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      Prologue


      Why did Master Merlin adopt me in the first place? I had pondered that before. But now that I had run away to Ishtar, everything was new. My days were busy, and it had ousted that question from my mind.




      “I haven’t thought about that for a while now,” I said aloud. It had been a week since we’d arrived in the royal capital. Maybe it was due to the gloom that awaited me, or the fact I hadn’t slept that well for a while now. Or maybe it was just a coincidence that I had started to think back on the past. I had been so young when Master Merlin took me in, I couldn’t really remember those times. The only memories I had were days of grueling research and training, but even that now felt nostalgic. I guess enough time had passed that I could view them with rose-colored glasses.


      But even now, I couldn’t deny the fact that it was thanks to those days that I was the man I was today.


      “That reminds me...” A memory suddenly flashed in my mind—a day when Master Merlin had been particularly furious with me. Well, she was often angry. But back then, she seemed extra serious, or maybe desperate? In any case, there was something different about her.


      Wait... What had happened, again?


      “Um...” I searched through my memories, but it was as if a cloud hung over the most important part. No matter how hard I struggled, I couldn’t remember what I had done to upset her. “I think I snuck into her room and then...”


      I did something. But what?


      I didn’t remember doing anything too bad. But at the same time, I couldn’t remember what I had done, so I couldn’t say for certain. For a while, I struggled in an attempt to get to the bottom of the matter. But still, it didn’t jog my memory.


      “Well, whatever.” If I couldn’t remember it, then it couldn’t have been all that important. “That sure was a waste of time.”


      But thanks to my efforts, I managed to loosen up a bit. Some of the gloom had been lifted off my shoulders. And before I knew it, it was morning. “In the end, I couldn’t sleep a wink.”


      I wanted to go back to bed if possible. But today, I couldn’t.


      I sighed. The gloom was coming back to me. After another deep sigh, I reluctantly got out of bed and readied myself for the plans that lay ahead of me.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The White Mage Digs His Own Grave


      Four days had passed since we arrived in the capital, though I had yet to walk around town. After we’d finished our escort mission, I had been met with even more tasks, so I just hadn’t had the chance. But now that I had determined there were no demons hiding in the palace’s midst and had been freed from the clutches of Master Merlin’s self-proclaimed apprentice, I was finally allowed a moment of rest.




      Thus, I recovered from my exhaustion, and having no other plans, I decided to visit the Adventurer’s Guild. Since we’d be operating out of the capital for a while, I wanted to scope out what was the largest Adventurer’s Guild in the kingdom.


      I set out from the building the kingdom had lent us. After a few dozen minutes, I stood face-to-face with the Adventurer’s Guild, which far exceeded the size of Ishtar’s. I guess it really was the largest in the whole kingdom.


      The area around the guild was quite lively too. There were blacksmiths, pubs, armor shops, and whatever else might attract adventurers. Business seemed to be booming at every single one.


      Even before I stepped inside, I could tell exactly how amazing this guild was, and exactly what set it apart from the others. So, just what was it like inside? I stepped through the door with high expectations, and it didn’t disappoint. It was roomy, and there was more than double the number of staff compared to Ishtar’s guild. There were plenty of adventurers as well, some of whom looked quite skilled.


      “Based on armor alone, he has to be A-rank—no, maybe S-rank?”


      It was probably thanks to the upcoming event that’d be held in a few days’ time, but I could see a few S-rank adventurers in their midst. But even if you took them out of the equation, many of the other adventurers seemed quite skilled as well. Of course, that was partly due to the sheer number gathered here, but partly due to the large number of quests as well.


      This looked promising.




      Shortly after, I stepped up to the reception desk to get a glimpse of the quests they had to offer. As I had thought, there were plenty, and they ranged from simple quests for beginners to difficult quests reserved for skilled adventurers.


      “Searching for medicinal herbs to be used in potions? I think I could take on that alone.” It had quite a hefty reward compared to other quests ranked at the same difficulty. That was probably because there were tons of medicinal herbs out there, which meant completing the job meant knowing where the ones in question could be found. For someone who sucked at combat like myself, it was a lucky find. I’d have to do some research in advance, but that’d be much easier than trying my hand at offensive magic.


      “Ah, herb retrieval. Would you like to accept this quest?” kindly asked the receptionist. She probably noticed me staring at the board.


      “Oh, no. It’s okay.” From what I could tell, these herbs wouldn’t be too hard to find, which made it the perfect chance for some easy cash. But today, I was just looking. I had plenty of money, and I had just finished a long escort mission only to immediately be tasked with using detection magic to sniff out demons. After all that work, I wanted to make the most of my first day off in a long while.


      “I see...”


      “I’m sorry. I just wanted to see what sort of quests you had to offer for today.”




      Anyway, sticking around would be pointless. I had checked their quest board, so it was probably best I headed back.


      “Hey, have you heard? They’re saying every S-rank adventurer has gathered here in the capital!”


      “Huh, so it’s true they were gathering adventurers from all over the kingdom. Now that you mention it, I feel like I’ve seen some new S-ranks around lately.”


      “According to the rumors, the party who saved Ishtar from the demons is here too!”


      “You mean those adventurers who fended off that giant monster hoard?!”


      I happened to overhear a familiar story. They had to be talking about Yui and the rest of our party, but I couldn’t believe the rumors had spread to the capital.


      Well, I guess we had taken the long route. It was perfectly plausible that other adventurers from Ishtar—or those who were just passing through the city—had made it here before us.


      “And they’re saying the Heroes are here too, right?”


      “Yeah, and that even the Hero of Crystal answered the call.”


      “You mean the Hero who’s always quarreling with the Holy Principality? The one who’s got no respect for authority and is always using his power to force them into submission?”


      “Yup. But both Heroes and S-rank adventurers? Just what in the world’s about to happen here?”


      “Who knows, but maybe it’ll be something big. Something that’ll make it into the history books...”


      The two adventurers gulped.


      “Well, not that it’s got anything to do with us.”


      “Nope! It’s nothing that concerns mere adventurers like we are!”


      Thus, they flung aside their previous fears and stepped out of the Adventurer’s Guild with a cackle. Lately, this had been the talk of the town among adventurers. I had even heard similar discussions on my way here.


      Incidentally, the townspeople were quite knowledgeable when it came to the Heroes’ affairs—unlike me who was completely ignorant of them. News that Therion had answered the king’s summons had created quite the stir. For one, the guy had no interest in power or money, and he had even left the Grand Holy Palace—located on the sacred lands of the Holy Principality, one of the Three Great Nations—in a state of half ruin just because the nation had, “gotten on his nerves,” to use his words. And given that was where the barracks of the Holy Knights were located, it couldn’t have been easy.


      In any case, it turned the Holy Principality against him. But no matter how confident you were in your skills, very few were prepared to make an enemy of a Great Nation. It took either an idiot, or strength that could truly rival a nation. As to which one applied to Therion, well...I wasn’t too sure.


      Thus, Therion was viewed as quite unique, even among the Heroes—all the Heroes that had ever been, that is. Thanks to that, people of all walks of life seemed to be surprised he had heeded this call.


      And well, I guess they were right. If Claira wasn’t involved, he’d have probably ignored it. Actually, he definitely would have. But anyway...


      “Something big, huh?” There was definitely a big plan in motion here in the capital—something major enough to rally both the Heroes and best adventurers in the nation to action. The only problem...was why a mere D-rank adventurer like me was a part of all this.


      I let out a sigh and gloomily hung my head.


      “Um, sir?” The receptionist gave me a curious look.


      “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      “Really? In that case, enjoy adventuring!”


      “Th-Thanks...”


      ***


      Today marked a week since our grueling battle against Grist, one of the Four Fiends of the Demon King’s army. Countless strongmen had gathered inside a large conference room inside the palace, which was equipped with a long rectangular table. Those surrounding it sat distinguished. While they ranged in occupation from knights, adventurers, and even members of the royal mage corps, they all were clearly tough.


      Particularly prominent among them were the three Heroes, which included Therion. Based on what I had heard from Ryouen, the white-haired man with the black mask had to be the Hero of Thunder, while the bespectacled black-haired man wearing a suit had to be the Hero of Destruction. But putting their idiosyncratic appearances aside...


      “This magical power! They really are Heroes...” That whisper naturally escaped my lips. There was Elizario, who was the captain of the Royal Knights, the Heroes, S-rank adventurers, and even the corps of mages who had been recognized by the king. I couldn’t help but feel a D-rank adventurer like me was clearly out of place. In fact, even Ryouen’s laboratory would have been more comfortable.


      “Um, Yui? Do I really have to be here?” I whispered to the girl sitting beside me.


      “Huh?! Of course you do! You’re one of our party members, after all!”


      “But still...”


      “I mean, I get how you feel, but... You used to belong to a Hero’s party, yeah? It’ll be fine!”


      “It’s more like I was kicked out of a Hero’s party...”


      “Seriously! You’ve gotta be more positive!”


      I sighed.


      Soon, Elizario started the meeting. In the end, thirty S-rank adventurers and twenty-two A-rank adventurers had gathered, forming a total of seven parties. In addition, there were a few dozen who served as a Royal Knight or in the mage corps, as well as the three Heroes and their parties.


      Incidentally, there was only one party which consisted of only S-rank adventurers. I guess they really were rare.


      “In that case, let me begin by extending my warmest thanks to all of you who have gathered here today. For many of you, this is our first encounter, so let me begin by introducing myself. I am Elizario, Captain of the Royal Knights. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintances,” he said, bowing his head.


      Following this were brief introductions from first the members of the mage corps and then the adventurers. We shared our ranks, occupations, and a brief description of our resumes, which only made all of them seem even more impressive.


      Eventually, it was my turn. “Um...”


      Damn! What were you even supposed to say at a time like this? Everyone else had amazing honors. In the end, I couldn’t figure out what I should share and just shrunk back into my seat.


      I just wanted to run away. I didn’t care about shame anymore!


      Still, I needed to offer them something. “I’m Lloyd, the supporter who serves Yui’s party. I’m a white mage, and...a D-rank adventurer—”


      “Hey! Hold on a sec!” One of the adventurers sitting a ways away from me interrupted my introduction by slamming his fist down on the table. “A D-rank? Why the hell is he here?! Weren’t we supposed to be the cream of the crop—the official best the kingdom had to offer?! Isn’t that right, Captain?” screamed the adventurer as he glared at me.


      Ugh, this sucked. I just wanted to go home. “Um...”


      “Indeed. I can affirm his skills. Titles cannot prove one’s true capacity. I believe that goes without saying, no?” calmly stated Elizario.


      However, the adventurer didn’t seem too pleased by Elizaro’s dismissal. It only made him glare harder.


      Really, what could I even do? There was no guarantee that presenting my adventurer’s badge would satisfy him. In fact, it was entirely possible he’d just think I was some parasite infecting Yui’s whole party. I really seemed to be getting some special consideration here. And at the very least, that method didn’t seem like it’d make a good impression on him.


      In that case, I had to rely on titles and accomplishments—the single one I had. “And technically, I was once a member of Allen’s party.”


      “Allen’s?!”


      That got a reaction out of almost every adventurer present, and it was the one I was expecting, for the most part. What surprised me was the fact it was the Hero of Destruction who responded the loudest.


      “Hey, bastard! You were once with Allen?!”


      “Yeah, I was...”


      Huh? For some reason, their attitude toward me only seemed to be souring further.


      “Tch! That guy, huh? That weak bastard who somehow managed to steal one of our holy maidens?”


      Wait, had I only made more enemies for myself? I guess it was a little too late for that now.


      The Hero of Destruction glared at me, his eyes overflowing with malice.


      “Um, did I do something to offend you?”


      “Yeah, you did. Allen was weak, a man who became a Hero just to stroke his own damn ego. And you were part of his party? I mean, I heard he did get stronger once he left the capital. Some brazenly called him the strongest Hero, even. However...”


      “However?”


      “He got stronger? Of course he damn did! More than being a Hero, he’s a man who fights to live! Growing weaker with such a job would be preposterous! Getting stronger is simply the natural conclusion! And yet, he went bragging about it?! As a Hero?! Ridiculous! Not to mention, I hear he went running from Ishtar with his tail between his legs after refusing an emergency request!”


      That’s when I suddenly remembered. Allen had fled. He had turned down that emergency request and ran, and naturally, everyone knew that. But that happened after I left.


      Considering how impactful my journey here had been, I had completely forgotten about all that. Not to mention, Allen’s terrible reputation had come completely out of left field for me. I guess his popularity was unique to Ishtar.


      Plus, nobody here knew when I had left his party. I had failed to consider that. “I was fi—I mean, I left before that.”


      “That doesn’t change the fact you served under a guy like him.”


      This guy really didn’t like me. I could tell from the aura around him that he was trying to get me removed.


      Silence fell over the room. It was Therion who broke it. “I’m all for him joining.”


      The Hero of Destruction furrowed his brow. “On what grounds?”


      “I’ve seen his magic. He’s got better skills than your damn party, at least.”


      “Hmph. Are you trying to provoke me?”


      “I’m just speakin’ the truth.” Therion was always looking down on others. Though really, it was more that he wasn’t looking at anybody else at all. After all this time, that wouldn’t be enough for the Hero of Destruction to flip his lid, even if his party members had been belittled.


      But if they were belittled through comparison, particularly to D-rank adventurers who had served under someone he already hated? That was a different story.


      “For one, I don’t consider you a fellow Hero! I take it you haven’t forgotten what you did to the Holy Principality, have you?!” The Hero of Destruction looked furious.


      “Huh? You and your countrymen—you damn bastards—were callin’ Claira a monster! Not to mention all those lectures about my poor behavior! So I destroyed your castle. That’s all.”


      “You fiend! To think you’d still fail to recognize your sins! Like hell I’ll ever consider you a Hero!”


      The situation was explosive—one wrong move and it could start a brawl. I gulped, and I could tell Yui and Daggers were at a loss too. Even they looked desperate to leave.


      What could I do?


      Nothing. Definitely nothing.


      In fact, doing nothing was my best course of action. One wrong step would only make things worse.


      Still, that didn’t change the fact I just wanted to go home.


      Such thoughts rolled over and over in my mind. After countless rehashes of the same line of thinking, I was about to go down that same path again, when...




      Bwam! The door flew open—or really, it broke right off its hinge.


      “Bwah hah hah! It is I, Shino, the Great Black Mage! I have just returned from the deep abyss! Sorry to keep you waiting, men!”


      She had white hair and crimson eyes, one of which was covered by an eye patch. In fact, she didn’t look like an adventurer at all. But before this cringy woman who seemed to be my peer, the meeting fell silent, making the past tension feel like a dream.
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      ***


      “Ugh, I’m pooped...”


      After a few hours, I was finally released from that hell. Yui and the others walked beside me, and they looked equally as exhausted. Of course they did.


      After that cringy black mage appeared, silence filled the conference room for better or for worse. But what proceeded was an even greater hell. The one silver lining was that it allowed me to escape the hatred that was pointed at me.


      “Seriously, can we really conquer a dungeon like that?” muttered Yui with a deep sigh.


      “If we’re being honest, I’m not too big a fan of heading into a dungeon with those guys, no matter how strong they are.” Cross seemed similarly displeased.


      Our meeting was largely divided into discussion of two different topics. One was who would guard Claira. While the details of her powers remained a secret, her guards had to know enough to properly do their jobs. Thus, we talked around the crux of the matter while still managing to hint at it.


      The second topic was conquering a dungeon. To put it simply, dungeons were monster nests, but not just any old monster nests. Before anything else, they were where items of legend possessing great powers slumbered, which was how they got the name, “dungeon.”


      While there were many competing theories, it was believed that both the monsters and structure that formed the dungeon were created over centuries by the power that overflowed from these items. Though I guess there was another theory that posited the items’ power simply gathered the monsters there. In any case, these items were the source of the dungeons.


      Coincidentally, the Holy Sword had been recovered when the first ever dungeon was conquered, which had occurred over a hundred years ago. The second dungeon was conquered just a few dozen years ago, when a single party consisting of the “Legendary Adventurers” overcame a whole dungeon on their own. In fact, it was one of the accomplishments that earned them the title of “Legendary.” Though apparently, they had plenty of other feats to their names as well.


      Once I heard all this, I was secretly relieved. Knowledge—especially when it came to people like me, who couldn’t push forward using skill alone—was an incredibly useful thing to have. Awareness alone could drastically increase your chances of survival. Though, unfortunately, that dungeon hadn’t been conquered by a nation, but individuals. Thus, there wasn’t any verifiable information regarding the event. All we knew was that there were currently six confirmed dungeons, and that once the items inside were recovered, they would collapse.


      And on top of all that, those were the allies we had to work with. Of course that weighed on me. It was only natural. Plus...


      “The conquering team? For real?”


      We had been recommended by the Captain of the Royal Knights, and thus, were put on the team that would be conquering the dungeon—unfortunately put on that team, that is. I mean, seriously. I felt enough pressure just belonging to a party of S-rank adventurers.


      Quite honestly, I had zero hope I’d be able to contribute at all given my skills.


      “They’re offering a nice reward, but... So? What do we do? I think we can still turn down the offer, but...” Yui had a strong sense of justice, and typically, she’d be gung ho about this sort of thing. But right now, even she thought this quest sounded reckless.


      “Hmm... Well, they don’t leave anything to be desired strength-wise.” Also part of the conquering team were the Hero of Destruction and multiple other S-rank adventurers. While the other two Heroes went to guard Claira, we’d have plenty of manpower. Though considering this was a dungeon we were facing, there was no completely wiping away our worries.


      Still, this was ridiculous! Zero consideration had been given to how the personalities on our team might clash. I couldn’t help but sigh. “I mean, I get that guarding Claira is the top priority, but...”


      “Yup, even if it means failing this dungeon quest. The goal is just to maximize our strength, but that’s gonna mostly depend on whether there’s a Holy-Sword-class item down there in the first place.”


      “And I’m sure the demon army will try to kidnap Claira again to bolster their own forces.”


      “Not to mention, we’ve got no idea how strong they are in the first place. Ugh, this is depressing.” Yui was right. There was no knowing how many other demons were as strong as Grist. They were in for a fierce battle. Plus...


      “It’s illegal to conquer a dungeon unless a nation sanctions it like the kingdom is, but it’s still one of the greatest honors an adventurer can have! Everyone wants the chance to participate at least once!” said Yui.


      Even Heroes, the cream of the crop, could only conquer a dungeon after getting permission from the country that owned it. Passing up the chance to step foot inside a dungeon this time around meant probably never getting the chance to do so again.


      “Why don’t we participate, but put our lives first? If things start looking bad, we’ll turn back.”


      “I’m with Daggers! Maybe it’s not the right state of mind for conquering a dungeon, but it’s not like there are any lives we need to save,” agreed Yui.


      Silica agreed as well. “I’m for it too, I suppose. I get the feeling that if anyone perishes, Claira will feel responsible.”


      “Right? Then what do you say, Lloyd?” asked Cross.


      “I’m with you guys. To be honest, I’ve got a bad feeling about all this.”


      Personalities clashed terribly, and we had zero intel about this dungeon. Given the circumstances, you’d have to be crazy to feel confident. Plus, it wasn’t like this was do or die anyway.


      “In that case, we’ve got seven days left until we’re off. Is everyone good with letting that be free time? Of course, make sure you’re prepared for what comes next. Especially you, Yui,” said Daggers.


      “Why are you calling me out?!” shouted Yui, clearly flustered.


      “Sorry, I misspoke. Got that, Yui?”


      “Why is it just me?!”


      ***


      Afterward, Yui brought Silica to the castle, which was where Claira was staying. Meanwhile, Daggers and Cross headed to a famous equipment shop. I was grateful to be invited, but I had a personal matter to attend to, so I had to turn their offer down.


      I headed for the castle, the same destination as Yui and Silica. However, they planned to do some shopping on the way—a lot of shopping. It was going to take a while, so I bought some random take-out lunches in town before heading to Ryouen’s laboratory.


      “Oh, greetings! It hath been a while! But to think thou hast chosen to visit me! Hast thou rethought becoming my assistant?”


      “Nope. Like I’ve told you before, I can’t take you up on that offer.” Or really, I didn’t want to.


      “Hmm, then how about raising thy rank? I promised, did I not? Shall we head for the Adventurer’s Guild?”


      “Nope, that’s not what brings me here either. I’ve got something else to discuss.”


      “Dost thou? Well, I cannot let thee just stand there. Sit,” she said before using storage magic to summon a chair for me. According to her, she didn’t have many visitors, so extra chairs just got in the way. Thus, she stored them away with magic. But I couldn’t help but feel like that was just a waste of storage space.


      After telling myself to pick my battles, I got to the heart of what brought me here. “Sorry for not contacting you in advance. I have a request.”


      “Why, I would welcome one from thee. And what is this request?”


      “I know you’re quite knowledgeable when it comes to magic, but what about the adventurers in town?”


      “Well, the S-ranks I suppose I do know of. They do be subjects of my research, and my observations...”


      There was something about that utterance that reeked of crime, but I convinced myself I had to be imagining things. And even if I wasn’t, she had to have meant it in legal and perfectly understandable terms.


      “I want some more information about magic and intel on the other adventurers who’ll be participating in this dungeon dive.”


      “Ah, I do see... So, thou art aware of my pursuing and data collection and thus came to—”


      “Uh, I wasn’t,” I whispered, too quiet for Ryouen to hear. I knew she was an oddball, but this was a bit much. She was even crazier than I had thought.


      However, Ryouen didn’t seem to find anything wrong with her words, so I decided to just ignore it. “Maybe I’m stepping out of line a bit, but I thought it’d be best to know a bit about the adventurers I’ll be fighting alongside beforehand.”


      “Why, what wonderful thinking! Thou truly art Merlin’s pupil!”


      Was that really a compliment? I wasn’t quite sure, but I thought it was probably best not to offer any talk about Master Merlin to Ryouen. They really were alike. They must have gotten along well.


      “Hmm. I do indeed know of all the members, but the most skilled among them would be the Hero of Destruction, and...Shino, I suppose.”


      Shino? I couldn’t immediately put a face to the name. After all, that cringy woman didn’t seem like she’d be particularly skilled. “Wait, you mean that black mage?”


      “Ah, so thou dost know of her!”


      “Well, I’ve heard the name, at least.” I had already exchanged greetings with everyone participating in the dungeon dive. We’d be entrusting each other with our lives, after all, so we’d better at least know each other’s names. Plus... “She seemed quite...cringe.”


      “She doth indeed stand out, for better or for worse. For thee, I suppose it is the latter.”


      Apparently, Ryouen thought the same, and viewed her in the same light. We had the same impression when it came to everything except her being particularly skilled.


      “Uh, how strong is she, exactly?” I decided to start by asking the first question that came to mind.


      “Hmm... As far as I know, she hath skills befitting her epithet as the strongest black mage in all of history. Though, that doth only apply to dark magic. When it comes to other affinities, she doth be hopeless.”


      “She’s the strongest black mage in all of history...?”


      “Thine opposite, I do suppose.”


      “What do you mean?” That she’s super strong and I’m super weak? That sure hurt.


      “Why dost thou look so glum?” she asked, completely oblivious to my current state of mind.


      “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      “Is it? Then I shall forget it,” she said, spewing hurtful words as if they meant nothing at all. How scary.


      “Huh. But she’s really that strong?”


      “Surprising, is it not?” agreed Ryouen, grinning.


      “Well, I guess it is.” And I really meant it. She lacked the aura the other adventurers and Heroes exuded, and I couldn’t feel any special magical force from her at all. Just who was she, exactly?


      “Well, do get along with her, now. As thou hast seen, her personality hath deprived her of any friends similar in age.”


      “I-I see...”


      “Yes, please do be kind to her.”


      “I’ll...try my best.” I resolved to strike up a conversation with her, if I ever got the chance.


      “Well then! Hast thou have any other questions?”


      “Oh, that’s right. I want to know a bit more about the Hero who’ll be accompanying us, and...and magic.”


      “Magic? Dost thou mean support magic?”


      “No, I want to learn about all sorts of magic.” After our battle with Grist, I was painfully aware of my shortcomings. Had it not been for Therion, we’d have never won that fight.


      “All sorts of magic, thou sayest? Magic that doth not match thy class nor aptitude requireth more MP, and all for less effect. Thy aptitude doth lie in healing and support magic, correct? I was certain that was where thou wouldst want to polish thy skills.”


      Of course, Ryouen was right. My healing and support spells still needed some work. There had to be plenty of white mage spells and techniques that I was still ignorant of too.


      But at the same time, I wanted to learn about other magic, as it could help me better support my party. There had to be adventurers out there who could use spells I wasn’t familiar with. Not to mention, time was limited. While I could spend it improving my current repertoire, I had already thoroughly tweaked my spells to fit my needs, so I didn’t feel like that path would be very fruitful. Especially given the short time frame.


      “Ah, I see. Quick techniques cannot be well deployed by white mages such as thee, as it is thy comrades most susceptible to attacks, no?”


      “Exactly.”


      “Hmm. Thou art correct. That doth be the right path,” said Ryouen before turning her gaze to the door behind her. “Whether it shall prove helpful, I know not. However, my research notes lie beyond that door. Thou may use them as thy wish.”


      “Really?”


      “Thou art Merlin’s apprentice, and thus my junior! Of course I shall listen to any request from thee.”


      “I-I see. Thanks.”


      But Master Merlin ultimately never took you in as an apprentice, right? I decided to keep that question to myself.
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      Anyway, I had only come to get permission today, and planned to walk around town to do some sightseeing and prepare for our dungeon dive too. Thus, I handed over the lunch I had bought Ryouen and went to leave.


      I was stopped at the door. “What is it?”


      “I simply thought I should give thee a warning.”


      “A warning?”


      “Thy party doth consist of skilled members. Their skills match the average S-rank, and they do develop them quickly. They are quite promising. However...”


      “However, what?” I asked, tilting my head.


      Ryouen sounded serious. “Thou shouldst not forget that there are those who view this unfavorably.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well, there be adventurers who barely claim S-rank at fifty, and those are the lucky ones. Countless fail to claim the rank despite their struggles. Unfortunately, the rank doth be claimed through toil alone, and all in thy party hath done so in their teens. I doubt thou are too foolish to follow me, yes?”


      “You mean they’re jealous.”


      “Envy directed at talent doth be dangerous indeed. There are many who must view thy participation in this dungeon dive with displeasure. Even other S-ranks may view thee unfavorably, or fail to praise thine achievements. The stronger thou art, the stronger doth be others’ envy.”


      “I-I guess you’re right...” Thinking back on it, I had sometimes heard or felt similar when I was still with the Hero’s party, though those instances were rare. And of course, this envy was directed at Allen. Which reminded me, Sheena, our holy maiden, was quite popular with the townspeople. She even had a subset of zealous fans who’d demand Allen “return her” every so often. Allen clearly didn’t think much of it, dismissing them as mere words. But they were clearly enough to hurt some, or at least weigh on their minds. Maybe I was resorting to stereotyping, but I felt like Silica was susceptible to that sort of thing.


      “Got it. I’ll also tell Yui and the others to be—”


      “Hmm? But the one in the gravest danger is thee.”


      “Huh?”


      “There doth be few who would stand against an S-rank.”


      “Oh, I guess you’re right...”


      “But what if there be a D-rank adventurer among them? What shall they think then?”


      I gulped. “That, maybe, they could take me on, at least...”


      “It is simply a possibility. Thou dost not need to worry excessively. Just be wary,” she said before flashing me a grin. I couldn’t tell what she intended with that smile, but from my perspective, there was nothing funny about the possibility of getting attacked in town, even if it was a lie. I mean, I was just a D-rank adventurer, and a white mage at that. If I was attacked by an offensive class, I’d have no hope of winning that fight. I barely had any shot at a tie. My only choice was to run, and that was out of necessity. If my enemies were diligent and blocked my escape, it’d be the end of me.


      “Yeah, I’ll be careful...”


      “Oh, there is no need to worry. Thou shouldst easily overcome an adventurer or few. It will be simple, no?”


      “Uh, I don’t think so,” I said. Then, I left the room, my shoulders slumped and my feet heavy.


      Ryouen watched me, but she just seemed confused.


      ***


      The more Ryouen interacted with Lloyd, the more she was troubled by a feeling of mismatch. “I do wonder indeed... His ignorance, his personality, doth it truly be his nature? I cannot help but think it nurture.”


      For one, it was clearly strange that a citizen of this nation would not know of Merlin and her accomplishments. Yes, talk of her had fizzled out compared to before the Demon King was vanquished. For one, many believed she was dead, but it was mostly due to the simple passage of time. Still, Lloyd was completely ignorant, and it could only mean Merlin was hiding that information from him intentionally.


      However...


      “Could Merlin truly keep quiet? She doth adore hearing herself speak more than anyone!”


      The Merlin Ryouen knew and the Merlin Lloyd knew seemed to be completely different people, and Ryouen couldn’t help but find this exceedingly strange. “Merlin... Just what art thou up to?”


      However, Ryouen put a stop to these thoughts, as considering them any further would be meaningless. Still, there was one fear that lingered in her mind.


      “Merlin, this doth be my mere assumption, but... I cannot help but think that thou are now too powerless to defeat the Demon King, much less protect thy country, its citizens, and all thee hold dear.”


      Thus, she asked once again: Merlin, where art thou now? What art thou doing?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Swordswoman Offers a Lesson


      “Haah...” I walked through the lively crowd with slumped shoulders. Glancing around would make me look suspicious, so I constantly had my detection magic activated instead. Of course, there weren’t many people out there who’d try to ambush someone where there were so many watching eyes, but still.


      “Well, I guess there is one.” A few dozen meters behind me, I could sense a pursuer with eyes that exuded madness and rage. I couldn’t sense any significant mana signal from them. In fact, they had even less than me. Still, I got the feeling that maybe they were purposefully limiting the amount of mana I could pick up from them.


      They carried themselves with control and grace. That meant they were probably an adventurer that specialized in hand-to-hand combat.


      “They move a lot like Yui,” I said, honest praise spilling from my lips. “Anyway...”


      I pondered how to get out of this for a moment. “All right. Let’s run.”


      Using detection magic to sense the positions of those strolling the streets, I found the quickest route that would avoid collisions. By taking advantage of the crowd, I could conceal myself, making me a lot harder to find. If I was right and it was close-range combat that this adventurer specialized in, this really would prove effective.


      A few seconds later, I summoned my staff and simultaneously cast some buffs. Then, I dashed forward through my escape route.


      “Huh?!” I heard the surprised shout of a woman from behind me, but I didn’t pay it any mind. It was probably from my stalker, who was surprised to see me suddenly run off. It obviously sounded like it came from far away, after all. It’d be one thing if the shout sounded like it was close by, but there was a good distance between me and the stalker. Given her quick reaction, she must have been watching me since before I dashed off.


      Anyway...


      “I hope she gives up,” I muttered less than a minute later after slipping into an alleyway. I was relieved to notice no signs of anyone following after me. Thank goodness nothing serious happened.


      But I had let my guard down. I suddenly collided with a woman dressed in black robes so hard that I landed on my butt. “Sorry, are you hurt at all?” I asked.


      “What do you mean? Aren’t you the one on the ground? Are you okay?” She had her hood pulled down over her face, and it was quite dim back here anyway. I couldn’t make out her face at all, and could only tell she was a woman thanks to her voice.


      “Yeah, I’m fine.”


      “Thank goodness.”


      Seriously, I was the one who had run into her. Seeing her worry so much made me feel guilty. She sure was kind. Dressed in a black hood and robes, she looked like the poster child of suspicious figures. But contrary to her looks, she seemed quite kind on the inside.


      “I really am sorry,” I said, bowing my head. “Then, if you’ll excuse me...”


      “Oh, my apologies. Actually, may I ask you something?”


      “I might not be able to answer, but sure.”


      “In that case, I heard that the Heroes and S-rank adventurers have gathered here in the capital, but do you know where I might find them?” This robed woman far exceeded my expectations. For a moment, I wondered what she was going to do with that information. But maybe, she was just a fangirl. Allen had had plenty when he was still a Hero, and it wouldn’t be strange at all if the other Heroes and some of the S-rank adventurers had fans of their own. But going dressed like that?


      “And you planned to meet with them in those clothes?”


      “Oh, um, well... Ah, right! I’m not too confident in my looks, so this is how I typically dress.” There was something off about her tone, but I decided to just ignore it. In any case, it seemed she was aware her current garb was a bit unusual.


      “Well, I can’t tell you everyone’s whereabouts, but I know where a few are.” But could I really share that info with her? Well, that itself couldn’t really be a problem. The Heroes and any S-rank adventurers definitely wouldn’t lose against an amateur. But this woman...


      I couldn’t sense any mana from her at all, and this wasn’t on the level of mere suppression. Master Merlin had once told me there was a very small number of people in this world who naturally had no mana whatsoever, and that this made them very hard to detect via magic. Thus, many belonged to secret intelligence organizations. Was this woman one of them?


      If she was, it’d make sense why I couldn’t detect her at all. But if she worked for one of these agencies—and if her role was that of an assassin—divulging any info could put my comrades in danger. That was something I wanted to avoid.


      “I suppose you can’t share that information,” muttered the robed woman as if she had read my mind.


      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help.”


      “No, not at all! It’s perfectly fine. I was the one who made the request, and it’s smart to doubt such questions. It’s just proof you value your comrades.”


      “My comrades?”


      “Huh? They’re not your comrades?”


      “I mean, we are in the same party, but...” I was just a D-rank adventurer. I didn’t think I was well-known at all, and that was the assumption I had carried throughout this conversation.


      “You’re the D-rank adventurer Lloyd, right? Or perhaps I should call you the Savior of Ishtar?”


      “Ugh...” It had been a long time since I last heard that familiar title. Did that mean this woman was from Ishtar? At the very least, I didn’t think I had ever seen a woman dressed like her there before.


      “Just call me the D-rank adventurer, please.”


      “I knew you would say that,” she said with a giggle.


      “Huh?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      Did I...mishear her? It sounded like she knew me well. In fact, I felt like I had heard this voice somewhere before...


      “Um, is it possible that we know each—”


      “Well, farewell, then!” The robed woman ran off in a panic.


      I didn’t follow her, but simply watched, dumbfounded. “Just what the heck was that...?”


      ***


      “Ugh, I lost him! Damn it! Isn’t he just some D-rank adventurer?! What the heck! He was so fast!” The girl Lloyd had left behind stomped the ground in vexation. She wore her white hair in pigtails—a rather unusual style—and had continued to walk the streets to look for Lloyd even after being left in the dust. Still, she lacked Lloyd’s detection magic, and with only traditional methods at her disposal, she was unable to find her target.


      “Impossible! Did he notice me? But my technique was perfect! No, that can’t be true! I could never lose to a mere D-rank!” Suddenly, a chill ran up her back. “I-I know this sense! Wait!” She swung her head around. “O-Of course! I-It was just my imagination,” she muttered with a sigh of relief as she turned back around.


      There was Shino, her back arched backward so she could peer into the girl’s face.


      “Eek!” The girl was so shocked, she fell to her butt.


      “A great reaction as always, my dear other self, Letizia!”


      “What do you mean, ‘as always’?! You always sneak up from behind me, and...that’s right! You even fell from the sky one time! B-But anyways! Don’t sneak up on me, sister!” Letizia’s voice was rough with anger, and she trembled so hard it caused her pigtails to sway.


      On the other hand, Shino simply stared down at her little sister, who was carrying a purple and black umbrella and dressed in black and red maid clothes. The pair’s fashion and sensibilities didn’t quite match their surroundings, and the others on the street gradually began to separate themselves.


      “Anyways, my dear other self. What has brought you to a place like this?”


      “That’s my line! What are you doing here, sister? Do S-rank adventurers really have so much free time?”


      “I sensed an oracle from the devil! I take it you have too?”


      “In other words, you’ve got nothing else to do, huh? Please don’t lump the two of us together, sister!” Letizia was the more reasonable of the two, and she bashfully denied her elder sister’s assumption.


      “Then, what does bring you here?”


      “I heard Lady Yui was in town, so I came out for a walk.”


      “Lady Yui? Oh, you mean that S-rank swordswoman.”


      “Yes, the object of my affections—nay, my goddess!” proclaimed Letizia, puffing out her chest.


      “So? Did you find her?”


      “No, but I discovered Lloyd, her party mate. Though he seemed to notice I was tailing him, given he ran off...”


      “Oho! So he has the skills to shake off even you, huh?”


      “Well... Anyway! I believe you must have met him before, sister. Does the name Lloyd ring any bells?”


      “Lloyd?” Shino looked completely clueless.


      “The D-rank adventurer in Lady Yui’s party.”


      “Oh, that invisible loser of a white mage? He didn’t have any presence at all! I doubt he’d have the skills to shake you off.”


      “How odd. You’re typically such a great judge of people, sister. In fact, that’s the only thing I respect about you.”


      “Hmm, I did not think insanity had beset my sagely eyes, but...perhaps he is like me?!”


      Letizia seemed a bit disappointed that Shino had ignored her sarcastic, spiteful remark. “No, sister. He seemed quite more worldly than you.”


      “Indeed! I cannot be lumped in with the common man! I am a chosen one, a woman who has—”


      “That’s not what I meant. Regardless, what made you think the two of you were similar?” asked Letizia, thinking such a comment was rare coming from her sister.


      “I spend my days repressing my magic. Conscious control of your mana makes for quite surprisingly useful training, after all! For one, failing to hide your true skills—allowing your mana to leak around the clock—allows others to determine the depth of your talents.” This was exactly how Lloyd had been judging the strength of his foes.


      “Then you mean he’s doing the same?”


      “I cannot be certain, but... Oho! I heard something quite interesting today! Is his low rank calculated? Yes, a D-rank would lead many to let down their guards. I see! If you are going to conceal your true strength, a low rank would be useful indeed!” As Shino muttered to herself, a creepy grin grew over her face.


      “S-Sister?” asked Letizia, watching Shino with worry.


      “Bwah hah hah! Lloyd, the white mage! I shall remember you!”


      ***


      In a certain room in the castle at the capital’s center, Yui, Silica, and Claira enjoyed a laughter-filled chat. Therion had been there until the former two girls’ arrival, but after Yui’s insistence on girl talk, he had been forcibly ousted from the room and was currently napping in the castle gardens.


      “Sorry for the sudden visit!”


      “Not at all. I have too much free time on my hands in any case. Thank you so much for thinking of me. You even brought gifts!”


      “Don’t worry about it. Really.”


      “We insist. We came because we wanted to, after all,” added Silica with a smile.
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      After a long chat, the girls began to hear the screams of knights coming from the castle gardens, putting an end to girl talk.


      On their way back home, Yui and Silica parted so that they could prepare for their dungeon dive individually.


      “Let’s see, my first order of business is a new sword! We made bank on that escort mission, so I should be able to splurge a little, right?” Here in the capital, there were many more weapons shops than anywhere else, and naturally, much higher-quality weapons too. “All righty! I’ll get my errands out of the way real quick and go back to some sightseeing and...”


      Since arriving in the capital, Yui had devoted herself to snacking on sweets. She hoped to try every spot in town, from the famous shops to the well-kept secrets. With each day, her weight climbed higher, but she paid that no mind. Still, ever since she and her party had decided to participate in this dungeon conquering, she had been trying to hold back—to two per day, that is. Silica was the only one who had been let in on this secret, and even she thought this was perhaps a tad...excessive.


      “All right, weapons shops,” she muttered to herself as she searched her map. That’s when she began to hear a clamor. “Is there a fight?”


      The capital was where merchants, adventurers, and everyone in between gathered, all for a variety of reasons. Thus, fights weren’t an uncommon occurrence, and the majority were quelled by knights who happened to hear the ruckus. In other words, it was just a daily part of life. It was best to ignore such scuffles, but Yui wasn’t shrewd enough for that.


      “I wonder what all this commotion is?” asked Yui as she pushed her way through the crowd to lay eyes on its center. “Huh?!”


      Standing there was an impoverished-looking boy and a woman dressed in a lavish gown. Surrounding the latter were multiple adventurers, who seemed to be her guards. And given the armbands they wore, these guards didn’t seem like typical adventurers, but her usual retinue. Occasionally, adventurers would accept temporary escort missions, but they wouldn’t typically wear a noble’s family crest for that job. But more than anything, they seemed completely loyal to the woman.


      “In adventurer terms, these guards look like they’re about A or B-rank.”


      There were eight of them. The boy had sunk into himself, frozen and trembling.


      As for the bystanders...


      “Hey, shouldn’t we put a stop to this?”


      “But that’s...”


      “House Wendy. That noble family is famous here in the capital.”


      “Yeah, and her dad’s the head of the family, a man once known as the Great Wind Mage. That name has some power.”


      “And rumor has it he’s the epitome of a doting father. It’s best not to make an enemy of him.”


      “That boy is in for it.”


      The townspeople in the crowd spoke the truth. Cold as it was, they were sound in their judgments. However, Yui wasn’t quite clever enough to accept such reasoning.


      “Hey, stop that!”


      “Oh? Are you speaking to me?”


      “Who else would I be?”


      “And do you know who I am? You can’t if you’re addressing me like that, can you? If you were aware and chose this route anyway, it would only be even more pathetic, as it would mean you let your anger get the better of you.”


      “Huh, I dunno who you are. Some menopausal hag who’d mercilessly take her anger out on a child, I guess?” responded Yui, doing everything possible to rile this woman up. In this situation, Yui had the upper hand.


      “You brat! Hey! Deal with her first!” At the woman’s command, her guards surrounded Yui and drew their blades. “These men were handpicked by yours truly. Their leader in particular is a spellsword, capable of both magic and melee. And he’s not just any mere magic swordsmen! His skills rival that of an S-rank adventurer!”


      “Oh? And I take it you’ve got the proper grounds to make that judgment?” asked Yui, angered at how easily the words “S-rank adventurer” had spilled from this woman’s mouth. Yui hadn’t earned that title easily. Naturally, she knew that becoming an S-rank adventurer wasn’t a simple task, which meant this woman’s utterance had hurt her pride.


      “You’ll see if you choose to engage him! Though if he’s fighting a brat like you, the battle may prove too short for you to process!”


      Yui had yet to even equip her sword, but the guard swung without mercy. The blade was bathed in faint flames and would surely leave a burn mark. The single drawback was that this dramatically reduced the sword’s durability, meaning the technique would immediately ruin the average sword. Additionally, accidentally coming in contact with the flames would also injure the wielder. Thus, it was a difficult feat, but this man didn’t seem like he needed to mind these worries.


      The moment the blade came in contact with its target, it burned bright.


      “Storage!” Yui blocked it with her summoned sword. “So, you weren’t just talking out of your butt.” The hot air prickled against her cheeks. “Still...” Yui pushed aside the man’s blade and closed the gap between them, planning to use this opening to strike. “You’re gonna pay for this!”


      The guard’s eyes flew open in surprise. However, Yui’s attack was blocked at the last moment by one of the other nearby guards.


      “Damn it! I’m not too good at fighting outnumbered.” Yui glanced at the boy, but he was still frozen on the ground. In fact, the outbreak of this battle only seemed to have him cowering harder.


      Still, Yui was certain. It would take some time, but she would win this fight. Defeat...was impossible.


      A slight smile made its way to Yui’s lips in a show of composure. Then, she swung her blade, gradually overpowering the guards.


      “This brat! Is she not just an average adventurer?” said the noble woman, glaring at Yui and clearly vexed.


      “Huh? I know this girl. She’s Yui, the genius swordswoman who climbed the ranks to S-rank despite her young age.”


      “So she’s an actual S-rank?”


      “I heard that S-rank adventurers were gathering here in the capital, but I guess it wasn’t just a rumor.”


      “It doesn’t look too good for those guards.”


      Even the bystanders could tell Yui had the advantage.


      “Oh, damn it! In that case...!” The woman glanced at the crowd and signaled.


      “You’re not too stupid to realize that I’m stronger, right? I think it’s about time you gave up.” By highlighting her composure and proving her advantage, Yui tried to hurt their morale.


      However, this backfired. Yui had let her guard down and failed to notice the other guard hiding among the crowd.


      “Huh?!” A black, ominous magic circle appeared beneath her feat. Chains erupted from it, shackling her limbs. “What the heck?! Chains?! Ugh, I can’t get these off!”


      The chains twisted themselves around Yui’s arms and legs, barring her from movement.


      “Oho ho ho! Those are magical chains, ones that will gradually deplete you of strength and mana. How pitiful!”


      “Ugh! You got me!”


      A guard swung down his fiery blade, aiming straight for Yui.


      With enough struggle, she could break through the chains, but she didn’t have the time.


      She was cornered.


      But at the last moment...


      “What’s this? Fighting in broad daylight, are we?”


      The crowd gasped. All eyes—Yui’s, the guards’, and even the onlookers’—turned to face the woman in black robes who was offering the boy her hand.


      “Wh-When did she...?”


      She had cut through the crowd and entered the middle of the fray. But that was strange. No one present, not even the bystanders, had noticed her at all. Was that really possible?


      The woman ignored their shock and cast healing magic on the boy.


      “Could you stay out of this, please? We had just reached the best part,” grumbled the noblewoman as she glared at the robed intruder.


      “The best part, you say?”


      “Indeed. S-rank adventurer or not, I was just in the middle of teaching her what happens to anyone who raises a hand against me.”


      “Ah, I see.”


      “Right? So, I’d very much appreciate it if you could get out of our way so we could—”


      In a flash, the robed woman disappeared, only to immediately reappear behind Yui. At the same time, the guard’s sword shattered. Not to mention, the black mage who must have cast that spell on Yui was in her left arm and unconscious.


      “Huh?!” The whole crowd was flabbergasted. They couldn’t even tell what had happened—except for Yui, that is, but even she was shocked.


      “Th-That was crazy fast!” Yui had barely managed to catch the split second of acceleration, but had immediately lost sight of the woman afterward. And this wasn’t on the level of being able to react or not—the woman was so fast, nobody could see her. Even Yui, the only one who had seen her accelerate, couldn’t immediately make sense of the phenomenon she had just witnessed.


      “Wh-What just happened?” asked the noblewoman, her voice trembling.


      “I unsheathed my sword, broke his blade, captured the mage hiding in the crowd, and landed right here. That’s all,” said the robed woman, spewing the impossible as if it were the simplest thing in the world.


      “Y-You fib! That would be impossible! My guards would never be so easily—”


      “Oh, would you like some assurance? You can experience it yourself, if you like.” In a flash, the robed woman closed the distance between herself and the noblewoman, and before anyone could notice, brought her blade to her neck.


      “Eeek!”


      The blade had been drawn in an instant. If Yui’s eyes couldn’t follow, the noblewoman hadn’t stood a chance. The robed woman’s movements were completely polished, leaving no room to block or flee. Yui was enamored. “W-Wow,” she muttered.


      “C-Could you p-please, um, sh-sheathe your w-weapon...?”


      “Yes, of course. But first, I’d like you to promise me something.”


      “Y-You want me to m-make you a p-promise?”


      “Indeed, I do. And it’s a simple one. Just promise you won’t ever try something like this again,” said the robed woman with a grin.


      The noblewoman’s face froze. Still, she toiled to move her lips, and after they flapped like a fish, she finally managed to croak out. “A-And if I break that promise...?”


      “In that case, then...” There was no need for her to finish that thought. For a moment, Yui felt like she could see a devil peaking out over the robed woman’s shoulder.


      “I-I must be seeing things.”


      Before the robed woman, the noblewoman and her retinue fled with their tails between their legs. Yui simply watched this scene. But then, the robed woman turned to approach her.


      “U-Um, thanks!” Not knowing what to say, Yui simply bowed her head.


      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I chose to act on my own accord.”


      “You were really amazing! What do you do for a living?”


      “I simply move from town to town. A traveler, if you will.”


      “O-Oh, I see...” It was rare that Yui acted polite, but now, she did so unknowingly. “That really was amazing.”


      “R-Really? Thanks.” Yui had offered praise, but for some reason, she looked awfully down. It had the robed woman scratching her head. “What is it? Is something the matter?”


      “Oh, it’s just... I recently became an S-rank adventurer, and it had me thinking that I was the strongest in the whole world. But lately, I’ve just been embarrassed that I could even think that.”


      “R-Really? But you’re still young, aren’t you? There’s no need to rush.”


      “There’s someone else in my party who’s the same age as me, a white mage named Lloyd. He’s amazing! I feel like I rely on him for everything.”


      “Lloyd?” The robed woman knew that name, and she couldn’t hide her reaction. “And I’ve heard of a Yui before...” It was a name she knew well combined with a name she had a vague recollection of. “Oh, so that’s how it is...”


      The robed woman, Lily, walked up to Yui and leaned in close. “Hey, would you like to train with me?”


      ***


      That sure was sudden! But I couldn’t refuse this offer. There was an amazingly strong swordswoman right before more eyes, one more talented than any I’d met my whole life—actually, more talented than I’d ever meet again. And she had offered to train me. This could be my chance to finally make up for what I’d been lacking!


      “I-I’d love to!” I exclaimed with zero hesitation.


      “Then, follow me.”


      “Right!”


      The hooded woman brought me into the forest—deep into the forest.


      “Yui? I understand I might not be the right messenger for this advice, but you can’t just take strangers up on their offers so willy-nilly, especially if they take you deep into the woods like this.”


      “Don’t worry about it! I’m a pretty good judge of people, after all,” I proudly declared. I didn’t really have any evidence to support it, but I knew I could trust this woman! At least, that’s what my gut said! Though she did look pretty suspicious...


      “Um, can I ask your name?”


      “M-My name?” It was a pretty casual question, but she hesitated for some reason. Did I hit a soft spot? I could tell she had some story to her given her getup, but I wasn’t expecting her name to be a part of all that.


      “Uh, was I wrong to ask that?”


      “No, it’s fine... You can call me Lilith.”


      “Lilith...” Given her reaction and how long it took, that was definitely an alias, and this woman—Lilith, I guess—likely knew I’d be able to tell as much. But I wasn’t going to push her on it! Even I could tell it wouldn’t benefit either of us. Plus, it was much easier to call her name if I had a name to call! “You’re a traveler, aren’t you?”


      “It’s more of an eating tour than anything.”


      “So, you love food tours too! And here I was thinking you were completely out of my reach!”


      “Well, times have been good lately. Truly...” I could see her eyes from under her hood. They looked sad, and seemed to be trained somewhere far off in the distance.


      For a while, we walked through the woods and chatted.


      “We’re here.”


      “This is it?” There was a cliff—a tall one. You could see a huge portion of the forest from up here. It was pretty far from the capital, but the view was great! I wouldn’t be surprised if it was known as some secret famous view. “Uh, we’re gonna train here?” I asked, thinking she must have made some sort of mistake.


      “Yup. I’m not the one you’ll be fighting after all,” said Lilith, pointing down at what was below the cliff.


      I was pretty confused, but I peered down to where she was pointing. Then, I gulped. “That’s what I’m fighting? Are you joking?!”


      It was a desperate plea, yet Lilith only giggled! Apparently, that really was my opponent.


      At the bottom of the cliff was a huge horde of bug monsters. Plus, they were all about two or three times the size of a normal human, and their strength seemed to match! They were the perfect trifecta of gross, tough, and plentiful.


      “Y-You want me to fight those things?! I thought we’d be training together!”


      “And we will, as I’ll be lending you a hand.” I had no idea where she was hiding the thing, but she took out a giant sword from beneath her robe—one different and much bigger than the one she had been using earlier.


      “Storage magic...?” According to Lloyd, it was the simplest spell to cast without an incantation. But I only learned about this sort of magic after I had met him. Lilith must really be something!


      “I really am embarrassed at how cocky I got after becoming an S-rank adventurer, but I’ve always been confident in my sword arm!”


      I prided myself in being able to beat anyone with my sword, and I actually had never lost a one-on-one sword battle no matter how old my opponent was. I could easily beat swordsmen twice my age!


      But it wasn’t until I met Lloyd, that I realized just how small my world was.


      But for real, just who was Lilith? Well maybe I was curious, but it wasn’t the time. I slapped my cheeks, fired myself up, and shouted, “I’m gonna master something or other! Mark my words!”




      Thus, the forest training began. There, Yui would witness exactly why Lilith—nay, Lily—was at times called the Sword Saint, and at others the Sword Fiend. There, she’d witness the skills of the woman once known to be the world’s strongest swordsman.


      ***


      Countless books were piled high on the desk before me. Some were from town, while others were incredibly rare tomes typically kept from the public. They ranged wildly, but almost all of them were about one thing—magic. A portion was even about close-range combat, but I couldn’t really make heads or tails of those ones.


      Some of these books were notes from Ryouen’s research and had data about adventurers. They truly were the result of passion. They described adventurers in great detail, including the magic they could use, their physical stats, and their past achievements. I was planning on scolding her if I found anything private in them, but it was all public knowledge. That sure was a relief.


      Well, it was maybe hard to say she had common sense considering she had done all of this in the first place, but at least she followed it to the minimal degree. Or maybe she just wasn’t interested in their private lives.


      “Still...” Every book gathered here had been handpicked by Ryouen, which was maybe why they all managed to pique my interest. I didn’t think I’d ever get bored of them. Except maybe the ones about swordsmanship.


      “What dost thou think? They are all my personal recommendations. Interesting, are they not?”


      “Yeah, they are.” In fact, they were so interesting I was a bit disappointed I couldn’t cast any of these spells, or even actually put the few I could to any use in a real life-or-death fight. I kept wishing that I had the aptitude for this sort of magic.


      “I am certain that, as a white mage, thou cannot use the majority. They do indeed tend to reflect my aptitudes, thou see.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. I can’t cast these spells myself, but even then, the ideas and structures behind them might come in handy.” I had already found some magic I might be able to put to use, after all.


      “Thou dost indeed resemble Merlin.”


      “I can’t say I appreciate the comparison.”


      “Huh?! But such a compliment would keep me pleased for a whole night!” For some reason, Ryouen was mad. Really, the respect she had for Master Merlin crossed the line into reverence, at least in my eyes. But why revere a hopeless woman like her?


      “Is Master Merlin really that amazing?” She really only seemed hopeless to me.


      “Well, uh, indeed. She doth be amazing.”


      “Why, exactly? Has she accomplished anything?”


      “Well, uh, that doth be...” Ryouen averted her eyes and tried to beat around the bush.


      Huh, I get it. Basically, Master Merlin had zero accomplishments to speak of.


      “Ugh! Master Merlin doth seem to be hiding it from thee for some reason, but... Oh, how I wish to share! How I wish to regale thee with my beloved Master Merlin’s great accomplishments! I would speak for three days and three nights, then ask for thy tale.” Ryouen started to whisper something to herself. I could tell she was annoyed, but I couldn’t tell what about our conversation had made her so vexed.


      “What are you doing?”


      “I-It doth be nothing! Thou hast no need to worry. More importantly, I shall be joining thy dungeon dive!”


      “Y-You will...?” I was disappointed, but I chose not to share those thoughts. Seriously though, my and Ryouen’s sensibilities sure were different. Diving into a dungeon with such a radically individualistic group seemed like hell to me, but she seemed to be genuinely looking forward to it. I was jealous.


      “Are you gonna be okay? You’re joining as an individual, right? You’re not going to have trouble being alone in a party you’re not familiar with?”


      “Well, I am indeed an A-rank adventurer, after all! I have the skills to join, and my job doth be investigating the dungeon. I shall generally leave the fights to others.”


      “I see.”


      “Indeed. But do not fret, dear Lloyd. I can protect myself.”


      It wasn’t everyday that you could investigate the inside of a dungeon, so of course Ryouen had chosen to participate. Though I still got the feeling this might be dangerous.


      “Well...” She probably knew more about adventurers, dungeons, and monsters than I did. I was pretty sure there was no need for me to speak up. “I’ll be looking forward to it, then.”


      “Indeed! I eagerly await the opportunity to witness thy skills!”


      Once again, a unique personality was added to the conquering team, but one more was nothing to fret about given all the others.


      “This doth be my first battle in a long time! I need to prepare my tools. Thus, I shall head out into town. Do take care of the place while I am gone.”


      “Right.”


      With that, Ryouen waltzed out of the room. “Anyway...” There was a whole mountain left of books I wanted to read. “Which reminds me...”


      Master Merlin was both my teacher and adoptive mother. And if I remembered correctly, that statue in Ishtar had been labeled with the same name, “The Great Philosopher Merlin.” They didn’t seem alike at all though, besides their looks. Even then, the statue didn’t quite match the Merlin I knew, especially when it came to the chest area.


      “Should I head back home? It’s been a while...”


      Nope, definitely not. I couldn’t. Maybe if I met her in person, I’d be able to confirm some things. But still...


      “I really don’t wanna see her.”


      Or really, it would be beyond awkward. It had already been more than a year since I left without permission, and of course, I hadn’t kept in contact at all. I’d have to be crazy to choose to meet with her now. There was no knowing what she would say—actually, I’d be lucky if my punishment stopped at just words. There was no knowing what she might do to me.


      “I guess I better not go home.”


      I thought about it for a little longer, but it didn’t find me any answers. Thus, I decided to put those useless thoughts aside and return to my reading.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Adventurers, into the Dungeon!


      It was the day of the dungeon dive, and the four participating adventuring parties, the Hero of Destruction’s retinue, and Ryouen had gathered outside the dungeon’s entrance. Everybody was ready to head inside, which meant all we had left to do was wait for the last group to arrive.


      After a short while, Shino appeared in the distance, yawning dramatically as she walked toward us.


      “So, she’s finally here,” muttered Testa, the Hero of Destruction, as he glared at her. She was twenty minutes late, so I could understand where he was coming from. Though Ryouen, myself, and some of the others had predicted this the moment she was late to our original meeting. So, we were right.


      Still, we had chosen to wait for her anyway because apparently, her skills were necessary for this quest. Not that I knew exactly why, but the reason for that was simple. I had only heard about Shino’s skills from Ryouen, which meant I didn’t have a great grasp on them. All I really knew was what I had gleaned from a cursory glance at the documents Ryouen had lent me. While I knew what spells she could cast, I’d have to see their force and effects for myself to get a clear picture. The only ones who did have a clear idea of her talents were her old party members.


      “Which reminds me,” I said, suddenly remembering something. “You were gone for a while, Yui. Was something wrong?” I asked the girl standing beside me. During the few days I had been absent, Yui apparently had been as well, and she hadn’t warned anyone in advance.


      “You too, yeah?”


      “I told you guys I’d be at Ryouen’s for a while, didn’t I?”


      It seemed like Yui couldn’t put a face to the name. She searched her memories for a moment. “Ryouen... Oh! That researcher who works for the kingdom, right?”


      “Yeah. She’s here right now, actually.”


      “Huh. But she’s a researcher, yeah? And one who works for the kingdom. Can they really be sending someone as important as her into a dungeon they know nothing about?”


      “I don’t think you need to worry. She’s an A-rank adventurer, apparently.” And considering she might be A-rank just because she hadn’t worked enough to make it to S-rank, her skills could be even greater than her rank. We probably had nothing to worry about. But anyway... “So? What were you up to, Yui?”


      “Ugh, and I tried so hard to change the subject!”


      “Yeah, I could tell.” Now that I had blocked her path of escape, I once again asked my question.


      “I-It’s...a secret.”


      “Huh.” A secret? “What? Were you up to something unmentionable?”


      “Th-That’s not it! Well, you’ll figure it out if you keep a close watch on me today.”


      “I see...” Despite my pushing, Yui didn’t budge.


      “I promised not to tell you, after all,” she muttered.


      “Promised who?”


      “N-Nobody!”


      As we chatted, something caught my eyes—Yui’s sword. After taking a closer look, I realized I didn’t recognize the blade she had on her hip. “What’s with the new sword?”


      “Oh, this? A certain someone gifted it to me!”


      “Yui, you didn’t extort anyone, did y—?”


      “I didn’t! I promise! It really was a gift!”


      We earned a ton of money from our last quest, so she could probably buy almost any sword in town. At a glance, this one seemed sort of special, but nothing out of her budget. Still, the word “gift” had caught my attention. “A gift, huh?”


      “S-So what?!”


      I was sure that was a clue that’d help me figure out what Yui was up to during the days she was missing, but...


      “Well, whatever.” We might have been in the same party, but nobody appreciated it when others tried to pry too far into their personal matters. Plus, Yui wasn’t the type to disappear without a reason.


      “A-Anyway! W-We better prepare ourselves for this dungeon dive!” I was relieved to see she was as energetic as usual. Actually more than usual. But still, I had honestly been a bit worried when Daggers told me she had disappeared.


      “I see you’re fine,” I muttered.


      But as I did so, I sensed someone was watching me from afar. “Oho, so that’s the famed Lloyd.” Shino was staring at me, seemingly completely unbothered by her own tardiness. It took me a second to notice her gaze.


      “What are you doing, Lloyd?”


      “Sorry, I just felt some eyes on me.”


      “Eyes?” Yui turned to where I was looking. “Isn’t that Shino, that adventurer?”


      “Yup.” No other adventurer out there would show up for a dungeon dive in clothes so ill-fitting for the occasion.


      “Do you know her?”


      “No, I don’t think we’ve even spoken before.”


      “But she’s really staring you down.”


      “Yeah, I can see.” I had been holed up in Ryouen’s laboratory for the past few days, save for the time I had spent preparing my tools. We couldn’t have encountered each other before. “She’s not that stalker from earlier either...”


      “Stalker? You have a stalker, Lloyd?”


      “Yeah, though not the type who stalks out of affection.”


      “Hmm. Maybe they’re after your money?”


      “Actually, it felt more like they were after my life.” I wouldn’t have sensed so much bloodlust if all they wanted was money. Maybe they’d have let me live, but there was no knowing what they might have done to me if they’d managed to catch me. Plus, I wasn’t rich enough to be targeted just for my cash.


      “Well, I’m sure you’d be fine either way, Lloyd.”


      “You’re not worried about me at all?”


      “I mean, you’re Lloyd!”


      “I’m not following the logic.” Seriously, Ryouen, Yui...just who did they take me for? I was just your average white mage.


      “Yui, Lloyd! We’re heading inside!” By the time Daggers called for us, everyone besides Ryouen and Shino had already entered the dungeon.


      “I guess we better get going,” I said.


      “Yup. It’s time I showed you all the fruits of my training!”


      “What training?”


      “I-It’s nothing!”




      From within the brush, a shadow secretly observed Lloyd and Yui’s cheerful chatter. It was a woman dressed in black robes—Lily.




      Lily smiled to herself and giggled. “They sure get along well!” She was happy to see Lloyd in such high spirits after so long. “But seriously, this is amazing. These anti-detection-magic robes completely hide your presence. The only drawbacks are the fact it’s hard to move in since you have to cover your whole body, and the fact it’s not very fashionable. Still, I can’t believe it’s enough to trick even Lloyd’s magic.”


      Lily was dressed in Wil’s specially-made presence-hiding robes, which were crafted from a special cloth and made to be used in reconnaissance against the demon army. The robes minimized one’s mana signature, making them impervious to detection magic. Still, while that signature could be maximally reduced, it couldn’t be completely concealed. Originally, they had been used not to counter detection magic, but to conceal the depths of one’s magical force. Thus, these robes had been born.


      “They really are convenient, though. I’ll have to have Wil make me one that actually looks nice,” Lily absentmindedly remarked.


      That’s when Shino turned to look at her. Lily noticed and took a panicked step backward. “How are her senses so sharp?”


      Lily hadn’t made a sound; she had only been staring in Lloyd’s direction. And yet, Shino had managed to sense her. “I’ll need to be more careful, I suppose,” muttered Lily, reflecting on her carelessness as she stared at the dungeon’s entrance, which resembled a cave opening and led deep underground. “I wonder what item they’ll find slumbering inside...”


      ***


      The inner tunnels of this cave-type dungeon were bathed in a pale light. It’d be hard to consider this good visibility, but it was at least bright enough we didn’t need to prepare light sources of our own.


      “And it’s all thanks to this mineral, huh?” said Yui, gazing at a light source she had picked up off the dungeon floor. This mineral covered the tunnels, creating light.


      “It’s a phenomenon that occurs due to prolonged mana exposure.” And it wasn’t a particularly rare occurrence. However, it wasn’t this phenomenon itself that enchanted so many of us, but the unusually high concentration. It was rare there was enough to so beautifully light a dungeon.


      “I guess this is proof this place has been around for a while, then,” remarked Yui.


      “But really, the mana here is super concentrated. The monsters will likely be stronger than those on the surface.”


      “Can you tell how many floors there are, Lloyd?”


      “Hmm... Twenty, at the very least.”


      “There’s that many?!” Yui’s voice reverberated in the tunnels. It was only natural for her to react that way. I had done the detecting myself, and even I was doubting my spell on this one. “Th-There’s really that many?”


      “Yeah. Not that I want to believe it either. There could be thirty, or even a hundred if we’re unlucky.” It was only after stepping inside that I really began to understand just how unusual dungeons were.


      “Wh-Why didn’t you say anything?!”


      “Well, I mean... Do you think they’d believe me?” Yup, that was the reason I chose to stay silent. Even if I told Testa, who was leading the charge at the front of the line, I doubted he would believe me. Thus, I was waiting for someone else to detect the same and deliver the message. “I was thinking I’d leave that report to someone else.”


      “Hold on here a sec! I don’t think there’s anyone else in the whole world who’s as good with detection magic as you are.”


      “No, I’m sure there are, right? There has to be.” I mean, Master Merlin’s was better than mine.


      “Well, whatever. I mean, you are making some sense.”


      “I guess we should tell the others in our party at least, huh?”


      “Yeah, you’re right.”


      I delivered the same message I had just delivered to Yui to Daggers, Silica, and Cross, who were walking a short distance ahead of us.


      “Hey, you’ve gotta be joking,” said Cross.


      “Yeah, I knew that was coming,” said Yui.


      “B-But we didn’t bring any food with us, or anything else we might need for such a long journey,” said Silica. We had brought a little extra, but that didn’t inspire much confidence when there was no knowing how big this dungeon really was.


      This was what really made underground dungeons so troublesome—there was a lot less information you could glean just by looking at the outside compared to other dungeons. Not to mention, it’d be difficult to retreat if we needed to.


      “But I wonder why the kingdom chose this dungeon. Aren’t there others?” asked Silica.


      “Yeah, there are two others within Fuhlen territory,” added Daggers. One was a giant tower located in the middle of Great Forest at the frontier, while the other was a temple that had sunk to the seafloor. Both were quite a distance from the capital, and the road there was difficult and filled with strong monsters. However, that wasn’t the only reason their kingdom had chosen this one.


      “I think it’s because this dungeon is a nuisance to them,” I said.


      “A nuisance? What do you mean?” asked Yui, clearly unable to follow.


      Everyone else, however, picked up on what I was laying down.


      “Wh-What?” asked Yui.


      “Dungeons can typically be left alone without causing any issues, but only when there’s no towns or villages nearby,” said Daggers.


      “Wh-Which means...?”


      “Sometimes, monsters will leave their dungeons. Nobody knows exactly why, but anytime they do, the kingdom needs to rush to eradicate them,” he briefly and clearly explained.


      “Though this isn’t a problem as long as the area is empty. Those monsters will eventually settle down and find a new nest, after all. But when there are human dwellings nearby, those monsters grow frenzied and attack,” added Silica. Incidentally, this also happened to be the reason the other dungeons were so hard to get to. Strong monsters from the dungeons had inhabited the surrounding areas, making them so treacherous they were dubbed, “monster territory.” If such a thing happened to this forest, which was near the capital, it could even spell the end of the nation.


      “Oh, I get it. So the kingdom is trying to use this opportunity to get rid of this dungeon that’s been bothering them,” summarized Yui.


      “Yup. Once the item that slumbers here is removed, the place will collapse.” Though nobody was sure why. “They have a fair excuse to get rid of it, and it’s not every day that so much talent is concentrated in the capital either.”


      The kingdom already had no choice but to gather their best forces there to defend Claira. If they claimed this quest was to further bolster their forces, other nations would simply have to accept that reasoning. And as long as they didn’t proclaim they’d keep the item for themselves, others were unlikely to voice any dissatisfaction with their plan.


      “Somehow, it feels like the kingdom’s just using us. Can’t say I’m too happy about that,” pouted Yui.


      “Hey, you guys! Cut the annoying chatter! Stay vigilant!” shouted Testa, who turned back around to look at us. And well, he was right. We really were in the wrong right now, but still...


      “Twenty floors of this is gonna be pretty emotionally grating, huh?”


      “Shouldn’t we just tell them? It seems like they’re planning on keeping up this pace until the dungeon’s conquered.”


      “And do you think they’d listen to me?”


      “I guess I can’t say either way...” Well, I could, and the answer was almost certainly no.


      “Testa’s from the Holy Principality, right?” This was just a guess, but I got the feeling the upper brass there had given him some orders. Actually, knowing him, they probably didn’t need to. As long as he had a chance, he’d definitely try to claim the dungeon’s item for himself and take it back to the Holy Principality.


      I sighed. It was hard not to, knowing what lay ahead of us. I just hoped this didn’t get too obnoxious.


      “Hmm?” Suddenly, Testa stopped in his tracks.


      “What is it, Leader?”


      “There are monster tracks here,” he responded. So, he had found some monster tracks. “Hey, do you know how many?”


      “I do. There’s a dozen or so monsters thirty meters ahead, and another two dozen farther inside.”


      “Thanks,” said Testa. Then, he took out some black gloves from his pocket and put them on before clenching his fists.


      “Hey, wait a second. He’s not gonna use that, is he?” muttered one of the other adventurers.


      Huh, so that was his plan of attack. A black whirlwind enveloped Testa’s right hand, spreading from his fist to his arm. He was using those gloves in place of a staff, and I could see a jade-colored magic circle appear on the back of his palm. “Black Wind!”


      He punched out his fist, causing the surrounding wind magic to violently explode. A black gust chipped away at the tunnel walls as it barreled ahead, widening the space.


      “It sure is roomier in here now.”


      The cavern had doubled in size, while the monsters had been chopped into so many pieces they were now unrecognizable. The vestiges of Testa’s attack spread over more than a hundred meters. No wonder he was called the Hero of Destruction.


      “That destructive force is amazing.”


      The one drawback to this spell was that it easily destroyed his gloves. They weren’t particularly heavy or bulky, so he probably carried multiple pairs with him. But still, it had to cost him a fortune.


      “I guess I should have expected nothing less from a Hero.” Both his physical and monetary power were in a whole different league.


      “Therion, Testa... Heroes sure are amazing, huh?” His strength was enough to even leave an S-rank adventurer like Yui in awe.


      “You truly are the best, Leader,” praised one of Testa’s party members.


      “No, it was thanks to your accurate intel that I was able to eliminate these monsters with minimum force. You truly are a skilled subordinate.”


      “Y-You speak too highly of me,” she responded, clearly bashful from all this flattery.


      “Uh-huh...” So, he was surprisingly kind to his other party members.


      “If only he treated the rest of us like that, don’t you think?” asked Yui.


      “Yeah, I really do...”


      ***


      We had made it to the third floor, but even then, it had taken us hours. Though in my opinion, that meant we were making pretty good time if I was being honest.


      “This sure is annoying, huh?”


      The third floor was the haunt of human-sized bat monsters. Plus, there weren’t many light-producing minerals on this floor, which made it hard to see. But on the bright side, I guess my detection magic meant we didn’t have to worry about these bats ambushing us.


      “Above you, Yui.”


      “Right!” she swung her blade above her head, which cut the bat straight in half. The two halves fell to the ground with a splat.


      “You’ve improved,” said Daggers.


      “Don’t ya think?” responded Yui, clearly proud.


      “I’m sorry to force you all to cover for me like this,” said Silica.


      “It’s fine! Didn’t you hear Lloyd? We don’t know what things look like ahead, so we need to conserve our MP.”


      We’d only let Silica enter the fray once we got a handle on the full layout of the dungeon, or if Daggers and Yui weren’t enough to handle our current foe. For now, we’d leave things to those two as much as possible. Meanwhile, I’d cast detection magic over the smallest range necessary to alert them of our enemies’ positions.


      On the other hand...


      “Damn it! Just how much farther do we have to go?!”


      “I’m not sure, but it seems like the dungeon still goes deeper.”


      Testa and his party were struggling to grasp the situation, and while I couldn’t see the other adventurers, I could tell that they were starting to get nervous as well.


      “Everyone’s panicking, huh?” I guess that was natural. They couldn’t even get a full grasp of their current situation, much less the layout of the whole dungeon.


      “Must be tough for them! But we’re fine thanks to having a cheat-level item like Lloyd on our team!” said Yui, perfectly composed and grinning from ear to ear.


      “Though I’d appreciate it if you didn’t call me an ‘item’ with such an innocent look on your face.” Still, she didn’t have any ill intent, and she clearly meant it as a compliment. I couldn’t protest too much. “Well, I guess I’ll take that as praise.”


      But still, there was a more pressing matter.


      “Maybe I don’t need to say this again, but this dungeon...is a beast.”


      “Did you find the end?”


      “Nope.”


      “Still?”


      I increased the range of my detection magic and checked once again.


      “So? How do things look?”


      “I can tell there’s thirty floors, at the very least.” I was hoping I’d get a grasp of the dungeon’s size by now, but that wasn’t going too well for me. I wasn’t used to using detection magic beneath my feet, which couldn’t have helped. But more than anything, I could tell the dungeon was blocking my magic. The deeper we went, the more my search was obstructed.


      “Thirty floors? You’ve gotta be kidding! And there could be even more?” asked Yui.


      “Maybe it’s best we turn back, no?” suggested Daggers, and I could understand his thinking. But still...


      “And do you think Testa would be okay with that?”


      “Probably not, huh?” he assented.


      “And what if just the five of us turned back?” suggested Yui.


      “I don’t even want to imagine the scolding we’d be in for.” It was sure to be a big one. Clearly, our only choice was to take the proper time to conquer this dungeon.


      But amid all the chaos, there was one member who was having some disquieting thoughts. “Seriously? That’s all Heroes are made of?!” Shino hadn’t participated much in the action up until now, but her impatience had motivated her to act. “We’re really spending all this time taking out the small fry?”


      Testa cursed under his breath. “Not only do you treat this like a joke, you arrived late. Do you really think you have the right to question me?”


      “Yeah, I think I do,” she boldly declared, earning a scowl from Testa. “Let me ask you this, Hero of Destruction. Do you really intend on conquering the dungeon like this?”


      “Of course I do.”


      “I see. Well, then I’m going on ahead. There’s no problem with me claiming the item down here first, right?”


      “What?”


      Shino completely ignored Testa’s shock as she thrust her umbrella onto the ground and began to cast an enchantment. “Magical arrows from the abyss deepest, appear before me now!” She thrust her umbrella toward the sky, causing a giant magic circle to appear.


      “No way! You’re not trying too—?!”


      “Yup, I am! This is a dungeon, right? I’m not here to prance through some maze. Can’t we just break on through?” A giant bow and arrow were summoned from the magic circle, which glowed purple. This had to be one of those dark magic spells she was so skilled at. “Reduce all to rubble! Darkness Arrow!”


      The bowstring stretched on its own to fire the giant magic arrow straight at the ground. It broke through countless floors as it barreled downward.


      “She’s insane,” muttered one of the adventurers.


      “I’ll be going, then!” Those were Shino’s last words before she leaped down through the crevice she created.


      “Damn it! How dare she make a fool of me!” Testa was clearly pissed that Shino had left him in the dust. “Make haste! Like hell we’ll let her get the jump on us!”


      “Of course, Leader!” shouted Testa’s party members. Immediately, Testa took a staff from one of them and cast wind magic. This spell utilized wind power to lift him and those around him slightly into the air, and while it couldn’t be used in battle, it still had its uses.


      “Hey! Don’t just leave the rest of us behind!” shouted Yui as Testa and his party floated down into the hole.


      “I guess he’s saying we’re baggage,” said Cross, who was clearly annoyed.


      “Seriously! What’s wrong with them?! They’ve been like this since we first had that meeting!” complained Yui.


      “I guess he’s just saying he’s got no need for those of us who can’t follow.”


      “But isn’t that just way too mean?!” she shouted back, bubbling with anger.


      “I mean, I understand how you feel, but...” I could still hear the cave floors crumbling from below. She was really making a show of things.


      At this pace, it wouldn’t take much time to conquer the dungeon—one week at the most, which was what we had budgeted for anyway. And by busting through the floor, she was crushing monsters, as well as minimizing her encounters with them.


      “So, what do we do? Given their attitudes, they’re not gonna complain if we just bail,” suggested Yui, and she had a point. If we could turn back, then I wanted to. But it didn’t seem like we had that option.


      “Silica, can you cast that same spell?”


      “Yes, I can. However... Wait, you don’t intend on following them, do you?!”


      “I do. And if possible, I want you to cast the spell on everyone who’s here.”


      “Huuuh?!” That scream was universal. They all were clearly shocked.


      “Hey, D-rank! Don’t you dare eff around!”


      “We’re going home!”


      Next came a flurry of complaints and insults.


      “Y’know, you’re the one in the wrong here, Lloyd,” said Yui, looking exasperated. However, that suggestion was enough for some to understand our current situation, even if only a few of them. Silica had already prepped to cast the spell and was awaiting my orders.


      “What do you think, Daggers?” I asked.


      “I agree. Though to be honest, I don’t really want to conquer this dungeon.”


      “Wh-What do you mean?!” asked Yui, unable to follow our conversation.


      “If this keeps up, the dungeon’s probably going to collapse.”


      “Huh?!”


      We had been taking our time, and that made Shino impatient. Instead, she decided to head straight for the bottom floor without paying any mind to anything else. At the same time, Testa and his party were intent on keeping up the pace and were destroying floors in an effort to recover the item that slumbered in the dungeon’s depths. The ensuing result of such thoughtless and continuous destruction was obvious. “The tunnels will lose their balance, and the floors will cave in like a chain reaction.” This was important, so I made sure to repeat it again.


      “But if we hurry on out of here, then—” Suddenly, the floor shook beneath us with a crash, cutting off Yui’s words. The dungeon was already starting to crumble.


      “Yeah, seems like it’s too late for that.” If I didn’t finish explaining myself quickly, things could get bad. I started speaking again, this time at a quicker pace. “We have two options: Protect ourselves from the collapse by heading deeper inside, or protect ourselves from the collapse by finding a sturdier floor.” And yeah, I’d like to pass on free-falling while avoiding tumbling rocks. “Basically, if we don’t want to die, we need to go deeper,” I said, peering down the giant hole that went on for so long that I couldn’t see the bottom. “That’s all.” Though to be honest, there was no guarantee that the lower floors would be safe either. “So do it, Silica.”


      “Right! Please support me as well.”


      “Of course.”


      As I took hold of my staff and cast my buffs, Silica activated her wind magic. All present were surrounded by wind gusts that raised them into the air.


      “All right. Let’s head down.”


      ***


      We continually adjusted our speed while descending as fast as possible. Once we landed, we found Shino and Testa, who were locked in battle with some monsters.


      “Damn, so you guys are here too,” remarked Testa.


      If I was counting right, this had to be the fifty-ninth floor, or somewhere around there. It seemed like there were eleven floors left.


      “A seventy floor dungeon, huh?” This road was so long, it was as if the dungeon itself was boldly declaring, “I’ve got no intention of being conquered!” But going from the third floor to the fifty-ninth in one fell swoop was quite the progress.


      “Hey!” One of the adventurers walked right up to Testa. “You lot acting on your own almost damn killed the rest of us!” he shouted, furious.


      However, Testa didn’t even glance at him.


      “Are you listening, damn it?!” He seemed about ready to punch the Hero, but Testa continued to ignore him. “Hey, can you even hear—?!”


      “It’s almost time, I suppose,” muttered Testa as he looked up above.


      “Almost time for what?” Everyone followed his gaze.


      A few seconds later, the dungeon began its true collapse. The floor shook more violently than before with a tempestuous rumble.


      “‘It’s almost time?!’ Hell, did you know this would happen?!” asked the adventurer.


      “I predicted it, of course. And obviously, I prepared to protect myself as well,” flatly and disinterestedly responded Testa.


      “Huh?! Are you trying to kill us all?!”


      “What do you mean? You’re all A-rank or S-rank adventurers, aren’t you? Protect your own damn selves.”


      “What did you just—?!”


      “What? You’re so proud of your rank, yet you’ll come crying to someone else as soon as you find yourself in a pinch? You’d really be so pathetic?” That was ridicule. There was no other way to interpret those words.


      “Didn’t I just damn tell you this was all because you acted out of line?!”


      “He’s right! You don’t even care if we live or die, do you?!”


      The adventurers were furious, but Testa’s response was once again flippant. “There’s no need to worry. If this is enough to have you so panicked, you weren’t going to survive this anyway,” he stated while pushing up his glasses.


      “On what grounds?!”


      “Keep those selfish thoughts to yourself!”


      A jade-colored magic circle appeared on the back of Testa’s black gloves as a dark wind began to swirl around his fists. “You’ll see for yourselves shortly.”


      With that, Testa slammed his Black Wind—which was stronger than any version of the spell he had cast up until now—onto the floor, which opened up a hole big enough to fit a single man.


      “The floor here is tough. If you keep going deeper, you’ll be protected from the collapse,” he said with kindness that was a far cry from his earlier attitude. Maybe he was being surprisingly considerate, or maybe he was just feeling guilty. At least, that was the delusion most of us had. “Though I can’t really recommend that to weaklings like yourselves,” he said.


      That was enough to open our eyes.


      “Hey, don’t you damn mess with me!”


      “Being a Hero doesn’t mean you can belittle us S-ranks!”


      Perhaps it was only because Testa’s words were so provoking, but the adventurers jumped down the hole without a second thought.




      But just a few seconds later, Testa’s prediction proved correct. Screams reverberated from down below.




      “Wh-What did you do?!” asked Yui.


      “Why, nothing. I was even kind enough to warn them that they lacked the strength to handle what lies ahead.”


      As soon as we had arrived on this floor, I had sensed that the difference between the monsters that were above and below us was vast. Not to mention, the floors below were much bigger. I didn’t know the mechanism that governed it, but the farther we descended, the larger the floors became.


      “Get eaten alive by monsters or face an instant death after being crushed by a falling boulder. You’re at least smart enough to know which of those two is the better option, right?”


      Below us was a world that could easily mark the end of even A-rank and S-rank adventurers.


      “Hmm, what to do...” muttered Ryouen. She had stayed out of the conversation thus far and instead simply observed.


      “So, you are alive.”


      “Thanks to thee, I am both sound in wind and limb.”


      All that was left was my party, Ryouen, Shino, and Testa and his party. And maybe a few of the adventurers who had jumped inside the hole. We still couldn’t confirm they were dead, but I had a hard time thinking they were fine.


      “But our only choice is forward, huh?” gulped Yui. “F-Fine! Bring it on! I’ll show you all just how much I’ve improved!” she shouted, trying to fire herself up.


      “I’ll do my best as well,” I said. Seeing her like that had inspired me too.


      But immediately, magical black chains wrapped themselves around my, Ryouen’s, and Yui’s legs.


      “Huh?!”


      This had to be Shino’s dark magic. This spell was typically used to seal your enemy’s movements and to drain them of stamina and MP. I never thought someone would be able to use them like limbs.


      “You’re quite...skilled,” I said as I lost my footing.


      “Sorry, but I’ll be borrowing these three.” Beneath Shino’s feet was a meter-wide wind tunnel which was sucking in the three of us.


      “Hey, what’re you trying to do here?!” As I floated, I could hear Daggers’s voice. However, Shino completely ignored his anger and jumped through the hole after us.


      “You’re not even going to listen to us?!” shouted Daggers as he tried to follow. However, the hole Shino created was immediately covered by falling rocks. “She planned that, didn’t she?”


      The timing of the rocks, how close they had come to hitting Daggers... It all pointed to one thing: Shino had tricked them.


      “Damn it!” Daggers jumped into the hole Testa had made, still clearly annoyed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Impromptu Party Proves Their Strength


      This floor had to be deep. It took more time than I was expecting to hit the ground, though only by a few seconds. Right before we collided with rock, the magical chains wrapped around me and lifted me into the air.


      “I’m glad you caught us, but...” I took a look at my surroundings. Yui and Ryouen were in a similar state as I was—the only difference was that Yui was trying to struggle out of her confines.


      Shino landed cleanly on the ground after us. “All right, it seems like we’ve gotten away from those guys.”


      We had been victims of the chain’s whims, but it seemed Shino had purposefully brought us away from the others. I looked up at the ceiling, and I was right—the hole she had opened was curved. Whether it be these chains or her wind tunnel, she sure was dexterous.


      “Wow,” I said, honestly impressed.


      “Hey! What the heck is happening?!” shouted Yui, who was still struggling. But she was right. Given the circumstances, we needed an explanation. But first...


      “First, get us out of these chains.”


      “Indeed. I am not a fan of this position, I do have to say,” added Ryouen. Her oriental clothing was disheveled immodestly, but she paid it no mind as she stared at Yui.


      “Wh-What?”


      “I shall offer thee a warning. It is best not to struggle.”


      For a moment, Yui froze to consider Ryouen’s words. “But why?”


      “Thou shouldst look to thyself and ask that again.”


      “Huh?” Yui clearly wasn’t following, but she followed her instructions anyway. The rough pull of the chains and her ensuing struggle had left her in quite a precarious state. “D-Don’t look at me!”


      “S-Sure...”


      Yui’s face was crimson. She boiled with anger. “And you! Undo these stupid chains and put me down!”


      “Hmm, I guess I should.” With a snap of Shino’s fingers, the chains disappeared.


      “Ack!”


      Immediately, I felt the slight pain of colliding with the ground.


      “Ouch... Hey! If you’re gonna put us down, then you’ve gotta tell us first!”


      Shino sighed. “You’re a woman of many demands, I see,” she said, glaring at Yui in a way that clearly communicated annoyance. But given the circumstances, I couldn’t find any way that Yui could be at fault. Of course she complained. In fact, even I wanted to.


      But first, I had something to ask. “Why’d you take us here?”


      “To be blunt, I realized I couldn’t conquer this dungeon on my own.”


      “And so you took us with you?” asked Yui.


      “What selfish reasoning indeed,” affirmed Ryouen. I couldn’t help but agree with them.


      “Then couldn’t you have just gone with Testa’s party?” I suggested.


      “Nope. I couldn’t.”


      “And why may that be?” asked Ryouen.


      “Because my soul has denied—nay, rejected—fighting alongside him!” responded Shino, looking completely serious. It almost sounded like she was expounding on a complicated truth, but...


      “Basically, she doesn’t like him.”


      “Indeed, it seems she doth not.”


      Basically, Shino was saying, “I don’t like Testa, so I’m not fighting with him. But since I can’t conquer this dungeon alone, I brought you guys with me instead.”


      I sighed. Seriously, there were some crazy selfish people participating in this dungeon dive. “No, I guess that’s why they chose this lineup.”


      The kingdom had ousted the skilled but troublesome players, putting them to an alternate advantageous use. Meanwhile, they kept the more cooperative forces to guard Claira, which surely made it easier for the kingdom to command the group. Shino and Testa both had troublesome personalities, and neither had any intention of fixing that.


      Huh. So that was what they were after.


      “Just out of curiosity, do you have any idea how many floors are left?” asked Yui.


      “Nope, but we’re almost at the boss, right?”


      “How do you know?”


      “’Cause that’s what my gut says!”


      “You’re gut, huh? You’re so...!” Yui turned to me. “How many are there, exactly?”


      “Eleven.”


      “So close, but not too close.”


      “And while we’re on the subject, I don’t think breaking through the floor is going to work from here on out.” I added. The fact these floors remained standing despite the commotion on the upper floors was proof of that. From here on out, the caves would be tougher.


      So, what did we do now?


      “Hey.”


      “Huh?”


      As I began to ponder that question, Shino suddenly leaned in close and peered into my eyes.
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      “Wh-What’s wrong?”


      “You know the layout of this dungeon?”


      “Well, I do now. When we first entered, I could only tell there were at least twenty floors.”


      “And why didn’t you tell us?”


      “Well...”


      “Never mind. Don’t bother answering that,” said Shino as she leaned back.


      “I’m glad you could tell that—”


      “Indeed! Concealing your true strength... How obvious.”


      I wasn’t expecting those words, and I couldn’t hide my surprise. “Huh?! No, really! I was just...”


      “I understand, for I am the same! One’s true power shines most brilliantly when only used when it truly counts!” she stated as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


      “Hmm...” I felt like I maybe understood what she was getting at. At the same time, I felt like I had no idea. Though I could tell one thing—if only she fixed her choice of words, I probably would have understood. “Basically, you should hide your true strength until you need to count on it, right?”


      “Indeed!”


      The tactic was commonly used in antihuman warfare, though I wasn’t really sure there was much reason to employ it when fighting monsters. But at the very least, I knew one thing for certain. “I’m not trying to hide anything.”


      “Huh?” we both said. For a moment, Shino and I were silent.


      “But you’re constantly repressing your magical power, no?” she asked.


      “Huh?!” That didn’t come from me, but Yui. “I-Is that true, Lloyd?”


      “Well, I guess I always do try to keep control over my magic, but...”


      “Hmph, then I was right! My eyes have not faltered!”


      Just as Shino said, I was repressing my magic—or really, keeping control over it. However, I wasn’t trying to hide my true strength. Doing so on a daily basis just had other benefits. By controlling your magic and gathering MP within your body, you could improve your MP cost efficiency. But more than anything, I had been doing it since Master Merlin taught me how when I was young. It wasn’t like I was doing it consciously.


      “Lloyd, no way! You’re not like her, are you...?”


      “A-Ah, indeed. So that doth be it...”


      “Hey, wait a second! I think you two have the wrong idea!” Those comments inspired some foreboding in me, so I quickly moved to correct course.


      “Do not fret, dear Lloyd! Even if thou were such a man, I would never abandon my junior! As a senior pupil of thy master, I shall treat thee with kindness!”


      “And I’d never abandon a party member either!”


      The two girls looked at me with pity in their eyes. I felt like there was a fatal misunderstanding in their interpretation of me.


      “No, really. I just do it as part of my training.”


      “Training?” they both asked at the same time.


      “Exactly. By controlling my magic, I can decrease the MP cost of my spells, as well as transfer my MP to others.” My mana transfer spell was an extension of this. Another example was concealment spells, which almost completely masked mana signatures. While you couldn’t completely conceal someone’s presence, it was still a useful enchantment. Additionally, controlling your mana also helped you acquire new spells.


      “Oho! I see. So there doth be such merits,” noted Ryouen, clearly impressed.


      “I wasn’t expecting Yui to know about this since she can’t cast magic, but this is news to you too, Ryouen?” As one of Master Merlin’s acquaintances, I was sure she had to know about this.


      “The times I received direct instruction from her be few enough to count. My knowledge doth be mainly gathered via stalk—I mean, observance.”


      “I see...” Just that was enough for me to know Ryouen’s stalking habits went way back.


      “Hmm, participating in this dungeon dive was the right decision indeed. I hath made a new discovery!”


      And I had made a shocking discovery of my own. “I thought for sure that this was common knowledge among mages. Was I wrong?”


      “Controlling one’s mana be no easy task. At the very least, mages capable of such daily training are few. Thus, it doth not be common knowledge. I shall affirm that thou was wrong!”


      Well, if that was what Ryouen was saying, then it must have been true. “Huh, so it wasn’t...”


      “Indeed, ’tis not. Amongst all I know, the only who doth control thy magic at the regular is the incarnation of unconventionality before me!” To be honest, that was particularly rich coming from Ryouen, but...she was right.


      “Huh, so that’s how it is.” I’d have to teach Silica some time.


      “To think there doth be such a training method... Hmm?” Ryouen turned to Shino. “Then you knowest of this method?”


      “Huh? Yeah, obviously,” she responded, as if that were perfectly natural.


      “And who hath taught you this method?” asked Ryouen, clearly burning with curiosity.


      Shino stuck out her chest and proudly declared, “I was just doing it, and eventually, I realized it had its uses!” Well, that answer far exceeded our expectations. Both I and Ryouen fell silent.


      “Um, could you converse in a way that lets me follow?” Yui was frowning. All the magic talk had forced her out of the conversation.


      “Right, sorry.”


      “Yes, indeed. Thou art a swordswoman, after all.”


      “Exactly! You all have been chatting away without me like it’s... Wait, but anyway, what do we do? We’ve made some peace, but she still dragged us away from Daggers and the other,” said Yui, pointing her finger in Shino’s face. “How are you gonna fix this?!”


      “Daggers? Oh, he must be one of your party members. In that case, there’s no need to worry. The Hero of Destruction is with him. They probably won’t be able to conquer this dungeon, but they won’t die, at least. Not that I can guarantee they’ll last forever down here,” said Shino, the corners of her lips turning upward.


      “First, you purposefully separate us. Then, you basically force us to conquer this dungeon. You’ve sure got a terrible personality, huh?”


      “I don’t particularly covet the item here. Once we conquer this dungeon, I shall relinquish it to you. How about that?”


      “Wait, you’re not after the item?”


      “Sure, I’m interested. The Holy Sword was once a dungeon item, wasn’t it? Still, I have no interest in getting dragged into international politics.” I could kind of understand where she was coming from. Even if the kingdom allowed us to take the item here for ourselves, I highly doubted the other two nations would be okay with that, especially the Holy Principality.


      “Then what doth be your goal?” asked Ryouen.


      Maybe she wanted to prove her skills to the world, or have her name recorded in the history books. Or maybe, she just wanted to get rich. All sorts of possibilities flashed through my mind.


      “Well...”


      “Well?”


      “Lloyd! I am here to ascertain about you!” Once again, Shino’s questionable words left me speechless.


      ***


      Around the same time, Testa and his party led the surviving adventurers toward the dungeon’s depths. Most of the adventurers were already injured, and only half remained in the first place. Not to mention, half of that half were in no condition to fight. Only a handful of fighters were left, which included Daggers, Cross, and Silica.


      Plus, they had to conquer this dungeon with Testa and his party members. It was a desperate situation, and that was putting it mildly.


      “If only we had Lloyd with us,” lamented Cross.


      “Yes, I wonder what he would do in this situation,” added Silica.


      “Who knows. Easily find us a way to conquer this dungeon like he always does, probably,” suggested Daggers.


      “And he’d recover the item here like it was nothing,” added Cross.


      But it was exactly due to the desperate nature of their situation that the three naturally turned their thoughts to Lloyd. Whenever they were in a pinch, he always managed to use his quick wits to find a solution. However, their conversation had an unexpected listener.


      “Hey.” Testa marched right over to Daggers.


      “What is it?”


      “I have a question.”


      “For us?” asked Daggers, tilting his head in puzzlement.


      “Your party has been quite calm ever since we began this dungeon dive, no?”


      Daggers searched through his memories. “Well, I suppose we might have been comparatively relaxed.”


      “Exactly, as if you knew every detail about this dungeon,” said Testa, gazing sharply into Daggers’s eyes. “I don’t know how you could have possibly acquired this information, but do you know something?”


      “And if we do, then what?”


      “Where’d you obtain this intel?” asked Testa. There was blame in his voice, as if he were accusing them of unfair play. Though since there was no cheating when it came to conquering dungeons, there was no rightful blame to place on Daggers and the others.


      “Is that a complaint?”


      “Of course it is. Why didn’t you inform the rest of us?”


      “Let’s say we did have extra intel, and we chose to tell you. Would you have believed us? I doubt it.” Testa was only willing to listen now because things had turned out as they had. But Daggers was right—if they had shared this information at the beginning, Testa wouldn’t have had an ear to lend. “Especially if you knew it was Lloyd who gathered that intel.”


      “Lloyd?!” Testa was so surprised, he couldn’t help but raise his voice. “That D-rank adventurer who used to serve Allen?”


      “Yup. Back when we were still on the third floor, he learned via his detection magic that there were at least twenty.”


      “I-Impossible! There’s no way!” shouted one of the female members of Testa’s party, her face white.


      “What do you mean, Millia?”


      “Detection magic is used to ascertain the positions of monsters. While it’s on the difficult side of magic, it’s not particularly rare either. However, even a Master of it like myself can only detect a range of a few hundred meters!” she passionately explained.


      None of the other adventurers protested this explanation either. In other words, what she said was generally the truth.


      Millia continued. “Using detection magic to ascertain the layout of a dungeon is theoretically impossible! And yet, he could see through to twenty floors? Perhaps one of the Legendary Adventurers could accomplish such a feat, but a D-rank? There’s no way!” To end her speech, she glared at Daggers. “They’re lying! You mustn’t believe them, Leader!”


      “Hmph...” Testa was a pro battler. He knew more about magic than the average person, and common sense clearly supported Millia, especially since she was speaking about the magic she herself could use. The natural outcome would be for Testa to take her side.


      “Yeah, I get it. If I still hadn’t met Lloyd, I’d agree with her too,” said Daggers as he reminisced on who he had been before they met.


      “And what’s your evidence?”


      “First, there’s a fatal flaw in her reasoning.”


      “N-No there isn’t!” she quickly refuted, clearly unwilling to even hear Daggers out.


      Still, Daggers continued on. “According to Lloyd, detection magic isn’t about locating monsters, but sensing mana signatures.”


      “Sensing mana signatures...?”


      “Lloyd can sense even the slightest of signatures, as well as tell the amount and quality of that mana. With his skills, he’d naturally be able to pick up the layout of a mana-dense dungeon. Though that’s just a guess.” Locating monsters via their mana, grasping their location in three-dimensional space, and using that info to paint a full picture of this dungeon—it was an inhuman feat. Daggers himself knew this wasn’t easy to believe, and that guided his explanation.


      “Th-That’s impossible! There’s absolutely no way that...”


      Meanwhile, Testa thought back to their meeting in the palace. There had been a single person both showered in praise by the captain of the knight brigade and acknowledged by Therion, a lone-wolf who showed next to no interest in others—the D-rank white mage Lloyd.


      “Whether or not he’s speaking the truth is a question we can leave for later. What did this ‘Lloyd’ or whoever have to say about what’s waiting in store for us up ahead?”


      “Nothing, actually. Or really, Shino dragged him away before we got the chance to ask.”


      “I see...”


      “There’s no need to believe them, Leader!” Millia tried desperately to convince him, and their other party members backed her up.


      Daggers watched on calmly. “If I still hadn’t met Lloyd, I would have said the same.” Knowing that, he felt like he couldn’t treat the girl too harshly. “Though if you don’t want to believe us, that’s perfectly fine too.”


      There was Yui, a skilled close-range combatant, Lloyd, a skilled supporter, and Shino, a woman who could produce magic with extraordinary force and dexterity. Daggers was certain that there were very few others in their respective fields who could hold a candle to them. While he was still mad that Shino had dragged Yui and Lloyd away, he knew they would be fine. Instead, he simply resolved to scold her thoroughly once they all returned.


      Not to mention, very few adventurers had climbed to S-rank ever since the advent of the adventurer system. This world wasn’t so soft as to let a reckless murderer join those ranks, and that was something Daggers knew perfectly well. In fact, he couldn’t help but feel that those three would be capable of conquering this dungeon on their own.


      There was that researcher for the kingdom with them as well. It couldn’t have been easy to gain that position as a foreigner, which meant she had to be quite skilled and intelligent. All four of them were somewhere in this dungeon, and that knowledge guided Daggers’s next utterance. “It doesn’t matter whether you believe me or not. No matter what, they’re going to be the ones who conquer this dungeon.”


      ***


      About thirty minutes after Shino’s strange declaration, giant wolves approached from behind with a growl. They were easily over three meters long, and their skin was covered by a strong rocklike shell which served as armor. Their gigantic forms were powerful, and their claws and fangs sharp. They had high defense too—an average swordsman wouldn’t even be able to leave a scratch. Plus, they always operated in packs of five or six. These were foes that typically demanded a grueling fight.


      However...


      “Hwah!” Yui swung her sword at the wolf behind me. She easily broke through its shell, severing its head from its torso.


      “Wow.” Her skills had improved so drastically, you’d hardly recognize her as the same swordswoman.


      “You’re next!” Then, she changed directions and swung at another nearby wolf. She closed the distance between them in a flash, stepping into reach of her opponent and slashing with her blade before her foe could even react.


      In a mere instant, all six wolves had been reduced to corpses.


      Shino was also fighting a similar pack nearby. The six wolves surrounded her, slowly circling to threaten her.


      “And you think that’s enough to force me to the end of my rope?” Shino thrust the tip of her umbrella into the ground. “Hmph! May thee burneth in the fires of oblivion! Flames of obsidian... Hell Fire!”


      A purple magic circle appeared on the ground around Shino. A wall of black flames erupted from it, tracing its edges.


      Blocked by the black flames, the wolves began to growl. Shino laughed and began to swing her parasol like a baton. Immediately, the ferocious flames that were guarding her began to move like they had a mind of their own, attacking the six wolves.


      “Graaaaaar!” The wolves let out screams of pain as they were burned alive by the dark flames. Then, they were consumed by the conflagration. By the time the fire had died, not even their bones remained.


      “Indeed, the dark magic spell Hell Fire. To think she hath such control over such a difficult spell,” muttered Ryouen, who was clearly watching Shino with great interest. Hell Fire was typically cast on enemies to burn them alive, not on yourself for protection. Just as Ryouen had said, it was an incredibly high-level incantation. Just casting the spell required immense skill.


      But Shino hadn’t stopped there—she had exerted her will over the black flames, taking complete control. Quite honestly, it was abnormal.


      “I don’t think I’ll be any help from now on, huh?” I hadn’t even cast any buffs. Yui and Shino had told me they didn’t need my help, so I had no room to interfere.


      “Those two are quite amazing indeed. I do doubt that there are any S-rank adventurers in the whole kingdom who doth be on their level.”


      “You really think so?”


      “I do. After all, I have collected countless intel on all adventurers who do operate in the kingdom. This beeth no mistake.”


      I was genuinely happy to hear such praise about one of my party members, but there was just one thing that weighed on my mind.


      “Art thou disappointed?”


      “No, I’m not. It’s just...” I had always respected Yui, and always thought highly of her skills. I knew this was rude to say, but if they’d allow me to say it, I’d take that chance. “Yui wasn’t that strong before.”


      “What?” Ryouen sounded surprised. “I know that she became an S-rank while young, and I have collected copious data on her. Yet, I know not what she was doing while away from the capital. Indeed, I rarely leave the city.” Basically, Ryouen didn’t know how Yui was back in Ishtar. “Thus, I believed she became strong during this time, but...”


      “At the very least, she wasn’t quite this tough when we fought that Fiend from the demon army two weeks ago.”


      “Might she have been concealing it?”


      “She’s not really the type who can hide that sort of thing.”


      “Hmph.” Ryouen glanced at Yui. “I have been watching her since before we entered this dungeon, and indeed, she doth not seem the type to hide her secrets.”


      If—just if—that heart-on-her-sleeves personality was all just an act, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to trust anyone again. She really must have made all this progress in just the last few days. “Which reminds me, Yui was missing for the few days leading up to this dungeon dive.”


      “Missing? Yui was?”


      “Yeah, right around when I was holed up in your laboratory.” But that would mean she had gotten this much stronger in less than a week. Could someone really change this much in just a few days? “Well, Yui has a lot of potential. Maybe she’s uniquely capable?”


      “Nay, potential alone cannot causeth such change. Hmm... If she hath a superior teacher, then perhaps... Nay, even that would be tough.” Ryouen searched through her memories, looking for a teacher who fit those requirements. “If we consider her sword, then there doth only be one I know of who fits these requirements, yet...”


      “Wait, there is?”


      “Technically, yes.” I was shocked such a person existed at all, but Ryouen didn’t look too happy. Something must have been weighing on her mind. “Indeed, I do have an idea as to who might fit such requirements, but had they been in the capital, it would have been big news indeed. Yet no such information hath entered my ears.”


      “Oh, that’s right. You were wandering around the city at the time, weren’t you?”


      “To procure equipment, I was! I also have a vast information network that doth bring such intel to me.”


      “O-Oh, I...see.” I was starting to get a feeling that the word “stalker” didn’t fully describe all her crimes—this ranked her among professionals. I’d better not get on her bad side...


      “Hey, what’re you chatting about?” Yui came over to join the discussion. She had just finished slaying all the monsters around us.


      “We were just talking about how strong you’ve gotten.”


      “Wait, me?”


      “Of course, you.”


      “Right?! I can’t let you beat me forever, after all!”


      “Who taught you?”


      “That’s, um...a secret!”


      “But you admit you had a teacher, huh?”


      “Eek!” Yui realized she had slipped up and quickly covered her mouth.


      “It’s too late for that, y’know.”


      “You’re right. I guess there’s no use hiding it if you’ve figured out that much already. I was training with a teacher for the past few days.”


      “With who, exactly?”


      “I’m not sure.”


      “Huh?” Was that even possible? At least, that was my first thought, but it definitely was possible for Yui. “I had no idea.”


      “Yeah, a lot went down, so I’ll save you the details. But anyway, I got to train with a master swordswoman I met in town!”


      “Actually, it’s the details that I’m most interested in.” Sure, I could understand a suggestive phrase like, “a master swordswoman I met in town.” But just what could have happened for that swordswoman to offer to train her? I had no idea. “So? What do you know?”


      “Not much, I guess? She was definitely a woman, but that’s about it.”


      “You trained for multiple days and all you figured out was her gender?” This woman’s gotta have some unique circumstances, I quipped to myself. But obviously, Yui must have known that when she chose to follow her.


      “Well, all’s well that ends well, right?” asked Yui.


      “Hmm... Well, I guess?”


      “Yup, yup! And keep your eyes on me! I’ve learned more than just these skills!” she proudly declared, though I couldn’t understand why she wanted to show me specifically.


      “Yeah. I’ll, uh, look forward to it,” I curtly responded.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The S-Rank Swordswoman Reaches New Heights


      The cobblestone steps led to the next floor—the sixty-ninth. Now, there was only one floor beneath us, which was the room where the item here slumbered. Sure, we had had some grueling battles along the way. But besides the strength of the beasts down here, these floors didn’t differ much from the others. Though if I had to list anything, it’d be the fact that the minerals here glowed brighter with each descending floor. Ryouen conjectured it was because the ones down here contained a greater amount of mana.


      “Just two floors left,” I muttered. It had been a long road to get here. It had gone much faster than I expected, but it still had taken three days. Of course, that was because we had taken plenty of longer rests. Still, this was long. Too long.


      Not to mention, there were all sorts of different monsters down here, and all of them stronger than any you might find on the surface. My sole solace was the fact that, unlike a regular cave system, this place was wide enough to not feel claustrophobic, and the scenery would change with each floor too. Here on the sixty-ninth, the ceiling was taller than any other we had seen, and the tunnels were verdant despite the lack of light. Though that also meant the staircase here had been extra long.


      “I can’t believe there’s a forest here underground.”


      “’Tis quite mystical indeed.”


      “Yeah. At first, I thought about burning through all the brush with my Hell Fire, but I eventually decided it’d be a waste.”


      Yui, Ryouen, and Shino shared their thoughts as they stared up at the large forest ahead of us, though one of them flippantly shared something that sounded kind of terrifying. Maybe that was just my imagination?


      “An underground forest, huh?” I muttered. The trees before us combined with the unique glow of the minerals to create a scene both beautiful and fantastical. It was captivating, enough to think this was one’s reward for making it all this way.


      “If only there weren’t any monsters here.” I caught glimpses of beasts from between the trees, but they weren’t anything like the monsters we had met up until this point. “What the heck are those...?”


      To put it simply, these monsters were humanoid insects. But if you asked the average person whether they were more insect or human, most would say the latter. It was as if buglike exoskeletons had been stretched over human corpses. They possessed the unique grossness of insects, but more than anything else, they were just plain strange.


      Their eyes, mouths, practically everything looked almost identical to a human’s. The only difference was that these sockets were pitch-black, and that their teeth were sharp. Their arms also had more joints than a human’s.


      “Hmm... They seem like Creepy-Crawlies indeed.”


      “Creepy-Crawlies! That’s exactly what they are! You’ve sure got a knack for names!”


      Ryouen and Shino chatted among themselves. I guess the pun of “creepy-crawlies” had tickled Shino’s cringe, nerdy instincts.


      “Creepy-Crawlies, huh...?”


      “Sure, it’s cheesy, but it hits the mark.” Human corpses possessed by bugs, huh? They were definitely creepy, and definitely crawly. And they were definitely hostile.


      Immediately, one, then two, appeared before us. Before we knew it, we were surrounded. There was no knowing when they might launch their attack. While I still had the chance, I cast buffs on Yui, Shino, and Ryouen—and just to be safe, I cast the strongest ones I had.


      A few seconds later, one of the Creepy-Crawlies smashed its long extrajointed arm down toward Yui. In a flash, she unsheathed her sword and blocked the attack. “Whoa, was that quick.”


      These things were speedier than any of the monsters we had encountered so far, and their attacks deadlier. “I guess we really are on the second-to-last floor! Of course they’re not gonna make conquering this place easy for us!”


      Yui clenched the hilt of her sword and pushed back the monster’s long arm, then immediately segued into a follow-up attack. However, things didn’t go like they had been. She managed to injure the beast, but she was still one step away from leaving a serious injury. The attack wasn’t fatal. In fact, the Creepy-Crawly wasn’t perturbed at all and immediately went to attack again.


      “Yui, stand back!” shouted Shino.


      Yui leaped backward as hard as she could.


      “Conflagration! Hell Fire!” Right when Shino finished her incantation, countless orbs of black flames flew toward the Creepy-Crawly. Other monsters nearby were swallowed up in the attack, which burned their flesh.


      “They might be tough, and they might be fast, but they’re just bugs! No matter how hard their armor, they’re nothing against my Hell Fire! A mere bug conquering my obsidian firestorm? How laughable!” And Shino was right. The Creepy-Crawlies were no match for her spell. The flames consumed them, yet they were unable to let out a single cry...


      The fire reached its zenith. Then, the dead Creepy-Crawlies collapsed, their expressions free of all pain. Unable to resist, they were reduced to mere ash. It was...creepy.


      “They’re dead while alive, I guess? These things don’t seem to have any hint of life in them,” remarked Shino.


      The Creepy-Crawlies continued to attack, completely unafraid of their looming deaths. Whenever they did, Shino would burn them to a crisp with her black flames. Ryouen joined in, making full use of fire magic to attack the bugs. At times, the Creepy-Crawlies would find a gap in the flames, wiggle through, and try to attack Shino or Ryouen. Whenever they did, Yui would cut off their arms.


      Meanwhile, I focused solely on healing and support. The Creepy-Crawlies appeared from all over the cave, then would launch a suicide attack. Their one saving grace was the fact they completely lacked intelligence. Quite honestly, they weren’t even as smart as the monsters up on the surface. To them, all that moved, except for their comrade Creepy-Crawlies, was their enemy. Eradication was the only thing that drove their actions, and they exhibited no hint of fear. It only made them creepier.




      The battle continued for a while, and the number of attacking Creepy-Crawlies gradually began to dwindle.


      “Whew! Just a bit more, yeah?” asked Shino.


      “I do indeed hope,” responded Ryouen. The two of them had been casting continuous magic, which meant they had to be far more exhausted than Yui and me. The spell Hell Fire was an incredibly difficult dark magic enchantment that manipulated flames. The MP cost was no joke. While I had cast an MP consumption down buff, Shino must have consumed a ton regardless.


      However...


      “Unfortunately, ’tis not the end, it doth seem.”


      Ever since we had arrived on this floor, I had sensed a signal far stronger than anything else. And right now, it was coming straight for us.


      “Is it a Creepy-Crawly too?” asked Shino, who was staring straight ahead.


      “Somehow, it seems more humanoid than those. If you ignore its legs, that is.” This Creepy-Crawly was a human woman on top, and a spider on the bottom. It was creepier than the others we had fought. The irises on its human head were crimson, and the whites of its eyes black. But besides that, it looked no different from a human. Meanwhile, its bottom half was oddly large but looked no different from a spider otherwise.


      “Might this be an Arachne?” pondered Ryouen.


      “An Arachne?” asked Yui.


      “The Arachne also beeth known as the Phantom Bug, and I myself have not seen any outside the oldest of tombs. One hath not been spotted in centuries, and I was indeed convinced they were monsters of fantasy, or at least extinct.”


      The Arachne? I hadn’t heard of such a monster before.


      “A dungeon, indeed! To think there are not just Creepy-Crawlies, but even an Arachne!” exclaimed Ryouen, sweat dripping from her cheeks.


      “Phantom Bug? Then it’s just a bug! I can melt this thing too!” shouted Shino as she thrust the tip of her umbrella into the ground to summon black flames.


      The Arachne swatted them aside with her human hands.


      “A useless struggle! My black flames cannot be so easily extinguished!” And Shino was right. The flames engulfed one of the Arachne’s arms.


      However, the monster remained calm. Without even a wince, the Arachne cut off its own limb.


      “Ah, I see. A sound judgment! But was it a wise one? Do you truly think you can defeat me with just one...?”


      A new arm grew from the Arachne’s stump. It calmly opened and closed its new hand to check if it still worked.


      “Huh?!” It was rare to see Shino so shocked. This was self-regeneration, and at a terrifying speed.


      But there was more to be surprised about. The Arachne began to writhe. I thought it had to be casting a spell, but immediately, its lower half morphed into two human legs. They were covered by a strong insectlike exoskeleton, and three sets of rainbow-colored wings erupted from its back. The beast flapped them and rose into the air.


      “This...be not an Arachne?! And it changeth form! I have not heard of such a monster! What doth this be?!” Even an erudite researcher like Ryouen wasn’t familiar with this beast.


      In a flash, the monster closed in on Shino faster than our eyes could track. “Ack! Damn it—!”


      She was too slow to respond. A large spurt of blood filled the air as Shino silently screamed. “Impressive. To think you’d try to severe my arm! Payback for earlier, I suppose? You’ve got quite the poker face, but you sure hold a grudge, huh?”


      The monster had tried to cut off Shino’s arm from the shoulder. It wielded sharp forearms, and I could glimpse a hint of surprise on its expressionless face.


      “Even I was a little panicked, there,” said Shino, bearing through the pain to lift her lips into a sneer. Right when the monster attacked, she had summoned magic chains to slightly avert its arm’s trajectory. “You’re mine, cockroach.”


      Shino gripped her hands around the monster’s arm, which was still stuck in her right shoulder. Currently, Shino didn’t have a medium that could be used to cast magic. She didn’t have her usual umbrella, nor Testa’s gloves, nor the special ring that Grist had, nor anything that could be used in place of a staff. And unfortunately, she didn’t know storage magic, which could be cast without a medium. She may have grabbed hold of the monster, but what did she plan to do now?


      “Hey, cockroach! What do you think happens when you try to cast offensive magic without a medium?” I immediately knew her plan. “Here’s the answer! Eat up!”


      Shino released a large concentration of mana in an attempt to forcibly cast magic without a medium. The mana rampaged in an explosion that engulfed Shino’s right arm, while the force of the blast sent the monster flying.


      “An explosion?” asked Yui.


      “An explosion caused by mana rampage. Not to mention, Shino hath controlled the flow of her mana to direct the blast.” Ryouen and I were constantly blown away by Shino’s dexterity.


      “But she can’t be okay, can she?” I asked.


      “She hath controlled it admirably, yet she cannot be uninjured.”


      Shino retreated backward, gripping her tattered arm.


      “Flare Bullet!” As soon as I cast that incantation, countless fire balls were fired at the monster. This almost certainly wasn’t enough to deal any damage to the beast, but my buffs had improved the spell quite a bit. It’d be enough to buy some time and divert some of the aggro off Shino.


      I immediately ran up to her. “You all right?”


      “Yeah. This is nothing.” Despite her words, her wound looked incredibly painful. She was wincing.


      “Let me see your arm.”


      “Huh?! S-Sure...”


      I decided that it would be more effective to heal Shino’s arm completely than worry about conserving MP. I cast a high-level healing spell, even though the cost was hefty. As soon as I finished the incantation, Shino’s right arm was healed.


      “It’s all better now! And all in an instant?!”


      “Well, the spell had the MP cost to back it up.” By casting multiple buffs on my healing magic, I was able to forcibly produce a holy-maiden-level healing spell. But it was hard to think of any less efficient enchantment. “Does it still hurt?”


      Shino lightly shook her arm to confirm there was no lingering pain. “Wh-Why did you heal me?”


      “Why? I mean, it was the natural thing to do, wasn’t it?” I didn’t like to see my comrades in pain, and there was still one more floor after this. If Shino had to leave the fray, our chances of actually conquering this dungeon would drop dramatically. From that standpoint, this was the natural course of action.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked. For some reason, Shino looked on edge.


      “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      “Really? Well, if you say so...”


      “That’s right. We must focus on the enemy before us!” Shino picked up her parasol and turned to face the monster. “Here it comes!”


      “R-Right.” I stood up and looked toward the beast as well.


      “It seems like my flames aren’t working. Now, what to do...?” Even if we fired ranged magic attacks at the beast, it would just regenerate if we didn’t immediately follow up those attacks. Thus, the best-case scenario was defeating the thing in a single blow, but given its speed and the fact it withstood an explosion caused by a mana rampage without so much as a scratch, that’d be difficult. As long as it was still moving, we’d have a hard time landing a major hit.


      “Hey, can I take over as the main fighter?”


      “You want to, Yui?”


      “Yeah! I think I can handle its speed, and I’ll be able to fight on equal footing as long as I have your buffs, Lloyd!”


      There was some sense in Yui’s close-combat plan. The battlefield was full of obstacles, and our opponent was quick, which made it hard to land a magic attack. Thus, it’d be better to take advantage of the obstacles and the tight turns they created in our strategy. But for that, we’d need both speed and power that matched this beast’s, if not exceeded it.


      “The magic chains Shino uses are usually meant to zap your opponent’s power, right?” asked Yui.


      “Generally, yeah.”


      “I want Shino to use that spell to back me up. Would that be okay?”


      “You want me in all my glory to just be a support?” Yeah, I knew Shino wouldn’t be thrilled about this plan.


      “S-So I guess that’s a no after all?” Yui had apparently predicted that reaction too. Yeah, it was easy to read Shino on this one. “But y’know, this all started with you...”


      “No, let’s do it.”


      “Huh?!” It wasn’t just Yui who screamed in shock—so did I and Ryouen.


      “How unexpected indeed! To think thou would so easily accept such a role!”


      “I thought you’d be the type to barge forward on your own too,” added Yui.


      Shino shook her head. “After watching Lloyd, I realized something.”


      “Realized what?”


      “Being a key player in the shadows...it’s a wonderful role, is it not?!”


      “Well, I guess so?” She was trying to say she thought the humble but capable type was cool...I think?


      “Someone inconspicuous, the average man at a glance! Yet one the rest can’t do without! Little hopes are placed in him, but that only makes his efforts all the more impressive!”


      “There she goes blabbering away again...” Yui clearly didn’t know how to handle Shino’s impassioned speech. “Anyway, you’ll back me up, right?”


      “Of course. I’m ready whenever!” she declared, taking her umbrella into one hand.


      “What shall I do?” asked Ryouen.


      “Can you use restrictive magic, or maybe debuffs?” asked Yui.


      “Debuffs are beyond me, yet there be many spells that restrict one’s movements.”


      “Then cast those, okay?”


      “When?”


      “I’ll give you a signal!”


      “Understood.” Ryouen too picked up her staff, ready to fight the monster.


      “And Lloyd, I think this goes without saying, but—”


      “Yeah, I know what to do.” Which was what I always did: cast various buffs on the three.


      “Oh, that’s right!” Yui suddenly turned toward me.


      “Hmm?”


      “Don’t cast any spells on my sword! They might rebound!”


      “Right...” I had no clue what her plan was, but this probably had to do with one of her new skills.


      “Then here I go!” Yui dashed off faster than ever, maybe thanks to my buffs. In a flash, she had closed the gap between her and the monster. Then, she swung her sword.


      The beast remained expressionless as it reached out its right hand to block the attack. However, it seemed to realize something at the last moment. It jumped into the air and out of reach of Yui’s blade.


      Her sword met air. But then, a sharp slash flew forth, straight toward the monster. It cut down trees and even broke through its sturdy carapace armor.
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      For the most part, it was like casting magic. But when she had imbued mana into her sword, she instead fired it in the shape of her blade. If she were wielding a blunt weapon, it likely wouldn’t have taken the shape of a slash. It was an idea a supporter like me could have never thought of.


      “She keepeth her mana from rampaging, imbuing it into her sword to then fire. So, it really doth be Lily who taught her.” Ryouen was muttering something, but right when I was about to ask her to repeat it, the monster began to move once again.


      Yui followed, matching its speed. The battle was so fast, one could barely keep track. Yui’s blade collided with the monster’s exoskeleton countless times, filling the cavern with the sharp sounds of clanging metal.


      It was hard to see, but there was panic in the monster’s expression.


      For the beast, this may have been its toughest battle yet. Its hard, sharp exoskeleton met Yui’s blade countless times, shooting sparks into the air. But what really made it a formidable foe was the fact each of its four limbs were as tough and sharp as a blade. The monster used them dexterously, turning this fight into an air battle.


      “Lucky for me, I just fought so many bug monsters I’m sick of ’em!” Yui summoned a dagger via storage magic and swiftly threw it at the beast. The monster dodged, but Yui used that opportunity to leap toward it and launch a follow-up attack.


      If things continued like this, it’d become a battle of attrition—whoever could last the longest would win, and in all likelihood, that wouldn’t be Yui. The monster’s base stats were definitely higher than hers. Not only that, but the multiple days’ journey had left us exhausted, while this monster had the ability to regenerate.


      But that’s why Yui had always intended on keeping things short.


      “Now!” On Yui’s signal, Shino and Ryouen lifted their staves and cast their enchantments. Immediately, countless purple and yellow magic circles appeared around the monster, surrounding it.


      From the purple circle came magic chains, and from the yellow came lightning spears. These were fired into the air, piercing the beast. Not only was the monster shackled, the chains and lightning spears zapped it of its strength and mana. As long as it was pierced, it would gradually grow weaker.


      “’Tis pierced in a dozen places. It must be painful indeed,” muttered Ryouen as she watched the beast spasm.


      With this, the monster was barred from all movements. Now, all Yui had to do was attack. She slashed the beast countless times at inhumane speeds. Then...


      “This is the end of you!”


      She attacked one last time with all her might.


      Red blood spurted from the monster. Was that because it was a humanoid?


      “N-No way...” The monster was in tatters, yet it attempted to stand anyway. It had begun to regenerate, albeit slowly. “Then one last shot!”


      Yui lifted her sword once again, but she was interrupted. “There’s no need for that.”


      “But we can’t let it get back on its feet, can we?”


      “Given how slow it’s regenerating, it’ll completely deplete itself of MP. We just need to keep it within my chains. Once its mana is gone, it won’t be able to heal,” said Shino as she cast magic once again to add some more chains. “It shouldn’t be able to move now.”


      “I may never encounter such a fine specimen again! If possible, I would indeed like to bring it back to the capital...”


      “Should we?” suggested Shino.


      “Won’t that be dangerous?”


      “It won’t be able to move or regenerate as it is now. We could take it back with us and just get rid of it if that starts to seem impossible.”


      “Hmm...”


      Ryouen stared at me and Yui, her eyes glittering. Dang, did she want to take this thing home?


      “If it seems like we’re gonna be able to conquer this dungeon, I’ll think about it,” I said.


      “Right! There’s no guarantee we’ll actually manage that,” agreed Yui.


      “Hmm... I-Indeed.”


      We decided to figure out what to do with the monster later. That meant there was just one more floor left.


      “I hope this’ll be easy...”


      ***


      A few days earlier...


      “Yup. Then first,” Lilith summoned a blade as long as she was tall via storage magic and swung it around. She was only cutting the air, but if anyone were to bear the brunt of her strikes, they’d be severed in two. “Hmm, that’d be too difficult, and you’d need to have an aptitude for it, but... Well, it seems like you have the right sense, even if the technique would rank you next to the Captain of the Holy Knights.”


      “Are you two friends?” Yui was so shocked, she let the question slip right out of her mouth.


      For a moment, Lilith struggled to answer. “Well, um, I suppose so? But it was a long time ago.” She gave a vague answer to tide Yui over.


      Yui, on the other hand, had once again confirmed that Lilith was amazing. To think she’d know the Captain of the Holy Knights, the Holy Principality’s greatest warrior! “No way, did you graduate from the same knight academy, or something?”


      “I’d rather you not dig so deep into my past, but...yes, something like that.”


      Attending a knight academy required not just a talented sword arm, but a hefty sum of money. Only students with both could attend, and while there were a few students who received tuition remissions, they were incredibly rare cases. Not to mention, the knight academy attended by the Captain of the Holy Knights had to be one of the most highly regarded out there.


      “I can’t believe I have someone so amazing as my teacher!”


      “Well, I did quit partway through. I was bored there, and I was brought an alternative offer that caught my interest. Still, I think I should be able to teach you just fine,” said Lilith before swinging her sword toward a monster over the cliffside.


      Yui froze. She had no idea what Lilith was trying to accomplish. Naturally, an attack from her blade couldn’t reach a monster down below without being thrown, and even then, it wouldn’t land a fatal hit.


      But as soon as Lilith swung her sword, a sharp magic slash flew from her blade, which cut the beast cleanly in two. A disgusting liquid spurt from the bug monster, while those around it looked around in search of their attackers. However, Yui and Lilith were quite a fair distance from the horde. The beasts never found their assailants.


      “What the heck was that...?”


      “I wrapped my blade in mana and fired it. It’s quite simple, once you get the hang of it, and a ranged attack only a swordsman can use.”


      “A ranged attack?” Indeed, this would allow a swordsman, a class famously weak to ranged assailants, to counter such strikes. This technique could certainly be considered a must for a sword wielder, yet Yui had never seen someone utilize it before, or even heard of it in passing. “One where you fire mana?”


      “It may look difficult, but it really is simple once you get used to it. Plus...” Lilith lifted her sword and took a deep breath. Then, she raised it high into the air and swung down with all her might. In a flash, a mana slash flew from the blade, gouging deep into the earth and knocking down all trees and monsters in its path. “You can manage wide-ranging attacks that rival spells,” she said, eyes trained on the destroyed earth before them.


      “Wow...”


      “Well, it requires a certain sense and some time to master, but you should be able to learn how to fire mana quite quickly.”


      Once again, what Yui considered common sense had failed her. Swordsmen were weak to ranged attacks, and just guarding against them took everything they had.


      “But with this...”


      Parties only existed to cover each class’s weaknesses. You’d make up for the drawbacks of a comrade’s class, and they’d make up for yours. However, that logic couldn’t apply to the swordswoman before Yui now. She alone could use close-up attacks, ranged attacks, and even healing magic. Yui’s world came crumbling down.


      “This is how I always feel when I’m watching Lloyd too,” she muttered. But with this skill, she could climb to greater heights. Thus, she gripped the hilt of her sword, her heart filled with resolve. This technique is mine!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: That Which Hath Created This Dungeon


      “Is that a...?”


      On the seventieth floor of the dungeon, we were met with a sight that exceeded all expectations. This was the final floor, and given all we had gone through to get here, we were expecting to find a monster that put all the others we had battled to shame. But this one...was dead. In the center of the room was a misshapen gravestone, and protecting it from intruders was the skeleton of a five-headed dragon.


      “It’s not gonna move, right?” asked Yui.


      “That’d be impossible,” confirmed Shino. “The magic you’re imagining can only last for a few years post death at most. If a skeleton as decrepit as this tried to move, it’d immediately crumble.”


      She had to be talking about ghost magic, and she was right. This thing was so deteriorated, it’d be too fragile to be reanimated.


      “Not to mention, there can’t be anyone else here anyway,” added Shino.


      “I-I doth covet that!” Ryouen’s eyes were fixed on the giant skeleton as she asked us for permission to take it back home with us.


      “Well, if you’re taking responsibility, then go ahead,” I said.


      “I cannot do that alone given its gargantuan size,” she refuted.


      “Then you want us to take it back?”


      “Wouldst you?”


      I mean, I definitely felt like it’d incur some divine wrath, but her glittering eyes were staring right at me. With a sigh, I activated my magic and stored the giant skeleton away in a separate dimension.


      “What vast storage capabilities thou hast.”


      “Not really. This doesn’t even hold a candle to Master Merlin.”


      “Of course it doth not!” Was she praising me, or not? I couldn’t tell. I felt like she had raised me up only to slam me down on the floor.


      “Hey, over here!” While I was busy being depressed, Yui discovered something.


      “This sure is intriguing.” Ahead was an altar, and on it was a staff the length of a full-sized human, as well as a diary. On the tip of the staff was a round jewel the size of a human head, and the whole thing was decorated with intricate detail. Though from a functional perspective, most of that seemed useless.


      “So, this is the item,” said Yui, gulping as she gazed at the staff.


      “I already promised I wouldn’t take it,” said Shino.


      “Well, whoever takes it, we’ll need to cough it up to the kingdom. It doesn’t matter who, so somebody just grab it and let’s get out of here,” I said.


      “Yeah, you’re right.” Yui reached her hand out to the magic staff and wrapped her fingers around it. Immediately, a purple bolt of lightning ran over its length, repelling Yui’s hand. “Ouch! What the heck was that?!”


      It was almost as if the staff had rejected her.


      “Oho! Now this is interesting,” said Shino. She attempted to do the same but was rejected as well.


      “’Tis like the Holy Sword, then,” said Ryouen.


      “Is it?”


      “Indeed, though the Holy Sword may be of worse personality.” The Holy Sword, huh? Didn’t it reject anyone who didn’t have the right attributes?


      “Should we bring Testa here?” I suggested.


      “Do not knock it until thou hast tried, Lloyd. Thou shouldst give it a go.” If that worked, we could save ourselves the trouble of summoning Testa and the rest here, though I was pretty positive it wouldn’t.


      While trivializing the moment, I reached out my hand and closed my eyes, bracing for the pain. However, that never came. I slowly, gingerly, took the magic staff into my hands. “Huh? I...got it?”


      And it was so damn easy! I froze. I mean, I just couldn’t believe it. But that’s when a magic circle suddenly appeared around me.


      “Lloyd!” I heard Yui scream from behind.


      “Oh, crap.” I shut my eyes, thinking this was the end of me. But then...


      “It’s...gone?” The circle disappeared without doing me any harm. “Wh-What the heck was that?” I couldn’t wrap my mind around what just happened. The only thing I knew for sure was that I had grabbed hold of the staff.


      “I guess I should grab the diary too.” Thus, I picked up the journal and carefully retreated from the altar. Once I had thoroughly distanced myself, I cracked open the diary. Yui, Ryouen, and Shino peered at it from over my shoulders. “Let’s see...”


      The origins of this staff were recorded on the very first page.




      After fifty years of research, trial, and error...


      I have finally succeeded. I’ve crafted a staff capable of absorbing mana and storing magic, along with a multitude of other functions. I have decided to dub it the Magic Staff Astarte.


      The road to completion was a long one. Having been abandoned by my subordinates, I spent these past thirty years in solitude. Yet I continued to toil, as I believed this staff would bring peace to this world. I immediately submitted my staff to the nation, and received a medal of honor, which now decorates my room on the most conspicuous place on my shelf. It was beautiful. Now that I had contributed to peace, I would live my remaining years without struggle...or so I had thought.


      But once the staff had left the hands of its first owner, it grew mad. It would absorb mana instantaneously, killing its wielder. Then, it gradually began to choose its wielders. Ultimately, it grew out of control and began to rampage.


      But that wasn’t my fault. No, not at all! Yes, I had added all the functions I could and had pushed its mana storage functions to their limits. As a result, it had a fatal flaw and would absorb all its wielder’s mana dry if that wielder was incapable of controlling their mana. But if I had revealed this fact, nobody would use the staff. Thus, I concealed it.


      But I didn’t do anything wrong. I am but a blacksmith, yet even I can control my mana. It’s their fault for not being able to handle my staff. But as a result, my staff and I were banished to a giant cave located beneath the forest.




      Once we were thrown into this cave, I discovered we were not alone. There was a small, five-headed dragon already inside. Oh, the fear I had felt that day is still vivid in my mind. I thought I would be this dragon’s next meal, that this was the reason I had been brought here.


      But I had another thought too: Thank goodness I had set my failed Antimonster Continuous Sound Bomb that was left at my house to ring in the dead of night before I was taken here. I hope they regret not just their harsh words, but the stones and eggs they pelted me with!


      The diary continued, describing how the author befriended the dragon and headed deeper and deeper into the cave at the staff’s behest. From what I could read from the journal, the cave was only about ten floors deep. Midway through, I decided to skip to the last page.


      To anybody reading this,


      If whoever found this diary can handle my staff, then I beg you to fulfill just one request. I won’t be so presumptuous as to ask you to use it for the sake of others, nor will I ask you to use it for good. Righteousness is in the eye of the beholder, and justice comes in as many forms as the people on this earth. Thus, I have but one request: Wield this staff like mad. Thus will you experience my great talents for yourself.


      P.S. Sometimes, I hear a voice from the staff, but I’m just imagining things, right? It couldn’t have picked up anything strange from absorbing all that mana, could it?


      Those were the words that concluded the diary. “I-I see. I guess that means it is the items that create the dungeons. That’s why they crumble when they lose their items—they lose their hearts.”


      Everybody turned their eyes from the postscript, resolving to pretend they had never seen the words. Anyway, there was a lot of interesting stuff in here, and I was dying to read the rest, but...


      “That can wait until we’re back at the capital.” Daggers and the others were likely fighting monsters as we spoke.


      “We better report back on this quickly!” affirmed Yui.


      “Yet, how do we escape?” asked Ryouen. We were in the very depths of the dungeon, and the upper floors had already collapsed, sealing our exit. Shino apparently planned on opening up another giant wind tunnel, forcibly creating a path back to the surface via destructive magic. With Testa and Silica’s help, that’d likely be possible, especially if we could make it to the tenth floor first. However, there was no reason to do all that.


      “There’s an easy way to get back from here.”


      “Huh?! You go, Lloyd! You’ve always got a plan!”


      “I really didn’t do anything.” I lifted the staff into my right hand. The moment I grabbed hold of it, information about the magic it had stored had come rushing into my head—just one single spell. “The diary said this staff could store magic, right? There’s one lone spell stored right now, and it’s meant for escape.”


      It was teleportation magic between two points, which could only be used once. After that, the staff would lose most of the magic it had stored. It sort of seemed like a waste, but one of the points had already been set. “Let’s go look for everyone. Once we find them, I’ll activate the spell.”


      Everyone else nodded silently. Thus, we’d find Testa and the rest and get out of here. Given how things were going, we’d be able to take that monster we had captured with us as well. But first...


      “Hey, Ryouen?”


      “Indeed. Let us leave the skeleton here.”


      I summoned the giant dragon skeleton back to where it had been. “It’s been protecting this place ever since the creator of this staff died, after all.”


      “Indeed. That misshapen gravestone was likely built by it after it had becometh this size.”


      “That diary was terrible, but maybe the author wasn’t all that bad a person.”


      “Forsooth.”


      I looked at the giant skeleton and ugly gravestone, offered a silent prayer, and turned my back.


      ***


      “I doubt I have much longer,” muttered an old man as he scribbled in his diary alone from deep within a cave.


      Actually, he was not alone, as a beast had accompanied him. Beside the old man was a small, tiny dragon. “Jeez, there’s no need to pay me so much attention. Go up on to the surface,” said the man, exasperatedly, as he petted the dragon’s head. “I suppose I should end with some words about the staff,” he said, turning to the magic staff that lay on the other side of him, his best and worst masterpiece. “Had this thing worked as I intended, my coffers would’ve been full by now.”


      But in the end, the old man had created a masterpiece he himself couldn’t handle.


      “Oh, do I yearn for honor. I toiled so diligently, after all. Can’t I at least receive some honor? I want to be praised. I want to be revered.”


      His ideals were far removed from his reality, and he detested his present which he was so unable to accept.


      The dragon watched him, looking rather disappointed.


      “Damn it! I’ll just write this, then.” In the final line, the old man wrote his so-called small wish, “to spread my name and earn me honor.”


      That’s when the dragon headbutted the old man. From the dragon’s perspective, it had only been a little push. But for a human—especially an elderly one—it had been a major blow. “Hey! What’re you doing?! Can’t I just have one simple wish?!”


      “Gwar!” shouted the dragon in protest.


      “What was that? You sound cooler if you don’t say that part aloud? I know that, darn it! Even I planned to do this at first, but—” Before the old man could finish his words, he began to cough. There was blood.


      “Gwar?”


      “Don’t worry. It’s just an old chronic illness. It’s not you and your headbutt’s fault,” painfully croaked the old man with a hand held to his mouth. “Ah, so this is the end...”


      He could feel his consciousness slipping away. He began to wobble. A few seconds later, he collapsed to the floor. “I get it.” The final thing to flit past his eyes were the vengeful ghosts that haunted the staff. “I always thought this thing got noisy at night. So, I wasn’t hearing things. I finally...solved...the myste...”


      Deep within the cave, the old man silently took his last breath. Had that been the trigger, or was it only a coincidence? In either case, an unknowable amount of mana rushed over the cave. It began to morph and creak.


      The mana had come from the staff, and along with it the final regrets of the dead. These dying wishes found homes in the bug monsters of the forest and slowly ate away at these bodies. Thus, the Creepy-Crawlies were born.


      A few decades later, when the dragon, too, breathed its last breath beside the old man’s grave, its mana gave birth to a bug queen in the forest above.


      ***


      I wasn’t sure if it was just because we had slain most of the monsters here or because I now had the Magic Staff Astarte, but my detection magic could now grasp the dungeon’s layout fully and clearly. I knew exactly where Daggers and the others were, and exactly how to get there. We sprinted to them, picking up the female monster whose strength had been zapped by the chains on our way. Shortly, we found them locked in battle.


      “Daggers, Cross, Silica!” As soon as she could tell they were safe, Yui dashed straight toward them, wiping out a monster on the way before jumping into Silica’s arms.


      “Yui! You’re too...heavy!” While her voice sounded pained, she couldn’t conceal her joy at being reunited. There was a smile on her face, and Daggers and Cross also sighed in relief after seeing Yui was still her usual, energetic self.


      Testa, on the other hand, was glued to his spot, shocked at how nimble Yui seemed. “Wh-What? She was so fast. As fast...as the Captain of the Holy Knights.” While she wasn’t quite that fast, she could definitely outrun any other swordsman.


      “To think there was such talent among the kingdom’s S-rank adventurers,” muttered Testa, so impressed he had forgotten what he was here for, for a moment. “I suppose her other party members were quite strong as well.” In all honesty, they couldn’t have come this far without Daggers, Cross, and Silica. “How vexing! They’re even stronger than my own subordinates...”


      But Testa would be a failure of a Hero if he let this perturb him. In a flash, he switched gears and approached Yui. “Hey.”


      “Hmm? What do you need?”


      “The monsters here are growing tougher. I hate to say it, but we’ll need your cooperation to—” Testa meant his words. He disliked having to call upon her help, but the current situation called for doing whatever it took. To ask a mere adventurer for her aid was like drinking dirty water, in Testa’s mind. It required grit and resolve, but that all came crashing down at Yui’s next words.


      “Oh, yeah. The dungeon. We already conquered it.”


      “Huh?!” All the other adventurers joined Testa in surprise, their mouths hanging open. “Impossible! You’re no Heroes! The four of you could never accomplish something so—”


      “I mean...” Yui pointed at the Magic Staff Astarte, which I was holding, and the monster in chains behind us.


      Testa gasped.


      “Seriously, this thing was strong! If any single one of us wasn’t there, we’d have never defeated it!” proudly boasted Yui.


      Testa, on the other hand, simply stared into the distance looking absolutely deflated. “Lies! Like hell I could lose to...!” Testa glared at me. “Hey. Hand that over.”


      He immediately tried to yank it out of my hands to see if it was the real deal. He just didn’t want to believe it, and he hated the fact an item on the same level as the Holy Sword had been entrusted to a D-rank adventurer. Instead, he thought a chosen one, a Hero, should be in possession of it and tried to take it from my grip.


      But the staff rejected him.


      “L-Lightning?!” He must have been quite shocked considering he was certain he was worthy. Not being a chosen one was majorly damaging to his psyche.


      “Nobody but Lloyd can touch the thing,” explained Yui, only after the fact.


      “To think not even a Hero can touch it.” Testa’s eyes had lost their light. He looked awfully depressed. “Am I of all people beneath a mere D-rank?” he began to mutter, but I decided grieving these words would have to come later.


      “Yui, let’s hurry on out of here.”


      “Yeah, we don’t have a reason to stick around, after all.”


      Thus, we quickly explained all that had happened to us and how we planned to escape. “We can only use this spell once, and the dungeon will collapse as soon as we do, so make sure you run.” After ensuring all the survivors nodded in acknowledgment of my words, I activated the spell. A giant magic circle appeared beneath our feet, bathing us in a brilliant light.


      “Another spell I know of not. A series of new discoveries it hath been indeed.”




      Once I felt the light dissipate, I slowly opened my eyes to find a familiar sight. This wasn’t the forest in the dungeon, but the common woods I knew well. I looked up to find a blue sky. For the first time in days, my skin felt the sun’s rays.


      “So, we really did it...” But we weren’t out of the clear just yet. The earth began to shake beneath our feet. “We better run!”


      Thus, we dashed off toward the capital, running as fast as we could.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: The White Mage’s Staff and the Heroes’ Holy Sword


      We made like hares back to the royal capital, where we were greeted by a crowd of knights. “You have returned quickly, I see. But I should have expected nothing less from our chosen adventurers and Hero,” said Elizario, Captain of the Royal Knights, with his usual relaxed yet impossible to read smile, just like the type a scheming noble might wear.


      “How did you know we’d be returning today?”


      “We received reports of a large-scale collapse in the forest. Thus, we thought your return imminent and have been awaiting you here.” He immediately realized we had lost half our numbers, but he didn’t mention it, not because he was trying to avert his eyes from the sad reality, but out of simple consideration for us.




      After we took a short rest in our room, we were summoned to the throne room. King Greador Basileus was sat at the head of the room, and beside him was Claira. And for some reason, Therion was standing between them. He looked pretty on edge. You could tell he didn’t trust anybody, even the king.


      “First, let me extend my deepest gratitude to you all for not only accepting such a sudden quest, but successfully conquering this dungeon,” said Basileus. He stood up and took a few steps forward. “And let me also apologize. Our prerogative of guarding the princess prevented us from dedicating more troops to the cause, and I see that has resulted in casualties. As the one who ultimately approved this quest and made such a decision, the fault lies with me. For that, I am truly sorry,” he said, bowing deeply.


      Claira quickly stood up and bowed as well.


      “By the way...”


      “Hmm?”


      Basileus turned his attention to the monster Shino had dragged here. “About that woman—no, humanoid monster, perhaps—who is bound in chains. May I have an explanation?” He stared at the monster, looking much more interested in her than our successful conquering and magic staff we had recovered.


      But yeah, I guess that made sense. Claira and Therion had also been staring ever since we stepped inside the throne room, and everyone we passed on our way here had been ogling too. There was even a maid who had abandoned her work and made a run for it. This humanoid monster had an aura that made even the knights, who fought for a living, want to turn tail. Yeah, I get why he wanted an explanation.


      “This beeth a monster from the dungeon, a rare sort indeed. Thus, I brought it back.”


      “Oho, I see. And why is it here inside the castle?”


      “Without Shino’s magic chains, it shall rampage. Thus, it hath been brought here with us.”


      At first, Elizario had also opposed letting the monster inside and had tried to stop us. However, Ryouen had forced the matter by saying, “Oh, and I do wonder what shall happen should it be freed?” There was nobody in the mage corps capable of keeping the monster restrained for long, and so we brought it with us. Though, of course, we didn’t do so thoughtlessly.


      “This room hath two Heroes, and this building is sturdy. Even should it run, we shall be able to handle it,” attested Ryouen.


      Plenty here were clearly baffled by this plan, which made sense considering the other adventurers and Testa’s party still were after making the whole journey with us. However, they also understood there was some sense in what Ryouen was saying. It was true that if this thing was going to rampage, it’d be better here where we had a land and tactical advantage than in the middle of town. Still, bringing it inside the capital at all might have been a problem, but...


      “After all, we cannot let it free in the forest.”


      But it was also true that it was safest to keep it within sight. Anyway, those were the thoughts in my mind as I listened to the conversation between Ryouen and Basileus. But that’s when Claira suddenly approached us.


      “Hey!” Therion was the first to notice, and he grabbed onto Claira’s arm. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”


      “I was hoping to speak with that woman,” she responded, her eyes locked on the monster as she gently removed Therion’s hand from around her arm.


      “Ugh, guess there’s no arguing with that.” He must have sensed the intent in her eyes. He was grumbling and exuding cold air, but he nevertheless followed close behind Claira.


      “Thank you, Therion.”


      “I’m just curious too, that’s all! I’m not doing this for your damn sake!”


      Claira giggled at him. Once she was standing right before the monster, she knelt on the floor and brought a hand to the monster’s cheek. That’s when a softly glowing magic circle appeared on the back of her hand.


      “Huh?!” Apparently, she hadn’t meant to cast any magic. She looked just as surprised as the rest of us.


      “Claira!” Therion tried to separate her from the monster, but his hand was blocked by an invisible wall. “Damn it! What the hell is this?!” Still, he tried desperately to get to her regardless.




      How long had it been? Once the magic circle disappeared, so did the wall that blocked Therion. He immediately pulled her away from the beast. “Claira, are you okay?!”


      “Yes, I’m...” As soon as the two had separated, the guards pointed their lances at the monster, scraping its cheeks.


      “Bastard! What the hell did you do to the princess?!” One of the knights strengthened his grip, ready to skewer the beast.


      “W-Wait!” Seeing this, Claira screamed in a desperate attempt to stop him.


      But the knight was so panicked, he must not have heard her. He didn’t stop and thrust his spear right toward the monster’s neck.


      That’s when a block of ice encased the knight as a chill blew through the room. “Claira told you all to stop, didn’t she?!” Therion’s face was contorted in pure anger as he kicked down the frozen knight.


      “Th-Thank you. But I’m sure the knight wasn’t ignoring me. Things just got a little hectic, so don’t be too violent, okay?”


      Therion cursed under his breath. He looked just as grumpy as usual, but he heeded Claira’s warning and took his foot off the frozen knight.


      “Um, Shino? Could you undo your chains?”


      “Do you have a death wish?” she asked, glaring daggers at Claira.


      “No, not at all,” she responded, looking not afraid in the slightest.


      “Fine. If looks could kill, that fellow behind you would already have murdered me, after all,” said Shino before snapping her fingers. The chains around the monster melted into thin air as a wave of anxiety rushed over the room.


      But Claira wasn’t bothered by this at all. “What’s your name?” she gently asked the monster.


      The rest of us just stared at her like she was crazy. And yet, the monster flapped its humanlike mouth and managed to croak out, “My...name?”


      All of us, save for Claira, couldn’t believe our eyes and ears. This monster could talk? That was completely unheard of.


      “Yes, your name.”


      “I...have...no...name.” She wasn’t exactly speaking fluently, but she was speaking human language nevertheless. This monster could actually communicate. Was it not just her looks that closely resembled a human, but her whole bodily composition?




      No, that couldn’t be true. I had battled against her, which is how I knew the nature of both her body and mana were starkly different from a human’s. Her ability to speak couldn’t have stemmed from this. Until a moment ago, she hadn’t seemed to have any emotions at all. This was likely Claira’s magic’s doing—the same Ancient Magic the Demon King was after.


      “Then why don’t we call you Eleina?”


      “Elaina?”


      “Yup, Elaina.”


      The monster looked confused, but also somewhat...happy? “Elaina,” it whispered once again.


      Claira spoke to her gently. “Will you be my friend, Elaina?”


      “Huh?!” Shouted the rest of us. What were her intentions of even asking that? It was so sudden, we all looked shell-shocked.


      “Friend...?”


      “Yes, I was getting bored myself, and I’d be able to rest easy with a strong friend like you, Elaina.”


      “My...friend?”


      “Yes, that’s right!”


      That’s when the same magic circle appeared again. This time, it wrapped around Elaina and shined brightly.


      “Wh-What devilry doth be this?!”


      When Elaina once again appeared from the light, she looked a step closer to human—actually, she looked no different from one. There was light in her eyes, and her fangs had dulled to the shape of normal human teeth. Her whole form now lacked any hint of monstrousness. Plus, she was pretty hot.


      “Where’d her bug features disappear too?!” It was rare to see Shino so shocked.


      Upon hearing this question, Elaina began to cast an enchantment. Once she was done, her lower half had returned to arachnid form.


      “So, I was right,” I muttered. I had suspected this, as I knew the nature of her mana hadn’t changed. While her looks now looked human, her true nature had remained the same.


      Elaina folded her spidery legs beneath her. “Thank you for bestowing a name upon me, master.”


      “Huh?! Um, excuse me?” Unlike earlier, Elaina’s words were completely fluent, and Claira clearly hadn’t been expecting this. She was flustered, and her words had come out awkwardly.


      “From this day forward, I, Elaina, wish to serve you until my final breath. Would that be all right?” She was as expressionless as ever, but now, her crimson eyes burned with a desire to serve Claira.


      Claira had only wanted to be friends and was clearly befuddled. But the passion in Elaina’s eyes won her over. “No, I mean, I would be honored.”


      Thus, Claira earned a new vassal, one who was every bit as idiosyncratic as Therion.


      ***


      The monster had transformed, started to speak human language, and even became Claira’s comrade. The sight was impossible to believe, and almost none of us could turn away.


      “I do doubt it indeed, but could this perhaps be...?” Ryouen seemed to have suddenly remembered something.


      “Do you know anything?” I asked.


      “Yes, perhaps. During my research on Ancient Magic, I spent much time reading stone tablets. One among them did depict a similar phenomenon.” So basically, this was all just a guess.


      “What was on it, exactly?”


      “It was a ponderous image indeed. I know not whether it was a human or a demon, but the picture depicted someone leading a horde of monsters against an opposing army.”


      “And you think that was a previous Ancient Magic user?”


      “I believe it was indeed.”


      I knew that Claira’s Ancient Magic could be used to control monsters, so that wasn’t too surprising. I mean, one of the demon army’s Four Fiends had come to capture her directly. What was surprising was this transformation—the fact she had the ability to affect these monsters themselves. That was something I hadn’t been expecting.


      “In the same location of that stone slab, I discovered another which did depict the same figure. Multiple humanoids bowed before them.”


      After being subdued by Claira, Elaina had vowed her loyalty to her. “I guess they do seem quite similar...”


      Next, the discussion returned to our original quest. I still wasn’t sure what had just happened, but I had no choice but to accept it and move on.


      “Then is that staff the item?” asked the king as he gazed at the magic staff in my hands.


      “It was in the deepest depths, so I assume so.”


      “May I take a look?”


      I had no reason to refuse him, especially since it didn’t officially belong to me. “Sure.”


      A knight on standby approached to take the staff from me. However...


      “Ouch! Wh-What the heck?!”


      Lightning repelled the knight’s hand, just as it had done to Yui and the others.


      “So that really is how this thing works,” I muttered. A magic staff that refused to be touched—I hadn’t seen or touched the Holy Sword before, but it apparently worked like that too. Once anyone but a Hero tried to use it, it suddenly grew heavy. One time, someone had tried to wield it anyway, and it erupted in flames.


      “So, this magic staff refuses to even be touched.”


      Had we gotten to the dungeon’s depths only to discover nobody could even touch the item there, it’d have been absolute chaos. At the time, I felt like it was a burden to be the only one who could lift it, but with that perspective, I now felt like we had been lucky.


      “Um, so what should we do with it?” I asked.


      “What should we do indeed...?” Basileus clearly was at a loss, but that’s when Ryouen made a suggestion.


      “Only he hath the power to use it, and many more would have perished if not for him,” she said, glancing at Testa. “He hath contributed to our battles against monsters and minimized our casualties. He certainly contributed much to this dive. It would be a waste for such an item, which those who hath sacrificed their lives to recover, lay covered in dust.”


      “I agree. Quite honestly, I have some gripes with how the Holy Sword is handled.”


      No way... I had a bad feeling about all this.


      “All right. As a reward for his efforts, I hereby relinquish all rights to this staff to Sir Lloyd.”


      “No, but, uh... I don’t think this is something I can just take.” I was only a D-rank. Having this thing would make me a target, and I had even been followed before in the capital. It was only a matter of time until everyone knew the results of our dungeon dive. “I don’t think this is something you can just give to a D-rank adventurer...”


      “Indeed. I shall contact the Adventurer’s Guild directly, then. I would like to see you promoted to S-rank, if possible.”


      “S-rank?!” He must have meant as a replacement for the S-ranks we had lost during our quest. There were very few of them, and they weren’t the types to easily die on the job. Yet, multiple had perished during the dungeon dive. It wouldn’t be exaggerating to say that the kingdom had suffered a dramatic loss of forces. Thus, the king must have wanted to promote me to S-rank to make the damage his army had suffered seem minimal.


      “But I’m just not strong enough to be—” I stopped myself. Yes, I wasn’t strong enough. But if I gracefully accepted the offer, Yui and the others would be able to take on higher-level quests. I wouldn’t be holding them back anymore. “Th-Thank you.”


      Thus, I just decided to accept it, even if I wasn’t sure exactly how much my rank would rise.




      After that, we accepted the reward we had originally been offered and returned home. Ryouen seemed exhausted, so we decided to discuss Ancient Magic and the staff on a later date. Though I was dying to know why Testa was giving me a death stare the whole time it took me to finally leave the palace...




      Still, I lay on my bed and took out my new staff via storage magic. Somehow, I must have been chosen by this thing. Quite honestly, I questioned the sanity of a staff that’d do that, but I could tell this thing carried awesome power.


      I was transferring mana into the staff, and apparently, its storage capabilities were the real deal. If I ever needed it, I could draw upon what was stored there, apparently. Plus, there was the ability to save spells. To test it out, I tried imagining one of my buffs flowing into the staff, and it was easily saved. Just like the mana stored inside, I could activate these in a pinch too.


      My one concern was the translucent book that appeared in front of me whenever I tried to use the staff. It first showed up after I had returned home, taken out the staff, and cast some healing magic. The book lacked a physical form and seemed to instead be a collection of mana. But whenever it did show up, my spells cost much less MP and were way more effective. I wasn’t really sure what this was, but it had to be another function its creator had added. Though I had no idea how it worked.


      “And I wonder why the latter half of the book looks like it was ripped out?”


      Additionally, the magic staff was unusually hard. If I needed to, I could probably use it like a blunt weapon too. There might have been even more functions I had yet to discover, but it was already living up to its name as a dungeon’s item.


      “So, it’s just like the Holy Sword, huh? Still, I don’t feel like I was chosen.” Allen and Testa both described themselves as chosen ones, but I didn’t feel that way at all. Maybe there was some sort of prerequisite that allowed you to touch it? One beside just being strong. I mean, I was weak, but I was still able to wield the thing.


      “That’s right. In the Holy Principality, they say the Holy Sword is a sacred treasure made to counter the Demon King’s Demonic Blade, and that the Heroes were chosen by it to be future saviors.” Though in the case of this magic staff, I really felt like it didn’t “choose” people but just reacted to a certain form—that there wasn’t any special meaning behind it at all.


      “Well, thinking about this isn’t gonna get me anywhere.” Thus, I decided to just close my eyes.




      The following day, the town was abuzz. Not with news of our dungeon conquering, but with something else. Of course, word of that had spread too, but this new story completely trumped it.


      In the sacred lands of the Holy Principality, the Grand Holy Palace had been destroyed, and the sacred lands thrown into chaos. And Allen...had stolen the Holy Sword.


      ***


      A few days prior to the dungeon dive, in the Holy Principality’s Holy Lands of Sacre...


      Within the Grand Holy Palace, the Heinrich Strahl, that towered over the city’s center were the dungeons that held the nation’s most dangerous criminals. At all times, either the Hero of Destruction, Captain of the Holy Knights, or Vice Captain of the Holy Knights would be present in the Grand Holy Palace, alongside a plethora of other Holy Knights. And as very few knew of these dungeons in the first place, never once had they seen an intruder.


      But right now, the Hero of Destruction was in the kingdom, and the Holy Knights stationed in the palace were away to deal with a monster outbreak nearby. Thus, the dungeons saw their first intruders—Allen and two members of his former Hero’s party.


      “Everything’s going to plan so far, but we can’t waste too much time down here,” he said as he descended the steps into the dungeons. A large horde of monsters had suddenly appeared just outside the Holy Lands, and they had been gathered there by none other than Allen, though it had taken him multiple days to do so. The task of gathering monsters wasn’t a difficult one; it only took destroying their haunts, which meant he simply needed to focus on the ones near the Holy Lands.


      “Hey, is it really okay to be meeting with this mage?” asked Lulu.


      “It’s fine. They say Blood’s as strong as the second Philosopher.”


      “That’s not what I meant. I mean, there’s no guarantee she’ll side with us, right? Can we really release somebody so dangerous?” Blood was a feared great mage and slayer of Holy Knights. Many had been slaughtered by her hands at the request of black guilds. “She’s a former S-rank adventurer who’s murdered Holy Knights before, right? Can we really—?”


      “Yeah, normally speaking, we shouldn’t,” said Allen, sneering. “But there’s more to this.”


      “More how?”


      “That story’s a sham. It’s fake. She was just framed by the Holy Principality’s top brass.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The Holy Knights are a tricky bunch. They’ve got a strong sense of justice, and a lot of them are staunch believers in the God or whatever this country reveres. I’m not saying that’s the reason for it, but anyone after money or power is inconvenient for them.”


      Sheena, who had grown up in the church, knew this well. The leaders of the Holy Principality weren’t entirely good.


      “A few years ago, a few of the Holy Knights realized one of the guys at the top was corrupt. Of course, those knights didn’t stay quiet, but the top brass used someone to shut them up—Blood, an S-rank adventurer.”


      “I am familiar with the tale, but this is the first I am hearing it was a set up,” said Sheena, inquiring where Allen had gotten this intel.


      “I heard it from one of the half dead Holy Knights when we were still a Hero’s party. He asked me to use my Hero powers to bring these evil deeds to light.”


      “I-I cannot believe it...”


      “Well, I turned him down. I had just become a Hero, after all. I didn’t wanna start off by immediately getting into it with the big wigs of the Holy Principality. Plus, I didn’t have any proof this guy was telling the truth anyway.” It had been a chance for him to make a name for himself, but at the time, Allen was just happy enough to have become a Hero. So, he decided to avoid trouble and save his own skin. Or rather, his new title just didn’t feel real to him at the time. Even if he technically had that power, it was hard for him to actually believe that he did.


      Still, Allen hadn’t mercilessly turned down the request. In fact, he had told this Holy Knight to try a different Hero and graciously offered intel on their whereabouts to the best of his ability. And anyway, that Holy Knight’s corpse was discovered in the forests near Ishtar just a few days later, confirming to Allen that it really was best to not have gotten involved, and that the story was true.


      “Plus, she may have been the type to dye the forest red in a monster blood bath while maniacally laughing, but not kill people without reason. Or so I’ve heard.” That was when Allen was still just a D-rank adventurer. He had never witnessed it for himself before, but the rumors were famous among adventurers even outside the Holy Principality. “So yeah, she wouldn’t kill without reason, but apparently, she wouldn’t back down from doing so if she did have one. I hear she slaughtered the Holy Knights on her list without mercy. But y’know? She was an orphan with nobody to rely on. Maybe that’s just because she murdered tons of demons during the war against the Demon King to make enough money to survive on ever since she was just a little girl.”


      Yes, maybe that was why she had relatively little opposition to killing compared to the average person. She hadn’t been an adventurer back then, so she couldn’t take on quests. But at the time, certain demons had bounties on their heads, which even a little kid could claim as long as they could prove they had really killed the demon in question. It was an age when anybody had the chance to hunt demons, and anyone could become a hero. Thus, Allen’s two party members’ expressions were conflicted. If she had done this to survive, then they could sympathize with her, partially.


      As for Allen, he didn’t look perturbed in the slightest. He continued on coldly and calmly. “But none of that matters. I’m not gonna sympathize with her past or blame her for killing those Holy Knights. Our interests are just...aligned. That’s all that matters.”


      ***


      After a short walk, the cell in question came into view. Within the gloomy prison was a single woman laughing unsettlingly despite her chains. She seemed to be in her early twenties. Her hair was tousled, and her skin was snow white. She stared at them from behind the bars, her eyes warped and twisted. “Huh! It’s rare I get a visitor who ain’t from the Holy Principality,” she said as her chains clinked and clanged.


      “Are you Blood, the Holy Knight Slayer?”


      “Yup, that’s me? What d’ya want?”


      “Would you like to get revenge against these Holy Principality bastards?”


      Blood smiled slightly, but... “Sounds fun, but I’m good.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “I’m over being other’s lapdogs. You’re just here to use me, ain’t ya?”


      That was true. Allen had no defense.


      “And why’d you come to me, exactly?”


      “I want to steal the Holy Sword.” Allen didn’t mince his words.


      Blood’s eyes shot open. “The Holy Sword? Only a Hero can use that, ain’t that right?”


      “And I am a Hero, though they revoked my title. So for now, I guess I’m just a visitor. Still, that doesn’t change the fact I have what it takes to wield the thing.” During his journey here, Allen had matured. The force in his tone and truth in words acted to bolster them.


      “Oho! I see. So? You steal the Holy Sword, then what?”


      “I prove my strength to the world and get revenge on everyone who’s forsaken me. And first, I’m taking down the Grand Holy Palace,” said Allen, looking up toward the ceiling. Above their heads was that very palace, the Heinrich Strahl, even if they couldn’t see it now.


      The corners of Blood’s lips rose higher. “Sounds like fun! Damn fun! I heard there was some whack job whose hand slipped and half destroyed the place, but doing it on purpose? Never heard of that before,” she said, cackling so hard it shook her chains.


      “So? Are you in, or not?”


      “Fine, fine. If you get me outta here, I’ll lend you a hand. I’ll raze the palace to the ground, and I’ll make a damn scene of it!”


      “All right. Then we have a deal,” said Allen, grinning fearlessly as he used his stolen key to open the cell doors and undo Blood’s fetters.


      “If you’re lettin’ me go and asking me for help, then you’ve got that on ya, right?” asked Blood, holding out her hand.


      “Here, it’s yours. A mage without a staff can’t do a damn thing, after all.” Allen handed over Blood’s staff, which he had stolen alongside the key.


      “You’ve sure got a good head on your shoulders! Though I’m pretty good at close-range combat too,” said Blood as she gripped her hands around her staff. “So? How many enemies do we got?”


      “Dunno. But most of the Holy Knights are away from the palace, and their captain and vice captain aren’t here either.”


      “So you’ve got everythin’ prepared, huh?”


      “Yup. All that’s left is to tear this place down,” proclaimed Allen, his thirst for revenge burning in his chest.


      “Hey, Allen? Once you’ve got the Holy Sword, can we let the other guys outta here?” said Blood.


      “Why? I doubt they’d cooperate with us.”


      “They won’t, but it’ll buy us some time. Those damn Holy Knights just can’t leave ’em be after all, yeah? I mean, the people have no damn clue about this place.”


      “Makes sense.”


      “W-We cannot!” protested Sheena.


      “Why?”


      “Many of the prisoners here are heinous criminals who would not even balk at mass murder. If we let such sinners free onto the Holy Lands, then...” Sheena trailed off as she turned to Allen, her face full of worry. Lulu, who was standing next to her, looked similarly anxious.


      Allen spoke sharply. “Are you two saying I’m making...a mistake?”


      “No, we are not! It is just...” Sheena was pierced by his icy glare. At first, she had also opposed his plan to gather monsters near the Holy Lands, but his insistence that the Holy Knights would take care of things and his accusation that Sheena was questioning him won her over in the end.


      “Well, I get what she’s saying, but don’t worry. There aren’t many like that here in the dungeons, and those types aren’t very strong anyway. Once the Captain of the Holy Knights kicks into action, they’ll be recaptured in a flash.”


      “I-Is that right?”


      “Well, maybe some will be too tough for the captain to handle, but he’s probably not interested in the lust murderers, and he’s just an old fart now. It’ll be fine.”




      A few hours later, every Holy Knight remaining in Heinrich Strahl had been slaughtered, and so had the members of the top brass who failed to escape in time. Other victims included some of the civil servants who worked for them.


      Then, the Grand Holy Palace was reduced to rubble before Blood’s magic, and the escaped prisoners wreaked discord on the Holy Lands.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Fate Blossoms


      Seventeen years prior, there was a long and great war that had led to countless casualties, and saw many towns and villages destroyed. Tragedies begot further tragedies, but all were put to an end by the efforts of a single group of Legendary Adventurers.


      She could still remember it clearly—the joyous cries rejoicing the war’s end, the Necromancers’ Kingdom’s retreat, and that look on one of the hero’s faces. Master Merlin knelt before her fellow hero’s grave, tears streaming down her face, hardly looking like the victorious savior she was.


      For the sake of peace, for her own sake, someone she treasured had perished. Her Master Merlin carried this sorrow, which was beyond anything she, at the time, could imagine. Ryouen was powerless, and it hurt. Such emotions suddenly squeezed her chest as she began to croak out, “Master Merlin, I...”




      Ryouen was awoken by a pain in her chest. She shot out of bed to find familiar surroundings. Perhaps her few days of absence had given new light to her usual room, as it now seemed somewhat nostalgic.


      “So, ’twas but a dream,” she murmured as she checked the clock. “Is it truly already so late?” She had slept in later than usual due to the exhaustion she had accrued during her dungeon dive. “’Tis been a long time since I last had such a dream.”


      That was the last time she had seen her beloved Master Merlin. She had disappeared just a few days later, alongside the rest of her party members and the alchemist they were closely associated with. News that the saviors who had heralded this peace were gone had spread like wildfire, stretching beyond the confines of the kingdom to be the talk of the town even abroad. Still, many hopefully awaited their return, though the theory they had perished had more backers these days. Even Ryouen, at times, would wonder whether Merlin had passed away.




      But a few days earlier while she was sluggishly walking the streets of the royal capital, she noticed a disturbance...and a certain D-rank adventurer whose aura closely resembled Merlin’s—the air of the overwhelmingly talented. Yes, she had found Lloyd.


      That night, Ryouen had approached this adventurer. That’s when she knew without a doubt that Merlin still lived.




      “Oh, how she had worried me...”


      Incidentally, while Ryouen proclaimed her relationship with Merlin to be that of master and apprentice, Merlin despised the designation. Ryouen was slightly older and had originally been a researcher for the empire. As long as she continued down her current path, Merlin knew she’d assuredly become an S-rank adventurer—that she was an elite who would one day be a member of the empire’s top brass, in time.


      Had Ryouen not been so fixated on Ancient Magic, Merlin knew she would have been the most skilled S-rank adventurer in all the continent. And due to some quarrels between Merlin and the empire, she couldn’t fathom so easily accepting Ryouen as a pupil. In fact, Merlin had never had much interest in an apprentice in the first place.


      But Ryouen, despite her elite status, threw that chance away to instead study magic for a reason, which she whispered aloud while clenching her fist. “Just thou wait, Merlin. I, your pupil, shall realize thy strongest desire and—”




      Before she could finish that thought, there was a knock at her door. “I know this aura. Who goeth there?”


      That magic, that air... It resembled her pupil, but something was off. However, this laboratory saw very few visitors, which could only mean...


      “The door doth be unlocked.”


      It cracked open, revealing a young man with a newspaper in his hand. “Sorry, I know you’re probably still tired, so I planned on leaving you alone for the day, but...”


      They had just returned from conquering the dungeon, but he was as fit as a fiddle. He really did seem like her master’s pupil, through and through.


      Ryouen smiled. “No, ’tis fine. But what doth thou want from me, my dear pupil?”


      “Uh, I don’t remember becoming your pupil. Oh! But anyway,” Lloyd spread open the newspaper he had just bought in town.


      “Forsooth!”


      “The Holy Sword was stolen. By Allen.”


      Ryouen was silent as she read over the article, biting her lip. “They are done for indeed.”


      Naturally, an item on the level of the Holy Sword was heavily guarded. Holy Knights and other top-class warriors watched it day in and day out on rotation. However, there weren’t many other tough security measures beside these guards.


      One reason for this was that it was housed in the Grand Holy Palace, but another—and the most important—was that there were only four capable of wielding it in the first place. Of course, there was always the chance that someone was out there whose makings of a Hero were yet unknown, but one wouldn’t know that without testing for it within the Holy Principality. Yes, perhaps somebody could pick it up, but nobody could possibly steal it.


      In other words, the Holy Sword was protected by the ultimate security measure, which was that only a Hero could take it. Thus, if soldiers had to be divided between guarding the Holy Sword and guarding their monarch, they’d guard the latter by necessity.


      “At the time, most of the Holy Knights were away to deal with a monster outbreak, and now, they have to recapture the prisoners who escaped from the dungeons beneath the Grand Holy Palace, which were a national secret.”


      “Ah, so that is why it was late that they realized the Holy Sword be their aim, and that it was stolen. The Holy Principality had a chink in their armor, indeed.”


      “Yeah, and somebody came to visit me this morning.”


      “And who might that be?” asked Ryouen, failing to understand how this situation was currently connected to Lloyd.


      “Testa, the Hero of Destruction.”


      “Ah, so that doth be it.” Ryouen didn’t need to hear anymore to know the reason. “Solicitation, yes?”


      ***


      A few hours earlier, somebody had come to see me early in the morning—the Hero of Destruction, Testa. He said we couldn’t talk at my lodgings, so I was brought to a nearby café. That was enough to give me a good idea of what this had to be about.


      On our way to the café, Testa, who was walking ahead, glanced back at me. “How do I put this? You have a completely different air to you today.” Those had to be empty words. But really, he shouldn’t have been so obvious about it.


      “I don’t need your empty flattery.”


      “No, I really meant it, but...whatever. If you think my words are empty, you’re free to take them that way.”


      Next, we stepped into the café and ordered our drinks. After taking a sip of the coffee that was placed before him, Testa started to speak. “I’ll get straight to business. I want to invite you to the Holy Principality.”


      Yeah, I thought so. I calmly considered my answer, even though I already knew what it ultimately would be. I just needed to consider how I could refuse. I didn’t want to create any ill will between myself and a Hero, especially one from the Holy Principality. “Why?”


      “A few days ago, the Holy Sword was stolen.”


      “Huh?” My surprise slipped right out of me. I hadn’t expected that at all. “But that’s news to me.”


      “I just heard word of it recently myself. Allen took the Holy Sword without permission, releasing heinous criminals in the process. It’s thrust the Holy Lands into chaos.”


      “Allen did that?” I hadn’t thought about him for a while, but I never would have imagined he’d do something like that. “So basically, you’re trying to fill the gap left by the Holy Sword by bringing me, the only one who can currently wield the Magic Staff Astarte, to the Holy Principality.”


      “Exactly. And you can even join my party, if you’d like. As a former member of Allen’s, I’m sure you already know what it means to be a member of a Hero’s party,” he said, looking at me with absolute resolve in his eyes, as if he were assured my answer would be a resounding, “yes.” However...


      “I’ll pass.”


      “Huh?!”


      To be honest, being in Allen’s party wasn’t much of a blessing, minus the honor. Now, it just really didn’t seem like an attractive deal. I didn’t hesitate at all.


      Testa was clearly pissed at my answer. “Hey! Don’t you dare get ahead of yourself just because that magic staff chose you. Sure, your party members are strong, but they’re nothing compared to my Hero’s party,” he said, attacking me forcefully. I could sense power in his words that lived up to his title of Hero. Thankfully, there were no other customers around us, but I could tell the staff were getting perturbed by his overpowering presence.


      “I see.” It was clear he was on a whole other level than Allen, but I couldn’t let myself turn back now. “I could say the same to you. Don’t you dare think that being a Hero will let you get away with anything. I have zero intention of leaving my current party.”


      Testa could bad-mouth me all he wanted, but he knew nothing about Yui and the others. I couldn’t stop my blood from rushing to my head.


      And the same went for all his selfishness during our dungeon dive. He was probably just trying to prevent Shino from beating him to the punch, but if he was really the honorable Hero he claimed to be, he’d have put everybody else’s lives before his. Their deaths were avoidable. He had aggravated the situation, yet he didn’t seem to regret it at all!


      “I would never join the party of someone who didn’t care about the lives of his comrades.” After I said that, I realized I was letting my emotions get to me, which was pretty rare. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to calm myself.


      But I never heard an answer from Testa. Was he seriously reflecting on himself? I found his silence strange, but once I opened my eyes he seemed...terrified? His whole body was shaking. Had I taken things too far?


      No, that couldn’t be true. Testa was the type to brush any words right off.


      “A-Are you really that D-rank adventurer, Lloyd?” he asked, his voice trembling.


      “Did you really have to clarify my rank?”


      “I-It’s just, you seem like a completely different person...”


      “I do?” I thought back to the face I had seen in the mirror when I washed it this morning. “Hmm...” It was the same face as always, and it wasn’t like I had changed my image or anything. I was wearing my usual clothes too. “I don’t think anything’s changed.”


      “R-Really?”


      “But we’re done here, right? I’ll pay for myself.” What had him so frightened? I couldn’t tell at all, to the point it was creepy. But since there were bad vibes all around, I decided to put an end to this chat. There was nothing left to discuss anyways.
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      “Seriously, what’s gotten into him?”


      I settled my tab and quickly left the café.


      ***


      “Wh-What the hell was that...?” Lloyd had already left the café, but Testa was still reeling. “I, a Hero, felt completely overwhelmed by his tremendous magical power! Was it the Magic Staff Astarte I felt?”


      However, even Testa had to deny that possibility. Sure, they were likely related, but as far as Testa knew, the Holy Sword didn’t have a similar power, and if it really was that staff’s doing, he would have noticed the change yesterday. Astarte was certainly the origin of this change, but its magical force couldn’t be what Testa had sensed.


      “That magic, the power that lies within him...” Testa searched his jumbled mind for an answer and realized this was his second time sensing such an overwhelming force. “It’s just like that Legendary Adventurer...”


      That Legendary Adventurer, Merlin the Philosopher.


      Testa’s Heroic nature had been discovered when he was quite young. Ever since he was a tween, an innate talent that surpassed even an S-rank adventurer’s had burgeoned within him. Assured the power of the Holy Sword made him invincible, he had looked down on other adventurers and belittled all adults. Yet, the magical force Merlin had released without having to cast any spells had completely overpowered that same teenager, making her the only adventurer who had ever bested him.




      Why did Lloyd, who had hidden this power the whole time, only let him glimpse it now? Why was Lloyd nameless, despite such awesome power? Why had Testa sensed the same power in a D-rank adventurer as he had once felt in that Legendary Adventurer? He didn’t know the answer to any of those questions, but there was still one thing he knew for certain: “He’s...a monster.”


      ***


      At a wooden inn located in a small town just outside the royal capital, a woman in a black robe, Lily, knocked on a door. After a few moments, a languorous voice called out to her from the other side as it slowly creaked open. “Oh, Lily. I thought it was about time you showed up.”


      Out stepped a man dressed in baggy clothing, scratching his tousled hair. It was Wil, the alchemist. These past few days, he had been staying at this inn, lost in his research.


      The inn was far from new and not at all durable, which meant he had to avoid any dangerous experiments, no matter how small the actual risk. Even a tiny explosion could lead to disaster here. Thus, this research had been centered around experiments with a minor risk of explosion, or deskwork like thought experiments.


      But why was he here in a town so close to the capital? Of course, that was closely tied to what had brought Lily there.




      Lily took off her robe and haphazardly hung it on the wall.


      “You’re tired, yeah? So? Want something to drink?” asked Wil as Lily plopped her exhausted butt onto the couch.


      Not that it particularly mattered, but all the furniture in this room was Wil’s. He had used storage magic to store all the original furnishings into a subspace, so all the furniture currently here had been smuggled in by Wil himself. But just what would the innkeeper say if he found out? Well, Wil’s stance was that as long as he didn’t, it wouldn’t be a problem. Anyway, Wil reached into one of these furnishings—a magic refrigerator—to get Lily a drink.


      “Thanks. But not a potion, please.” Lily glanced over to find Wil standing there with a flask full of sparkling liquid in his hands.


      “Huh?! But I went through all the trouble to cool my special exhaustion recovery potion for you! It’s lemon tea flavored, y’know!”


      “And knowing you, I’m sure you’re telling the truth about the flavor. But no matter how tasty it is, I’d prefer not to drink anything that glows. The color doesn’t even resemble lemon tea at all.” The liquid was blue, and while it definitely looked like it could be drinkable, the fact it was sparkling undermined that.


      “It really is tasty,” muttered Wil before downing the liquid himself.


      “Th-That’s right. You were never the type to care about such things, were you?”




      After Lily was given a perfectly normal drink, she reported back on what she had witnessed in the capital. “I likely don’t need to ask, but you’ve taken proper antiwiretapping measures, right?”


      “Of course! I cast a soundproofing spell on the room and took measures to prevent magic-based wiretapping and photography. I’ve even put up a barrier that’ll stop any outside peepers.”


      “Perception blocking, you mean? That seems like it’d be awfully useful in battle...”


      “That’d be hard. The barrier has to be fixed in place, which makes it difficult to actually utilize. Even if I were to set one up, it’d take a while too. And even if we used the barrier to hide ourselves for an ambush, the barrier itself would be easily picked up by detection magic.”


      After Wil was done explaining how difficult that’d be, Lily moved on to the real matter at hand. “Anyway, let’s get into it. They succeeded wonderfully at conquering the dungeon. And apparently, the item slumbering there has been officially recognized as Lloyd’s, by the king himself to boot.”


      “I should’ve expected nothing less from the kid. Sure, him conquering the dungeon was just as we planned it, but to think the item would fall into his hands too.”


      Actually, it had been Lily who urged the Captain of the Royal Knights to include Lloyd and his party in this conquering quest. Ever since the Legendary Party had disappeared, similar dungeon dives had been discussed and planned on countless occasions. That was just how big of a hole the Legendary Party had left. They likely hoped to fill that hole via these items.


      However, these plans were met with backlash. While the boons of a successful dungeon dive would be huge, the risk was simply too great. This most recent dive had been a success, but they had lost multiple S-rank adventurers in the process. Sure, being an adventurer was a job that placed you close to death, but that was no reason to make light of the lives they still had. Thus, opposition had been intense; while half supported a dive, the other half were staunchly against it.


      A dive had only been possible now because word that the second imperial princess had been kidnapped, which had been kept secret, had spread among the kingdom’s top brass once she had arrived in the capital. Lily had also pushed for it, and Lloyd’s existence had been the impetus for that.


      “But we weren’t expecting casualties, huh? If only Lloyd could’ve used the full extent of his power...” said Wil, trailing off.


      “Indeed. I was convinced that as long as Lloyd was there, nobody would perish in the process. Out of the three Heroes, I wasn’t expecting them to pick the Hero of Destruction as his companion.”


      “He’s the most suitable, minus his personality, after all. Even accounting for personalities, it’s hard to say a different Hero would’ve been a better option.” Had Lloyd been able to take charge and make full use of his power, things wouldn’t have turned out like they had. They knew Lloyd considered himself to be weak, but they hadn’t expected his humility—or really, negativity—to be this extreme.


      “Well, best-case scenario would have been us participating,” commented Lily.


      “You’re as strong as a centurion, after all. But we can’t just rely on you and Merlin forever. If we want to help raise the next generation, we need to stay low for now.”


      “And there’s no knowing what Merlin would say if she knew,” For a variety of reasons, Lily and her friends were keeping out of the public eye.


      “Still, everyone’s gotten so weak after you all disappeared. The knights, the adventurers, all of ’em.”


      “Yes, I actually fought an adventurer while I was in town, and—”


      “Wait, you fought one?! And I went out of my way to prepare one of my precious robes for you since you said this was a secret mission! Jeez, you’re not Merlin, y’know,” said Wil, looking absolutely exasperated, not that he really was. He was just teasing Lily a little.


      “I didn’t have a choice!” shouted Lily, taking his bait.


      “I’m kidding, I’m kidding! I’m sure that’s true, knowing you. You’re well aware of the repercussions of your and Merlin’s existence being revealed to the world.”


      “I am. But thanks to that, I was able to find a promising bud ready to bloom.”


      “A bud?”


      “I’m quite certain she’ll surpass the Captain of the Holy Knights one day.”


      For just a brief moment, Wil’s eyes flew open. “You found someone so promising, huh?” This “bud” with the potential to surpass the Captain of the Holy Knights that Lily had discovered was music to Wil’s ears. The lack of strong adventurers on Lily or Merlin’s level, combined with ever-increasing demon activity, had begun to upset the balance of things, and Wil had been starting to panic. “Well, if that’s what the former top of her class at the best knight academy in the Holy Principality is saying, then I believe it. You even gained that title by defeating the current Captain of the Holy Knights himself. Still...”


      “That’s all in the past. I quit halfway through, didn’t I?”


      “Yeah, you did. But destroying buildings in battles on the daily? That complete disrespect for the Goddess the Holy Principality worships you have? Not to mention the fact you’d mercilessly beat up anyone who pissed you off no matter what their rank. I’m sure a problem child like that would’ve been expelled anyway.”


      “Didn’t I say that’s all in the past?!” shouted Lily, red in the face.


      Wil stared at her blankly. “Huh? Is that not still the case?”


      “N-No! That was just how I was in my teens!”


      “Hold on a sec. You were pretty bad in your adventuring years too, weren’t you? I mean, you were even called the Sword Fiend.”


      Lily groaned. She wasn’t a fan of that nickname, and she found it extremely embarrassing. Contrary to Shino’s dramatic nerdiness, even the nickname “Sword Saint” was enough for Lily to want to crawl into a hole and die. So then, what about the nickname “Sword Fiend?” Well, just hearing it in town was enough for her to go red in the face and run for the hills.


      “Anyway, I’m done with my report!”


      “Well, we certainly got a bit off track, but basically, Lloyd returned alive and now has that cursed staff, right?”


      “I think that summarizes the important parts.”


      “Right, right...” Next, Wil decided to confirm there was nothing left out of the story. “By the way, I heard that a giant fissure opened in the forest a few days before the dungeon dive. I know all the rumors: that it was a giant monster’s doing, that it was divine wrath... They’ve spread like crazy, but that wasn’t...?” That wasn’t you, right? asked Wil with his eyes.


      “N-Not at all!”


      “Right...”


      “A-Anyway, I have a shop to visit, so I’ll be going now!” said Lily, rushing to the door. But once she got there, she realized there was something she forgot to say and froze. “Oh...”


      “What?”


      “I’ve been curious about something.”


      “About what?”


      “A long time ago, Lloyd touched a corner of that memento of Sybil, the Grimoire, right”


      “Right, and Merlin blew her lid. I’ve heard the story. What about it?”


      “Apparently, that magic staff has...”


      The two discussed among themselves, their expressions grim.


      “I see. If Merlin finds out, she’ll be heartbroken. It could destroy the kid. That’s how Sybil...”


      “I’m sure preventing such a thing is why she trained him so well, but still...”


      Would they report to Merlin, or would they not? After all their deliberation, they decided to hold off for now.


      “Let’s stay quiet. The Grimoire doesn’t have the power it once had. That should prevent things from ending like they did for Sybil. It’s best not to rile Merlin up too much, as she is now.”


      Lily nodded. “You’re right. Report back to her that Lloyd’s been recognized as a first-rate adventurer, just as we planned. Since I’m already here, I want to enjoy the capital for a bit before heading home.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Got it.”


      ***


      At the same hour, in the Necromancers’ Kingdom, seven demons had gathered in a room inside the Demon King’s Castle, the largest in all the continent. They were all of unordinary strength, and the air that surrounded each and every one of them would put even an S-rank adventurer to shame.


      Plus, they all were quite unique in appearance as well. One had eight arms, while another’s two were bound by chains. One among them, Grist, now only had one arm.


      At the center of the room was a round table with eight chairs, all of them as luxurious as thrones. However, only the grandest among them—the real throne—was still empty.




      Shortly, a demon appeared from the room located behind that throne. Next to him was a secretary, carrying papers of some sort.


      “Sorry for the wait, guys. I had some business to take care of first.” Compared to the rest of the seven, this demon seemed lacking. At a glance, he seemed to have no vigor, and he was still in his youth. He had silver hair, white skin, and a frame that was far thinner and seemingly fragile than any of the others. His arms were thin and slender, as if a strong grip could snap them. However, it was perfectly clear to anyone with an eye for such things that this man was undoubtedly the current Demon King.


      He really is our king. The man’s built different, thought Grist. While the others didn’t let it show, they too realized they were powerless against this man.


      “Uh, there’s no need to be so nervous, is there? I’m not here to talk about anything bad...right?” The Demon King only wanted to chat, yet the atmosphere in the room was terribly awkward. It gave him a headache. “Am I really that unpopular?” he asked his secretary, slumping his shoulders.


      “No, not at all.”


      “Right. Well, I don’t want to be a despot or anything. I just want to all get along. Maybe I really was wrong to beat up the demons who opposed my coronation?”


      When the current king had decided to ascend the throne, there was intense backlash. Due to his slender frame, rumor that he had only become the next Demon King thanks to his lineage had spread throughout the Necromancers’ Kingdom. The more conservative demons who put power above all just couldn’t stand for it.


      Thus, the current Demon King crushed his harshest and most powerful band of critics with a single spell. Among them were demons so strong, they were contenders to join the Four Fiends. In a single moment, the Demon King had claimed the whole kingdom for himself.


      “I am sure there is some relation, but overwhelming power is a prerequisite to be Demon King. It is nothing to worry yourself over.”


      “Huh. Well, I always knew I wasn’t popular like my dad. My only redeeming quality is my irritatingly high amount of mana that eats away at my own body.” With that, the Demon King ordered his secretary to pass out the documents, sighing melancholically.


      However, the current Demon King was far from unpopular. There’s not a single demon soul who doesn’t accept him as our king. It’s just... Even Grist, one of the original Four Fiends, completely lost confidence in his strength before this new king, overwhelmed by a sense of inferiority. His Majesty is quite different from his predecessors.


      All the leadership that had served the last king felt the same way, and so did the four new members they had welcomed in. Among them was the prison warden who had watched over the highest-level prison in all the Necromancers’ Kingdom, filled with dangerous and unmanageable criminals, for over a century. He had even refused a promotion to join the Four Fiends.


      Belialus... He didn’t lend a hand even once during the reign of our previous king. The only person to ever refuse an invitation from the Demon King had been a researcher and previous member of the Four Fiends.


      “Uh, I’m sure you’ll gather as much if you read this, but recently, something big happened in the Holy Principality. A Hero stole the Holy Sword.”


      This was the first any of the seven were hearing of this incident. Some seemed surprised, others laughed in amusement, while others simply stared at the paper before them. The Demon King watched their reactions before continuing. “So, the Holy Principality’s in shambles, and the tops in the empire still don’t trust each other, so...” He spoke his next words slowly, his expression soft. “I’m thinking we attack the kingdom, where the second imperial princess is. We’ll recover her Ancient Magic before they can get any help, using the power of the Satanic Seven, the seven most powerful members of our Demon army and what I’m replacing the Four Fiends with, you guys.”


      His words were much more violent than his expression would have suggested. And of course, not everyone in the room agreed with this plan. Grist raised his hand.


      “Yes, Grist, the Satanic Sixth? What is it?” The Demon King kindly allowed Grist’s question without anger or opposition.


      “Does this really have to happen now, Your Majesty?”


      “Well, yeah, it does. I’ve got something else this’ll help with too.”


      “And what might that be?”


      “I’d actually prefer not to tell you, but maybe I need to?” Immediately, highly concentrated mana flooded the whole castle. It was enough to make even Grist feel suffocated.


      S-So this is the Demon King’s power, the depths of the man with the greatest magical force in all the continent, so strong it eats away at his own body!


      “So, I want the Fourth and the Seventh to head to the kingdom. There, I want you to capture the princess, and...” He stood, walked over to a demon dressed in tattered black robes, and whispered something in his ear. “Can you do it, Satanic Sixth, the former head of our army’s assassin division?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      “I’m counting on you! Oh, you can take some of your underlings with you, of course. I picked out the perfect demons for you guys. And our goal here is just to take back that Ancient Magic. Don’t forget it’s not the time for that just yet.”


      The secretary handed the two papers regarding their new underlings.


      “As long as we can get our hands on the princess, we can crush both the empire and the Holy Principality. We’ve been forced to the edge of the continent, but it’s time we take back our old lands.” King Chronos’s eyes were trained far off into the distance, much farther than any of the Satanic Seven could see.


      ***


      After leaving the café, I decided to walk around the capital, though I didn’t really have any errands I needed to take care of. Too much had happened, and I just couldn’t calm down.


      First, Allen had stolen the Holy Sword. He was likely involved in all that was currently going down in the Holy Lands. I was surprised to hear there were prisoners kept in the dungeons of the Grand Holy Palace, but I was more concerned about the escapees. The Holy Knights had apparently subdued the majority, but there were still some they had yet to capture. It would be a while longer until this began to affect the kingdom, but I was still worried. More than anything, we had just managed to obtain an item, but the chaos in the Holy Principality had left us back where we started.


      I sighed. I was angry. How could all the Heroes be so selfish? Testa was a prime example. I thought maybe I had overdid it back there, but that was what it took to get through to him. “Maybe selfishness is a prerequisite to being a Hero?”


      On one hand, I thought that couldn’t be true. On the other, I thought it was entirely possible. It was kind of scary.


      The Hero of Crystal, Therion.


      The Hero of Destruction, Testa.


      And finally, Allen.


      All three of them completely walked to the beat of their own drums. Their skills were the real deal, but that also made incidents like this much more dangerous than a single adventurer or knight committing treason. We couldn’t afford to just comfortably rely on the Heroes for everything.


      “I need to grow stronger,” I muttered, summoning my staff via storage magic and gripping its handle. Maybe what I felt was just the responsibility that came with owning this item, but something heavy weighed on my shoulders. Maybe it was just beyond my means? At the same time, my adventurer rank was about to be promoted, for better or worse. That meant I’d have to take on harder quests, but would I really be able to handle them?


      No, I’d never know what I could handle until I tried. I needed to work hard, not just for myself, but to ensure I wasn’t holding Yui and the others back.


      “Then maybe I should hurry up and get to training,” I muttered as I walked through town. That’s when I heard a familiar voice. “I know that person, I think...”


      “Whoa, Lloyd! Long time no see!” I turned toward that sound to find Crumb and Sylvie.


      “Crumb! And you’re here too, Sylvie.”


      “I am. It’s been quite a while. Thank you so much for solving my issue with that magic stone,” said Sylvie, bowing her head.


      “You’re already up and walking around?”


      “I am, thanks to you. Though I’m not as nimble in battle as I was before. I’ve been really relying on my sister, as of late.”


      Yeah, that made sense. Her just being able to walk around like this was a miracle. Her recovery was going much better than I had ever imagined. Naturally, that had to be thanks to her hard work too.


      “I’m about as strong as an A-rank with the help of my sister’s support magic.”


      “Huh? A-rank?” Apparently, her recovery was going much, much better than I could have fathomed. When she said she was really relying on her sister, I thought she was hunting weak monsters with the help of Crumb’s support magic, but apparently not. Instead, she had simply meant she was relying on the blessings of support magic and was already swinging her sword and fighting pretty tough monsters.


      “So, what brings you to the capital?” I asked.


      “Oh, right! We’ve been traveling around while doing B-ranked quests,” responded Crumb.


      “Traveling? What about your house in Ishtar?”


      “We sold it!”


      “You...sold it?” I thought I misheard her.


      “Well, Ishtar’s pretty big and all, but the adventurers there aren’t very strong. That’s why we’ve been traveling around in search of new party members! We’ve been using what we got from selling the house to fund the journey.”


      “I-I see.” It was quite the bold move, but it made sense. Now that Allen’s and Yui’s parties had left Ishtar, there likely weren’t any adventurers on her level, at least not any that I could remember.


      “So, we’re searching for new party members, and we thought there’d be plenty here in the capital, don’t you think?”


      “Yeah, you’re right.” They’d meet tons of adventurers just by heading to the Adventurer’s Guild, and if they were lucky, they’d be able to meet some pretty strong ones. But there was one thing that caught my attention. “And you don’t have any plans of rejoining Yui’s party?”


      “Nope,” Crumb immediately answered with zero hesitation. “We already left once. Plus, they’ve now got the Savior of Ishtar, dungeon conqueror, and white mage who wields an item on the same level as the Holy Sword with them. We’re pretty strong, but we can’t outshine you.”


      “I really don’t think that’s the case.” Though I was pretty sure that no matter what I said, it wouldn’t change Crumb’s mind.


      “Oh, that’s right!”


      “Huh?”


      “Do you know any strong adventurers going at it solo around here?”


      “Strong and going solo, you’re asking?”


      “Oh, if you can, it’d be great if they were a mage!”


      A strong mage going it solo. I racked my brain to see if I knew any adventurers that fit the bill. They needed to be strong, so either S-rank or A-rank. On top of that, they needed to be going it alone and also be a mage. That was a tall order. I didn’t know of any such—


      “Oh.” No, I did. There was just one adventurer who perfectly matched what Crumb was looking for.


      “You know one?”


      “Well, technically, but...”


      “Really?!” Crumb jumped at my words. “If you know them personally, then you’ve gotta introduce us!”


      “About that...”


      “If you don’t, then at least give me their name!”


      Did I really know her personally? I guess I technically did. We had battled together, and even defeated that dungeon’s boss side by side. However, introducing the two would be tough. “Uh, she’s quite the oddball. Is that okay?”


      “We’re oddballs ourselves! Though I guess that’d depend on how wacky she is. At least tell me her name!”


      Well, I could definitely do that, at least. “There’s an adventurer known as Shino the Great Black Mage. She travels on her own.”


      “A black mage, huh? What’s her rank?”


      “She’s S-rank, and just as strong as a Hero.”


      “Wow, the capital sure is something! The adventurers here are on a whole other level!”


      I had apparently gotten her hopes up, but the next part was what was really important. “She’s pretty freewheeling, so I don’t think you’ll really be able to control her.”


      “Sh-She’s that bad?”


      “Yup.” While we were on the subject, I also warned Crumb that Shino was more likely to turn down her invitation than accept it. She was crazy strong, after all. She wasn’t just a great adventurer in name, so she must have been invited to at least one party before. But considering I had never heard she was in a party, that could only mean one thing, right? Still, the chances of her accepting Crumb’s offer couldn’t be zero. Probably.


      “Well, why don’t you try meeting with her? I don’t think she’s a bad person, and she might just accept the offer.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. You okay with that too, Sylvie?”


      “Yes, of course. The matter is in your hands, Crumb.” There was zero hesitation in her voice, which let me know just how deeply she trusted her sister. And at this point, I didn’t think it needed saying that Crumb absolutely adored her sister too.


      “You two have a great relationship,” I said.


      “Don’t we? We’ve made it through all sorts of troubles together, ever since we were young,” said Crumb, patting Sylvie on the head.


      “I’m not a kid anymore!” she protested, her cheeks slightly red.


      “I see.” At first, I had been pretty worried about them, including their decision to invite Shino to their party. But apparently, my worries were unfounded. They were tough, and I could tell just by looking at them. They looked incredibly happy and fulfilled, so much so it cleared up the cloud that was hanging over my head.


      “You’re always taking care of us, huh?” Crumb expressed her gratitude with a smile. After telling them I was just as much in their debt, I took my leave. They seemed to find my words strange, but they really cheered me up.


      Thus, my chance encounter with Crumb and Sylvie was over. But back then, I had no way of knowing that the party they would go on to form here in the capital would become our greatest rivals.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: Rivals in Battle and Love


      The night Shino returned to the capital, she found a peculiarly lavish meal waiting for her. “This sure is fancy...”


      She found the spread before her terribly strange. Considering her circumstances, one would typically assume that this feast was meant to celebrate her safe return. However...


      “Letizia. What is all this?”


      Letizia sat across from her, grinning from ear to ear. Shino wasn’t surprised that Letizia could manage to cook such a high-level meal; cooking was her young sister’s specialty, and she was typically in charge of their meals. However, Letizia had not once prepared such a fancy meal for Shino—not on her birthday, or even when she was promoted to an S-rank adventurer.


      “Well...”


      Sure, Letizia had cooked some fancier meals in the past, but only for herself. That meant that Shino was about to find out something good had happened to her sister, or perhaps...


      “Ah, so that’s it.” Shino showered, changed her clothes, and sat before the dinner table. Letizia had stayed in her seat the whole time, grinning. “So? I’m assuming it is Yui you wish to hear about?”


      “Oho! You truly are remarkable, sister.”


      “So, I was right...” Shino slumped her shoulders and sighed in annoyance. But in all honesty, she was quite willing to share this info herself. “Fine. So, what do you want to know? It’s driven you to cheer me up with all this good food, after all.”


      “Huh?!” Letizia seemed surprised.


      “Does something displease you?”


      “No. It’s just... Knowing you, sister, I was sure you would say you were completely disinterested or not paying attention to such things.”


      “Well, you’re right. I really didn’t have an ounce of interest in anyone but Yui, Lloyd, and Ryouen, and I didn’t pay the others any attention at all.”


      Yui, originally, had also been part of the group Shino ignored. But after seeing what the girl was capable of after randomly choosing who seemed to be the strongest swordsman to be part of her team, Shino had realized Yui far exceeded her expectations. With mages, you could get a general sense of their abilities by the magical force they leaked, and those capable of detection magic could pinpoint that with even more accuracy. However, it was hard to tell a swordsman’s strength at just a glance, especially for Shino, who knew absolutely nothing about swords.


      For a while, Shino answered all the questions Letizia had. She told her younger sister that Yui’s sword arm was one of the best among the S-rank adventurers, and that she knew how to concentrate mana into her blade and fire it. Having experienced Lloyd’s buffs for herself, Shino was thoroughly aware of how amazing he was. However, Yui was incredibly skilled even without the help of his spells.


      “Did you know how excellent of a swordswoman Yui is?”


      “Of course I did! At least, that’s what I’d like to say, but this is my first time hearing of such a magic attack.”


      “Lloyd was saying the same thing, that this had to be something she learned recently, or a technique she kept concealed...”


      “No matter which it is, Lady Yui is still so strong!” rejoiced Letizia before asking for more details. “So? What did you think of her, sister?”


      “What did I think? Well...” What immediately came to mind was Yui and Lloyd fighting side by side. The next words naturally slipped from her mouth. “Hmm... I was kind of jealous, I think...” It was only then that Shino realized what she had just said. She hurried to retract her words. “No, that’s not what I meant! I-I simply just—”


      “Right?! Lady Yui is just amazing! To think she’d even get you interested in the sword, sister!” Apparently, Letizia had interpreted Shino’s words differently. She was gleefully smiling away.


      “Well, whatever...” Shino grimaced, wondering what had gotten into her. But she had an inkling. She was jealous of their friendship, and that was largely because she felt she had reached the limits of what someone could accomplish while alone. In all honesty, Shino wouldn’t have been able to handle that boss by herself.


      “Hey, sister? Could you tell me about this Lloyd too?”


      “Are you interested?”


      “Well, if he’s impressed you and Lady Yui, of course I’d be interested! I’m dying to know what their relationship is too!”


      “Their relationship?”


      “O-Oh, it’s nothing! I just wanted to know whether or not he was my rival.”


      “Your rival? Well, I certainly have determined him to be my proper rival. I’ve got to work hard.”


      “D-Do you truly mean that, sister?!”


      “Huh? Something wrong?”


      “What do you mean, is something wrong?!”




      A few hours later, the curtain closed on the matter before either could realize this grave misunderstanding, thus raising the curtain on a completely unnecessary battle of...love?
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