen’s Answer: This depends on circumstances to some degree, but I would choose to protect the villager. The Cleric can hang on by healing themself, during which time I could get the villager to safety. Then I could come back, effectively saving both. However, if the villager is far away and the Cleric is clearly under attack and not wearing protective armor, I would choose the one under more immediate danger or the one I am more sure of saving.


      


      What’s with these questions? I wonder what they’re meant to test. Our ability to reason and explain our thought processes? How much we know about monsters? Our ability to make judgment calls? Or is this to screen out those with questionable morals? Who knows, maybe it’s all of the above.


      There were three more questions of a similar nature. Allen solved them all, and then the exam was over. Results would be posted outside the school at noon the next day, so Allen’s group looked for an inn and checked in before dark.


      Then the next day came.


      
        	Dogora: B (Passed)


        	Cecil: A (Passed)


        	Krena: C (Passed)


        	Allen: S (Passed)

      


      Here I was, surprised at how quickly the results come back—turns out they don’t release specific scores. I thought the exam was rather difficult, but turns out I got an “S.” If I remember correctly, “C” is the minimum passing grade. Krena, you barely made it. The school didn’t pad her grade to ensure she can get in because she’s a Sword Lord, right?


      Viscount Granvelle had offered to sponsor a part of Allen’s tuition if he got “B” or higher on his entrance exams, but because Allen had every intention of earning a living from the dungeons in the city, he had politely but firmly turned the viscount down. It cost one gold to take the entrance exam, and one year’s tuition was ten gold. In other words, at least thirty-one gold was required to graduate. When exceptional serfs managed to enroll, it was common for their feudal lord to shoulder all the fees.


      “Those who passed are to gather before the school building right now.”


      Allen’s group followed the instructions coming over the loudspeakers. According to the briefing that followed, all students were to take home a set of school uniforms according to their measurements. Furthermore, they now had to decide whether they would be living in the dorms or finding their own lodging elsewhere in the city. And lastly, they were required to register at the Adventurer’s Guild before school started.


      “Are we living in the dorms, Allen?” Krena asked.


      During the past few days, the understanding of Allen as this group’s leader had thoroughly settled in. Cecil also waited for his reply.


      “Nope, we’ll rent a place and live there together.”


      “All right.” Cecil nodded. “Then we’ll need to go to the Real Estate Guild now.”


      “Actually, I’m thinking of first going to the Adventurer’s Guild to register. We can look for a place after that.”


      In this way, this group of four enrolled at the Academy and were now headed for the Adventurer’s Guild.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Gathering Information at the Adventurer’s Guild


      After confirming their acceptance to the Academy, Allen and his friends boarded the magic train—which cost one silver regardless of distance traveled between stations—and headed for the Adventurer’s Guild.


      When riding the magic ship, Allen had seen that Academy City was essentially a large circle. One train line traced the circumference of that circle while other lines ran north-south and east-west. Convenience of public transportation was not much of a concern for residents living here.


      Given its name, one might expect Academy City to be mostly students, but that was apparently not the case. Maybe it was because of the numerous dungeons in the city’s vicinity or simply because Allen was on the line heading toward the Adventurer’s Guild, but there were a lot of adventurers also riding on their train. Soon, they came to a stop.


      “This must be it,” Allen said, standing in front of a five-story building bearing the same emblem as the branch in Granvelle City: a sword, staff, and shield.


      “Welcome.” A pretty older woman greeted them when they walked in. “How may we help you today?”


      “We want to register as adventurers,” Allen replied.


      “Are you perhaps students?”


      “Yes, our classes begin in April.”


      “Do you have the numbered tag you received when you passed your Appraisal?”


      When the group produced their tags, they were told that students could register on the second floor. They climbed the stairs, only to be told they would have to wait a while as the counters were currently full.


      Allen looked around and found the floor absolutely packed with students. In all likelihood, these were ones who had passed on some other day. Farther back in the room were ten counters designed similarly to customer service kiosks in banks in Allen’s memory. Seeing as how the facilities were nicer on this floor than on the first, students seemed to be receiving rather favorable treatment, indicating the Adventurer’s Guild’s willingness to cooperate with Academy City.


      After a while, Allen and his friends were finally called forward and invited to take their seats before one of the counters. Allen and Cecil sat at the front while Krena and Dogora took the back. One of the staff members, a woman who appeared to be in her twenties or thirties, brought over four crystals.


      “To register as adventurers, each of you take one of these crystals and place your hands on it.”


      The children obliged, and the crystals all gave off a soft glow.


      These crystal balls are used for the Appraisal Ceremonies too. I guess they’re just standard for processing personal information in this world? I wonder if someone’s making these?


      “Next, please fill these in.”


      The lady then passed out sheets of parchment with fields for their names, birthplaces, Talents, and so forth. When the group had finished, the staff member retreated into another room with crystals and forms in hand.


      She then returned and said, “The process for making your adventurer cards will take some time. During that time, I will now give you some basic information about being an adventurer.”


      Allen got out his grimoire to take notes.


      
        	Adventurers are managed by the Adventurer’s Guild


        	The Guild is an organization independent of the nations


        	Adventurer ranks go from “E” to “S”


        	All adventurers start at Rank E


        	Adventurers accept quests (e.g., from the Guild, feudal lords) to complete in order to receive rewards


        	There are three kinds of quests: normal, emergency, designated


        	Only adventures Rank C and higher can accept emergency and designated quests

      


      Okay, all of this checks out with what Raven told me.


      Back when Allen was eight, he had gotten acquainted with an adventurer named Raven who had taught him quite a bit about adventuring. There were a few things that Allen was hearing for the first time, but for the most part they were extensions of what he had already learned.


      “And that about covers it. Do you have any questions?” the woman asked.


      “I have a lot, actually,” Allen answered. “Do you have time?”


      “Naturally. After all, being an adventurer is dangerous. Please ask me anything you wish.”


      “What are the conditions for entering dungeons?”


      “There are several. First, because all of you are currently Rank E, you will only be able to enter Rank C dungeons.”


      “What can we expect in a Rank C dungeon?”


      The woman nodded and went into detail. Of course, Allen took notes:


      
        	There are 20 dungeons within Academy City


        	The breakdown of dungeon ranks: Rank C x 10, Rank B x 6, Rank A x 4


        	Rank C dungeons are the most beginner friendly, containing only Rank E to C monsters


        	Rank B dungeons are medium difficulty, containing Rank D to B monsters


        	Rank A dungeons are the most dangerous, containing Rank C to A monsters

      


      Below were the conditions for accessing successively ranked dungeons and ranking up as an adventurer:


      
        	One has to reach Rank C as an adventurer to enter Rank B dungeons


        	One has to reach Rank B as an adventurer to enter Rank A dungeons


        	Upon doing a full run of 1 Rank C dungeon, one becomes a Rank D adventurer


        	Upon doing a full run of 3 Rank C dungeons, one becomes a Rank C adventurer


        	Upon doing a full run of 3 Rank B dungeons, one becomes a Rank B adventurer


        	Upon doing a full run of 3 Rank A dungeons, one becomes a Rank A adventurer

      


      I see, I see. Now it’s time for the real questions.


      Allen had a major goal that he wanted to achieve within his three years in Academy City. In short, he wanted to find an MP Recovery Ring.


      This was the answer he had arrived at when brainstorming for ways to increase his Skill Levels even faster. He wanted to raise them as high as possible before he was to head to the battlefield in three years. As such, he needed to increase the rate at which his MP recovered.


      Back when Allen had attempted to foil Cecil’s kidnapping, he had been knocked out by some sort of gaseous agent. After this incident, Allen had headed to a magic tool store in search of something he could equip to gain immunity to the Sleep debuff. The storekeeper had told him that they sold nothing like that there and that he should go to a magic gear shop instead.


      Allen was surprised to hear of such a store, but he found one in short order. Sure enough, the merchant there had known of what Allen sought: the Anti-Sleep Ring. However, Anti-Sleep Rings were extremely rare and almost never appeared on the open market. Whenever they showed up once in a blue moon, they would be snatched up almost immediately by royals, nobles, or tycoons looking to protect themselves. Due to this, it was said that they could only be found in the royal capital and Academy City. Allen had asked the price for reference and was told that the market price for one Anti-Sleep Ring was a hundred gold.


      Since he was there, Allen had also asked about a ring that helped recover MP. However, the store owner said he had never heard of such an item. Instead, he had heard of an HP Recovery Ring before—an accessory that would heal someone as long as they had it on. One had been found in Academy City long, long ago. The merchant was not sure, but if one were available nowadays, it would be worth a thousand gold at least.


      Despite what the store owner had said, however, Allen figured that if HP Recovery Rings existed, so did MP Recovery Rings.


      Pushing thoughts of the rings out of his head, Allen asked the Guild staff, “I’ve heard that you can find precious items in the dungeons. How exactly do they appear?”


      “Here are the two ways you can expect to encounter items in a dungeon.”


      
        	There are treasure chests scattered all throughout


        	When the boss on the lowest floor is defeated, a treasure chest will appear

      


      “Hmm... How many floors can we expect for each dungeon rank? Also, roughly how long would it take to proceed through a dungeon if we don’t get lost?”


      “It’s different for each rank.”


      
        	Rank C dungeons have 4 to 6 floors


        	Rank B dungeons have 10 to 12 floors


        	Rank A dungeons have 15 to 20 floors


        	Rank C dungeons require around 6 hours for each floor


        	Rank B dungeons require around 12 hours for each floor


        	Rank A dungeons require around 24 hours for each floor

      


      In other words, even the easiest dungeon could take twenty-four hours to clear.


      “They sound very spacious,” Allen said. “By the way, I’ve heard that an HP Recovery Ring was found in Academy City. Is that true?”


      “I’m surprised you’ve heard of that. It’s true that someone found it in a dungeon once. It’s said that it was dropped by a Rank A dungeon boss seventy years ago.”


      Ugh, that’s before the Demon Lord strengthened all the world’s monsters, which means it’s a lot harder to do the same thing now. But, oh no... Just the thought of searching for a rare drop in a dungeon is making my heart race.


      Thanks to the Demon Lord, every monster was now one rank stronger than officially designated. Consequently, dungeons were much more dangerous. The boss of a Rank A dungeon was presumably Rank A, making it effectively Rank S in fighting strength. Killing it was beyond Allen’s and his companions’ capabilities at the moment, but Allen now had confirmation that there was a possibility of obtaining an MP Recovery Ring. This alone made it worth coming to Academy City.


      With the previous topic concluded, Allen said, “I still have more questions. May I?”


      “O-Of course,” the woman stammered, slightly weirded out by the boy.


      Although another staff member had already carried Allen and his friends’ adventurer cards over, Allen was nowhere near finished with asking all the questions he had. Cecil and the others had no choice but to quietly listen as Allen and the lady continued talking earnestly.


      “Do monsters in dungeons drop magic stones?”


      “Yes, they do. Ah, I should say this ahead of time: you are only able to obtain magic stones from dungeon monsters, to be exact.”


      “So their bodies don’t remain?”


      “That is correct. If you need monster materials, you will have to head to the forest or mountains a few days’ walk from Academy City. There are both Rank C and B monsters in the area.”


      “Understood.” Allen now shifted from asking questions as an adventurer to asking questions as a quest giver. “I am currently gathering Rank D magic stones. If I were to issue a quest, is there an upper limit to how many I could request?”


      “How many are you thinking?”


      “At least two million.”


      “I’m sorry, t-two million?!”


      Dogora and Cecil were equally surprised. The former cried, “Hold on, two million?!” as the latter rounded on Allen with, “What do you mean by two million?!” Krena was the only one who did not seem to quite get what was going on.


      “That is the number I want to gradually work toward,” Allen explained, “but I’m thinking of asking for ten thousand each time. I currently have a hundred gold—can I register the quest right now?”


      He produced a bag of a hundred gold coins that made a heavy clunk as it thudded onto the counter.


      “O-Of course. There is a large supply of magic stones here in Academy City. However, I’m afraid it would take a while to meet those numbers...”


      As Rank D magic stones normally went for one silver apiece, ten thousand of them would be worth a hundred gold. The staff explained that the guild processing fee was ten percent. I guess it makes sense for the middleman to take a cut, Allen thought as he stacked ten more gold coins next to the bag.


      “Roughly how long do you think it will take?”


      “Well...a week should be enough, I believe.”


      Before coming to Academy City, Allen had tried placing the same quest at the Adventurer’s Guild in Granvelle City but was told gathering ten thousand would be nigh impossible. In the first place, the Granvelle fiefdom was facing a slight shortage of Rank D magic stones thanks to Allen practically decimating the realm’s goblin population. In contrast, Academy City housed twenty dungeons, every last one filled with monsters. As long as he provided the gold, there would be plenty of monsters to kill and plenty of adventurers to go kill them. Allen intended on pushing the limit of how many magic stones he could obtain throughout the three years he would be spending in this city.


      Good, that’s about everything I wanted to ask and do here. All that’s left is to visit a dungeon in person. If I have anything else to ask after that, I can just come here again.


      “Do you have any other questions?”


      “No, that is enough. Thank you very much.”


      “In that case, here are your adventurer cards.”


      With a wry smile and a shrug, the lady handed over four jet-black plaques the size of business cards. They bore each person’s name and rank in silver font.


      The color theme of my grimoire and the Appraisal Ceremony display are also silver text on black. Are the gods of this world purposely sticking to a design? Not that I mind, though; I actually appreciate the sense of uniformity.


      “Thank you for the cards. Is there anything else we have to do for the registration process?”


      “One last thing: would all of you here be registering as a party?”


      Oh right, that’s a thing. I guess we might as well.


      Allen recalled Raven telling him about the system where adventurers who often worked together officially registered as a group referred to as a party. Adventurers in parties were seen as more trustworthy and would therefore receive more designated quests. Although Allen had no intention of accepting such quests, he figured it would not hurt to register.


      “Yes, please.”


      “Have you decided on a name for your party?”


      Allen looked at Cecil, to which she responded, “You decide for us.”


      Upon seeing Krena and Dogora nod agreement, Allen turned back to the staff. “Please write us down as ‘No-life Gamers.’”


      “What does that mean?” Cecil asked, her curiosity piqued at the unfamiliar phrase.


      “A no-life gamer is someone who thoroughly masters the path they choose. It is a title only for those who dedicate everything they have to dive as deep as they can into something.”


      “That sounds pretty impressive. Sure, let’s go with that.”


      Allen nodded. “Then No-life Gamers it is. Miss, please register us.”


      “Understood. Please wait a short while—this will not take long.”


      The staff member stood up and headed to the back again. Allen turned to his friends and lowered his head. “I’m sorry for taking up so much of everyone’s time.”


      Cecil waved a hand dismissively. “It’s fine. We also learned a lot thanks to you. So, what are we going to do after this?”


      “It’s gotten quite late already. How about we go look for a property first thing tomorrow?”


      “Sounds good to me. After we decide on a place, let’s all discuss what we’ll do going forward,” Cecil said, looking at Krena and Dogora in turn.


      “‘What we’ll do’?” Krena parroted, tilting her head. “Allen, what does that—”


      “That’s right, Krena,” Allen nodded. “We have a goal for the coming three years. I’ll go into more details after we first get a hou—”


      Whoosh!


      “Wah! A big book!” Krena exclaimed, her eyes sparkling as she reached for the grimoire that had suddenly appeared in front of the group.


      Wait, what?! Allen looked down at the cover and saw new lines of silver text.




      <Krena has joined your party.>


      <Cecil Granvelle has joined your party.>


      <Dogora has joined your party.>




      Oh...
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