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      Prologue: The Two S-Rank Adventurers


      “Did you hear?! Sasha, the Silver Valkyrie, finally got promoted to S-rank!”


      “Old news, idiot. Everyone’s been talkin’ about that.”


      In the largest country of the human realm, Heiberg Kingdom, a certain tavern in its royal capital of Ryuzen was buzzing with gossip. Sixteen-year-old Sasha had just become the youngest adventurer in history to earn an S-rank.


      “So if she’s S-rank now, that means she can make her own clan, right? Wonder if our team can join.”


      “Like hell she’d ever give our forever-C-rank team the time of day.”


      “Oh, but I hear that Sasha’s really nice. She even smiles at low-ranking, novice adventurers!”


      “So she’s smiled at you? Got it.”


      “She doesn’t have a boyfriend, right?”


      “Nah, she does. Raynold—her teammate. I hear he’s gonna get his S-rank soon too.”


      “Rumor has it that he’s gonna join her clan too even though he can make his own after getting his S-rank.”


      “Wouldn’t be surprised. So when’s the promotion ceremony?”


      “Are you dumb? It was today! It’s been over for forever now!”


      “Oh! I just remembered, but there was another person who was promoted to S-rank...”


      In the next moment, the door to the tavern opened and a young boy entered. Suddenly, everyone went quiet, but the boy paid no heed and took a seat at the counter.


      “Steak. Extra large.”


      “Comin’ up!”


      The young boy was clad in all black from his thick coat, shirt, pants, and even his boots. Though he had a handsome face that retained a sense of innocence, he also wore an eye patch over his right eye, which had a scar across it as if it’d been torn asunder. Nobody in the tavern dared make a noise in the face of this unfamiliar presence.


      Soon enough a plate with a steak on it was placed in front of him. It was only as he began to silently eat it that the tavern finally returned to its previously boisterous state. But it wasn’t too long after that that one of the customers began talking about him.


      “That’s the guy...”


      “Him?”


      “Oh, right. You just got to the royal capital so you don’t know him,” another customer said while looking at the back of the young man in black.


      “Aside from Sasha, the other adventurer to get S-rank today is him.”


      “He’s just a kid!”


      “Looks can be deceiving. He’s a bonafide monster who took down an S-level-threat dragon by himself. He’s known as the Dark Stalker. A lotta clans’ve tried to recruit him, but he’s ignored every last one of ’em. He’s a lone wolf.”


      “Whoa... So what’s up with that huge scar he’s got?”


      “Dunno, but best not to get involved with him. Word is that he’s not in the habit of makin’ friends ’cause his abilities put everyone in danger, even his friends. That’s apparently how he lost his old ones.”


      “I’m freaked out... Can he leave already?”


      The young man finished his steak, left some money, and exited the tavern.


      “Oh yeah, there’s another rumor I’ve heard.”


      “Another one? This all sounds made-up.”


      “Shaddup. I heard that he and Sasha used to be teammates.”


      “Huh? No way in hell they were.”




      At a different tavern from the one that the young man had just eaten at, a party was well underway. The building it was in had an inn on the second floor, but the first floor was a tavern, and it was currently rented out by Sasha’s team, Sacred, to celebrate her promotion to S-rank.


      In the center of the tavern was a large round table with a spread of dishes covering it, and five people sitting around it.


      “Everyone have their drink?” a well-built young man with red hair styled into a ducktail haircut said with a wide grin.


      “Raynold, how many times have I told you that that grin of yours is creepy? Good grief, you’re ruining this festive mood... O Lord,” a young woman with beautiful pink hair that flowed over her sister’s habit said.


      “That’s so mean, Pianora! Can you do something about her verbal abuse, Sasha? I’m about to cry,” Raynold asked, beginning to fake cry.


      The girl named Pianora simply snorted unrepentantly. She hated men.


      The beautiful silver-haired young woman at table, Sasha, elegantly smiled. “Pianora, give him a break, just for today.”


      “Oh, if you say so, Sasha! Mmm, Sasha, could I visit your room tonight?”


      But before Sasha could say a word in response, Pianora had already moved her chair right next to Sasha and began clinging to her arm.


      Pianora was genuinely in love with Sasha and hoped to one day have children with her.


      Across the table, a young man with glasses and messy brown hair sighed. “Sheesh, you do know you’re both girls, right, Pianora? You should tell her no if you don’t like how she comes on to you, Sasha.”


      “Huh? You say somethin’ Tycoon?” Pianora snapped at him.


      “I’m saying you’re a wolf in nun’s clothing.”


      “Excuse me?!” A vein began to pop out of Pianora’s face as it scrunched up with fury.


      But in the face of Pianora’s fury the man named Tycoon simply adjusted his glasses with a smirk. Since this back-and-forth was actually quite typical for the two of them, Sasha felt no need to step in.


      “Let’s toast already! I’m starving!” Robin, a young girl with dark green hair tied into a ponytail said.


      “Good idea,” Sasha said. “All right everyone, raise your glasses. Cheers!”


      Then, at Sasha’s signal, everyone clinked their drinks against one another’s before downing their ale. The first one to speak after that was Pianora.


      “Congrats on S-rank, Sasha!” she said in a sweet voice.


      “Thanks, Pianora.”


      “Heh heh, now we’re one step closer to getting married, aren’t we?”


      “S-Sure...” Sasha said, not sure how to respond.


      “Your S-rank enables you to formally create a clan. If we’re able to bring other adventuring teams under our umbrella and expand the clan, we may be able to even join the Four Great Clans. Well, at that point, I guessed it’d be the Five Great Clans. And if that happens, a peaceful, stable life is practically guaranteed,” Tycoon said, taking a sip of ale soon after.


      When Pianora mentioned Sasha’s S-rank as bringing them one step closer to getting married, that is what she actually meant.


      “I think... I think I’d wanna keep taking on dungeons,” Robin said, her cheeks already flushed from alcohol. “There’s just so many out there. The world’s so vast.”


      “Agreed,” Raynold said. “And besides, Sasha’s not the type to be content behind a desk. She’s never more beautiful than in the midst of battle.”


      “Don’t tease me, Raynold,” Sasha said, looking away, her cheeks tinged pink.


      Overcome by how cute she found Sasha’s reaction, Pianora clung to Sasha’s arm even harder, pressing her chest—which was surprisingly large for a sixteen-year-old—against it. As hot and bothered this might’ve made a man feel, since Sasha didn’t see Pianora that way, it didn’t affect her.


      “Mmm... I really love you, Sasha. Once you start the clan, let’s foster our love too!”


      “How many times do I have to tell you, Pianora. We’re both girls. I just don’t see you that way.”


      “It doesn’t matter if we’re both girls! We can still have kids!”


      “Like hell you can, moron,” Tycoon scoffed.


      “Who asked you?!” Pianora snapped at him.


      But as palpable as her anger was, Tycoon remained calm.


      “So... Sasha,” Raynold started.


      “Hmm?”


      “Starting a clan means there’s gonna be a mountain of stuff to do. A lot of adventuring parties are gonna apply to join, and we can’t just keep drifting from inn to inn forever. We’re gonna need a base of operations. Not to mention S-rank adventurers get requests from the king, and since you’re already pretty famous, it’s only a matter of time before they start coming in. It’s gonna get really busy.”


      “I know, but I’m not worried about any of that.”


      “You’re not?”


      “No, because we have you, Raynold.”


      “Y-You really know how to flatter a guy, Sasha.”


      “I’m speaking from the heart,” Sasha said, her face pink from the alcohol.


      Raynold turned away, embarrassed.


      Sacred’s fun night continued, the group plowing through drinks and food. And maybe because she got a little too drunk...Pianora asked something she shouldn’t have.


      “Oh, right, remember that guy? He’s S-rank too now, right? Seriously, what kind of dirty tricks did he pull to... Oops.”


      Though Pianora hadn’t said his name, everyone present knew whom she was referring to. Silence fell in the room instantly. Pianora pursed her lips, regretting her words, and gradually, all eyes fell on Sasha.


      “He’s gotten really strong... I’m honestly pretty surprised,” Sasha said softly.


      “Sasha, I’ll tell you as many times as you need to hear it: You did the right thing back then,” Raynold said, in his best attempt to comfort her. But he wasn’t exactly successful.


      “I never expected Hyse would get S-rank too,” Sasha whispered.


      The name of the young man clad in black—the Dark Stalker—was Hyse. He was once a member of Sacred, or rather, along with Sasha, he had founded Sacred, and had been her second-in-command. He was also Sasha’s childhood friend, and all in all, a very kind person.


      Sasha was also the same person who had kicked him out of Sacred.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 1: Hyse and Sasha


      Hyse and Sasha had been born in an ordinary village far, far away from Ryuzen. They were not only the same age, but had been neighbors as well, and through their shared childhoods, had been joined at the hip. Day after day they’d play hide-and-seek or pretend to be knights with a stick Sasha had found. They were the best of friends.


      From a young age the two of them had realized that there was something inside them, some inner sense they couldn’t explain in words, and when each child approached their parents about it, they heard the same thing: “That’s the Ability you received from the heavens.”


      Abilities were miracles bequeathed to humans by their god. There was a certain number of people in the world who possessed these Abilities, which could be anything from increased physical capabilities, magic, or even special techniques that were less easily defined.


      In Hyse and Sasha’s village, there was a man who possessed the Swordsman Ability, which allowed him to use first-rate sword techniques simply by picking up a sword. This man volunteered to be the sole security force for the entire village.


      There was also a woman in the village who possessed the Lancer Ability. Hyse and Sasha remembered vividly joining their entire village in seeing her off as she left for Ryuzen to pursue her dream of being an adventurer.


      For those with Abilities, upon the age of twelve, they would leave home for the royal capital to undergo their Bestowal and then receive their official Classification.


      At first, neither Hyse nor Sasha really gave too much thought to the fact that they possessed Abilities. But then one day their families all went to their village’s nearby forest to forage wild grasses and unfortunately, a bearlike magic beast appeared. Neither of their parents even had the time to fight back before the creature tore them to shreds with its razor-sharp claws.


      Using the last of their strength, their parents commanded their children to run away, but both Hyse and Sasha were frozen with fear. The beast then turned to Hyse to tear him apart with its claws next, but before it could do so, an adventurer suddenly appeared and defeated the magic beast. The sight of the two adventurers who had saved their lives—one with a sword and the other with a shield—burned into their eyes. They had only been eleven when they lost their parents, and couldn’t even lift a finger to help them. But now, they knew what they needed to do.


      “Sasha, let’s go to the capital,” said Hyse. “We’ll go and get our Abilities and become adventurers.”


      They used the little amount of money that their parents had left behind and headed to the adventurers guild in Ryuzen. For a year, they worked as assistants to various adventurer parties, and then, when they turned twelve, underwent their Bestowals and received their official Classifications, finally learning the name of their Abilities. But to learn the exact details of their Abilities, they needed to reference the Ability Encyclopedia kept in the adventurers guild.


      The Ability that Sasha had been blessed with was called the Sword Master Ability.


      “I did it! Hyse, I’m really a Sword Master!”


      “Whoa! Congrats, Sasha!”


      Out of the numerous Abilities one could have, there were only sixteen that had the word “Master” in them. Most people with these kinds of Abilities ended up famous adventurers, and so it was widely considered that to possess a “Master” Ability was a significant accomplishment for any adventurer.


      Hyse’s heart beat loudly as he flipped through the pages of the Ability Encyclopedia until, at long last, he found the entry for his Ability.


      “Huh? Wh-What is this?”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Two years later found Hyse carrying a heavy bag and walking as quickly as he could so as to not fall behind his teammates. Now fourteen years old, Hyse and Sasha had begun working together and had already recruited a fair number of teammates. But at this point the difference between Hyse and Sasha couldn’t have been greater.


      Hyse, with this heavy burden over his shoulder, was panting heavily in his efforts to keep up.


      “Whoa, Hyse. Are you okay?” Raynold asked, tapping him on the shoulder.


      Hyse simply dryly smiled in response. His bag contained three days’ worth of equipment and supplies for their entire party. And while his legs were shaking and he was practically drenched in sweat, he never stopped moving forward.


      Upon seeing the state of him, Sasha—their group’s leader—sighed. “We’re taking a break here. Thirty minutes, then we leave.”


      “S-Sasha, I’m fine!” Hyse called back.


      “No you aren’t, not like that. We still have a long way to go. Rest.”


      “But...”


      “If you collapse, who’s gonna carry everything instead of you? Me? Raynold? Tycoon? Robin? Pianora? As our team’s combatants, we can’t let ourselves get fatigued from holding all our supplies.”


      Hyse groaned, knowing Sasha was right.


      Pianora snickered. “Heh heh,” she chuffed with a sneer. “Can’t you at least follow orders? It’s not like you can do anything else besides hauling all our stuff, right?” Pianora snickered with a sneer.


      “I can carry my own stuff. That’s okay, isn’t it, Sasha?” Robin asked, pushing past Pianora.


      “No. You’re our Archer, and this hunt request we’ve got is crucial for our party’s advancement. We can’t put any excess strain on you either.”


      “But...”


      “No,” Sasha said, resolutely.


      “Thanks, Robin, but I’m okay,” Hyse said.


      “Hyse...”


      “Just rest already,” Sasha said, sitting down.


      As an individual, Sasha was an A-rank adventurer. Their team, Sacred, was a B-rank team which was already garnering attention in the royal capital.


      “Take it easy, okay?” Raynold said, helping Hyse put everything down. “Come on. Take a load off.”


      “Th-Thanks.”


      Raynold was a B-rank adventurer and a very talented Guardian. He was also like the unofficial big brother of the group. The rest of Sacred was made up of Tycoon, a Mage; Robin, an Archer; Pianora, a Healer; and Hyse, the bag carrier.


      “Sorry, Raynold,” Hyse said, apologetically. “If I only knew what my Ability actually did, then I could be more useful to everyone.”


      “Don’t sweat it. Besides, even if you don’t know what it does, it’s definitely a rare one. One day you’ll figure it out.”


      “Thanks...”


      “You’re so kind, Raynold,” Pianora added. “But you’re right. He’ll find out...if he lives long enough to do so, that is.”


      “Pianora, watch your mouth,” Raynold hissed at her with a glare, but she only stuck out her tongue and muttered an insincere apology.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Raynold said, noticing Hyse sigh. “Just rest up, okay?” Then he left to go speak with Sasha.


      “Sasha...” Raynold said, upon approaching her.


      “How’s Hyse?” she asked.


      “Pretty tired. But I think he’ll be able to keep going. He’s definitely determined enough.”


      There was a brief pause where Sasha failed to pick up the conversation.


      “You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you?” Raynold said.


      “Yeah,” she said. She was looking at Hyse, surrounded by their equipment and already asleep. “He can’t keep up with us anymore. The only thing I can do is have him leave.”


      “Are you sure that’s what you want? You’ve been friends since you were children.”


      “I’m okay with this. Even if he hates me...I just don’t want to see him die,” she said, looking away. Her face was bright red.


      In that moment, Raynold understood exactly what she was thinking. He ignored the sudden pang in his chest and asked, “What about the rest of the team?”


      “Pianora agreed. Tycoon too, though he wasn’t happy about it. Robin is...against it.”


      “Makes sense. They’ve grown close.” Raynold once again was met with a pause from Sasha, which he eventually broke. “This is really going to be it. Are you sure?”


      “Yeah. After this request, I’m going to remove Hyse from the team.”




      The next day, the members of Sacred found the nest of their target’s request, an A-rank, dangerous magic beast known as the Queen Cobra. The Queen Cobra was the queen of a colony of snakes, with the numerous male snakes serving her called vipers. While the Vipers were only considered a D-rank danger, on her own the Queen Cobra was considered extremely dangerous, hence her A-rank ranking.


      Their task was to completely destroy their nest and every magic beast in it. Before their planned strike, Sacred reviewed their strategy one final time.


      “The plan’s simple,” Sasha said. “I’ll rush in and kill off everything in sight while Tycoon and Robin provide backup. Raynold, you protect the rear, but if you find the time you can come to the front and fight there too. Pianora, stay in the rear and be ready to heal whoever needs it.”


      “Wh-What about me?” Hyse asked.


      “Wait here. What else can you do?” Sasha said.


      Hyse flinched.


      “Let’s begin. Tycoon.”


      At Sasha’s signal, he took out his staff, pointed it at Sasha, and used it to cast Support Magic. “Haste. Attack Boost.”


      Among those with Abilities, there were some who could use magic by using the life force known as mana. With mana, they could cast elemental magic like fire and water magic, and also enhance and release natural energy. They could also use Support Magic to strengthen the body, as well as Healing Magic, which could cure wounds and ailments. Tycoon’s Ability was known as Sage. With the exception of Healing Magic, he could freely use all other forms of magic, and was personally most proficient with Support Magic.


      “All right. Here I go,” Sasha said.


      In the next moment, she kicked off the ground with a concussive boom, propelling herself forward. In mere seconds she arrived at the entrance of the nest, where a lone Viper stood guard. Sasha easily cut down the bipedal, lizard-like Viper, and then immediately leaped forward into the heart of the nest. All at once the rest of the Vipers let out an unearthly screech, and their queen, who had been lying on a pedestal deep in the back, slowly got up.


      “Sorry, but this is where you all meet your end,” Sasha said, readying her blade.


      A bright silver light covered her body. This was a technique specific to Sword Masters known as Fighting Spirit. Sword Master granted its user max strength while holding a blade, and while wielding it, the user gained overwhelming physical capabilities and sword techniques. Its most distinguishing feature was that it released the user’s mana and shrouded their sword and armor in it, further strengthening the user. Out of the many Abilities out there, Sword Master was considered one of the strongest. With Tycoon’s support magic and Robin’s ranged support, Sasha was able to cut down the Vipers with ease. Though additional Vipers, lying in wait, tried to attack Sacred from the rear, Raynold rushed to knock them all away with a shield so big he had to wield it with two hands.


      “Shield Break!” Raynold yelled.


      He was a Shield Master and possessed the strongest shielding ability within Sacred. Everyone expected him to become an S-ranked adventurer sooner or later. In all honesty, the real reason everyone had high expectations of Sacred was in large part due to them having two members with Master abilities.


      “I want to help too...” Hyse whispered.


      Though Hyse had certainly been given a power, its description in the Ability Encyclopedia had been left as “undefined.” As such, he had no idea how to use it. All he could do was stand around and have the others protect him. It was an embarrassing and frustrating state of affairs.


      “You’re too far forward!” Pianora yelled as Hyse came just a little too close to Raynold.


      Suddenly, a nearby Viper thrust his spear straight at Hyse.


      “No!” Raynold shouted. “Hyse!”


      In the next moment, Sasha swiped her blade and sent the Viper’s head flying. But what she said next cut Hyse deeper than any blade could.


      “Stay back, deadweight!”


      Without consciously realizing it Hyse retreated, trembling, reeling from being screamed at by Sasha and his mind frozen at the sight of her face, contorted with a frightening rage.




      In the end, they were able to eliminate the Queen Cobra and all her Vipers, and now they were gathering valuables from the remains, including blood, organs, hearts, and bones. But that wasn’t all that was there.


      “This is a human’s...” Raynold muttered.


      “Their food, no doubt,” Tycoon said, face grim.


      The nest was littered with human bones. Behind the pedestal that the Queen Cobra had been lying on, there was an even larger pile of bones along with what looked like the belongings of all the snakes’ victims.


      “Let’s take what we can and get it back to the guild,” Sasha said.


      “Huh? But what about the materials?” Robin asked.


      “Just having the bones of the Queen Cobra will be enough. They’ll prove we completed the request. Now, Pianora...please say a prayer.”


      “You got it,” Pianora said, standing in front of the pile of human bones and immediately launching a prayer.


      As a nun, Pianora’s prayers could provide comfort to the deceased so that they could rest undisturbed.


      As they began sorting through the belongings of the dead, Hyse found a strange book.


      “What’s this?” he wondered aloud.


      Upon closer look, it was a very old book, one that had been handwritten and illustrated with strange drawings. He had just enough time to wonder if he had discovered some sort of relic before Pianora snapped at him.


      “Hey, don’t slack off!” she chided. “Start packing!”


      “R-Right. Sorry,” he said, hastily stuffing the book into a bag.


      Little did he know that this book would change his life forever.


      After defeating the Queen Cobra, the members of Sacred reported back to the adventurers guild and returned to the inn they were using as their base of operations, as usual. But the first thing that Sasha said to Hyse upon their return was something that he never saw coming.


      “What...did you just say?” Hyse asked with disbelief.


      “Did you not hear me? I said I’m removing you from our team.”


      “S-Sasha... Th-That’s not funny.”


      “You think that was a joke? I’m sorry Hyse, but I’m being serious. You’re not a good fit for our team anymore.”


      “N-No...”


      “Sacred’s just about to become an A-rank team. We’re going to start taking on high-level dungeons pretty soon, and when that happens, you’ll just be deadweight.”
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      “What about our promise, Sasha? We said we’d build the strongest team...”


      “I haven’t forgotten it at all, but we can’t build the strongest team in the kingdom if you’re still with us. I wanna be the best with this team, and you’ll only drag us down.”


      Hyse grimaced, and found he could say nothing to refute Sasha’s words.


      “Take this,” Sasha continued, placing a bag packed with large coins on the table they were sitting around. “Take it and go back to our hometown. Hyse. It’s just...you can’t be an adventurer.”


      This moment was the first time Hyse had ever hated Sasha. They grew up together, made a promise to each other, found they were both blessed with Abilities at the same time, and trained to be adventurers together. But while she’d been blessed with the Sword Master Ability, Hyse’s Ability was undefined in the Abilities Encyclopedia—in other words, he’d been told his Ability was useless. All he could ever do for their party was carry their equipment.


      “I mean, what’d you expect?” Pianora said snidely, cutting in.


      “Pianora...”


      Because she was in love with Sasha, Pianora detested Hyse; she felt he was a major obstacle in her obtaining Sasha’s love.


      “Sorry Hyse,” Tycoon then said.


      “Tycoon...”


      “I really thought you’d awaken to your Ability some day, but...you might die before that ever happens. Please understand where Sasha is coming from. You’re just not a good fit for Sacred right now.”


      Though Tycoon had initially been against kicking Hyse out of Sacred, eventually he had to face the truth—Hyse’s strength was incredibly mismatched with the strength of their party. It was that which ultimately convinced him to agree that Hyse should be removed.


      “I’m sorry, Hyse...” Raynold said sadly, but with resolve.


      “Raynold...”


      “Go back to your hometown and rest,” Raynold added. “We’ll work so hard that you’ll hear about us even all the way over there.”


      “So what... You also think I don’t belong with Sacred anymore?”


      “No, you don’t,” Raynold said firmly.


      Hyse hung his head. “I’m sure you’re happy to see me leave.”


      “Huh?”


      “Don’t you hate me?”


      “Wh-What?” Raynold stuttered.


      “Of course you do. And I’m sure it’s because...” Hyse looked over at Sasha, but in that instant Robin interrupted with a shout.


      “You know what,” she exclaimed, practically yelling, “I’m against this! I don’t want him to get kicked out! He works so hard! It’s not fair...”


      “Robin...” Raynold said.


      “His Ability is Master-rank too, right? We only know the name, but I’m sure that—”


      “He’ll die before knowing what it does!” Raynold cut in harshly. “You think any of the dungeons we’ll explore from now on will be walks in the park? There’s no way Hyse can go there!”


      “R-Raynold...”


      Before Hyse could impulsively snap at Robin for trying to defend him, Raynold had made the split-second decision to play the villain.


      “Yeah, you’re right,” Raynold said to Hyse. “I hate you, Hyse. I hate how you cling to us, and I hate how you do nothing but hold us back! Just go home and be a farmer or something!”


      “Raynold!” Though Tycoon quickly rebuked him, Raynold kept going.


      “Hyse, this decision is final. We don’t need you anymore.”


      “Bye-bye,” Pianora said, waving her hand with a smile.


      “This is goodbye, Hyse,” said Sasha.


      “S-Sasha...”


      “There’s no place for you here. I hereby kick you out of Sacred.”


      With his head hung low, Hyse could only softly say, “Fine,” and turned around to leave.


      “Hyse, your money,” Tycoon said, holding the bag of coins that had been left on the table.


      “Keep it.”


      “But...”


      “I don’t need it!” Hyse said, slapping the bag out of Tycoon’s hand, tears streaming down his face. “Fine. It’s fine. You can all underestimate me, but...I’m not giving up. I will never become the kind of adventurer who throws away those weaker than themselves to get to the top. I will never be like you, Sasha! And I’ll never give up!”


      Without thinking Sasha tried to reach for him, mouth just about to form words that practically fought their way up to her mouth. But Hyse had already run out of the inn, leaving Sasha to just stand there.


      “Throwing away the weak to get to the top, huh...?” she said, lowering her outstretched hand.


      “Don’t let it weigh on you too much. His head’s probably a mess right now. He just said that because he’s emotional. After a good night’s rest, he’ll calm down and return home,” Raynold said.


      “Yeah...” Sasha said.


      But Raynold had been naive to think that. Hyse had absolutely no intention of giving up. This event would serve to fuel Hyse for many years as he sought to prove Sasha and the rest of Sacred wrong.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      A few days later, Hyse began working as a solo adventurer, and soon enough Sacred rose to A-rank and began taking on both higher-level dungeons and an increased volume of requests. All the clans with S-rank adventurers in them began to take notice.


      On a day almost like any other, the members of Sacred went south to the desert country Dizara on a request. On their way back, near the border of Heiberg Kingdom, their carriage driver told them of where the shirotsume flower, an ingredient in healing medicine, was known to grow.


      “I never knew you could use the shirotsume flower in healing medicine,” Sasha said, contemplative.


      “What are you gonna do with that knowledge, Sasha?” Raynold asked.


      “I was thinking about telling Hyse...”


      “You’re still worrying about him?” Raynold asked exasperatedly.


      Hyse, currently a D-ranked adventurer, was apparently going to lower-level dungeons to train, making most of his money by harvesting medicinal herbs. He still didn’t know what his Ability did or how to use it.


      Pianora’s face creased with annoyance. “Trying so hard and for what? Just forget about him already, Sasha.”


      “Yeah...”


      Robin let out a long sigh.


      “And are you still bothered about him being kicked out?” Raynold asked.


      “No...”


      Robin and Hyse had been good friends. It’d been over two months since he’d been expelled from Sacred, and Robin had yet to come to terms with it.


      “What’s the harm in just telling him?” Sasha asked, a sad look on her face. “It’s not like I’d be helping him.”


      “Sheesh, fine. Do what you want,” Raynold said, relenting.


      “Thanks, Raynold,” Sasha said. “Well, even if it only helps him just a little bit, I think it’d be nice.”


      “Ugh, this is sooo stupid,” Pianora groaned.


      “I wonder if he’ll be happy,” Robin said.


      Upon entering the adventurers guild, they were immediately greeted by cheers from their fellow adventurers.


      “It’s Sacred!”


      “You had a request from Dizara? The sand country?”


      “Getting requests from abroad is amazing!”


      “Only S-rank teams get requests like that usually.”


      “You guys are incredible!”


      After a glowing reception from guild members, they reported back to the guild master. Upon leaving the adventurers guild, they ran into Hyse, who had a basket packed with medicinal herbs on his back.


      “Oh...”


      “Hyse...”


      It was the first time that the pair of childhood friends had seen each other in two months. One was a fourteen-year-old girl, the leader of Sacred, an A-rank adventurer, and someone everyone expected greatness from. The other was a fourteen-year-old boy covered in dirt, with only a large basket of herbs and a worn-out sword to his name. Nobody would believe that these two had ever grown up together.


      Hyse looked down and began to walk by Sasha without saying anything.


      “Hyse...” Hearing Sasha call out to him made him pause. “In the south, near the border between Heiberg and Dizara, there’s a small marsh. Something called a shirotsume flower grows there, and it’s supposed to be used in healing medicine. And...it doesn’t seem like anyone knows about it yet.”


      “Huh?”


      “Nothing. Bye...”


      After those words, Sasha and the rest of Sacred left, with Raynold lightly patting Hyse on the shoulder while Pianora stuck her tongue out at him.


      “See you later,” Robin said.


      As Tycoon passed by, he adjusted his glasses with an awkward smile.


      Two months later, Hyse had calmed down, but in the early days of his expulsion from Sacred he’d been anything but levelheaded. Even now, Hyse couldn’t help but doubt if Sasha had told him all that because she wanted to help him. But if she really did want to help him, did that mean Sacred thought better of him now? Is that why they gave him that intel?


      “Sasha...”


      He couldn’t help but think that maybe, even now, Sasha still cared about him.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      A few days later, the entirety of Sacred was summoned by the guild master for Raynold’s and Pianora’s promotion to A-rank, just like Sasha had previously done.


      “Seriously, we are so proud of you all,” Geist, the guild master, said.


      “Thank you very much, Geist.”


      “Always so humble, Sasha. By the way, Hyse—”


      “Is probably harvesting medicinal herbs around now. He apparently uses his free time to explore dungeons.”


      “Oh... To be honest, there’ve been bad rumors about him going around.”


      “Bad...rumors?” Sasha asked, her brow furrowing.


      “People think that he’s trying to rejoin your team. Many have already mocked him for trying to still become an adventurer. And then more rumors come out of the previous rumors, with all of it only spreading even more rumors that are ruining his reputation. Some of these rumors are even saying that Sacred look down on him.”


      “What?” Sasha gasped.


      These rumors even stated that not only did Sacred look down on Hyse, but actively forbade him from returning to their team.


      “That’s ridiculous,” Sasha snapped. “Do people really think we’re looking down on him? That we’re bullying him?”


      “Those are the rumors, at least. The more famous all of you get, the more jealous people will be of your former teammate. And not everyone is happy about how quickly you’re rising through the ranks,” Geist said, making Sasha grimace.


      “But I know that none of you are the type of people to belittle someone like that,” Geist added, smiling.


      Sasha beamed. Geist had become something of a dependable father to her. Pianora, for her part, only let out a bored yawn, while Raynold and Tycoon stayed quiet. Robin enthusiastically nodded with agreement.


      “How has Hyse been recently?” Geist asked.


      “We don’t talk that much, but just a few days ago we told him about a good place to find medicinal herbs.”


      “Oh, is that so? I guess that’s your way of showing your concern for him.”


      “Well, we do go way back...” Sasha said, smiling.


      “Out of curiosity, where exactly did you send him?”


      “There’s a small marsh near the border of Dizara. We even saw it on our way back—a whole field of medicinal herbs.”


      “What...?” Suddenly, Geist’s face paled dramatically. “Are you serious?”


      “Huh?” Sasha said in surprise. “Y-Yes, we only saw a peek of it from our carriage window, but there’s no doubt that there were shirotsume flowers blooming there.”


      “And you sent Hyse there?”


      “Y-Yes...”


      Geist shot to his feet, panic all over his face before he covered it with his hand. “I see...on your way back from Dizara. Dammit. Hyse is in danger.”


      “U-Um, what is going on?”


      An adventurer suddenly burst into the room. “Geist! Come quick! D-Downstairs! I-I’ve never seen anything like it!”


      “I’ll be right there! Sasha and the rest of you, come too!”


      “R-Right.”


      Everyone began rushing down to the first floor and were immediately assaulted by the stench of blood, so thick that they could choke on it. The first floor of the house where the guild was based was spacious, so it could hold not only the sizable requests counter but dedicated resting space for any adventurer who needed it. The entrance to the building itself was also made quite wide, so that it was easy to come in and out of without getting clogged by people entering and exiting all at once. Right now, that wide entrance was drenched in blood, a trail emerging from the wide arch, as if something had been dragged through the doors. The trail led to the center of the guild house, where a certain thing had been placed.


      “Wh-What in the...” Geist stammered.


      That thing was a large jet-black head, seemingly blown off of whatever body it had been attached to. Geist immediately recognized it as the head of the SS+-level threat, the Ancient Black Dragon. But perhaps more surprising to him was the familiar figure leaning against it.


      “H-Hyse?!” Sasha screamed with surprise.


      In his wounded, tattered state, Hyse looked back at Sasha with a glare so cutting it was like he wanted to kill her with it. A closer look at his face revealed that it had been thoroughly battered and torn, most prominently by a large gash across the right eye. The eye itself had been completely destroyed.


      “You... You really hated me that much?” he trembled.


      “Huh?”
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      It was clear he had been severely wounded, as if a dragon had stopped just before clawing him apart completely. But even though he was leaking a copious amount of blood from seemingly everywhere, the fire of hatred in his eyes burned bright.


      “Sucks for you though, I’m alive!” Hyse shouted, fervent. “Look! I beat this dragon all on my own! Was I really such a hindrance to you?! I thought that maybe finally...finally you accepted me. I was so happy... I thought I could trust you again!”


      “Wh-What are you...”


      “But I killed it and I survived and now I know... Oh, I know just how much of a piece of shit you are! Not just you—everyone! I will never trust anyone ever again! I’ll become strong—the strongest—by myself! Sasha, you... You...” But he collapsed before he could get the rest of his words out, leaving Sasha simply standing there much like she had two months ago, but now trembling.


      She didn’t understand what exactly she’d done to make him hate her so much, but what she did know was that it was all her fault.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇◇


      A few days before he set out to harvest the shirotsume flower, Hyse was in a run-down inn near the slums, reading the old book he’d found when Sacred had defeated the Queen Cobra. The problem was that he couldn’t make heads or tails of what was written in it. But even so, something about the book drew him in. Despite this book most likely belonging to someone else, he couldn’t let go of it.


      “Hmm...what language is this?” he said to himself. “And what are these pictures?”


      They were very strange depictions of something thin, kind of like a tube with springs. Then there was also more of the same indecipherable language next to them to boot. With how undefined and mysterious this all was, Hyse couldn’t help but feel that this book had something to do with his Ability.


      “Well, whatever,” Hyse said, closing the book and putting it back into his bag. “I’ll try to decipher it little by little. Maybe once I can read it, it’ll help me awaken my Ability.”


      He looped his arms through the straps of his herb-gathering basket and put it back on his back before equipping the copper sword he’d worked hard to buy on his waist. His preparations finished, he went down to the first floor of the inn and was immediately met with the gaze of the old man who owned the place.


      “Well...see you later,” he said as he left, heading to the adventurers guild.


      The old man said nothing in response. Despite not being too talkative, Hyse sort of liked him. After all, the old man was nothing like the people in the adventurers guild.


      At the adventurers guild, he was once again bathed in stares from his fellow adventurers. And then the whispering began.


      “That’s the ex-Sacred guy.”


      “The one they kicked out.”


      “I hear he’s focusin’ on harvesting medicinal herbs now.”


      “I hear they kicked him out like a dog.”


      “Why’s he still tryin’ to be an adventurer?”


      Hyse had long accustomed himself to this treatment, and merely performed his usual routine of accepting a medicinal herb harvesting request before promptly exiting the guild and heading to a nearby forest. Hyse would then spend his morning harvesting herbs, and by the afternoon he’d leave Ryuzen to train in a beginner’s dungeon. This was how he spent his days—harvesting in the morning, then training in a dungeon. Usually dungeons were areas that you’d only enter with teammates, but after rumors spread about him being kicked out of Sacred, nobody wanted to team up with Hyse.


      So as usual, after finishing the day’s harvest, he went to a dungeon alone, training on the first floor where goblins, the weakest monsters of a dungeon, could be found. It took every last bit of his strength to just barely come out victorious, and at this point, he’d become used to the pain of getting hit by their clubs.


      “Ow...” Hyse scowled, throbbing all over from the hits he’d taken today.


      Despite the damage, he’d been able to defeat twenty goblins on his own. He found himself smiling with pride. It was the highest number of goblins he had ever beaten in a day.


      “I’m getting stronger.”


      Here was proof that he was stronger today than he was yesterday. He firmly believed that the slow and steady approach would get him to the heights he wanted to reach.


      A few days later, Hyse headed out to the forest as usual, but suddenly, he remembered what Sasha had told him about the shirotsume flower.


      “A small marsh near the border of Dizara, huh?”


      She’d told him about a field of shirotsume flowers, which were, by far, the most valuable ingredient used in healing medicine. If he could harvest a bunch and sell them, he’d make a hefty sum for sure. He’d be able to buy a new copper sword—maybe even upgrade to a steel one. Though the location Sasha had mentioned was quite far away, Hyse decided to make the trip, thinking to himself that occasionally spending an entire day harvesting wouldn’t be so bad.


      “Let’s do this,” he said.


      Before departing, he made sure to buy as many supplies and as much food as he could. He also made sure to bring a map so that he could successfully navigate the confusing roads leading to Dizara. After a few days of walking, he finally arrived at his destination—a small marsh enclosed by a small forest, just like Sasha had said. Hyse walked into it without a single hesitation.


      “Whoa! That’s really it!”


      Right in front of his eyes was a field of shirotsume flowers in full bloom. Hyse quickly went to work, carefully harvesting the flowers so as to not damage their roots. By leaving them in tact, the flower could still grow after being harvested.


      “Heh heh. Thanks, Sasha...”


      He knew that the two of them now led very different lives, but Hyse felt that the next time he saw her he should at least thank her for her advice. Though the nasty rumors about Hyse had increased recently, things had been going so smoothly for him recently that he didn’t care about them. But it was precisely because things had been going so well for him that he never expected what happened to him that day.


      “Huh? Is it night already?” he asked aloud after noticing that it’d suddenly become dark.


      He looked up to the sky, and noticed something pitch-black plummeting down toward him.


      “Huh?”


      A piercing, violent roar shook the very earth as a dragon, thirty meters tall, landed on both its hind legs in front of Hyse. It had long arms, a long neck, and short legs. It went without saying that at this time Hyse had no clue that this marsh was the dragon’s regular bathing spot.


      The dragon roared once more, and Hyse shivered, frozen in place, letting out soft shrieks of fear he couldn’t hold back. In the next moment, the dragon brushed its hand against Hyse’s face, much like one would when trying to pet a cat. It just so happened that at the same exact moment Hyse slipped and fell into the mud, moving so that the dragon’s claw barely brushed his face. But that tiny brush ripped apart his right eye instead.


      “Gaaaaah!” Hyse screamed in pain.


      The dragon, not giving him time to even think, then swished its tail at Hyse, flinging him backward in the air so fast and with so much power his body slammed against a tree.


      “Guh!” Hyse gasped, trying to catch his breath.


      Distantly, a part of him was in disbelief by the amount of blood he couldn’t seem to stop coughing up. Even his field of view was turning red. For some reason, being so close to death cleared and sharpened his mind, allowing him to figure out what’d happened. It came to him that this marsh he had waltzed into was the dragon’s bathing spot, and he had trespassed as a stranger.


      “Why...?”


      Inside, Hyse agonized over why Sasha had told him about this place. Had she known the whole time what she’d be sending him into?


      The dragon let out another vicious roar, a rallying cry for Hyse’s inevitable demise. He was going to die here without achieving any of his goals. He wasn’t going to die as an adventurer, but as food for a dragon.


      He couldn’t move a muscle, but his mind was still lucid, and memories of Sacred were flooding his head. But out of that cascade of memories he recalled something he’d heard a random adventurer say.


      “Hyse is the black spot on Sacred’s otherwise impeccable history. I bet they wish they could erase that somehow.”


      At the time, hearing this had made his heart sink like a rock. Now it made him consider once more if Sasha and the rest of Sacred had intentionally sent him here to his death.


      “No...”


      Hyse didn’t want to die. He wanted to be spared—to live. Tears of blood ran down his face as the black dragon approached him, drool dripping from its mouth. It’s gonna eat me. What can I do? Should I fight it? Hyse looked at his sword and found that in the chaos it had broken to pieces. What can I do? My Ability?


      Though Hyse was able to think clearly, the blood loss from the dragon gouging out his right eye and his other wounds was slowly draining him, an overwhelming wave of fatigue close to crashing over him. His remaining eyelid felt heavy, but he knew that if he fell asleep now, it’d be the last thing he ever did.


      In the haze, his eye caught on the old book he’d recovered from the snake nest, covered in his blood. The pages began furiously flipping, as if it were commanding him to read it. That’s when he realized he could now read the text.


      Using the remaining embers of his strength, he reached out to the book with a trembling hand. The moment he touched it, a colossal amount of power gathered in front of his hand, took shape, and manifested into the strange tubelike object that had been depicted in the book.


      The dragon opened its large mouth wide, letting out another horrendous roar. Hyse poured the very last dregs of his strength into pulling the trigger.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse suddenly remembered the day that he and Sasha had gotten the classification for their Abilities.


      “Sasha, your Ability’s name is...Sword Master!”


      “Sword...Master? Yay! Hyse, I have a Master-rank ability!”


      “Wow! Congrats, Sasha!”


      “Uh... Wh-What is this?”


      When it was Hyse’s turn to get his classification, he’d received a Master-rank ability as well, but its entry was undefined even in the Ability Encyclopedia.


      “Um...what does it mean to be ‘undefined’? What does my Ability do?” Hyse had asked.


      “W-Well...at the very least, there’s no doubt that it’s a Master-rank ability.”


      “I’ve never heard of it though. Do you know anything about it, Sasha?”


      “N-No, I don’t.”


      “I’ll call the guild master over,” the guild receptionist said, leaving.


      A few moments later, she returned with Geist, who immediately turned his attention to examining Hyse’s Ability.


      “Let’s see here... Weh Pone Master?” Geist said in clear puzzlement. “Or is it pronounced Way Pawn? What is that?”


      “You don’t know either?” Hyse asked, surprised.


      “Hmm... I’ll try asking an S-rank adventurer I know.”


      Hyse’s Ability’s name was “Weapon Master,” which was different from the usual classes of Sword, Lance, or Arrow. Unfortunately, nobody they consulted knew the meaning of the word “Weapon,” or what it entailed.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      With one touch Hyse suddenly, instinctively understood how to use the strange tube he’d summoned, and that what he’d fired out of it after pulling the trigger was called an “explosive round.” The projectile flew forward at an unfathomably high speed right into the dragon’s mouth and down its throat, where it caused a massive explosion inside its neck. The force of the explosion was so powerful that the dragon’s head tore straight off its body, tumbling to a stop in front of Hyse.


      Now understanding his Ability, power began to coarse through his veins. He stood up from the half-prone position he had sprawled in and picked up the old book fully, looking at the tube he held in his other hand.


      “So this is my Ability? This is Weapon Master?”


      Now able to read the text, he could tell that the weapon he just used was a M-79 Grenade Launcher. And perhaps this was another effect of understanding his power, but Hyse could now fluently read the text inside the old book.


      “It’s a weapon from a different world?” This weapon is something that I was able to summon here from a different world with my Ability?


      Suddenly, the weapon in his hand shattered, as if made of glass, crumbling into dust and then disappearing, as though signaling that its job was done.


      “I’m...alive.”


      Hyse had survived. Though relief radiated across him, that relief was soon washed away by a torrent of rage.


      “Ha... Ha ha ha ha!” he began to laugh, the sound edged with manic energy. “I survived! So much for your plan, Sasha!”


      The thought briefly crossed his mind that he was maybe misunderstanding what’d happened to him, but a larger part of him couldn’t help but think he wasn’t. He decided, then, that he’d been deceived, and the reason he’d been sent to the brink of death was all because of the information Sasha had given him.


      “I’ll never forgive you...”


      I’ll never trust anyone again. I don’t need friends. On this day, Hyse had lost his right eye, but finally understood his Ability. This day would mark the beginning of the meteoric rise of the adventurer that would be known as the Dark Stalker.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 2: The Dark Stalker and the Silver Valkyrie


      Hyse jolted awake from dreaming about the past. It had been two years since Hyse had awakened to his Ability, and he was now sixteen years old.


      Hyse was currently in Ryuzen, the royal capital of Heiberg Kingdom, staying in the furthest back room of a run-down inn near the slums. People knew the place as the home of the notorious S-rank adventurer the Dark Stalker.


      He rose from his simple bed and donned his armor, which was actually a coat made from the skin of the Ancient Black Dragon he’d slain. He left his room and walked down the hallway to descend to the first floor, where the same old man who ran the inn gave him a disgruntled look as usual—which Hyse ignored, as usual—in order to sit at the table and tuck into the breakfast that had already been laid out for him.


      It was a simple meal consisting of bread, soup, a salad, bacon, and eggs, but today some orange slices had been included. Hyse glanced at the owner.


      “Hmph,” the owner grunted with a snort.


      That little exchange was all Hyse needed to know that the oranges were the owner’s way of congratulating him on his new S-rank status. Hyse had been a resident of this inn for some time now.


      The inn was a run-down place that received few guests, but since Hyse wanted to interact with others as little as possible, it suited his needs quite well. The most interaction he had here was in greeting the owner. Neither man tried to get to know each other beyond this, and Hyse appreciated the bare-bones relationship they had.


      After eating his meal, he walked over to the counter the owner sat behind and placed a few gold coins on it.


      “Gonna stay for another month, breakfast included.”


      “Sure thing.” This was their usual back-and-forth over the past two years, but then the owner diverged, asking, “Now that you’re S-rank, shouldn’t you be stayin’ somewhere nicer?”


      This was the first time in two years he’d spoken more than two words to Hyse, and though Hyse contemplated leaving without a reply, he decided to answer him.


      “This place suits me: creaky hallways, fogged windows, and a simple bed where I wake up everyday not knowing if today will be the day the entire place falls apart on top of me...nobody would think to find an S-rank adventurer staying here.”


      “That right?”


      At first, it might have sounded like Hyse was mocking the inn, but the owner simply opened up his newspaper, looking far from offended. The front page headline that unfurled in front of Hyse’s eyes read “The Silver Valkyrie Finally Attains S-Rank! Will a Kingdom-Wide Clamoring to Join Her Clan Come Next?” The article was accompanied by a picture of a beautiful sixteen-year-old girl.


      Hyse fell silent before turning around and exiting the inn.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse left the inn for the adventurers guild, where the early morning came with a crowd of adventurers jostling in front of the job request board. Since Hyse hated crowds, he’d waited until later in the day to arrive and took whatever requests still remained after most people had left. As usual, the only requests left were either the lowest-level ones or the high difficulty ones.


      “Defeating Mithril Ogres?” Hyse said to himself.


      The request had an S-level completion difficulty, with the specific target in question being an S+-level threat. Every request received a completion difficulty level, with adventurers ranked lower than the request’s completion difficulty level unable to accept them. Requests with an S-level completion difficulty were the hardest requests of all, and could only be accepted by adventurers and teams that were A-rank or higher.


      The “level threat” referred to the strength of the magic beast pertaining to the request, going from the weakest beasts at F-level to the strongest at the SSS-level. An SSS-level threat was considered a genuine danger to the survival of the entire kingdom, and any requests including an SSS-level threat magic beast or above were normally not posted at the adventurers guild, which only posted requests with beasts up to SS+-level at best. As an S+-level threat, the Mithril Ogre was more dangerous than a S-level-threat magic beast but less so than one ranked at an SS-level threat.


      “I’ll take it,” Hyse said, taking the post containing the Mithril Ogre request to the counter.


      “Okay, then... Wait, alone?! This is a team request!” an obviously new guild receptionist stammered.


      A veteran guild receptionist butted in at once. “Approved!” she said, stamping the request with the seal of the adventurers guild. “This request has been accepted by the S-rank adventurer, Hyse. Happy hunting!”


      Hyse immediately turned around and left. Once the door to the guild shut behind him, the veteran guild receptionist immediately turned to her junior colleague and shouted so loudly one could hear it from outside.


      “You idiot!” she said. “That’s Hyse, an S-rank adventurer! He’s the one who beat the SS+-level threat magic beast, the Ancient Black Dragon! He’s super strong just like Sasha!”


      “Huh?!” the new receptionist stammered. “B-But, he’s just a kid...”


      “Commit this to memory: Hyse hates working with others! Every person who’s invited him to their team has been left drowned in an ocean of blood!”


      “What?!” the new girl shrieked.


      “He may be an S-rank adventurer, but I don’t think he has any plans of either making a clan or joining a team...”


      “B-But, he still comes in to take care of high-difficulty-level requests, right? That’s nice of him, isn’t it?”


      “True, but...he’s still scary.”


      “That right eye of his,” the junior receptionist said, “the one with a huge scar over it. Do you think it still works?”


      “Absolutely never, ever, ask him that,” the veteran guild receptionist said.


      Hyse had lingered around the door for a little, listening, but at this point decided to leave. A few minutes after his departure the door to the guild opened once more, the receptionists’ loud gossip interrupted by the five members of Sacred entering the building.


      “Seriously? A hangover? You’re such an idiot,” Tycoon said.


      “Well, sorry for being sick. But Tycoon, how are you not hungover too?” Raynold asked.


      Robin snickered. “The whole reason Tycoon was late was because he took forever to convince Pianora to cast poison-neutralization on him. She did it for me right away ’cause I promised I’d let her take a bath with Sasha tonight.”


      From the back of the group, Pianora clung to Sasha’s arm with glee. “Heh heh heh, I’m looking forward to our bath together,” she said.


      “Y-Yeah...” Sasha replied.


      “Hungover the same day Sasha gets her first request after getting S-rank?” Pianora then said, making sure to project her voice. “For shame, Raynold. You should be fired!”


      “Calm down, Pianora. I drank a lot too, so Raynold’s not the only one at fault,” Sasha said.


      “Hmph,” Pianora pouted.


      Sasha and the rest of Sacred made their way to the counter, where the new receptionist was so nervous she was as tense as a board.


      “Could I take a look at the requests?” Sasha asked her.


      “O-Of course! Oh, but, uh...there aren’t any more difficult ones.”


      “Huh? Wasn’t there an S-rank request still here yesterday?” Robin asked.


      “Oh yeah, but the S-rank adventurer Hyse took it not too long ago,” the new receptionist said with a smile. “He’s hunting an S+-level threat magic beast all by himself. Isn’t that amazing?! Plus... Huh?”


      The new receptionist, noticing her more senior colleague’s complexion go as white as a sheet, trailed off in confusion. But she was already too late.


      Sasha’s eyes narrowed. “Oh,” she muttered under her breath, before speaking up with, “Are there any other requests?”


      “Well,” the new receptionist replied, “we have one for goblins and one for orcs, but we don’t have any requests for dungeons.”


      “We’ll take both the goblin and the orc requests, then.”


      “But they’re both E-rank requests.”


      “That’s fine. The reason the requests were made in the first place was to help people. We’ll be heading out now.”


      After accepting the requests, the members of Sacred exited the guild house. As soon as the door shut behind them, the veteran receptionist tackled the newer one.


      “Ow!” the new receptionist cried out.


      “You idiot!” said her colleague. “Listen, Sasha and Hyse are like cats and dogs! They even had a huge fight here before! And apparently, they’re still fighting!”


      “H-Huh? R-Really?”


      “Never, ever mention one of them to the other! Got it?!” the veteran receptionist basically shrieked, shaking the new receptionist by the shoulders so hard it looked as if her head might fall off.


      “Y-Yes, ma’am!”




      Having completed the Mithril Ogre request, Hyse sat in the office of the guild master, drinking black tea. There were no snacks accompanying the tea, which might have surprised some people, but since Hyse wasn’t planning on staying long he was content with just the tea to savor.


      The guild master let out a long sigh. “So you took out the Mithril Ogre, huh?”


      “Yep.”


      “You took out a S+-level threat all on your own? Are you an idiot?”


      “Well, that’s uncalled for,” Hyse said.


      Geist was an S-rank adventurer, and was nicknamed “the Combat Master,” as he was widely known as the most powerful adventurer versed in martial arts.


      S-rank adventurers typically made their own clans, but historically many of them were like Geist, who instead passed on their clans to their successors so that they could become guild masters in their respective countries. As a result, all the guild masters across the world were S-rank adventurers.


      A knock at the door to Geist’s office interrupted their discussion, after which the veteran guild receptionist opened the door. She bowed to Hyse before sitting across from him, after which she unfurled a sheet of parchment.


      “Thank you for your patience,” she said. “The appraisal of the Mithril Ogre has concluded. I will proceed with an itemization of your reward.”


      “Thanks,” Hyse replied.


      “First,” the receptionist continued, “the core found in its heart was heavily damaged. A core is usually worth seven hundred gold coins, but considering its condition you will be receiving two hundred gold coins instead. The organs are in similar condition, with almost ninety percent of its blood missing. The only usable parts obtained were both arms and legs as well the ogre’s mithril skull, which totals in worth to four hundred gold coins. That brings you to a total of six hundred gold pieces for everything.”


      “I’ll take it.”


      A single gold coin was enough for a commoner to live for thirty days without doing anything, and Hyse had just earned six hundred of them. Since it was far too troublecome to ask for change every time he paid for his room at the inn, Hyse paid the owner a single gold coin on a monthly basis. Hyse generally cared very little for the money he made from requests.


      “Hyse...can you be just a little bit cleaner with your kills?” Geist asked, sighing.


      “You know my Ability makes that hard. If it were you, I bet you could’ve used your martial arts to destroy the heart without even touching the core.”


      “Sheesh, you’ve always got something to say,” Geist said with a dry chuckle.


      The veteran receptionist then placed a box-type magic tool in front of Hyse. He then tapped his adventurer’s card against it, which sparkled briefly at the contact. All the money earned from requests was stored in a bank designated for adventurers, and could be transferred to an account designated for specific adventurers using the adventurer’s cards. In order to avoid fraud, the cards had a function that allowed only its holder to withdraw money with it.


      “The amount has been successfully transferred. Would you like to confirm receipt?” the veteran guild receptionist asked.


      “No. I’m leaving now,” Hyse said, standing up.


      “Wait, Hyse,” Geist said, stopping him. “There’s something we need to talk about.”


      “Huh? But I’m hungry.”


      “I’ll be quick.”


      After the veteran receptionist left the office, Geist moved from his chair behind his desk to the nearby couch across from Hyse and pulled out a letter from his pocket.


      “What’s this?” Hyse asked.


      “An invitation for the S-rank Adventurer Certification Ceremony.”


      “Huh? Didn’t we already do that?”


      “That was just for the guild. The guild one is a simple ceremony, but this one comes from the royal family.”


      “As in...Heiberg’s royal family?”


      “Is there another royal family here I don’t know about?”


      “No, it’s just that... Why would they have a ceremony for S-rank adventurers?”


      Geist placed the letter in front of Hyse. “Long ago, the first king of Heiberg created the job we know today as ‘adventurer.’ He was actually Heiberg’s first S-rank adventurer. He wanted to make sure the kingdom celebrated any other adventurer who achieved S-rank after him, so he started a royal ceremony of his own.”


      “I-I didn’t know that... So does that mean you had a ceremony there too?”


      “Yeah, though it was about forty years ago now.” Geist was fifty-eight years old, meaning he achieved S-rank when he was eighteen. “After the ceremony, the royal family gives a quest to the new S-rank adventurers. By accepting that quest, you’ll truly be approved as an S-rank.”


      “A quest from the royal family?”


      “Yeah. It’s kinda like your first real quest as an S-rank.”


      “But what about the Mithril Ogre? Wasn’t that my first quest?”


      “Ah, don’t sweat the small details. It’s only a formality. Just remember to wear some actually nice clothes.”


      Hyse looked uncertain. “Uh...”


      “I’ll give you the address of a clothing store I frequent.”


      “That’s so kind of you.”


      “Sheesh, kid... Oh, right. You know that means Sasha’s gonna be there too?” Hyse’s expression darkened immediately, making Geist let out a long sigh. “Still haven’t forgiven her?”


      “Never.”


      “I feel like a broken record at this point, but the only reason she kicked you out of Sacred was because she didn’t want you to die. It was an act of kindness.”


      “Calling me unnecessary and a deadweight is what we call ‘kind’ these days?”


      “You must know that’s not how she truly feels about you.”


      “Even if it isn’t, the fact remains that she kicked me out of the party. Besides, she...” Hyse trailed off, as if hesitating to complete his thought, and though Geist went quiet to patiently wait for him to finish, Hyse stopped as if he thought better of it. He continued with, “Anyway, it’s not like I hate how she does things—culling the weak to become strong. She’ll just keep on like that and make her team the strongest in Heiberg.”


      “Hyse...”


      “Geist, nothing’s changed for me. Even as an S-rank, I don’t need friends. I’m gonna keep aiming to become the strongest adventurer in the world all on my own. I can’t trust anyone.” Hyse stood up, taking the invitation Geist left for him, and left the room.


      Now alone in his office, Geist let out a long sigh. “What a child...”


      After Sasha kicked Hyse out of Sacred and the whole incident with the Ancient Black Dragon occurred, the relationship between the two childhood friends had shattered completely. They arrived at the royal capital together at the age of eleven, taking smaller jobs before registering as adventurers. Once they had awoken to their Abilities at twelve, Geist had taught them both how to fight until they both formally started working as adventurers at thirteen.


      Geist could vividly remember that day.


      Geist let out another sigh. At this point, he had lost track of how many times he’d sighed today, but in the midst of this particular sigh, there was a knock on the door.


      “Pardon me, Geist. You called for me?” Sasha asked as she entered.


      Her long, sparkling silver hair was adorned with a wing-shaped ornament, complementing the light silver armor which she’d had forged after defeating an SS-level-threat magic beast, the Silver Ray Dragon. Strapped across her back was Silver Ray, the Silver Holy Sword which had been made from one of the dragon’s fangs.


      Despite being sixteen, she held a bearing and physical beauty far beyond her years. Geist viewed her like his own granddaughter, so when he had heard that she had achieved S-rank, he, in a display very unbecoming of a man his age, had secretly broken down into tears of happiness.


      “Thanks for coming. You’ve been invited to an S-rank ceremony,” Geist said without further ado, and launched into the same explanation he’d given to Hyse.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      After Geist finished his explanation, Sasha left the adventurers guild to regroup with her team and give them the news.


      “Another ceremony?!” Raynold exclaimed.


      “Right,” Sasha said. “And this one will be held at the palace. All of you are, of course, invited as well.”


      “Really?!” Robin exclaimed. “Is there gonna be a party? Is there gonna be yummy food?!”


      “Robin, your gluttony is showing,” Tycoon said, adjusting his glasses.


      Robin began to pout, but he ignored her.


      “Are you gonna wear a dress, Sasha?” Pianora asked.


      “I guess so, since it’s a formal occasion and all. But I’m not sure I’ll look any good.”


      “Don’t be stupid! Saying that you won’t look good in a dress is stupider than Raynold prancing around town buck naked!”


      “Pinanora...what kind of example is that?” Raynold asked.


      Pianora completely ignored him and clung to Sasha’s arm, bringing her face close to hers. “Let’s go shopping!”


      “R-Right now?” Sasha asked. “But it’s already dark.”


      “The shop I always go to’ll still be open! I’ll get myself a new dress! And Robin too! The guys can just go in sacks for all I care.”


      “Hey!” both Tycoon and Raynold snapped at her.


      “Let’s go!” Pianora said, ignoring them.


      “O-Okay.”


      Sasha and Robin were then dragged out of the guild house by Pianora, but even with all the vigorous clinging and tugging, all Sasha could think about was what else Geist had told her.


      “Hyse’s gonna be there too. Just...keep it civil, okay?”


      Those words, as well as the extremely apologetic look on Geist’s face as he said them, were on a seemingly endless loop in her head.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3: Moonlit Atonement


      A few days later, it was finally the day of the S-rank Adventurer Certification Ceremony.


      “Sasha, you’re sooo gorgeous!”


      “Thanks Pianora...”


      Sacred was currently at Pianora’s favorite clothing store, and Sasha had put on makeup and changed out of her armor into a dress. The dress she’d chosen for the ceremony was a blindingly sparkling dress, almost doll-like in how every aspect seemed optimized for beauty. It was a light silver, matching her hair, with a low neckline baring her shoulders which she opted to cover by wearing a thin veil instead. Overall the dress was of a modest yet flattering design, finished off by purposefully simple accessories—earrings, a necklace, and a hair ornament. It was by Pianora’s insistence, and not Sasha’s, that Sasha’s chest—above average size for a sixteen-year-old—stand out via the dress’s low neckline and close fit, and while it bothered Sasha that her cleavage was somewhat visible all she could do was use her hand to cover it.


      “How are you so beautiful?” Pianora gushed dreamily.


      “P-Pianora... Um, I think this dress shows my breasts a bit too much.”


      “Nonsense! This dress is perfect! You have to wear it!”


      “O-Okay. I will...”


      Sasha, overpowered by Pianora’s strong will, relented to her whims. After Sasha came Robin, who wore the much more simple dress Pianora picked out for her, followed by Raynold and Tycoon, who’d chosen standard, not-too-flashy formal clothes.


      “Whoa, Sasha! You look so good!” Robin exclaimed.


      “Wow...” Raynold murmured.


      “Isn’t that a bit too flashy?” Tycoon asked. “I imagine this is a more austere affair. I don’t think this much exposure is—”


      “Shut your face, shitty four-eyes!” Pianora screamed.


      “Wh-What?”


      Tycoon immediately averted his eyes, sensing Pianora’s brutal killer intent from the force of her gaze.


      Though Robin was oohing and aahing over Sasha, Raynold was simply stunned.


      “Something wrong?” Sasha asked him.


      “N-No... You look good, Sasha.”


      “You think so? Heh heh. Thanks,” Sasha said, brightly smiling.


      “Y-Yeah...” Raynold said, smiling back.


      As a strangely sweet atmosphere began to descend between the two of them, Pianora cleared her throat.


      “Ahem! Sasha, the carriage is waiting outside. Let’s go to the castle!”


      “Right. Let’s go.”


      While Sasha and the other two members of Sacred boarded the carriage that would take them to the castle, Pianora shot Raynold a fiery glare.




      Upon their arrival at the castle, Raynold got out of the carriage first, offering his hand to Sasha to help her disembark. The two did it effortlessly, so elegantly and without a word of communication spoken aloud that anyone watching could easily assume the two were a couple. After the rest of Sacred disembarked the carriage, the group made their way to the castle’s grand hall where the ceremony was being held.


      “The S-rank adventurer, the Silver Valkyrie, Lady Sasha has arrived!”


      Sasha had been named the Silver Valkyrie upon becoming an S-rank adventurer. At the entrance to the grand hall, she bowed, with those already gathered erupting into applause. Sasha could see nobles among the crowd, as well as Geist. Raynold and the rest of Sacred stopped by the entrance while Sasha was led forward to a tiered platform at the other end of the hall by some knights.


      “The S-rank adventurer, the Dark Stalker, Lord Hyse has arrived!”


      There was once again applause, but hearing Hyse’s name made Sasha gulp with anxiety. Even so, she couldn’t turn around. Hyse was led forward by the knights and placed next to Sasha. Three figures then appeared at the top of the tiered platform.


      “Bow to His Majesty!” the chancellor called out, with everyone in the room giving a single bow to the King of Heiberg, King Barbaros, who, as a former S-rank adventurer of legendary status, had also been known as the Monarch.


      “S-rank adventurer, Sasha, step forward,” King Barbaros said.


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sasha replied.


      “S-rank adventurer, Hyse, step forward.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Hyse said.


      “May the blessing of the first king, Zeah, be upon you,” said King Barbaros.


      “Thank you for your magnanimity,” both Hyse and Sasha said simultaneously.


      Barbaros then signaled to the two figures next to him with a flick of his eyes. The first to speak was a young boy in his late teens.


      “S-rank adventurer, Sasha, I hereby present a quest from the Heiberg royal family,” he said, holding out a piece of parchment.


      “Yes, Your Highness.”


      “You are to defeat the Crystal Golem,” the young boy continued, “which has appeared in the Crystal Mines in the southern region of the Kingdom of Heiberg. I, Cless, the First Prince of the Kingdom of Heiberg, will accompany you on your quest.”


      Sasha raised her head to see Prince Cless Zeah Heiberg, a handsome young man with brilliant blond hair.


      “It would be my honor, Your Highness,” Sasha said.


      Of course, there was no other reply Sasha could give.


      Next, a young girl in her mid-teens stood before Hyse. “S-rank adventurer, Hyse, I hereby present a request from the Heiberg royal family,” she said, holding out a piece of parchment.


      “Yes, Your Highness,” Hyse replied.


      “You are to travel to the Forest Country of Ygdra, east of the Kingdom of Heiberg, to enter the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea and harvest the eternal moonflower, an ingredient of the miracle elixir. I, Miuanne, the First Princess of the Kingdom of Heiberg, will accompany you on your quest.”


      Hyse raised his head to see Princess Miuanne Zeah Heiberg, a cheerful young girl with short, wavy hair.


      “I accept this quest,” Hyse said. “However, I cannot agree to you coming with me.”


      “Huh?” A sound of pure surprise escaped Miuanne.


      Sasha’s head flung to Hyse, along with the king and every noble in attendance. Every single person in the room looked stunned.


      “Wh-Why not?” Miuanne asked.


      “Many dangerous magic beasts appear in the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea. Though I’ll have no problem dealing with them, the probability of me successfully completing the request while protecting you will lower to eighty percent. In other words, I’m saying that if you come with me, your life will be in danger.”


      “Wh-What about your teammates?!”


      “I don’t have any.”


      “Huh?”


      “I work alone.”


      “U-Uh...”


      “Your Majesty, it will not be possible for Her Highness to accompany me. I shall take this request by myself. Is that acceptable?” Hyse asked.


      The king laughed. “Well...having a member of the royal family join the quest is more of a symbolic gesture than anything. A witness to the birth of a new S-rank adventurer, if you will. Though I never expected anyone to insist on going alone. This is rather unprecedented. However...I’ve heard of your work, Hyse. You only take S-threat level requests and always complete them all on your own. Hmm, if that’s the case... Very well. I will grant you a special exemption to take on this quest by yourself.”


      “Huh?!” the princess sputtered. “F-Father! Th-This isn’t accepta—”


      “Stand down, Miuanne.”


      Miuanne shut her mouth and stood back, but glared at Hyse.


      “Now then, all the stiff formalities are done and over with,” said the king. “It’s time for the banquet.”


      At the king’s words, the doors opened, and at once tables piled with food were brought in one after another. Glasses filled with beverages were passed out, and after a final short speech from the king, the party began.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Ha ha ha! He’s quite the interesting young man, isn’t he, Geist?” King Barbaros laughed.


      “I had a feeling something bad would happen, but I never expected him to act like that in front of you,” Geist replied.


      “Quite unprecedented,” the Chancellor of Heiberg, Bonett, added.


      The king, chancellor, and guild master were sitting at a table together, enjoying a conversation over wine. All three had been in the same adventurer party in the past and remained the best of friends; Geist and Bonett had trained Barbaros when he’d still been an adventurer. The king thus considered the two of them his mentors. Even though their respective titles varied in power and influence, right now they were just three best friends chatting the night away.


      Geist had warned Barbaros ahead of time that Hyse might say something strange during the ceremony, and this prior warning had allowed Barbaros to take Hyse’s behavior in stride.


      “Your Majesty, I still can’t help but feel that Her Highness has been wronged,” Bonett said as he drank another sip of his wine.


      “Don’t worry about it. That tomboy’s already going off to Sasha. She hasn’t given up on accompanying an S-rank adventurer on their quest.” Barbaros looked toward Sasha, where Miuanne was in the midst of greetings.


      “Good day, Lady Sasha. I’m Miuanne.”


      “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, Your Highness.”


      “Heh heh, we’re almost the same age, so why don’t we drop the formalities?” the princess asked. “Can I call you Sasha?”


      “Huh? Uh...yes.”


      “Yay! Heh heh. We’re friends now!” she said cheerfully. It seemed this was Miuanne’s true personality.


      “Miuanne,” Cless called out, appearing from behind her. “Let me guess, you’re here to ask if you can come along on the quest too.”


      “Wh-What ever might you be referring to, my dear brother?” Miuanne asked.


      “I know how you think. Oh, sorry, Lady Sasha, I’m... Ahem. I am Cless.”


      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Sasha. Please don’t be concerned about speaking formally to me, Your Highness.”


      “Oh? Okay then. If you say so. Well, Sasha, I’ll be in the care of Sacred. Thanks for having me.”


      “O-Of course.”


      “That’s unfair!” Miuanne cried at her brother. “Sasha, I wanna... I mean, I’d like to accompany you as well.”


      “U-Uh... I think that’ll probably be okay...”


      “Yay!”


      “W-Wait. Are you sure, Sasha? You don’t have to go along with her whims,” Cless said.


      “Well, it’s an order from Her Highness,” Sasha replied. “Besides, our team can handle it.”


      “Okay then... Just in case, I’ll report this to my father. I guess it would be kinda sad if Miuanne had to stay behind while I got to go on an adventure.”


      “Yay! Thank you so much!” Miuanne said happily, hugging Cless’s arm.


      Sasha called the rest of Sacred over from the other side of the room and introduced them to Cless and Miuanne.


      “Y-Your Highnesses... Uh...I’m... Or I mean...” Raynold struggled.


      “You can just call me Cless,” said the prince. “You’re an adventurer, so let’s speak like adventurers.”


      “Same here!” said the princess. “Just call me Miuanne!”


      “Okay... I’m Raynold.”


      The rest of Sacred introduced themselves.


      “I’m Robin! Nice to meet you two!”


      “Tycoon. I look forward to our adventure.”


      “I’m Pianora. Nice to meet the both of you.”


      Cless and Miuanne immediately opened up to Sacred, and as they chatted away, Sasha noticed a certain young boy standing alone by the grand hall’s terrace balcony.


      “Oh...” she murmured.


      It was Hyse. He was wearing a black formal outfit and a large eye patch that covered his missing eye. Among the festive atmosphere of the banquet he simply stood still and quiet, as if he didn’t want to speak with anyone. Sasha thought about calling out to him, her pulse picking up at the thought. But it was pure nerves, rather than sweet feelings, that was driving up her pulse. But before she could do anything, Miuanne walked right up to him.


      “Hey, you,” she said.


      “Yes?” he replied.


      “What was that all about?”


      “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”


      Suddenly, all of Sacred’s eyes were on Hyse and Miuanne.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      As Hyse was hiding out on the terrace balcony by himself, wishing that the party would calm down so it’d be acceptable for him to leave, he was cornered by Princess Miuanne. Since she was a princess, he felt he had no choice but to speak with her, even if he had turned her down from accompanying him on the request.


      “I’m not sure what you’re referring to,” Hyse said.


      “About me joining you on the request. Listen, you. I... Ahem. Do you, perhaps, harbor some misgivings regarding my accompanying you?”


      “Nothing of the sort. I’d just prefer if you weren’t there.”


      “That’s a contradiction! You’re contradicting yourself!” Miuanne screamed, pointing at him with an accusatory finger.


      This is so annoying. “I mentioned this earlier, but Gagagea is a dangerous place. Since I don’t have any teammates, I’m not confident I could protect you by myself while also completing the request.”


      “Well, rest assured. I have an Ability, so I don’t need to be protected. That being said, I no longer have any plans of accompanying you anyway. I shall be going along on Sasha’s quest.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Indeed.”


      A silence fell between the two of them until Hyse eventually broke it.


      “Um... Is there anything else?” he asked.


      “Yes!” Miuanne replied instantly. “Are you really turning me down for such a small reason?! Listen, it’s been a long-standing tradition in Heiberg that new S-rank adventurers accept a request from the king and then take a member of the royal family with them while they fulfill it.”


      “Well, there’s another S-rank adventurer right over there...”


      “Well, yes, but...” Miuanne began to pout.


      Hyse, his head filled with thoughts of Miuanne’s childishness, bowed his head low. “In exchange for not permitting you to travel with me, I promise you I will retrieve the eternal moonflower.”


      “Okay...?”


      “Please excuse me,” Hyse said, using this opportunity to try and exit the venue entirely, but before he could even leave the terrace, a few unexpected individuals barred his path.


      “Hys... Wait, Dark Stalker.”


      “What do you want, Lady Silver Valkyrie?”


      Behind Sasha were the other members of Sacred and Cless, while Miuanne was holding his arm. With his exits thoroughly blocked, Hyse simply stood in place.


      “Um...” Sasha said, trying to speak, but struggling to even say a word.


      Hyse waited, but Pianora spoke up before Sasha could. “You still doing things solo? Sooner or later that’ll kill you.”


      “If anything, I’m surprised you’re still around,” Hyse responded.


      “Huh?”


      “Sacred loves to cut deadweight, right? Since you’re the weakest member of the team, I’m just surprised that you’re still with them.”


      “Say that again!” Pianora barked, her face twisting in anger as a vein burst from her head.


      Miuanne squeaked, fearful of how angry she’d become.


      Tycoon adjusted his glasses. “You’re as vain as ever, only ever looking at the surface of things. After all this time, I finally understand that we were correct in removing you from our party.”


      “Thanks for that, by the way,” Hyse replied to Tycoon. “Since you kicked me out I’ve learned all sorts of things books could never teach.” Tycoon fell silent. Hyse added, “We had similar hobbies. It feels just like yesterday we were talking about our favorite book genres. So nostalgic.”


      “Hmph.”


      “You should join us again!” Robin said.


      “You idiot!” Raynold tried to stop Robin from saying more, but the girl just barreled ahead.


      “Let’s all be a party again, like we used to be!” she said. “Your Ability’s really amazing, right? If you and Sasha work together, I bet we’d even be able to clear the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “Not happening,” Hyse replied.


      “Hyse...” Robin said sadly.


      “I’d rather not die, thank you.” Hyse said, making Sasha gulp. Then Hyse slowly touched his eye patch. “Going to a supposedly safe area for medicinal herbs only to discover that not only was the area incredibly not safe, but was right in the middle of a dragon’s territory, is something I’d like to only experience once.” As Hyse continued to speak, Sasha grew pale and started to tremble. “And it seems like the dragon had been living there for quite a while. The guild had even warned people, quite adamantly too, that no one was supposed to go near that place. Who could’ve guessed that a certain someone would give the black sheep of their team a piece of ‘advice’ that so very conveniently sent them straight to the dragon’s den, thus handily and neatly getting rid of their team’s deadweight? But who really could have guessed that this near-death incident would help this black sheep awaken to his Ability and, against all odds, return to town after tearing that dragon to pieces.”


      “That’s enough,” Raynold said, standing in front of Sasha, wrapping an arm around her shoulders as if he could protect her from Hyse’s words.


      “A perfect Guardian as always, Raynold,” Hyse scoffed. “You protect your master even from what she doesn’t wanna hear.”


      “Just shut up,” Raynold replied. “I don’t know how many times I have to say this for you to get it: You were kicked out of Sacred because you were weak. You essentially had no Ability and couldn’t keep up with us. If you can’t understand the kindness in that, we don’t ever need you on our team again.”


      “That right?”


      Hyse already had no intention of rejoining Sacred. No matter how much they might have wept with guilt, no matter how much they resented him or tried pleading with him—nothing would’ve changed his decision.


      “Hyse...” Sasha said, looking at him.


      This was the same person he’d been friends with as kids. Sasha’s usual, unforgettably bright smile was gone now, and there was no trace of it.


      Hyse smiled instead, the sight of it making Sasha shake even more. “Sasha, congratulations on S-rank. I got S-rank too.”


      “I...” Sasha tried to say.


      “Keep working hard to achieve your dream. I’ll do the same with my dream as well.”


      “Hy...se...”


      Then his smile disappeared, so swiftly it was as if he had never smiled at all. “In fact, how about you go straight toward your dream without me? There’s no place for me there anymore anyway.” Hyse scoffed once more and turned around, toward the terrace, refusing to speak to them anymore.


      There was nothing left to speak about.




      After Sasha and the rest left, Hyse, alone once more, sighed as he looked up at the stars. The conversation had gotten him more emotional than he had expected, prompting him to remember the past. Memories of the moment he’d gotten expelled from Sacred as well as memories of his near-fatal encounter with the dragon played back in his head.


      “I’m thirsty...” Hyse muttered.


      “Here.”


      Hyse jumped a little, not expecting Geist to suddenly show up next to him. He came holding a drink, offering it to Hyse, who accepted it and took a sip.


      “How nostalgic... That day was also a night like this.” Hyse fell silent at Geist’s words. “Tonight is just like the day you lost your right eye and awakened to your Ability.” There was a pause as Hyse and Geist stood next to each other and took in the twinkling stars of the night sky. “I’ve told you many times already, but Sasha and the others had no idea they were giving you such poor intel. They’d just gotten back from Dizara. They weren’t even aware that the marsh was home to the Ancient Black Dragon.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “You really can’t forgive them?”


      “No. I’ve received not one apology from any of them, and they seem to have no desire to interact with me anymore. Maybe they’re just scared of me.”


      “Maybe. But they could’ve been extremely busy. Or extremely guilty.”


      “I’ve become strong since then. Strong enough that I don’t need friends.”


      “You’ll end up alone forever.”


      “I like the isolation,” Hyse said, smiling.


      After defeating the Ancient Black Dragon, Hyse became frighteningly powerful. With his mysterious tools, called Weapons, he could clear high-level dungeons solo and single-handedly defeat all kinds of dangerous monsters. Apparently, the Weapons he used came from an entirely different world, but Geist couldn’t understand them at all. All he understood was that they could fire balls of steel and other unknown projectiles at extremely high speeds.


      “I doubt I’ll see them much after this anyway. They’ll be preoccupied with forming their clan,” Hyse said.


      “What about you?”


      “I’ll keep completing requests and get stronger. I still haven’t finished deciphering all of that old book...”


      “I see...”


      “I think it’s time for me to head home. Bye...” Hyse bowed once, briefly, and then left the terrace.


      The party was still very much underway, but Hyse didn’t attempt to join in the festivities and instead left the castle. He undid the button at his collar, loosening it, looking up at the sky as he walked out.


      “Yeah...it really is just like that night,” he said, rubbing his right eye.


      After defeating the Ancient Black Dragon, Hyse had dragged it back to the royal capital with him...or so people had said. Hyse honestly couldn’t remember what’d happened very well himself.


      “It’s great that I awakened to my Ability and my physical capabilities were strengthened because I fought that dragon, but...did I really make the multiday trip back to the capital with its head without once stopping to eat or sleep?”


      After arriving at the guild house, Hyse blamed Sasha for setting him up and promptly passed out, only waking up after ten days of sleep. By then Sasha and the rest of Sacred had already left Ryuzen—without any kind of apology or even any excuses made for themselves.


      After that, Hyse advanced at an alarming rate. By using the otherworldly weapons known as “guns” and “explosives,” he defeated all kinds of magic beasts. After defeating two SS+-level-threat magic beasts, he was promoted to A-rank. After that, the disparaging rumors about him disappeared and changed to praise, and all kinds of people approached him, wanting to join him and form a party. However, Hyse turned them all down, his trust in people shattered.


      He’d run into Sacred many times over the years, but they’d never apologized, only ever turning their gaze from him. And now Hyse was certain this would continue. From here on Sasha would most likely grow her network of comrades and expand her clan to rival the Four Great Clans. Then they’d probably take on the supposedly impossible dungeon, the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. From the rumors, it seemed that Sasha and Raynold were pretty close too. Maybe in about ten years, they’d both retire, get married, and have children...not that any of this mattered to Hyse.


      “Hyse, wait.”


      “Hmm?”


      As he walked on the path to the castle gate, there was someone waiting for him—a beautiful young woman with silver hair that twinkled in the moonlight. It could be no other but Sasha, his childhood friend, his fellow new S-rank adventurer—and someone he had nothing to do with anymore.


      “What?” Hyse asked.


      “I...wanted to talk to you alone again.”


      Hyse was immediately on the defensive. He sensed the area, preparing himself for Tycoon’s magic or Robin’s arrows. Raynold may have been hiding somewhere nearby as well. The only person who knew what Hyse’s Ability was was Geist, but it was possible rumors had spread about it anyway. Mentally Hyse began to formulate a strategy: If Raynold could successfully defend against his grenade launcher, what other Weapon should he pull out next...


      “It’s just me here,” Sasha said.


      “You expect me to believe you?”


      “I doubt you can...”


      “That’s right,” he immediately replied, obviously not willing to lower his guard.


      But Sasha raised both of her hands. “I just want to talk. Please...trust me.”


      “Like hell I can. Not after you tried to kill me. You hated what people were saying about Sacred while I was a member, so you sent me to the marsh in order for the Ancient Black Dragon to get rid of me.”


      “No. I... We really didn’t know.”


      “Whatever. What do you want?”


      “I...want to apologize.”


      Hyse began laughing uncontrollably. “Now?! What, are you worried I’m gonna start telling people what you did? Tell them how the great S-rank adventurer Sasha tried to kill Hyse, her former teammate, by sending him to the lair of the Ancient Black Dragon? I guess it would be scary for that to come out, especially that now I’m an S-rank adventurer too. My words have more weight now. I could tell everyone the truth and actually have a good chance of changing everyone’s tune about you.”
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      “That’s fine. You have the right to tell that to people,” Sasha said.


      “Screw you...”


      “Huh?”


      “I have the right to do that?” Hyse replied, now thoroughly incensed. “You’re saying that I have the right to do that now?! Screw you! Why do you even wanna apologize to me all of a sudden?! Why didn’t you apologize to me the day I was attacked?! Because I was unconscious?! How about when I woke up? Were your teary apologies left by my bedside? No, they weren’t. They never were. Geist told me that after I fell unconscious, you all set off to take care of a request the very next day. You never had any intention of apologizing!” Sasha faltered at Hyse’s words, but he continued talking. “I don’t need your empty apologies. Save whatever you wanna say. Your words mean nothing to me.”


      “Hyse...” As Hyse tried to pass by Sasha, she grabbed his sleeve. “I’m sorry... This entire time I’ve been too scared.” Hyse was silent. “I thought kicking you out of our party would be for your own good. I thought if I achieved our dream by myself, you’d understand...”


      “So pointless...”


      “Huh?”


      “What’s the meaning of accomplishing our dream by yourself? No, this is your dream now. Don’t use me as an excuse.” Sasha was speechless, too stunned to speak, but Hyse continued without pause. “My dream now is to become the strongest adventurer in the world by myself. I’ll never toss aside people weaker than me. I’ll never be like you. If there’s even the slightest possibility I could do that, then it’s better if I never team up with anyone in the first place.” Hyse kept going, even though tears began to spill from Sasha’s eyes. “No matter the reason for it, Sasha...you did throw me away. You threw away our dream. Never forget that this dream you have, of creating the strongest team in the world, is yours. I’m not a part of that dream. There’s...no place for me there.” Amid Sasha’s tears, Hyse continued with one final statement. “Congrats on becoming S-rank. Bye.”


      “Ah...”


      Hyse pulled his sleeve away from Sasha, but she immediately grabbed it again. She sensed somehow that if she let go of him now, she’d never be able to grab him again.


      “What? What now?” Hyse jeered. “You wanna spend a night with me or something, Ms. S-rank adventurer, Ms. Silver Valkyrie?”


      “If...that’s what you want.”


      He shook Sasha’s hand off his sleeve with a harsh jerk of his arm. “Don’t ruin my image of you any further. The person you are right now is really...embarrassing.”


      Hyse turned away and disappeared into the night.




      After returning to the inn, he took off his formal clothes and lay on his bed. Though the bed creaked horribly, as usual for the inn he was the only guest currently there, so technically, he could be as loud as he wanted.


      “Embarrassing...huh?” he murmured. “I’m no different... I’m just a brat.”


      Things between Hyse and Sasha could never go back to the way they’d been. They couldn’t simply be childhood friends again. They were just two S-rank adventurers, two distinct entities with the same rank. Hyse took off his eye patch and softly touched the skin around his eye.


      “I guess tomorrow I’ll go out to get the eternal moonflower.”


      The entrance to the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea was in the forest country to the east of the royal capital. As Hyse recalled the path he’d have to travel to get there, he drifted off to sleep.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4: The Reticent Elf and the Eternal Moonflower


      The eternal moonflower was one ingredient in a very precious miracle elixir, and it could only be found in the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea. Currently, Hyse was in the run-down inn he called home, preparing for the quest given to him by the royal family of Heiberg to retrieve this exact ingredient. But rather than being in the room he slept in, he was in the room next door, where he kept all the things he used for his travels.


      In the beginning he’d only reserved the one room, but as his quests gradually took him farther and farther afield, he’d needed more equipment. As a result he’d decided to reserve an additional room at the inn exclusively to store his things.


      “Sleeping bag, tent, the old book, changes of clothes, cooking tools and silverware, spices, and...I guess I’ll just buy food supplies in town.”


      Not only would this quest be his first excursion in some time, but it would also be his first time going east, to the Forest Country of Ygdra. The Sacred Mountain of Gagagea was in their territory, and thus under their jurisdiction. Hyse was permitted to travel there solely due to the king of Heiberg writing for permission on his behalf.


      After laying out all his equipment, Hyse stored it all inside a small ring that was actually his item box.


      “This thing’s really convenient,” Hyse remarked to himself.


      The ring was considered one of many kinds of magic tools—objects filled with mana that were sold at various price points. Some only cost a few copper coins, while others, like Hyse’s ring-shaped item box, cost several thousand gold coins. Hyse’s item box in particular was considered the ultimate luxury item; it allowed him to freeze the time of anything he stored in it. For example, he could store boiling water in it, leave it inside the box for a whole year, and pull it out with the water still boiling.


      Back when he’d been in Sacred, they hadn’t had enough money to buy something like this. But if they had ever bought such a thing, Hyse’s job as their bag carrier would have disappeared.


      “All right. I’m good to go. I’ll do some shopping and then pop by the guild before heading out.”


      Hyse left his room, going downstairs, and as he passed by the old man who owned the inn he called out to him.


      “I’m leaving for a bit, but keep my rooms as is. Put me down for another month.” He then placed two gold coins, one for each room.


      The old man peeked out from behind his newspaper to look at Hyse, taking both gold coins with a slight nod.


      “You got it...”


      He said it in such a low voice, but Hyse heard him perfectly. Hyse left the inn without replying.




      “I’ll take a hundred skewers,” Hyse said to the store owner when it was his turn.


      “Sure thing... Wait, a hundred?!” the store owner exclaimed. “G-Give me a moment to cook them all up.”


      Hyse had left the inn for the castle town, doing his pre-quest shopping on a road lined with restaurants and stalls. Here he mainly bought food, purchasing a barrel of water and then freshly made skewers to store in his item box. Since the store owner was aware of Hyse’s item box, his status as an S-rank adventurer, and his wealth, the man had no issue fulfilling Hyse’s request and readily made all one hundred skewers for him.


      “Here’s an extra ten on the house,” the store owner said. “Come again!”


      “Thanks. Keep the change,” Hyse said, dropping a single gold coin on the counter. The store owner instantly launched into a series of low bows, flushed with gratitude.


      A single skewer cost eight iron coins. Iron coins were the lowest denomination of currency, followed by regular copper coins, large copper coins, silver coins, and gold coins, with the lower currency equalling ten of the next highest denomination. A single skewer cost eight iron coins, which meant Hyse’s order of one hundred skewers cost less than a tenth of what one gold coin was worth. Normally paying the way he did would result in him getting change, but Hyse couldn’t be bothered to deal with the trouble, so he refused change outright. After awakening to his Ability, he’d consistently been taking on high-difficulty magic beasts, so he had a lot of money.


      In the past, his funds had been so low that he’d held on to his copper sword for as long as he could, and had felt so much joy and pride when he’d finally saved enough to buy a steel sword. After years of taking out all manner of magic beasts and reaping the rewards, money had lost its value.


      “I guess I’ll also get some bread and...fruits and vegetables too.”


      He continued shopping while munching on some of the skewers, buying whatever came to mind. Once he finished he headed for the adventurers guild, arriving at the receptionist desk, where the new receptionist tensed upon seeing him.


      “U-Uh, the guild master is currently speaking with Sasha...” she said nervously.


      “Oh. I’ll wait a bit then.”


      “P-P-Please do!”


      Now having to wait, Hyse occupied himself with looking over the request board.


      “Oh, a B-level request. A Crimson Kong...” he muttered to himself. “Oh, but it’s west of here? That’s the opposite direction...”


      While looking at the board, his nose picked up on a pleasant smell, and he glanced aside to see someone standing nearby who hadn’t been there before—a slender young girl with short hair in a beautiful shade of emerald green. She wore a breastplate over a thin dress, the dress’s skirt short enough to showcase her elegant and slender figure. But above all her ears were the one feature that stood out to Hyse the most; they were long, and immediately told Hyse that she was an elf. Strapped to her back was a flashy wooden bow, while a quiver full of arrows was tied around her waist.


      “What?” she asked, sensing Hyse’s presence.


      “Nothing.”


      “Okay.” Though Hyse wasn’t exactly staring at her, the young girl continued with, “Are elves really that rare around here?”


      “Well, yeah. Don’t they usually stay east in Ygdra? We don’t really see any here.”


      “True. This is my first time here.”


      “Like, today?”


      “Yes. I’m making my way west and decided to stop here. I’m an adventurer after all.” She then pulled out her adventurer’s card from her breastplate, showing that she was B-rank.


      “B-rank, huh? Where’s your team?” Hyse asked.


      “I don’t have one. I’m more than capable on my own.”


      Hyse went quiet. It was common sense for adventurers to team up with each other; there wasn’t a whole lot that could be done solo, so working together was the norm for anyone in their line of work. But as a fellow solo adventurer, Hyse couldn’t help but see himself in her.


      “What about you?” she asked.


      “I’m solo too.”


      “Oh. What’s your rank?”


      “Well...” Hyse said, realising that she’d shown her card, but he hadn’t shown his.


      The adventurers card was basically an ID card. If someone showed you theirs, it was only polite to show yours in return. Hyse pulled out his card from his item box and showed it to her.


      “S-rank...” she said, her face visibly surprised for just an instant. “It’s rare to see an S-rank adventurer without a party.”


      “I’ve heard that a few times. Not so much recently though.”


      “Uh-huh.” A silence fell between them, but after a somewhat brief pause, the girl spoke up again. “Are you going out on a quest?”


      “Yeah. I’m going east on a quest from the king... Oh, right. I’m not allowed to say much more about it.”


      “East? That’s where you’re going?”


      “Yeah. But I can’t say any more than that.”


      “I see.”


      Surprisingly, Hyse discovered that he found her very easy to talk to.


      “Hyse! The guild master is open for business now!” the new guild receptionist yelled out.


      The veteran guild receptionist immediately rapped her junior colleague on the head. “You dolt! Don’t treat the guild master like he’s some kind of object!”


      “Ow!” the girl yelped.


      Hyse lightly waved at the elf girl and left.


      “East...” the young elf said under her breath as she watched Hyse walk away.




      The guild master’s office was on the third floor of the guild house. As Hyse climbed the stairs to reach the third floor, he approached the guild master’s office right as Sasha was exiting, with Princess Miuanne and Prince Cless on her heels as well as the rest of Sacred. Their eyes met, but Sasha’s eyes no longer had the reticence and hesitation she usually had upon seeing Hyse.


      “Wait long?” she asked him.


      “It’s fine. You’re here for your royal quest too?” Hyse asked.


      “That’s right!” Miuanne butted in, proudly puffing her chest. “Heh heh. Even if you wanted me to come with you, it’s too late now.”


      Hyse ignored her, with Cless neatly stepping forward to introduce himself.


      “I’m sorry about my little sister. Let me introduce myself again. I’m Cless. Nice to meet you.”


      “Likewise, Your Highness,” Hyse replied.


      “You can just call me Cless. I might be part of the royal family, but right now I’m nothing more than an adventurer.”


      “Understood...”


      “Let’s get going! Come on, Sasha!” Pianora cooed while stepping forward to hug Sasha.


      “Right. We’ll be leaving now, Hyse,” she said, not looking away from him.


      “Okay,” Hyse said.


      “You’re going east, right? Be careful,” Sasha said.


      She was acting completely differently from how she’d been at the party; now she seemed dignified, lighter, as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. It was strange, but Hyse felt that this version of Sasha wasn’t too bad. He couldn’t stand the sight of her when she was acting wishy-washy; it might have been why he hadn’t been able to stomach her looking at him with such pleading eyes and had been so dismissive to her in turn. To see her so vulnerable that she was willing to sink as low as offering her own body in apology was nauseating.


      “What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?” Sasha asked.


      “It’s nothing... Forget it.”


      “Huh?”


      “Take care of yourselves,” Hyse said as he entered the guild master’s office and left everyone else behind in the hallway.


      “Haven’t you heard of knocking? Sheesh...” Geist complained as Hyse entered, shutting the door behind him.


      “Sorry.”


      “So you’re heading out then?”


      “Yes. I want to go and take care of this quest quickly.”


      “Those mountains are filled with magic beasts with anywhere from B to SS-level threats. I’ve heard there’s even an SS+-level threat dragon at the summit. They call it the Green Elephant Dragon. No Ygdran adventurers, nor even Ygdrassil of the Four Great Clans dare to even get close. Watch yourself...”


      “Thank you for the warning. I’ll be careful.”


      “Take this with you,” Geist said, taking out a letter. “It’s a letter of introduction. Give it to Aibis, the clan leader of Ygdrassil. I’m sure they’ll be able to help you out a bit.”


      “You’re friends with one of the leaders of the Four Great Clans?” Hyse asked, surprised.


      “When you’ve been an adventurer for over forty years you get to know all kinds of people.”


      Hyse stored the letter in his item box and gulped down the cup of black tea he’d been offered. “I’ll get going then.”


      “Don’t let your guard down.”


      “I won’t.”


      “Hyse,” Geist added, “your Ability is certainly powerful, but it’s not invincible. Don’t get too confident.”


      “Yes, I know.”


      Hyse bowed, leaving the room and the guild house entirely, heading directly toward the east gate of the royal capital to walk down the well-maintained road leading out of the city.


      Though he had considered getting a carriage from a neighboring town or even trying a Magic Vehicle (another kind of magic tool), he ultimately decided—since no deadline had been set for the request—to take his time and travel on foot. Yet even as he leisurely walked down an empty road, yawning, he also summoned a pistol into his right hand.


      From the perspective of someone from this world, Hyse was just holding a metallic stick fashioned into the shape of an L. But Hyse, thanks to the old book, knew what it was he had in his hand: the other world where it came from called it a Desert Eagle. The old book was a record of items from a different world, and Hyse, as its owner, was the only one who understood what each item was.


      “Who’s there?” Hyse asked, pointing his Desert Eagle behind him.


      At first glance there didn’t seem to be anyone behind him. However, after Hyse had awakened to his Ability’s true potential, his senses had greatly heightened to the extent that he could sense someone’s eyes on him. A person who awakened to their Ability generally had their physical body restructured in the aftermath, making them stronger overall. Sasha’s Fighting Spirit, for example, was something she’d gained after awakening to her Sword Master Ability.


      Though Hyse had called out to the presence, there was no response, so he fired a warning shot near their location. There was a loud bang as a cartridge was ejected from the pistol, followed by a boom as the bullet struck the ground.


      “Next one’s gonna hit,” he threatened.


      “You got me...”


      In the next moment, the space near where Hyse shot at began to warp slightly and revealed the young elven girl Hyse had met in the adventurer’s guild. She looked at Hyse dispassionately, with no fear in her eyes.


      “You, huh?” Hyse said.


      “I’m surprised you noticed me.”


      “Why’re you following me?” Hyse asked.


      “I have a request.”


      “Ask someone else. The only requests I accept are to take out magic beasts.”


      “I want to enter the Sacred Mountains of Gagagea. I’d like your permission to follow you.”


      “Why would you...” Hyse clicked his tongue with annoyance. “I prefer doing things alone. I don’t need anyone else joining.”


      “I don’t want to join you. I just want to follow. Only until Gagagea.”


      “Tell me why.”
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      “I need a certain ingredient for an elixir.”


      “The eternal moonflower, huh?”


      “Yes.”


      Her face remained placid as she spoke to Hyse in short, succinct sentences. She showed absolutely no nervousness or fear.


      “If I die on the way, leave me where I fall,” she said. “I simply want to walk behind you until we enter the mountain. Please?” Hyse fell silent at her words, but she continued. “I can pay. You can use my body however you wish as we travel. Agreed?”


      Hyse lowered his gun, the weapon disappearing in a plume of smoke. He then turned around and resumed his walk.


      “Prescea,” she said, as he started to walk away.


      “Huh?”


      “My name. It’s Prescea.” Hyse stayed silent, but she didn’t wait for any acknowledgment. “You’re Hyse, right? Just pretend like I’m not here.”


      And so the elf named Prescea stayed exactly thirty meters behind Hyse as the two of them walked down the road.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Elsewhere, Sasha was speaking to her party one final time before they departed Ryuzen from the south gate of the royal capital.


      “Let’s review our objective. We’re heading to the mines in Ristahl in the south of Heiberg, where we will find and destroy the Crystal Golem that’s appeared in their largest crystal mine.”


      Pianora nodded with agreement, Raynold smiled, Tycoon adjusted his glasses with a nod, and finally, Robin stuck out her thumb with a smile.


      “Understood,” Cless said.


      “Leave it to me!” Miuanne said, smacking her flat chest.


      Their total party consisted of seven members. The group then set off on their quest, leaving the castle town behind them. After a few steps, Miuanne spoke up.


      “Aren’t we going to use a carriage?”


      “Listen, princess, it’s our policy to take the hard way as much as possible. We’ll walk when we can and carry what we can, and cut back on expenses when we can. Understand?” Pianora said.


      While Miuanne began to pout, Cless patted her on the head. “That’s a good policy. Sorry, Pianora. Miuanne...well, both of us are on the lowest rung of this team, so we’ll follow whatever you all say.”


      “Grr... Fine,” Miuanne relented.


      “Good grief... If any of us hear you complaining about sore feet, we’re gonna leave you behind,” Tycoon added, making Miuanne pout even more.


      “But let’s not forget that this is their first adventure,” Sasha said, trying to smooth things over. “We’ve been to southern Heiberg many times before, and it’s not like we’re in a rush either. You can ask us anything you’re curious about and we’ll do whatever we can to help.”


      “Sasha, you’re like a goddess!” Miuanne exclaimed.


      “Sorry, but Sasha is my goddess, princess, and I’m the only one allowed to revere her. Do you understand?” Pianora asked in a low tone.


      “You’re like a devil...” Miuanne grumbled.


      “Huh?!”


      Raynold laughed at Pianora’s reaction. “A devil, huh? That fits you perfectly.”


      “Raynold, you bastard!”


      “P-Pianora, your face is too scary...” Robin said, frightened, hiding behind Raynold.


      The party of seven began their walk to Ristahl. As they began walking, Tycoon immediately moved to stand next to Sasha.


      “Something on your mind?” he asked.


      “Tycoon...” Sasha said, trailing off.


      “It’s about Hyse, isn’t it?”


      “You could tell?”


      “Yeah,” he said, adjusting his glasses in his usual fashion. “You disappeared during the party. You went to talk to him, didn’t you?”


      “I figured you’d find out.”


      “Yeah. I don’t exactly know what the two of you talked about, but you seem somewhat refreshed.”


      “He said...a lot of things to me. And now I’m considering the idea that I really have been looking down on him all along.”


      “I know you’ve been carrying quite a lot of guilt with you for some time now. You’ve thought over and over about how if we had never kicked him out of Sacred and he had awakened to his Ability with us, we could’ve had the strongest team with you, Raynold, and him.” Sasha didn’t reply. Tycoon, undeterred, continued. “I’m sure that between the two of you, both as childhood friends and people who share the same dream, a lot has happened.”


      “Yeah, I had thought things would be fine if I could achieve our dream for the both of us, but...Hyse told me that if I did it by myself without him, it wouldn’t matter if I achieved it or not. He said our dream of creating the strongest adventuring team together is gone forever.” This time it was Tycoon’s turn to fall silent. “That’s why Hyse is aiming to become the strongest adventurer now. I get the feeling that his actual goal is to take on the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “Isn’t that your goal too?”


      “Yeah. He’s aiming to become the strongest by himself, while I’m aiming to become the strongest as part of a team. The destination we’re aiming for is the same, so I’m sure if we keep moving forward, we’ll meet again. And when that happens, I’ll hold my head high.”


      “Sasha...”


      “I’m really so stupid. I let my guilt stop me from talking to Hyse. I thought that I could apologize to him when we both got promoted to S-rank, but...there was no point to that apology. I even thought about letting him do whatever he wanted to me to make amends. I offered myself to him that night, but he rejected me.”


      “Pfft. Y-You really did that?!”


      “Yeah.”


      “P-Pianora would go crazy if she ever found out. I’m not so sure how Raynold would react, but...at any rate, absolutely don’t tell anyone what you just told me.”


      “Hmm? Okay, sure.”


      Tycoon exhaled, checking on the rest of their party: Pianora and Miuanne were arguing, while Raynold smiled, Cless sighed, and Robin seemed panicked and unsure at the sight of their squabble.


      “Sasha, you’re aiming to become the best, right?” Tycoon asked.


      “Yeah, that’s my goal.”


      “I want to help you get there. With the way I am, I was a loner on every team I joined before Sacred, but meeting you...it saved me. I owe you a debt.”


      “Wh-Where’s this coming from all of a sudden?” Sasha said, startled.


      “Stick to your dream of making the strongest team, and do it however you want. Leave the thinking to me.”


      “Tycoon...”


      He chuckled wryly. “Heh heh heh... We’re gonna get pretty busy, but first we need to complete this quest. And that reminds me—do you remember the king saying we can be compensated for this in any way we choose? I think we should ask him for a clan hall, so we can establish a base of operations for the clan we’re going to build. Did you know that the Four Great Clans keep clan halls bigger than entire small forests?”


      “W-Wait. Calm down, Tycoon. Your enthusiasm is great, but you’re getting a little in my face.”


      “Oh? Sorry...”


      It was only now that he realized that both Raynold and Pianora were glaring at him.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” Raynold asked.


      “Tycoon... What’s the big idea getting close to Sasha like that?” Pianora growled.


      “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but it’s a misunderstanding!” Tycoon sputtered. “I don’t have any romantic feelings for her! I just wanted to chat. Don’t get the wrong idea, you idiots.”


      “Huh?!” Pianora and Raynold snapped in unison.


      Seeing her teammates act as they usually did made Sasha smile—truly smile—for the first time in a while.


      The seven of them continued their journey south, the number of people they saw decreasing and the surrounding flora and fauna increasing as they distanced themselves from the capital. Suffice to say that the probability of their encountering magic beasts increased with every step they took.


      Sasha was the first one to notice the magic beast that had suddenly crossed their path. “Everyone, battle positions! Cless, Miuanne, stay back and observe. Raynold, keep the prince and princess safe.”


      “Got it!” Raynold replied.


      “Tycoon, Robin, Pianora, same formation as always.”


      “Got it!” the three of them called back.


      “H-Huh?” Miuanne said with confusion as Cless pulled her back.


      “Come, Miuanne. Let’s see how an S-rank adventurer fights,” he said.


      Raynold stood in front of them with his massive shield while Robin took the higher position in a nearby tree. Tycoon and Pianora stayed back at the ready, with Sasha in front. With this, Sacred’s formation was complete right as magic beasts began jumping out of the thicket.


      “I see. Ogres, huh?” Sasha remarked. “If I remember right, there’s a village not too far from here, and if that’s the case we can’t let these beasts leave alive.”


      An ogre began to roar. Sasha held her sword at the ready.


      “Groooar!”


      In the next moment, an arrow pierced its eye, the ogre covering its face with one hand as it pulled out the arrow with the other. While the ogre was occupied, Tycoon shot a fireball at its face. At the sudden attack, the ogre began rampaging, picking up a nearby stone and throwing it. Sasha easily evaded it and Raynold used his shield to deflect it, protecting Cless and Miuanne from its assault.


      A piece of the stone broke off into a pebble, grazing Cless’s cheek as it whizzed past him and drawing a little blood. Pianora looked annoyed, but immediately touched it and in the next minute, the wound was gone.


      The ogre let out another ferocious roar, but this time it was Sasha’s turn to attack.


      “Silver Blade: Vortex Strike!”


      Sasha, now bathed in her silvery aura, swung her blade, releasing the accumulated aura in a slash toward the ogre and easily slicing its head from its shoulders. The head fell to the ground with a thunk at the exact moment Sasha sheathed her sword.


      “A-Amazing...” Cless said in awe.


      “So this is Sacred... No wonder they’re known as the strongest team in the royal capital,” Miuanne remarked.


      Though Cless and Miuanne seemed to be very impressed, Pianora was unhappy.


      “Raynold, can you please do your job? You let a pebble through!”


      “S-Sorry. Are you okay, Cless?” Raynold asked.


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “Sheesh... If you’re going to guard us, actually guard us,” Pianora scolded. “Don’t let anything through! What’re you gonna do if the prince gets hurt?”


      “Ugh...” Raynold moaned regretfully.


      “Well, all’s well that ends well, right, Sasha?” Robin said.


      “True, but Raynold, I need you to straighten up,” Sasha said. “We’re counting on you.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Sorry,” Raynold said.


      After taking care of the ogre, Sacred once again set off south. After a few hours of walking, a small farming village came into sight.


      “There are people who live out here?” Miuanne asked, seemingly befuddled. “But it’s so far from the capital. How inconvenient. Why would they choose to live out here? They should just live in the royal capital or somewhere closer. I think we should tell them to move after we finish here.”


      “Cless...is your sister an idiot?” Tycoon asked bluntly, making Cless weakly smile.


      “What did you just call me?” Miuanne asked, glaring at Tycoon with a frown.


      “I simply expressed my opinion that it appears royalty are ignorant to how the common people live,” Tycoon replied. “Since we’re here, why don’t you remedy your lack of knowledge and observe the people here?”


      “Grr... Both you and Hyse really like to get under my skin!”


      Tycoon ignored her, simply walking forward. Strangely, Sasha and the others didn’t rebuke Miuanne at all.


      The village they entered consisted of fewer than twenty old-looking wooden buildings. It was a small village, all in all, each house accompanied by a small field next door and a modest river running through the center of the village. It appeared to be their water source, but something was wrong with it.


      “Something’s up. I’m gonna go check,” Robin said. She was friendly and someone people found very easy to talk to, so she entered the village on her own and spoke to one of the nearby residents.


      “So it sounds like there’s a magic beast upstream that’s polluting the river,” Robin explained upon her return. “It’s preventing them from using the water for their fields or for drinking.”


      “What, that’s it?” Miuanne said, snorting, clearly thinking this was a trifling problem.


      Their group was then approached by the villager Robin spoke to as well as an old man who looked like the village chief.


      “Oh hello. Are you traveling adventurers?” the village chief asked.


      “That’s right. Has something happened here?” Sasha asked.


      “Yes... A magic beast has settled upstream and polluted our water. It’s left us in quite the predicament, you see.”


      “Why don’t you just request adventurers to help? Or you could just ditch this village and live closer to the royal capital,” Miuanne said. She turned to Cless. “Both good ideas, right?”


      Everyone, including Cless and all of Sacred, didn’t even try to hide how poorly they thought of what she’d said.


      The village chief shook his head. “This land has belonged to us for generations. We won’t leave so easily.”


      “Then how about hiring adventurers?” Miuanne asked.


      “We don’t have nearly enough money to do something like that.”


      Sasha then looked at Raynold, who nodded. “How much are you able to pay?” Sasha asked the village chief.


      “At most, just two iron coins.”


      “All right, you have a deal. You just need us to take out that magic beast upstream, right?”


      “Y-You’d do that for us?”


      “Of course! You’re all good with that, right?” Sasha asked, turning back to her party, who all nodded in agreement.


      With that settled, Sacred went up along the side of the river in pursuit of the magic beast.




      After dealing with the magic beast, Sacred stayed one night in the village and then left the next day. As they left, Cless asked Sasha something that had been bugging him all night.


      “Hey, Sasha, why did you take that request?”


      “Hmm?”


      “The magic beast from yesterday was polluting the water, true, but it didn’t seem to show any sign of eventually attacking the village. It was just drinking the water they also used. Wouldn’t you have been able to take care of it after coming back from the Crystal Mines? Shouldn’t that quest take precedence since it’s from the royal family?”


      “You’ve got it wrong, Cless.”


      “Huh?”


      “What takes precedence is the livelihood of people in this country. What takes priority shouldn’t be determined by whether it’s something the royal family wants or not. I decide what’s important, and since there’s only one of me, I choose to help the people in front of me who are suffering right before my eyes.”


      Cless fell silent.


      “Cless, Miuanne,” Sasha said gently, “just because it was a village far away from the royal capital, it doesn’t mean it’s okay to push off helping them until later. Everyone there is still a citizen of Heiberg.”


      Cless gasped and put his hand to his forehead as if he’d just had an epiphany.


      But Miuanne cut in before he could speak. “They might be okay now, but what about later? I really think they should move closer to the royal capital. If they need permission, then I’ll—”


      “Miuanne, they’re farmers,” Sasha said.


      “Huh? Yes, I know that.”


      Before Sasha could continue, Tycoon tapped her on the shoulder, silently offering to explain in her stead.


      “Moving would mean that they’d have to abandon their fields and their homes, and start from scratch. It might be hard for you to understand, but starting a field from scratch takes a lot of work. First, you have to remove all the large and small rocks, then till the fields with a hoe. If you don’t remove every rock from the field, then the hoe might break when you’re using it. But even if you successfully till the field after all that, there’s no guarantee that you’ll be able to grow anything there. Worst-case scenario you’ll have to change spots and start all over, and that takes time most farmers can’t afford. Growing things take time, and their very livelihood depends on them being able to do so.”


      “R-Really?”


      “They’re by no means a wealthy village. They’re doing everything they can to live. There are a lot of people just like them in Heiberg.”


      Hearing for the first time how people on the outskirts of their country lived made both Cless and Miuanne go silent. Now they both realized how carelessly they had spoken earlier and visibly appeared crestfallen.


      Sasha placed her hand on Miuanne’s shoulder. “Take a good look at how your people live, Miuanne,” she said.


      “Sasha... I will. I’m sorry. I was so stupid.”


      “Me too. Good grief... What kind of prince doesn’t even know how his subjects live? This is unprecedented. A country’s nothing without its people...” Cless lamented, frustrated with his own ignorance.


      Ultimately, it seemed that the incident at the village had been a valuable learning experience for the both of them.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse continued his leisurely walk east to Ygdra.


      “Mmm... What nice weather,” Hyse said.


      He stopped to look at his map and, after spotting a small town along the highway close to his location, decided to stop there for the night. He resumed his walk, glancing behind him to see the young elven girl, Prescea, still following him with exactly thirty meters of distance between them. Hyse spoke not a word to her, even though it felt surprisingly easy to talk to her, Hyse didn’t want trouble, and wasn’t really too compelled to break the silence anyway. As long as she didn’t bother him, he didn’t mind her following him until they got to the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea.


      In the midst of his thoughts, a larger goblin—also known as a hobgoblin—jumped out at him.


      “M-1873,” Hyse said, summoning his weapon, loading the weapon’s cartridge with a pull of its lever. He then aimed for the hobgoblin’s head and pulled the trigger. The hobgoblin’s head went flying with a boom.


      As the casing fell to the ground, it disappeared.


      Prescea, who had been still in the process of nocking an arrow while Hyse attacked, watched everything unfold, eyes wide.


      “Such power...” she remarked.


      “Not surprised you think that.”


      Perhaps taking his response as a signal that he would speak to her, she approached him and stared at his rifle.


      “Is that your Ability?” she asked.


      “Yeah.”


      “My Ability is Fairy. It allows me to freely use Spirits, which are usually undetectable to the naked eye. I can use them to communicate across long distances or eavesdrop on other people. I can even use them to make myself invisible.”


      “Why’re you telling me all this?”


      “I showed my hand. Now you show me yours,” she said.


      “That’s not fair.”


      It was common practice to divulge your Ability if someone else told you about theirs. The exchange of information was implicitly understood as an act of trust. Hyse sighed and shoved his rifle toward Prescea.


      “My Ability is Weapon Master. I can freely summon weapons from another world.”


      “It’s a Master type? But wait. What do you mean by ‘weapons from another world’?”


      “I don’t understand either, and that’s all you’ll get out of me.”


      Hyse made his rifle disappear and began walking again, but as he did, Prescea followed and kept pace at his side.


      “Seriously?” Hyse said.


      “It’s mere coincidence. I’m not walking next to you because I want to talk.”


      Hyse sighed once more and began walking, though slightly faster than before. A few hours later, they arrived at the town Hyse had seen on his map. It wasn’t especially big, but all the houses had been constructed in neat rows, and the center of the town hosted a number of stores. It was your run-of-the-mill stopover town, but there were more people than Hyse had expected.


      At the gate, Hyse showed the guard his adventurer’s card. “Is there an event going on or something?” Hyse asked him. “Seems pretty lively.”


      “Oh yeah, right now’s the festival celebrating the town’s bicentennial anniversary... Wait, you’re an S-rank adventurer?!” the guard exclaimed with surprise as he checked Hyse’s card.


      Hyse ignored the guard’s reaction. “Seems busy. I hope there are rooms open...”


      “I-I’m not sure about regular inns, but there’s a spot I know. If you go down the alley over there, you’ll see a place called the Little Bird Pavilion. It’s not all that comfortable, and it’s not very well-known, but it’s an inn. Locals don’t even remember it, so it’s usually empty.”


      “Got it. Thank you.”


      “I hope it works out for the two of you.”


      The guard’s remark reminded Hyse of Prescea. She’d been walking silently beside him this entire time, and continued to do so as they made their way to the Little Bird Pavilion.


      “Pretty shoddy,” Hyse said, as they caught sight of the inn, “but oh well.”


      Since Hyse had made his base of operations at a similarly run-down inn in Ryuzen, he was used to these kinds of conditions. And since they’d only be staying for a night, it didn’t bother him all that much. He left the burgeoning noises of the festival behind as he entered the Little Bird Pavilion.


      “One night, please,” Hyse said to the inn owner.


      “Sure thing, but we only have one room open.”


      “Huh?”


      “Even our shabby little inn is getting customers,” the owner explained. “Are you two okay sharing a room?”


      “Uh...” Hyse looked behind at Prescea. “N—”


      “Yes,” she said.


      “Hey!”


      “All right, then here’s your key,” said the inn owner. “Our inn might not be in the greatest condition, but the walls here are thick, so you can be as loud as you want.”


      “Thanks,” Prescea said, taking the key from the inn owner—who was obviously misunderstanding something—and walking away.


      “Hey, stop!” Hyse called out after her, but she kept walking.


      “This is it,” Prescea said, and entered the room.


      The room was undeniably shoddy, but it was decently spacious and housed a surprisingly large bed. Somewhat unexpected was the private shower—it even had hot water. Hyse couldn’t help but think that this inn had been built for the purpose of accommodating more intimate activities.


      “Huh?! What are you—” Hyse exclaimed as Prescea, without word or signal, began taking off her equipment and clothes.


      “Your reward. The first half.”


      “Huh?!”


      “I’m going to shower.”


      “Wait! Wait!!!”


      “What? You’d prefer me as I am? I’m pretty sweaty.”


      “Just wait a goddamn minute!”


      Prescea stood in front of Hyse, now fully naked, and tilted her head in bemusement. Hyse looked away, red to his ears. Does she have no sense of shame? The girl didn’t even bother to hide herself.


      “Are you inexperienced?” she asked, noticing his reaction.


      “Sh-Shut up.”


      “You’re an S-rank adventurer. You have a lot of money, don’t you? Aren’t you the age where you want to try all kinds of things?” she asked, but was met with silence. “Well, I guess I’m also inexperienced.”


      “Just...put some clothes on already. I don’t even know what you mean by the ‘first half’ of my reward.”


      “You can do whatever you’d like to me,” Prescea said in explanation. “The second half I’ll pay with actual money after I get the eternal moonflower.”


      “Forget it...” Hyse said.


      “Huh?”


      “Forget paying me with your body,” Hyse said in full. “Just pay all of it with money.”


      “This is...kind of shocking. I had presumed my body was sufficiently alluring.”


      Prescea certainly was quite charming. Her clear, porcelain skin, relatively large chest, and slender body all added up to make Hyse beet red.


      “How about you just tell me about yourself,” Hyse said.


      “Huh?”


      “Why do you want the flower?” he asked.


      Prescea pulled out a change of underwear and clothes from her item box, changed into them, and sat on the bed.


      “My older sister is ill, but she can be healed with the elixir. The eternal moonflower is the one ingredient I don’t have. I tried applying for a permit to enter the mountains, but I was denied. And as we speak Gagagea is filled with incredibly dangerous magic beasts looking around for their next meal. Not even Ygdrassil approaches it. But...” Prescea looked up at Hyse, who remained silent. “You’re a different story.”


      “How?”


      “You’ve received a quest from the king of Heiberg. Ygdra is their vassal state. As long as you have the king’s quest in writing, Ygdra will allow you into the mountain, and you’ll be able to harvest the flower.”


      “I see. And?”


      “After I met you at the guild and found out you were going east, I listened to your conversation with the guild master. It surprised me to hear you were going to Gagagea.”


      Hyse understood that she wanted to get the eternal moonflower for her older sister’s sake, but one detail still didn’t make sense to him. “So why were you going west?”


      “To look for the flower. I figured if I couldn’t go to Gagagea, I had to look elsewhere.” Hyse didn’t reply, and Prescea used the silence to ask for one more favor. “When you get to Gagagea please say I’m your teammate. Once I get the flower, I’ll give you all the money I have.”


      “Okay...”


      “Thank you.”


      “In exchange,” Hyse said, “I want you to understand that you are not my teammate; you’re just someone walking behind me. I’m a solo adventurer. Once we enter Gagagea we’ll only stick together for a little bit.”


      “Yes, don’t worry. I’m a solo adventurer too.”


      “Good. Now about the room...”


      “We’ll be here for just a few hours, so I’m okay sharing it. If at some point you change your mind and would like to have your way with me, I’ll allow that as well.”


      “Pass. Sheesh...” Hyse stood up and walked to the door.


      “Going out?”


      “Getting food. With the festival going on, I’m sure there’s plenty of people selling some.”


      “I see... Maybe I’ll go too.”


      “Do whatever you want.”


      The two of them exited the inn. Prescea didn’t follow Hyse, which he noted with relief. He spent the rest of the evening browsing among the outdoor food stalls.




      The next day, Hyse woke up on the room’s sofa. At the same time, Prescea woke—naked—on the bed. Her ample, well-shaped breasts seemed to sparkle in the morning sun, and Hyse’s eyes were practically glued to the sight, though after about ten seconds he looked away.


      “Put some clothes on,” he said gruffly.


      “Right... I took them off because it was hot.”


      “Sheesh.” Hyse shook his head. “I’m gonna head out.”


      “Already? Where?”


      “Breakfast.”


      The festival was already in full swing, so Hyse left their inn for the center of town. All the outdoor stalls were open, each one releasing all kinds of appetizing smells. After buying some seafood soup with bread, he sat down on a nearby bench to partake. Not too long after, Prescea sat next to him with the same meal in hand.


      “It smells good. Are we close to the ocean?” she asked.


      “No clue.”


      “This bread is sweet. I think they mixed some fruit in the dough.”


      “Hmm.”


      “This soup is so good I want to put some in my item box, but mine doesn’t have a time stasis function.”


      Hyse had had enough. “Argh! Shut up!” Prescea was much more talkative compared to how she’d been when Hyse first met her, and he was beyond fed up with the changes.


      Despite arriving after Hyse, Prescea finished her food before him and was now sitting with her eyes closed, feeling the wind. With her finally quiet, Hyse moved on to his sweet bread while examining his map to confirm their route for the day.


      “I have a suggestion,” Prescea spoke up.


      “You can talk, but I won’t listen. Suggestions are for people working together.”


      “Okay then, I’m just talking to myself now, but anyone going to Ygdra should avoid the highway. The map makes it appear flat but it’s actually on pretty treacherous terrain. Ygdra prioritizes leaving nature the way it is without interfering, so they don’t really maintain the roads. Instead of the highway it’d be best to take an alternative route through the Radol Forest. There are paths here that merchants take their carriages through, so it should be easy to walk them on foot. That concludes me talking to myself.”


      Then Prescea went quiet once more. This was Hyse’s first time in the east, and though he wasn’t necessarily in a rush, he didn’t want to tire himself out unnecessarily either. He figured if Prescea, an elf, was suggesting this, then she had to be correct. Hyse once again looked down at his map, spacing out as he fell into thought.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Radol Forest, huh?”


      After leaving town, Hyse and Prescea walked along the highway a bit before reaching a fork in the road. One went straight to Ygdra, while the other would be a detour through the Radol Forest. There were signs on each path, clearly labeling which path led where.


      “I guess a walk in the forest wouldn’t be too bad. It’s been nothing but flat ground this entire time anyway,” Hyse muttered before taking the path to Radol Forest.


      He could hear Prescea, ten meters behind him, snicker in amusement. Hyse sighed and continued walking into the forest.


      “Whoa... This is amazing,” Hyse couldn’t help but say.


      The forest was beautiful. Though it wasn’t as well maintained as the highway, there was a clear path through the grass and brush, mostly likely due to the carriages that frequently came through the area. It was autumn, and the trees boasted a bevy of red and yellow leaves, with light reaching through the myriad gaps to illuminate the entire forest.


      Hyse suddenly sensed magic beasts nearby and activated his Ability. “Benelli Nova.”


      A pump-action shotgun materialized in his hand. He held it in his right hand as he checked its cartridges, then he summoned a Desert Eagle in his left hand before resuming to walk ahead.


      “Careful,” he said.


      Prescea then took her bow in her hand and changed its shape to something that resembled...


      “A sword?” Hyse asked.


      “Yes. This is called a sword-bow. It can function as a sword, a bow, and even a staff.”


      “Huh. Never seen that before.”


      “No elves use it. In truth, I am the only one who’s mastered it.”


      Hyse readied his Desert Eagle, firing it toward a bush in front of them and killing a group of goblins. Then, in the next minute, a hobgoblin jumped out, and Hyse switched to the Benelli Nova to fire at its head, blowing it to bits and spraying its insides across the forest. On Hyse’s right more goblins jumped out to attack them, but Prescea cut them down.


      “Hah!” she yelled.


      Goblin head after goblin head were separated from their bodies as she moved with nimble, dance-like movements, reminding Hyse of the swift acrobatics of a monkey he’d once seen. After Prescea finished cutting the group of goblins, she changed her blade back into a bow, nocked a few arrows, and continuously fired in rapid succession, almost simultaneously lodging four arrows in a hobgoblin’s head, killing it instantly.


      The last enemy to emerge was a Giant Goblin, which despite its name was just a little larger than a hobgoblin. Hyse tossed away his current weapons and then summoned a grenade launcher in his right hand and its ammo in his left hand.


      “What’s that?” Prescea asked.


      “An M-79 Grenade Launcher.”


      After loading a round, he pointed the grenade launcher at the Giant Goblin, which let out a ferocious roar.


      “What’re you opening your mouth that wide for? Hungry? Then get a load of this.”


      With a thunderous boom the grenade launcher fired a large round right into the mouth of the Giant Goblin, exploding in its throat and sending pieces of its head flying, its body tearing apart with the force of the explosion.


      “Could you not sully this pristine forest?” Prescea asked.


      “I’m really sorry. Honestly.”


      Chunks of goblin meat were scattered all throughout the forest, creating such a genuine mess that Hyse felt no issue in apologizing sincerely to Prescea about. They continued down the path until the sun began to set, and stopped to make camp at a cave. Hyse took out a tent from his item box and then some wood, promptly starting a fire. He then brought out a pot and some water to boil, making tea...for two people.


      “Here,” he said.


      “Why?”


      “A whim.”


      Prescea slowly accepted the cup of tea from him. Though she had an item box of her own, it didn’t have a tent, sleeping bags, clothes, a personal dining set, and rations like Hyse’s did. After putting away the materials for the tea, Hyse set up two tents next to each other, took out a table to prepare food on, and then began chopping up vegetables and meat.


      “Your item box really has a lot of storage...”


      “It’s a convenient tool, so I spared no expense in getting one. I bet my item box has the highest storage capacity in the royal capital.”


      “I envy you, but I suppose this is to be expected of an S-rank adventurer. Very impressive.”


      “Thanks.”


      “If I pay you for it, could you make me some food too?”


      Hyse effortlessly made enough food for two people. He did a light meat-and-vegetable stir-fry, which he sandwiched between some toasted bread. Then he also made egg soup. For dessert he peeled some fruit, and with that done, put everything on the table.


      “You’re pretty good at this,” Prescea remarked.


      “In my previous team I was the bag carrier, so I ended up cooking the meals and doing other chores.”


      “I suppose everyone has a story,” she said.


      The two of them began to eat and as soon as Prescea took her first bite, her eyes went wide. Hyse noticed her reaction but ignored it. After finishing their meal, he cleaned up and made another two cups of tea. They passed the time for a while in silence before Prescea finally spoke.


      “Your Weapons are very impressive.”


      “Yeah.” Hyse then laid out his Weapons on the table. “Right now, I can only use these four.”


      On the table was a handgun, a grenade launcher, a shotgun, and a rifle. All were different sizes, with none of them having anything even close to an equivalent in their world.


      “I don’t understand the how of it myself, but I can only summon these four. There are some others, but either I can’t fully manifest them or can’t really use them.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah, but even just these four are incredibly powerful. They’ll disappear if I run out of ammo, but I can resummon them immediately. I can also summon multiple copies of the same Weapon at the same time.”


      Hyse then laid out multiple Desert Eagles on the table. Then there was a flash of light as one more appeared in his hand.


      Prescea tried to pick one up, but it dissipated into multiple particles of light.


      “I’m also the only one who can use them,” Hyse added.


      “I see.”


      Hyse made all the weapons disappear and then downed his tea.


      “As thanks for the food and the information you just shared, I’ll take watch using my spirits,” Prescea offered. “You can sleep until morning, but if you have need during the night, feel free to use my body.”


      “You’re saying this all the time on purpose because you know I have no intention of laying a finger on you, don’t you? Sheesh...” With that, Hyse entered his tent and immediately shut his eyes.




      The next day, they left the forest and found themselves facing a sea of red leaves.


      “Whoa...” Hyse murmured in awe.


      “Ygdra is currently in the middle of autumn. You came at a good time,” Prescea explained, now standing right next to Hyse. Sometime between last night and now she had given up on maintaining her distance from him.


      Hyse noted this, but said not a word and continued forward. Upon exiting the forest, they came to the edge of a cliff, where far below at the bottom unfurled an expansive, lush forest, spotted with all the shades of red, green, yellow, and orange. From a distance, the country seemed like an autumnal vision nestled within a crater.


      “That’s Ygdra?” Hyse asked, pointing to what seemed like a city in the middle of the crater.


      “And that’s Gagagea. We can get there from Ygdra’s eastern gate.”


      To the north-east of Ygdra’s walled-off city, there was a mountain range. The summit was obscured by clouds, indicating it was quite high.


      “This is where the path converges back with the highway,” Prescea said of their location. “At this point, the road should be okay.”


      Hyse looked at her silently, realizing that at some point, Prescea had become his guide. As they slowly made their way down the cliff to Ygdra, Hyse noticed something strange.


      “What’s that?” Hyse asked with surprise.


      From up where they were, they could see Ygdra, but also a massive tree not too far from the city walls. Even the word “massive” might have been inadequate to describe the tree’s true size. It rose so high into the sky that it could touch the very heavens.


      This tree must be thousands of years old.


      “You don’t know about this tree?” Prescea asked him. “It’s Ygdrassil’s base, as well as their symbol. For the record, the tree’s name is also Ygdrassil.”


      “Huh?”


      Ygdrassil was one of the Four Great Clans, based in the elven country of Ygdra and boasting many demi-humans among its members.


      “Even among S-rank adventurers, not all of them just got their rank like you did. The four S-rank adventurers that run the Four Great Clans are also known as the Four Sages. The clan leader of this clan is the Eternal Tree, Lady Aibis—an elven hero,” Prescea explained, looking at a quiet Hyse. “It’s said that Lady Aibis herself made that tree with her Ability.” Prescea explained all of this with clear enthusiasm, her eyes sparkling with emotion.


      “The Four Great Clans, huh?” Hyse muttered, not too interested in Prescea’s explanation.


      Only S-rank adventurers could form clans, and clans were permitted to oversee multiple adventuring teams. Though there were over a hundred clans in the world, only the Four Great Clans had enough power to rival a country.


      The bases of the Four Clans were to the east, west, south, and north of Heiberg. To the east was Ygdrassil, clan of the demi-humans, while the west was home to Fantastic Phantasia, which ran the largest entertainment district in the human realm. To the south was the base of Cave King, the dwarf-only clan which oversaw the largest ore mines in the world. And to the north were the Seyfert Holy Knights, which permitted only humans with sword-related Abilities among their number.


      “Sasha’s gonna run a clan of this size one day, huh?” Hyse said, mostly to himself.


      “Who’s Sasha?” Prescea asked.


      “Nobody you need to know.” Hyse took out the letter from Geist from his pocket. “I guess he’s friends with a really important person.”


      For the time being, he decided to enter Ygdra first and then head to Ygdrassil. At the gate to Ygdra, he showed the guard his adventurer’s card, and as expected, was permitted entry with no little surprise given to his rank. However, for some reason, as he entered he noticed that Prescea was nowhere to be found.


      “Huh?”


      Though he found it strange, he decided not to really concern himself and simply walked through the gate. After a few more steps he looked around and suddenly, she was next to him again, but with a hood hiding her face.


      “What are you doing? Did you just enter illegally?” Hyse asked.


      “What does that have to do with you?”


      “Nothing, I guess. Well, whatever. What to do now...” Hyse ended up deciding to get a room in an inn, with Prescea deciding to also stay at the inn. After getting their rooms, they decided to go out into the town.


      “If you pay me, I’ll be your tour guide,” Prescea offered.


      “No thanks. I’m just gonna wander around and choose a place to eat.”


      Prescea didn’t seem to have any problem with this, walking silently next to Hyse. But as soon as they exited the inn, Hyse noticed something.


      “I know elves being here is normal, but...I’m surprised to see so many demi-humans.”


      “Ygdra is a country of demi-humans,” Prescea said.


      All around them in the castle town were beastkin and people with wings. Plain old humans were the minority. Most buildings here were made of wood, with a notable inclusion of vegetation and flora at every conceivable place they could be. There was even a river that ran straight through the town, with a ferry docked on it that could send packages and materials up and down the river. In the center of the castle town were high-end hotels, restaurants, and also the adventurers guild.


      “I’m here. Might as well check on this quest with the guild,” Hyse said, but he was met with an awkward silence from Prescea.


      “What?” he asked.


      “Nothing. I’m going to wait here.”


      Suddenly, Prescea disappeared, using her spirits to turn invisible. Hyse tilted his head with confusion, but ultimately headed to the adventurers guild by himself.


      Upon entering the guild, he saw many elf and demi-human adventurers. Whispers broke out at his arrival.


      “Hey, look...”


      “A human?”


      “Is he alone?”


      “He’s a kid.”


      “Solo adventurer maybe?”


      Though Hyse could feel all of their eyes on him, he ignored them and went up to the reception counter, where a middle-aged receptionist sat behind it. She took both the official document stating his quest from the king of Heiberg as well as Hyse’s adventurer card. As she looked at them, her eyes widened.


      “Th-This is a quest from the king of Heiberg and...you’re an S-rank adventurer?!” she exclaimed.


      “I plan on fulfilling the quest early tomorrow. If you could help me with the paperwork that would be great.”


      “O-Of course!”


      At the mention of an S-rank adventurer, the guild began to buzz. There were even more eyes on Hyse now, sizing him up, ridiculing him, or looking at him with contempt. But Hyse ignored all of them; he was used to this kind of treatment.


      A bull beastkin laughed uproariously, with an answering titter from his companions. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. A little brat like that’s S-rank? His card’s gotta be fake.”


      Hyse shot him a glance, but said nothing.


      “What’s that, brat? What’re you lookin’ at me like that for?”


      But Hyse refused to interact with him.


      “If humans really saw this brat and thought he’s S-rank material, then they really can’t see for shit.”


      The receptionist came back after confirming the paperwork. “The quest is approved. Here is your permit to enter Gagagea. Um...will you be entering by yourself?”


      “No, there’s one more coming with me, but she’s waiting outside,” Hyse replied.


      “Understood. You can get to Gagagea from the eastern gate. Ygdrassil guards the gate there themselves, so please be sure to present these papers to their gatekeepers.”


      “Got it.”


      “Don’t ignore me, you brat! You—” Though the bull beastkin suddenly shouted out at Hyse as he started to leave, he suddenly clutched his throat mid-sentence and flailed in pain.


      His companions fluttered around him while Hyse exited the guild, giving no indication of even noticing what had happened. As he did, Prescea appeared next to him.


      “Your work?” Hyse asked, glancing back at the bull beastkin.


      “Yeah. I asked the spirits to strangle him. That’s it.”


      “I figured you were listening in.”


      “I was. Thank you, by the way.”


      “For what?”


      “You included me when she asked you about how many people are coming with you to the mountain.”


      Hyse shortly exhaled, and then asked her something that’d been on his mind. “So Ygdrassil really has that entire huge tree to themselves? It seems like something better suited to be the symbol of the whole country rather than their personal base. Are the royal family of Ygdra really okay with that?”


      “If anything, it’s the opposite. Lady Aibis planted the tree first and then the country now known as Ygdra formed around it. Lady Aibis is older than every member of the current royal family. They all see her as something divine. From what I hear...after she planted the tree, a small settlement was built and the people that Lady Aibis entrusted to run the settlement are the current royal family.”


      “Wow, didn’t know that.”


      “In a certain sense, Lady Aibis is royalty herself, but she apparently has no interest in politics, creating a clan instead. Ever since she formed Ygdrassil, the royal family and her have lived their separate lives, not interacting with one another.”


      “Uh-huh... So in a certain sense, Ygdrassil has more power than the royal family.”


      “The clan stays out of political matters and takes pains not to interact with the royal family for the express purpose of not giving off that impression.”


      Hyse found himself looking up at the huge tree. “Let’s get some food. It smells good around here and...I kinda wanna eat something sweet.”


      “This is just me talking to myself, but on Anmitsu Street, there are many sweets stores. It’s west from here.”


      Hyse began walking toward the west side of the town with Prescea next to him.


      Later that night, Hyse began reading the old book.


      “Hmm...”


      He’d found this old book among another’s possessions, but for some reason he felt attached to it and couldn’t get rid of it. Something told him that finding it was fate, and so he made sure to bring it with him no matter where he went.


      The book had the names and shapes of various Weapons, and was supposedly written in both English and Japanese. Somehow, Hyse had a decent grasp of both these languages, even though they were not native to his world. And he also somehow knew that whoever had written this book had been a Weapon Master just like him.


      “Is this...”


      Hyse could understand a few new pages now and as a test, he tried activating his Ability in his room, fully materializing a few Weapons. It seemed like he could only really summon Weapons that he fully understood.


      “I wanna try firing it but... I guess I’ll do it tomorrow.”


      He planned to leave the castle town for Gagagea in the morning.


      There’ll probably be plenty of targets I can use for practice when I get there.


      “I gotta keep up my training,” Hyse said, and started fidgeting with the new gun he’d summoned.


      The next day, Hyse and Prescea had breakfast and then left for the east gate.


      “No matter how many times I see it, I still think it’s amazing,” Hyse remarked as he looked up at the massive holy tree of Ygdrassil.


      It was so large he couldn’t see the top unless he strained his neck as far as it could go. Only once he reached the east gate did he realize the gate itself was built as if to surround the tree.


      Standing at the gate were two elven guards. Hyse showed them his adventurers card, and then the letter from Geist.


      “I’m Hyse, an S-rank adventurer,” he said. “I’m here on a quest from the king of Heiberg, so I’d like permission to enter the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea. Oh, and this is a letter my acquaintance told me to give to your clan leader.”


      As the guard started to read the letter, his eyes widened and he immediately dashed off to the guardroom. A few minutes later, he rushed over with an elderly elf in tow.


      “Well, well, you’re Sir Geist’s apprentice?” the elderly elf said. “I am terribly sorry for the wait. Please come inside the guild.”


      “Huh?” Hyse said, confused. “I just want to get to the mountains. All I’m here for is to tell Geist’s acquaintance that his disciple is passing through.”


      “Come this way! Our clan leader’s awaiting your arrival.”


      This is getting annoying. Geist had given Hyse the letter with the idea his old acquaintance might be able to help Hyse on his quest from the king. But Hyse personally didn’t really feel like he needed any help, so all he wanted to do here was simply let Geist’s acquaintance know he was passing through without meeting them. So all he’d intended once reaching the gate was simply show the letter to someone and let Geist’s acquaintance know he had come by. But now he was being ushered to meet the clan leader herself.


      “This way! Please follow me!” the elderly elf insisted.


      Hyse ultimately relented. “O-Okay, fine, fine. I’ve got business to take care of, so just five minutes.”


      “I’ll wait for you here...” Prescea said, and watched Hyse as he was led away.


      How exactly could one of the Four Great Clans be in a tree? But even before he finished his thought Hyse received his answer in shocking form, right as he entered.


      “I never thought the clan would be based in the tree itself...” Hyse said as he approached the trunk of the tree, where a large gate had been placed as the entrance to a town.


      More precisely, it wasn’t a town, but the base of the adventurers of Ygdrassil; the trunk itself had been formed in the shape of a town.


      “This is the area for D- to F-ranked adventurers. The higher up the tree, the higher ranked the people are.”


      “Wow... How many teams are even here?” Hyse asked the elderly man.


      “About seven hundred.”


      Hyse was stunned. Apparently this single clan took on seventy percent of all requests in Ygdra, which was already a huge country in and of itself. People brought quests to the clan directly, but Ygdrassil also sought out high-difficulty quests from the adventurers guild in Ygdra that others wouldn’t take.


      “This way,” the elderly man said, urging him away from the gate.


      “What’s this?” Hyse asked. “It’s pretty cramped.”


      “This is an elevator.”


      A what? Hyse repeated the word in his head as he was led into what seemed to be a relatively small room. As he entered, the doors shut and, to his surprise, the room itself began to move upward. But he barely had any time to be surprised before the room came to a halt at what appeared to be the top floor of the tree. The elevator opened and they were now outside of the tree, above its thick branches, where various buildings were situated almost like gigantic birdhouses.


      “That’s where the A-rank adventurer teams are,” the elderly man explained.


      “Wow, all the way up here, huh?” Hyse remarked.


      The elderly elf pointed to the largest building at the end of a nearby branch. “Over there is the sanctum of the clan leader, Lady Aibis,” he said.


      As he led Hyse forward, they passed by A-rank adventurers, many of whom paused what they were doing to stare at Hyse.


      “Who’s that, old man Douglas?” one of the A-ranks called out.


      “He’s an S-rank adventurer and a guest of Lady Aibis,” the elderly elf guiding Hyse replied.


      “An S-rank adventurer? But he’s human.”


      The team that’d come out to approach them were made up of only female elves. All of them were beautiful, but they all looked at Hyse with either scorn or contempt. Hyse wasn’t particularly amused.


      “Can we get a move on? I wanna get to Gagagea as soon as possible,” Hyse said.


      “Huh?!” one of the female elves exclaimed. “A human like you’s going to the Sacred Mountain?!”


      Hyse ignored her and tried to urge Douglas to keep moving, but the elf adventurer stepped forward to grab Hyse by the shoulder.


      “Seriously, what’s going on here?” she snapped. “We don’t even have permission to go there. So how’s it that a human like you can go?”


      “Butt out. This doesn’t concern you. Let go of me,” Hyse growled.


      “All right now,” Douglas said, placating. “Sorry, Rosie, but we’re in a hurry. If you still have questions later I’ll be happy to explain.”


      At that the elven girl named Rosie let go of Hyse, allowing Hyse and Douglas to continue to the entrance of the sanctum. As they approached, two large doors opened, allowing them entry into an extremely spacious but sparsely decorated room. In the center of the room lay a young girl, fourteen at the oldest, her head against a pillow. Jarringly enough, she was currently smoking from a long pipe.


      “Well met, disciple of Geist,” she said in welcome.


      “Uh... Are you the S-rank adventurer, Lady Aibis?” Hyse asked.


      “Indeed.”


      She began to sit up, her long, straight pure-white hair moving with her. She blinked her beautiful emerald green eyes at Hyse. She wore thin clothing, with a simple fabric wrap around her chest. Her garb was so thin, in fact, that there were certain parts of her that might not have been as well hidden as they could’ve been. Her accessories were made of ore and grass in the typical preference of elves, and generally, she herself appeared nothing more than a normal elf. But this was Lady Aibis, also known as the Eternal Tree, one of the oldest and strongest elves in the world.


      “How fares Geist?” she asked.


      “H-He’s well.”


      “Heh heh. I’ve read the letter already. He gave his salutations and asked me to aid you. He also predicted that you’d give me the letter but probably wouldn’t ask for help.” She smiled as Hyse went silent. “Ha ha ha. He knows you so well.”


      “Well...all I wanted to do was give you the letter and let you know that I, a disciple of Geist, am going into the Gagagea forest. I’m not looking for help.”


      “Uh-huh, I see. You’re quite the cute, impertinent boy, aren’t you?” As Aibis laughed, ash fell from her pipe into the ashtray placed next to her pillow. “Heh heh. Aah, gunpowder. What a nostalgic scent.”


      “Huh?” Hyse said, startled.


      “You don’t seem like you’re from a different world, though. Hmm.”


      “If you know about gunpowder, does that mean you know about...guns?” Hyse asked.


      “Of course. I even once fought alongside someone who used them.”


      Hyse was shocked, but he immediately brought out the old book and showed it to Aibis. “So you know this book then?”


      “Well, well...” Aibis’s eyes widened and for a very brief instant, she grimaced in almost the exact same way a baby would scrunch their face before they cried. Hyse couldn’t believe it, but he knew what he’d seen. “This is still around, huh?” she said.


      “You know what this is?” Hyse asked.


      “Yeah, this journal belongs to that guy—Nobunaga. It’s his records.”


      “Who’s that?”


      “He was a man from who came here from another world, a country called ‘Japan.’ His full name was Nobunaga Lionheart Kamishiro.”


      Hyse tried to repeat what he’d heard. “Noboonahgah Lyonhart Kawmesheero?”


      Aibis chuckled. “Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, does it?” She then smiled, a wistful curve of her lips as she clearly recalled the past.


      “Do you mind?” she asked, prompting Hyse to give her the book. Then she began flipping through the pages, the same nostalgic look on her face. “Hyse, right? Can you read this language?”


      “A little bit...” Hyse explained to Aibis how he’d come across the book, even summoning a Desert Eagle in demonstration.


      “That’s a gun... I see. You’ve awakened to the same Ability as Nobunaga. Perhaps as a side effect, you’ve become able to read English and Japanese.”


      “Probably. But, um...can you read—”


      “Nope.”


      “Huh?”


      “This entire book was written in characters that only Nobunaga understood. I don’t even understand what was written in it. All I know about it is that it exists. And I don’t understand anything about the Ability either.”


      “O-Oh...”


      When Aibis showed clear recognition of both guns and the old book, a part of Hyse had gotten hopeful that she might be able to help them with his Ability. That same part of him was now disappointed to ultimately arrive at a dead end. He took the book back from her and found himself flipping through the pages absently.


      “Huh?”


      “Something wrong?” she asked.


      “No, it’s just that...there’s a new page I can read.”


      “Oh? Well, that’s interesting. Can you read it to me?”


      “Uh...”


      “What? Do you require compensation first? Name your price and I’ll pay it.”


      Aibis snapped her fingers, and Douglas instantly appeared with a bag of gold coins. Hyse hesitated briefly, but eventually gave in, seeing how Aibis’s eyes were sparkling with excitement. He then very slowly began to read out the passage.


      “Um... Just one thing first. Please don’t get too creeped out,” Hyse prefaced.


      “Hmm? Just read it already,” Aibis said.


      “Okay...”




      X-Month/X-Year


      Aibis clung to my arm today as well. She’s so cute. Her chest is so soft too. It feels so nice. I’ll spoil her a lot tonight too. How could I not? She’s determined and confident, plus she’s a loli elf who talks like an old man. Could I have possibly married someone more perfect than her? Of course not! My little Aibis is the cutest in the entire world! Every time I clean up the guns I like so much, she comes over and nuzzles me like a cat. Hmm. Would she like getting some cat ears? How about a tail? If she got naked and put on the ears and tail...rolling around on the bed... The image alone is amazing! Okay, I’ve decided! I’m gonna hunt down a cat magic beast and make cat ears and a tail for her. Ku-huh, ku-huh. I’m so fired up!




      “And...that’s it,” Hyse said.


      Aibis’s face was bright red. “Wh-Wh-Wha...”


      The entry was incredibly stupid and Hyse immediately and intensely regretted reading it aloud. He had half a mind to burn the book right now.


      “So I guess you and Nobunaga were a couple?” Hyse said, breaking the silence.


      Aibis sputtered in embarrassment. “Th-That’s enough for today! Call me if you ever need my help! Okay, out you go! Bye thee well!” she said, and kicked Hyse out of the sanctum.


      Prescea looked up from her seat as Hyse returned.


      “That took a while,” she said.


      “Yeah... A lot happened.”


      For some reason, Hyse looked exhausted. Prescea’s head tilted in curiosity, but as they were just about to leave, didn’t inquire further.


      “Let’s get going. I want to reach Gagagea’s summit today,” Hyse said.


      They left from the east gate, finally on their way to Gagagea. As Hyse looked up once more at Ygdrassil, he started to mutter under his breath.


      “I guess everyone has a story...”


      “Didn’t take you for the philosophical type,” Prescea said, surprised.


      “Yeah...it just feels like the right thing to say right now.”


      For Hyse to suddenly be able to read those specific pages was a massive coincidence. It almost made Hyse think that the book had a will of its own.




      As they reached the entrance to the mountain, Hyse showed the letter detailing the quest he’d received from the king to the guards there. After reviewing it, the guards smiled.


      “You’re Sir Hyse, right? We’ve heard about you from our clan leader, Lady Aibis. Go right ahead.”


      “Th-Thanks...”


      Hyse found himself looking behind him at the large tree he’d been in not too long ago, towering in the distance. How come they already know about me here? He’d only just talked to Aibis a short while ago. Nevertheless, Hyse and Prescea were permitted to enter the mountain, and pressed forward.


      “So, is the eternal moonflower around here?” Hyse asked.


      “It’s at the summit. Let’s go.”


      Prescea’s pace quickened, outpacing Hyse, forcing him to follow her lead. Though her face outwardly betrayed nothing of her emotions, he could tell that she was desperately wanting to rush forward. As they progressed, Hyse began to sense the presence of magic beasts, so he immediately pulled out his new weapon.


      “This one looks different from the others,” Prescea remarked.


      “It’s new in my arsenal. It’s called the M4 Assault Rifle. Let’s see how strong it is,” Hyse said, firing into the air at a magic beast that came leaping through the sky. With one press of the trigger the new rifle rapidly shot multiple holes into the magic beast, much faster than a pistol. A rain of blood plummeted toward the ground, which both Hyse and Prescea avoided.


      “It’s pretty easy to use and it’s more powerful than a pistol,” Hyse said while changing out the magazine. “Not to mention how rapidly it fires...”


      “It’s incredibly powerful... Just like the others.”


      As Hyse said, the M4 was much easier to use than the Desert Eagle. It made quick work of the magic beasts in Gagagea. Since Hyse could summon an infinite number of magazines, he never ran out of bullets despite putting holes in all the magic beasts that tried to track them. Prescea had her bow at the ready if needed, but she never had a chance to use it.


      “There are a lot of magic beasts up here, huh?” Hyse said.


      “The Sacred Mountain of Gagagea is one of the most dangerous places in all of Ygdra.”


      “Is that right?”


      “Ygdrassil puts down any magic beast that tries to leave Gagagea,” Prescea further explained.


      This made sense to Hyse, so he didn’t press any further. The two of them kept walking deeper into the mountain, until a mist suddenly surrounded them.


      “Wh-What is this? Mist?” Prescea asked.


      “Looks like it. It’s probably gonna get thicker. Get close to me.”


      “Huh?”


      “Don’t misunderstand, I just don’t want to shoot you by accident,” Hyse said. Prescea stepped forward until she stuck closely to Hyse’s back.


      “Can you use your spirits or whatever to clear this mist?” Hyse asked.


      “I can clear up the immediate area around myself, but not much else.”


      Hyse dematerialized the M4 and changed his equipment.


      “Okay, let’s go with this.” Hyse pointed the muzzle of his weapon into the mist, and then placed his hand onto a contraption on the weapon’s thin pipe. After pressing the switch installed on the pipe, a bright light shined from the contraption, surprising Prescea.


      “You can use magic too?” she asked.


      “No, this is something called a flashlight. I only learned about it recently, but now I can visualize gun accessories and make them appear along with the gun I summon.”


      “Oh, I see...” Prescea didn’t truly understand, but nodded anyway.


      Hyse’s flashlight, pointing in front of them, clearly illuminated a massive, pure white worm up ahead, stationary with its mouth open.


      Hyse cursed. “Dammit. It’s the type that uses the mist to get close to its prey and swallow them whole.”


      “Wha—”


      As soon as he heard this yelp from behind him, he turned around to see another massive worm swallow Prescea whole. Hyse was in shock, but still immediately aimed his gun at the worm and began rapidly firing at it.


      The worm roared. “Groooar!”


      “Dammit. They’re everywhere!”


      Hyse was now surrounded from every side by multiple white worms. And not just that, but most of them had their mouths open, and with each exhale a gust of white mist came out; the mist had been their doing all along. Hyse and Prescea had entered their hunting grounds.


      “Hmph,” Hyse grunted.


      These were Mist Eater Worms, S-level-threat magic beasts. They were native to these mountains and hunted in packs, mainly using their mist to lure in prey.


      “Hate to break it to you all, but you’re not eating me,” Hyse said before summoning a Desert Eagle into both of his hands, pivoting on his heel to start spinning, and pressing his fingers against both triggers.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Hey, wake up. Hey.”


      “Ugh...” When Prescea opened her eyes, she found herself airborne, being carried on someone’s large back. “Huh?”


      “Sorry. I went a little crazy, and...”


      “Hmm? Oh...”


      Prescea was naked, and her hair was wet. The only thing on her was a bedsheet-like cloth that Hyse had wrapped around her before putting her on his back and continuing along the mountain path.


      “You got swallowed by the worm, but I took care of all of them. I pulled you out of the belly of the one that ate you. Your clothes had already melted, but your body seems fine.” He continued after a brief pause. “You’re pretty skilled. In that fraction of a second when you got swallowed, you used your spirits to shield your body, didn’t you? Your body was very faintly glowing. Anyway, I threw away what was left of your clothes and washed the worm juices off you with a barrel of water, then covered you with the sheet. We were apparently in their hunting grounds, so I’m gonna keep moving until we get somewhere safe.”


      Though Prescea was taken aback by hearing Hyse talk the most she’d ever heard since she met him, there was something else she was more curious about.


      “Why did you save me?” she asked.


      “You have someone you wanna save, right?” Prescea stayed silent, not answering. Hyse kept going. “I don’t have an obligation to help them, but if I save you, that means that person’ll be saved too, so of course I’m gonna save you. But, well...you also gave me a lot of good directions and stuff on the way here, so think of all this as me paying you back.”


      “Hyse...”


      Prescea realized then that though Hyse might often come off cold and blunt, he wasn’t heartless. He had a hard time expressing himself, but in truth he was very kind. He’d saved Prescea when he didn’t have to, and was even now walking in a way as to not put any unnecessary stress on her. Suddenly, Prescea’s chest felt tight, and her heart began to quicken. Before she knew it, she found herself hugging him.


      “Thank you, Hyse.”


      “Don’t mention it.”


      Suddenly, the gaps through the trees were filled with light. They were getting close to the summit—but that’s precisely when something happened.


      A roar, loud enough to shake the trees, ripped through the air, and then everything went dark, as if something had eclipsed the sun. Something massive was flying over them toward the summit.


      “Wh-What is that?”


      “A dragon...” Hyse said.


      Though he hadn’t gotten a good look at it, the powerful roar was enough for Hyse to identify what it was. He knew, then, that the strongest magic beast on this mountain, the SS+-level-threat dragon, was waiting for them at the summit.


      Prescea got down from Hyse’s back and took off the sheet, leaving just her naked body.


      “What are you—” Hyse exclaimed, looking away.


      Prescea then took out a spare set of clothes and equipment from her item box. In under twenty seconds, she’d clothed herself and equipped everything, then fixed her resolute gaze on Hyse.


      “I’m going ahead. That dragon probably just came back from feeding. The next thing dragons do after eating is take a nap. In other words, it’s the perfect opportunity to get the eternal moonflower. I’ll get one and be back soon, so just wait here. I’ll give you your reward when I get back.” Then Prescea dashed off, disappearing as she leaped through nearby brush.


      “That idiot... She’s really underestimating dragons way too much.”


      As someone with experience in fighting dragons, Hyse knew that they were quite faithful to their desires. Though they did eat and sleep, they weren’t stupid. Dragons did typically sleep immediately after eating, but they also possessed sharp senses that prevented other magic beasts from sneaking up on them while they slept.


      Hyse sighed. “Dammit, this is all ending up one hell of a cardio workout.”


      But then, fog suddenly began filling the area. Hyse had been sure he’d gotten out of their hunting grounds, but despite his efforts Mist Eaters began bursting from the ground, one after another.


      “Damn it!” Hyse cursed. “Of all the times...”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “I need to hurry...” Prescea said, running, leaping from branch to branch as she approached the summit.


      There were a lot of ground-based magic beasts around Gagagea, so by staying in the trees, she could move quickly while avoiding detection. Now that she’d accomplished the first part of her goal—enter the mountains—it was time for her to get the flower she came for. After that, she’d be able to make the elixir.


      “I can make the medicine... Wait a little longer. I promise I’ll do it.”


      After two hours of running as fast as she could with no breaks, Prescea finally reached her destination: the summit of the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea. Immediately she found something that seemed to be the dragon’s sleeping area; a pit in the ground, littered with the bones of various magic beasts. But miraculously, there was no dragon.


      “I made it! Now where’s the flower?” She looked around, but only saw green weeds. “This isn’t right... What’s going on? The flower’s supposed to have a bright glow!”


      But all around her were nothing but regular weeds. Prescea fell to her knees. “No...” This had been her final shred of hope. Without the flower, there was no way for her to complete the elixir. A seemingly endless flow of tears began streaming down her face. “I’m so sorry,” she said, apologizing to her older sister. But right as all the strength in her body left her, the sky turned dark, and fierce wind began to blow across the summit.


      “Huh?”


      For a second, she thought night had come, but no—a massive creature had flown overhead and landed at the summit. Perhaps it had gone to bathe after waking up from its nap; the dragon’s body was entirely wet. In her haste, Prescea had lowered her guard.


      The dragon released a vicious roar. It looked, in truth, more like a frog than a dragon: its body was a deep green that revealed blotches of multiple shades of green across its skin on closer look, and it possessed a large, fangless mouth. Most notably, the dragon had a large bulge of skin at its throat which expanded and shrunk every time it breathed. It was the type of magic beast that swallowed its prey whole and digested them in its belly. On its back were bat-like wings, each easily over thirty meters long.


      Prescea was in the presence of the Green Elephant Dragon—an SS+-level threat. This was the threat level that sat right below SSS, which was the level used for magic beasts that could destroy entire countries on their own.


      After settling from its roar, the massive, frog-like dragon looked at Prescea with a pair of bulging, googly eyes.


      “Oh...” Prescea stood and readied her bow, but already knew that she could not win against this beast.


      The dragon looked at her with its bulging eyes, sizing her up. It then opened its large mouth and launched its wagging tongue at her.


      Prescea grunted, firing an arrow at the tongue. If she could attack and at least distract it for even a second, she could run away. But the arrow failed to even pierce through the tongue and instead, bounced off it harmlessly.


      “What?”


      The Green Elephant Dragon once again looked at its Prescea with its bulging eyes, a kind of intelligence lurking within them. It understood that Prescea had just tried to threaten it. This time, it let out a roar that pierced through Prescea’s very soul.


      “Eek!”


      Prescea’s legs gave out. Something warm and wet rushed down her legs. She was trembling uncontrollably and couldn’t hold her weapon; the bow clattered to the floor. She could feel how dangerous an SS+-level threat was with her body alone, immobilizing her by the force of its menace. The dragon’s tongue waved in the air before shooting toward Prescea again. But right before it touched her, it stopped, and split apart into something that almost looked like a claw.


      In Prescea’s mind, she began calling out for her older sister, apologizing for not being able to save her—the only regret of her life. The tongue began to coil around her body.


      “You huge idiot!”


      There was a thunderous boom, and at the same time, the tongue that’d been wrapped around Prescea went flying, shredded into pieces. Hyse had just arrived at the summit, and he was furious. He pulled back the slide of his weapon to load another cartridge with a loud click. What he had done, actually, was called a pump action, but that didn’t matter to Hyse right now. He’d learned how to summon this weapon just yesterday—a shotgun.


      “Run!” Prescea screamed, surprised by his appearance. “This is the Green Elephant Dragon! It’s an SS+-level-threat magic beast!”


      “I’m not running.”


      Hyse pointed his shotgun at the Green Elephant Dragon, firing over and over again. The buckshot he had loaded the shotgun with was normally used on smaller animals, with each one filled with little balls in them that would disperse and shoot outward upon firing. On the Green Elephant Dragon, the rounds were mostly absorbed into the dragon’s skin. Though they at least made very tiny wounds, they were nothing close to being fatal injuries.


      “In that case...” Hyse muttered.


      Hyse tossed away his shotgun and summoned two Desert Eagles, one in each hand, and started to run around the dragon, firing as he did. As he expected, the Green Elephant Dragon was not quick on its feet. It lumbered as it slowly turned around to try to catch Hyse.


      “You’re just one huge target!” Hyse yelled.


      He tossed away his Desert Eagles and brought forth a submachine gun with a disclike magazine—what the old book called a Thompson Submachine Gun. Usually one gun of this type was held with both hands, but Hyse held one in each of his hands.


      “Take this!”


      Bullets trilled as they rapidly flew out from each of the guns’ barrels. This gun had a mighty recoil, and even with how strong Hyse was, it felt like his arms might break from the strain of holding and firing two submachine guns at once. He could hardly aim. But the dragon was massive, so it didn’t matter if he had perfect aim or not. This time the bullets pierced through its hide, making the dragon shriek in pain.


      It began to flail about, eventually falling over and rolling across the ground. Its blood soon soaked the grounds of the summit, causing the once-green weeds to wither in seconds. It was said that if pharmacists could ever get ahold of enough of this dragon’s highly poisonous blood to synthesize, they could make a legendary panacea.


      The magazines of the guns ran empty, and Hyse instantly tossed both submachine guns. Then he took out his Springfield Model 1873, aimed at its head, and pulled the trigger. Then he reloaded and fired. Then he reloaded and fired again. Then he reloaded and fired again. He continued doing this, over and over again without pause, until the dragon’s head was finally destroyed, its brains oozing out into the ground and its body spasming in its death throes. Hyse tossed away the rifle and then once again summoned a Desert Eagle into his hand, shooting at its head until it didn’t move anymore.


      “Hmph. Finally dead?” Hyse said.


      “No way...” Prescea said, trailing off into silence.


      The Green Elephant Dragon was dead. Since the dragon wasn’t especially agile, it was possible to damage it by surrounding it and landing a barrage of fast hits, like Hyse had done. But that strategy was only possible if one could breach its extremely hardy defenses. The dragon’s exceptionally buoyant skin repelled both slashes and stabs. The bullets from Hyse’s guns, however, were much, much more powerful than the dragon’s defenses.


      “Hey, you good?” Hyse called out to Prescea. “Ah... Sorry.”


      “Huh? Oh.”


      Prescea finally realized what’d leaked in between her legs. Her face went red.




      “Why’d you come? I told you to wait back there,” Prescea said from behind a rock as she changed.


      She was relieved that she’d brought a lot of backup clothes. After soiling herself, she was deeply reluctant to face Hyse.


      “I told you before. Did you already forget?” Hyse asked as he leaned against the other side of the rock.


      “Don’t play dumb with me. I already gave you your reward for getting me here. You shouldn’t have had any reason to save me.”


      “I’m not playing dumb,” he said. “But if you died, how would I ever get the second half of my reward? Just think of me saving you as me ensuring I get paid.”


      Hyse was drenched in sweat, and even now his breathing was still ragged. He had run at top speed, from the base of the mountain to the summit, to chase after Prescea—to save her. Concealed by the rock, Prescea’s heart started to race until finally, she could not stop the attraction for Hyse that blossomed in her heart.


      The sun began to set, the sky darkening with it. Hyse prepared the carcass of the Green Elephant Dragon to store in his item box. As he did, Prescea, who’d finished changing, came out from behind the rock.


      “Well, I guess we should camp here for the night. Or maybe we should go somewhere else? The blood’s got a stench.” Though Hyse was looking for a response, Prescea gave none.


      “Hmm? Something wrong?” Hyse asked.


      “It’s...glowing.”


      Some of the weeds began to glow. Prescea looked up to the sky, confirming her theory.


      “They only look like weeds during the day, but they glow at night?” she said. “So these are the eternal moonflowers...”


      “Oh, really?”


      “But...”


      One by one, the light emanating from the weeds went out as the ground, tainted by the Green Elephant Dragon’s blood, killed the weeds as they flowered. Prescea started to run, trying to look for one that was still unaffected, but all of their lights had disappeared.


      “Th-This can’t...” she began, despair rising within her.


      “Hmm? Hey. Over there.”


      There was still one flower that was still shining, untouched by the dragon’s blood. Prescea very carefully but quickly harvested the flower Hyse pointed out, making sure to be careful with the shovel she’d swiftly taken out of her item box so as to not damage the roots. After safely taking out the flower, she placed it in a flower pot.


      She held it against her chest before very reluctantly giving it to Hyse.


      “You’re the one who defeated the dragon. It’s yours,” she said to Hyse’s silence. “The flowers here are all done for, but I’m sure if I look elsewhere I’ll be able to find more.”


      Hyse took the flower and stored it in his item box.


      “Congratulations. You’ve completed your quest,” she said.


      With this, Hyse had completed his quest for the eternal moonflower.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      After spending a night on the mountain, Prescea and Hyse descended and arrived at the entrance to the mountain. As they did, Prescea pulled out a large bag from her item box, which was a ring she wore on her thumb.


      “This is your reward,” she said. “This is every last bit of my money, and also—”


      “There she is!”


      “Oh...” Prescea trailed off.


      Suddenly, the entrance was swarmed with elven soldiers.


      While Hyse only looked confused, Prescea seemed remorseful. The soldiers parted for an unseen force, revealing an elven man who walked through their midst and went straight for Prescea.


      “There you are, Prescea,” he said.


      “Addler...” Prescea said softly.


      “You really are such a handful... You shouldn’t just leave a letter and disappear like that.”


      “It was for Alscea...”


      “I know you were doing it for your older sister,” he said gently, “but only the elixir can heal her now. We have most of the ingredients, but the final component, the eternal moonflower, can only be found on the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea. But the mountain is so dangerous not even Ygdrassil dares to climb it. I was told you traveled the world to find someone who would, but I never expected that you’d brave the mountain with an adventurer from Heiberg, and one with official permission, at that. So...how’d it go?”


      Prescea stayed silent, seemingly answering his question.


      “As I thought,” Addler said. “It wasn’t here either? I suppose even if it were, there was no harvesting it, not with that SS+-level-threat magic beast at the summit. There you have it, Prescea. No other choice but to give up.”


      “Are you telling me to just watch her die?!” Prescea snapped.


      “No. I’m saying that it’s the law of nature. If she’s fated to live, then she will. If not, then she won’t,” Addler said.


      “But...”


      “You fought against the law of nature and this is the result. This is Lady Alscea’s fate.”


      “What about Gremio?”


      “The king has fought as well, but...he’s decided to spend what time Lady Alscea has left by her side.”


      Hyse stood there, not a part of the conversation and thus unable to join it. All he could do was watch everything unfold. But as he watched, his gaze fell on the ring on Prescea’s hand—her item box. He reached out and squeezed that hand tightly.


      “Let’s go home, Prescea. There’s also our marriage to think of. We have things to talk through,” Addler said. His eyes finally fell on Hyse. “You’re the S-rank adventurer, Hyse, right? I’ve received reports about you. You took Prescea into the mountains, didn’t you?”


      “Yeah.”


      “She’s the younger sister of the Queen of Ygdra, Lady Alscea, who is the wife of the current King of Ygdra, Gremio. Prescea is also my betrothed. Though you might not have known who she is, Prescea is not someone who you should be casually interacting with. I’ll turn a blind eye this time, so hurry and be gone with you.”


      “Sure,” Hyse said.


      “Wait. Hyse—” Prescea looked at Hyse as he began to leave.


      “Well, it was pretty fun. See you, Prescea,” he said, gently smiling. At the sound of him calling her by name for the first time, her chest filled with all sorts of warm emotions.


      Hyse walked by Prescea. She wanted to say something before he left, but in the face of his smile—the gentle smile of a socially awkward, isolated boy—she couldn’t bring herself to say a word. With a final wave of his hand, Hyse left.




      After returning to Ygdra’s royal palace, Prescea was dolled up by her ladies-in-waiting. She changed into a dress, her face was polished by makeup, and gradually, she returned to the visage of the queen’s younger sister—a member of the royal family of Ygdra.


      Her fiancé looked at her, satisfied, and offered her his hand. “You look stunning. This way, Prescea.”


      Addler then took her by the hand, the two of them walking through the castle this way. Every servant they passed bowed their heads in clear reverence. But Prescea felt uneasy at this kind of treatment, and always had.


      They eventually reached the room of the queen. The doors were opened, and inside was the bedridden Queen of Ygdra, Prescea’s older sister Alscea. Beside her was Gremio, the King of Ygdra.


      “Prescea?” Alscea called out weakly.


      “Alscea...”


      As soon as Prescea saw how thin her sister had gotten, tears burst out of her eyes and wouldn’t stop. She shook her hand free from Addler’s grasp and grabbed Alscea’s hand from beside her.


      “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I-I couldn’t find it!” she stammered through tears. “I couldn’t find the eternal moonflower!”


      “I see...” Alscea gently patted Prescea’s head as she fell to knees, openly sobbing by her sister’s bedside. “It’s okay. This is just my fate.”


      “Alscea...” murmured the king.


      “Gremio, please take good care of her.”


      “Of course.”


      Gremio was also devastated by Alscea’s condition. Sitting there was not a king, but a man who deeply loved his wife.


      Alscea weakly smiled. “Prescea, tell me about your adventures, won’t you?”


      “Yeah, I have so many stories to tell. I have souvenirs too.”


      Prescea then began to pull out the souvenirs from her item box, but stopped as she noticed something unexpected inside.


      “Huh?”


      She pulled out a small flower pot. The flower tucked within it—the eternal moonflower—glowed brightly.


      “I-Is that the eternal moonflower?!” Gremio shouted. “You found it?!” Gremio accepted the flower from Prescea and then yelled at his retainers. “Distill this immediately and complete the elixir!” Gremio then tightly wrapped his arms around Prescea’s shoulders. “Thank you! Thank you so much! Prescea, thank you!”


      “No way, Prescea... Ha ha... Seriously?” Addler said in disbelief. “So you did find it. That’s devious of you. I’m seriously so surprised.”


      “Am... Am I going to live?” Alscea said softly. “Prescea...”


      Looks of joy filled Gremio’s, Addler’s, and Alscea’s faces, but Prescea simply cried as she recalled Hyse’s last words to her.


      In that moment, he’d transferred the flower from his item box to hers. The final smile he’d shown her was burned into her mind.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      A few days later and Hyse was back in Heiberg, reporting back to Geist in his office.


      “I’m surprised you failed the quest,” Geist said to a reticent Hyse. “You fought the SS+-level-threat Green Elephant Dragon, but its blood destroyed all the flowers, making it impossible to harvest them, huh?”


      “Y-Yeah,” Hyse replied. “That’s right.”


      Hyse had told him about what’d happened on the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea, and after hearing everything, Geist let out a long sigh.


      “The request from the king is just a formality. Failing won’t have any effect on you, but...it is much better to succeed, especially after you refused the princess accompanying you.”


      “Urk...” Hyse averted his eyes and sipped from his cup of tea.


      As he did, the new guild receptionist burst in without even knocking. “Hyse! I’ve finished calculating your payment for the Green Elephant Dragon materials!” she shouted.


      “Okay,” Hyse said.


      “Uh...the eyes were still in good condition, so that’s seven hundred gold coins. The blood was in good condition too, so that’s six hundred gold coins. Your total is one thousand three hundred gold coins.”


      “Got it. Put it on my card.”


      “Okay!”


      Hyse placed his card against a magic tool and the money was instantly transferred to his account. Then the receptionist rigidly bowed and left the room.


      “So what’s next, Hyse?” Geist asked.


      “Well, nothing’s changed,” he said. “I’m gonna keep taking high-difficulty quests and fight through dungeons.”


      “I figured you’d say that; I’ve already gotten you a new quest.”


      “Oh, awesome! What kind?”


      “There’s a new dungeon that’s been discovered in Ygdra. Your quest is to investigate it.”


      Geist handed Hyse the request, after which Hyse exited Geist’s office and the guild. But standing right outside the adventurers guild was someone unexpected.


      “Hyse...” they said.


      “Why are you here?” he said, surprised to see Prescea.


      “I’m just talking to myself here,” she said, “but...my older sister’s all healed up. Thanks to the eternal moonflower I got from you, she drank the elixir we made and made a full recovery. Now she’s returning to her political duties and is living well with the king. They felt like they owed me a big debt.”


      “Okay, so? You need something from me?” Hyse asked.


      “I’ve already received my reward from the King of Ygdra.”


      “Hello? Are you listening? What do you need from me?”


      “My reward was to be removed from the royal family. Now I’m just Prescea the elf, a regular B-rank adventurer. But don’t worry. While my marriage with Addler has been called off, Gremio and Alscea are still my family.” Hyse listened to Prescea in silence as she continued. “I’m going to pay you back for what you did for me, but I’m not becoming your teammate. I’m just going to be around. Think of me as someone for you to talk to, eat together with, and keep you warm on cold, lonely nights. Of course, for that I’ll do it until you’re satisfied, for as long as you’d like.” Hyse still remained silent. “You might not need teammates, but I’ll at least be someone you can talk to every now and then. That’s okay with you, right?”


      “No. I refuse.”


      Hyse shrugged and passed by Prescea, but Prescea only stepped up to walk beside him.


      “Hey, let’s get something to eat,” Prescea said. “I saw a café on my way here that looks like it serves good food. I’ll treat you.”


      Slowly, perhaps begrudgingly, Hyse had started to think that having some to talk to—someone not a teammate—wouldn’t be so bad. And so he sighed, but made his way to the café, a strangely happy Prescea in tow.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 5: Sacred’s Adventure


      And in an earlier time, right before Hyse had left for the forest country of Ygdra, Sasha and her party continued their way south, arriving without trouble at the rocks by which they planned to make camp.


      Tycoon had made meticulously detailed maps of the area, so they were able to travel without getting lost even once. As soon as they arrived at their camp site Sasha ordered them to prepare it at once.


      “Mmm... Camping has such a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?” Miuanne said in awe.


      “Miuanne, you don’t have to be so impressed by every little thing,” Cless quipped, making her pout.


      “Raynold, Tycoon, I’ll leave the tents to you two,” said Sasha. “Robin, Pianora, you start getting the food ready. I’ll prepare the stove.”


      Pianora sighed. “I’ve gotten used to it, but...prepping is such a pain. Sasha, when are we going to buy an item box with a time stasis function?”


      “Pianora, you know those are really expensive. We can’t afford one yet,” Sasha replied.


      “Ugh... At least when Hyse was around we could have just dumped this all on him...”


      Sasha gave a dry smile. It was true that all of these chores had been done by Hyse when he had been in Sacred, but ever since he had been kicked out and refused to return to their party, the members of Sacred divided these chores among themselves. They set up their own tents, set up their own stove, and prepared their own food. At first, they weren’t any good at it, but over time had improved.


      “All done here,” Raynold called out. “I’ll take care of the stove, Sasha.”


      “Thanks, Raynold.”


      “Robin, I’ll make water with magic. Bring the pot here.”


      “Thanks, Tycoon.”


      Then Cless raised his hand. “Is there anything we can help with?”


      “I wanna try helping with the food!” Miuanne said excitedly.


      “Oh. Well, then could you cut the vegetables? Or actually, can you cut them?” Pianora asked Miuanne teasingly.


      “Hmph, stop poking fun at me, Pianora. Cutting vegetables is so easy. Of course I can do it!”


      Miuanne took the knife from Pianora. Everyone already had a bad feeling about this—and their intuition was dead-on.


      Within a few moments of handling the knife, Miuanne cut her finger quite horribly. “Ow!” she howled.


      Pianora healed her finger and then proceeded to finish with dinner, which consisted of cooked meat sandwiched between slices of bread, vegetable soup, and sliced fruit for dessert.


      Miuanne’s eyes sparkled. “Cless, look, camp food! Real camp food!”


      “Yeah, I know. Sheesh, aren’t you a little too excited about this?” Cless said.


      “It’s not my fault! This has always been a dream of mine!”


      It came to Sasha then, that as a princess of the largest empire of the human realm, Miuanne had probably never eaten anything that wasn’t prepared by a famous chef. As a result, she’d never had a chance to have these kinds of simpler dishes.


      “It’s sour, but yummy!” Miuanne said, taking a bite of the bread.


      “I’m happy for you,” Cless said, cheerfully patting her on the head.


      “You two are really close,” Robin observed.


      “Of course. He’s my dear big brother,” Miuanne said proudly, while Cless offered an awkward smile.


      After finishing the meal, they cleaned up and had nighttime tea. One of Tycoon’s hobbies was collecting tea leaves, so he took charge in pouring everyone a cup. His tea was a unanimous favorite; teatime was one of the few occasions that even Pianora didn’t utter any complaints.


      “Phew...it’s so good,” Miuanne said.


      “Of course it is.” Tycoon happily adjusted his glasses at Miuanne’s praise.


      “Okay, we’re going to take shifts keeping watch,” said Sasha. “Cless and Miuanne will—”


      “We’ll do it, of course,” Cless said. “Right, Miuanne?”


      “Y-Yeah,” she said before letting out a long yawn. “Of course.”


      Robin let out a long yawn next, so it was decided that Robin and Miuanne would take the last watch, with the first shift going to Sasha and Cless.


      “Grrr...I should be taking watch with Sasha! Why am I stuck with Raynold?!” Pianora complained.


      “You don’t have to be so pissed about it...” Raynold said.


      “I’m so happy to take watch by myself,” Tycoon said, almost to himself. “I’ll be able to read in silence.”


      “Good night,” Miuanne and Robin said before going into the same tent and drifting off to sleep.


      Tycoon, Raynold, and Pianora also entered their tents, leaving Cless and Sasha still sitting around the campfire.


      Cless added some wood to the fire. “Are you cold?”


      “A little,” said Sasha. “Thanks.”


      Sasha stared into the fire. She was still fully dressed in her armor, her sword strapped to her side.


      “Hey, Sasha?” Cless asked.


      “Hmm?”


      “You’re an S-rank adventurer now, so what’s next? What’s your new goal?”


      “To build the strongest clan of adventurers in the world, of course. And then eventually take the strongest team from the strongest clan to the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “Nobody’s been able to clear any of them,” Sasha explained, “so people often consider them the six most difficult dungeons in the world. It’s been a few thousand years since they were discovered, but they’re all still shrouded in mystery. Clearing them is every adventurer’s dream, so I want to do it with my team—the strongest team.”


      “I read something in the royal library that says the labyrinths were made by demons to destroy humans.”


      Demons were the natural enemies of humans and lived in the demon realm, which was comparable in size to the human realm.


      “If you’re planning to take on those dungeons, that means you’re planning on fighting demons too, right?” Cless said. “It’s said that the labyrinths are crawling with demons trying to get the treasure that’s rumored to be hidden there. Can you fight demons?”


      “Yeah.” Sasha answered with absolutely no hesitation and with a confident smile.


      The labyrinths—also known as dungeons—were discovered several millennia ago. The size of dungeons varied, but were generally split into five different types: beginner, intermediate, advanced, expert, and master. There was also a sixth type, known as the Forbidden Six Labyrinths, which exceeded the difficulty of all other dungeons. The reason they were forbidden was simple; it was said that once you entered it, you never left.


      The six dungeons comprising the Forbidden Six Labyrinths were as follows: the Delmadrome Grand Maze, which went deep underground; the Great Lake of Diroromanth, a lake which had its own distinct ecosystem; the Great Magnet Void Forest of Madness, which held a mysterious magnetic force that drove people mad; the Dolena De Stahl Sky Castle, a flying fortress that once mysteriously revealed itself long ago; the Necrophantasia Mountain, an obscure mountain range in the demon realm; and the Holy Miniature Garden, whose existence itself was constantly being questioned.


      Currently, only two of these six labyrinths could be challenged. The current direction Sacred was going, south of Heiberg, would take them close to the sand country of Dizara, which kept the entrance to the Delmadrome Grand Maze under strict watch. On their part, Heiberg was responsible for watching over the Great Lake of Diroromanth, which was found in the western region of the country. Since the location of these two labyrinths were well-known, anyone could try to take them on.


      “If you’re going to try going in any of them, you should make sure you’re fully prepared,” Cless said. “At the very least...you shouldn’t go anytime soon. You should make a clan and stabilize your base of operations first. Only after you’re fully prepared...maybe when you’re in your mid-twenties, you could try your hand at taking them on.”


      Sasha fell silent. Tycoon had said the exact same thing.


      “Miuanne and I will join in the fighting tomorrow. I’ll explain our Abilities now, so please factor us into the team formation going forward,” Cless said.


      “Okay, I understand,” Sasha said.


      Then the two of them spoke about tactics until Tycoon woke up. After that, they switched off, Sasha leaving the fire to enter her tent. She took off her armor, her hair accessory, her clothes, and then her underwear, revealing her well-proportioned, naked upper body. Sasha poured water into a bucket, dipped a towel into the water, and then wrung the cloth of excess before carefully wiping down her body with it.


      “Phew...”


      Pianora had said that she’d love to go to a public bath when they reached the mining town, which was sure to have one since it was a common feature in all large towns. As an adventurer, Sasha had gone many days without bathing, but she was still a young maiden, and would take any opportunity to keep herself clean. Tycoon, too, urged everyone to change their clothes each day, citing that dirty clothes could cloud one’s mind and even affect their health.


      After wiping her body down, she patted down her hair, changed into new underwear, and then entered her sleeping bag.




      Sacred’s journey continued without issue. At the start of their journey, Miuanne had been very excited, but now, after many days of walking, she was too exhausted to even speak. By the time they had passed a third town she was barely talking.


      In contrast, Cless was very energetic. He had a green thumb, and while they traveled he was constantly harvesting uncommon plants and medicinal herbs and storing them in his personal item box. In his free time, he’d try to create medicine.


      With Pianora around to heal anyone who got hurt, Cless’s medicines might not have been totally necessary, but regardless, being able to craft medicine without using an Ability was a very impressive skill. Cless himself simply wrote off his proficiency as a mere hobby.


      They continued as planned, and stayed at the town right outside the crystal mines for their final preparations.


      By this point, Miuanne was haggard with exhaustion. But after being told she needed to walk only a little more and that they would be taking a carriage for travel after the quest, she regained a bit more of her energy. She was the same age as Robin, and had an appropriate amount of stamina for her age. Robin just had much more.


      As soon as they entered their rooms in the inn, Miuanne fell asleep.


      “Sheesh. Look at her. Such a child,” Pianora complained, gazing contemptuously at Miuanne.


      “Don’t be like that,” said Sasha. “She’s not an adventurer like us; she’s a princess.”


      “Who knows how bad it would’ve been for her if she’d gone with Hyse. In a way, she’s lucky that she came with us instead,” Robin said.


      “Yeah...” Sasha said, weakly smiling.


      “Did something happen with him?” Pianora asked.


      Pianora hated...no absolutely despised Hyse, so she would never refer to him by his first name.


      “N-No. Nothing really,” Sasha replied.


      “Really?” Pianora asked skeptically.


      “Yeah. But I’d like to properly apologize to him some day. Start over.”


      “Sasha... Do you... Do you have romantic feelings for him?” Pianora said.


      Though her face turned pink at the question, the smile she had for Pianora was wry. “I don’t know. I just feel that Hyse is different from other guys...or at least that’s how I feel.”


      “How so?”


      “To me, it’s like he’s my biggest regret and my greatest goal? Something like that. It’s our fault that Hyse’s life took such a big turn. I want to take responsibility for that, and tell him how sorry I am too. He’s special to me, but...I’m not sure how to really articulate how.”


      The more Sasha spoke, the more grumpy Pianora looked.


      “I’d be happy if Hyse came back...” Robin said.


      “Yeah, well, you were always really cozy with him. You were like his little puppy,” Pianora scoffed.


      “Hey!” Robin said, before settling down. “But... Hyse was really nice. I was younger than him, but he was always so considerate of me. He’d even sneak me snacks every now and then. Oh! He used to always let me taste test whatever he made too.”


      “And how is that any different than you being his puppy? Sheesh...” Pianora sighed.


      “Hmph! But Sasha, I just want you to know that even though I also left the day we kicked Hyse out to join him, I don’t regret coming back,” Robin said.


      “Yeah, I know,” Sasha said. “But you returned for Hyse’s sake, didn’t you?”


      “I figured you knew.” Robin buried her head into her pillow. “Everyone agreed on expelling him from the party, so in the end I thought it’d be better if I stayed on the team and tried to convince you all to change your minds.”


      “I know, Robin,” Sasha said gently.


      “I love you guys, you know?”


      “Yeah, I know. Thank you, Robin.”


      “Yeah...” Robin’s face was red.


      Pianora looked away, huffing. The bonds of Sacred ran quite deep indeed.




      At long last, the mining town of Ristahl came into sight. As they approached, trees and grass had gradually been taken over by rock. The road was well maintained, with many carriages going to and from the town. But the carriages weren’t carrying people; they carried the ore and rock that had been harvested from the mines.


      At the town entrance, they showed their adventurers cards to the guard.


      “I’m the S-rank adventurer, the Silver Valkyrie, Sasha. I’ve come here with my team to defeat the Crystal Golem that’s appeared in the mines.”


      “Huh?!” the guard spluttered. “An S-rank adventurer?! Oh, you’ve finally arrived! Please follow me! I’ll take you to meet with the mayor immediately.”


      The guard then led them straight to the mayor’s house.


      “Thank you very much for coming!” the mayor of Ristahl said upon Sacred entering.


      “No problem,” Sasha said. “I’d like to get right to it and ask you some questions.”


      The mayor then led them to the town’s audience room and immediately launched into an explanation.


      “About two months ago,” he said, “a Crystal Golem appeared in the crystal mines, which are owned by the royal family.”


      “Owned by the royal family?” Tycoon asked, adjusting his glasses.


      “Yes, that’s right. The mine has very high quality ores and raw crystals. Regular golems appear in the mines often, but we’re usually able to handle them with regular adventurers.”


      “I see. So this Crystal Golem would have essentially incorporated the high quality crystals from the mine into its own body.” Sasha said, bringing her hand to her chin in contemplation. She turned to Tycoon. “The Crystal Golem is a SS-level threat, right?”


      “Right,” he said. “Its body is made of high purity crystals, which are able to reflect both magic and physical attacks. Our only options are to use techniques and magic that are stronger than its resistances, but since we’ll be fighting it in the mines, I won’t be able to use powerful fire magic. I also doubt that Robin’s arrows nor your sword will be able to pierce it.”


      “Hmm... Well, this is troublesome, but I guess that’s to be expected from an SS-level threat.”


      As Sasha began to think a little more, Miuanne raised her hand. “Have you forgotten about my Ability?” she asked confidently.


      “Oh...” Tycoon whispered. “Yeah, with her Ability, we might be able to do this. Also, Cless?”


      “I think we’re thinking the same thing,” Cless said.


      “This can work. All right. Can you show us a map of the mines?” Tycoon asked.


      The mayor then spread out a map of the mines, with Tycoon asking additional follow-up questions.


      “Yeah, we can do this. I have a plan,” he said, after a moment, and immediately began to explain it.


      “Impressive as always, Tycoon. I have no objections,” Sasha said after hearing his plan.


      “If Sasha’s good, then so am I,” Pianora said.


      “Yeah, no objections here,” Raynold said.


      “Me too!” Robin said.


      “Heh heh. It’s finally time for me to shine, right Cless?” Miuanne said happily.


      “Yeah,” said Cless. “I’m gonna get serious too.”


      “All right,” said Tycoon. “Looks like we’re good to go. Sasha?”


      “We have our plan. Let’s do this.”


      Then, at Sasha’s command, Sacred headed out to defeat the Crystal Golem.




      With a viable plan they were now ready to head to the mines, but they weren’t about to just barge in—they needed to prepare a bit first. Though they had intended to stock up their supplies after meeting with the mayor, by the time they had left the audience room it was already dark. They’d even planned to check in at an inn, but the mayor offered a vacant house for them to use instead.


      The houses in this town were fairly large and even contained their own private baths, a rare thing in Heiberg.


      “I heard from the mayor that there’s a hot spring nearby. Apparently, the water for both the public baths and this house’s baths come from there,” Tycoon said.


      “Hot spring!” Pianora, Miuanne, and Robin all screamed in excitement.


      Tycoon jumped a little, surprised by their unexpectedly enthusiastic response, and then fixed his crooked glasses.
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      “If you switch the valve that dictates what water you’re using, the bath will start using the hot spring water instead,” he explained. “There are a lot of dwarves here who do smithing around here, so they may have made this system. You gotta respect their craftsmanship. It’s truly first-rate.”


      “Let’s go to the hot spring!” Pianora said.


      “Of course!” said Miuanne.


      “Let’s go!” shouted Robin.


      “Were any of you listening to what I just said?” Tycoon asked.


      Neither Pianora, Miuanne, nor Robin were looking at Tycoon; they were instead in their own little world, where the only thing on their mind were the hot springs.


      “I think the hot spring’s in that room,” Raynold said. “It’s the room with the dwarf decoration hanging over the door. I think it’s called a ‘Noren’—the curtain-looking thing.”


      “Let’s go, Miuanne, Robin, Sasha!” Pianora said.


      “Yeah!” Miuanne and Robin replied.


      “I-I can’t go just yet,” said Sasha. “I’m still in the middle of a conversation.”


      In a rare occurrence, Pianora didn’t seem to mind Sasha’s refusal at all, and went full-speed ahead to the hot spring.


      “Pianora actually left to go to the hot springs without Sasha...” Tycoon remarked, dumbfounded.


      “Aha ha ha. Hey, Raynold, is Sacred always like this?” Cless asked. “I’ve only been with you guys for a little bit, but there hasn’t been even one dull day.”


      “I’ll take that as a compliment...” Raynold said.


      “Phew...” Sasha said, releasing a sigh while massaging her shoulder.


      “For the time being, let’s end our discussion here,” said Tycoon. “We know the layout of the crystal mines and we’ve agreed to stock up on everything before heading there. Besides, it would be better to rest and regain our energy before we set out.”


      “Yeah. I’m a little tired,” Raynold said.


      “Let’s set the start date of our operation in three days. That sound good to you all?” Tycoon asked.


      “Sounds good to me,” Sasha said.


      “Same,” Raynold agreed.


      “Me too, but since you’re the experts here, I’ll defer to whatever you all decide to do,” Cless said.


      With the discussion concluded, everyone visibly relaxed. Raynold wrapped his arm around Cless’s shoulders.


      “It’s a pretty big town, Cless. How about we go out drinking?” Raynold said. “I’ll teach you how we commoners drink.”


      “I-Is it really okay to do that? We leave for the mines in three days, right?” Cless said.


      “That’s why this is the perfect time to refresh ourselves and relax. Right, Sasha?”


      “Right,” Sasha said. “Enjoy yourself, Cless. Raynold really knows how to drink.”


      “Tycoon, you should come too,” Raynold said.


      “I’ll pass. I’m gonna stop by the library first, and— Hey!”


      Raynold didn’t listen to Tycoon and forcefully pulled him along, wrapping an arm around his shoulder.


      “We’re gonna bond a bit,” Raynold said. “See you later, Sasha.”


      “Have fun,” said Sasha.


      “W-Wait! Don’t we already have a bond?!” Tycoon quipped.


      “I like this,” said Cless. “It’s not something I’ve gotten to experience back at the castle.”


      And like that the three men of Sasha’s party departed, leaving Sasha by herself. She stretched and then glanced at the entrance to the hot springs.


      “Now, what should I do?”


      In the distance, Sasha could hear the very loud voices of Robin, Pianora, and Robin.


      “Don’t run away, Miuanne! I gotta rub you down!” Robin said.


      “Eek! Where are you touching, Robin! Mmm!”


      “I heard that smaller ones are more sensitive. Looks like that’s true!” Pianora said.


      “Nnah! Don’t get a big head just because you have big ones... Take this!” Miuanne retaliated.


      “Ahhn! Only Sasha’s allowed to touch me there!” cried Pianora.


      “Wai— Pfft! The bubbles got into my mouth! Pianora, Miuanne, stop!”


      It seemed like there was a lot going on in the hot springs. If Sasha joined them, she knew that she’d be only making herself a target for more chaos.


      “Maybe I’ll just take a walk,” she said, then nodded and equipped her sword.


      She left the house, walking straight through the town.


      “It’s pretty lively here,” she remarked.


      When thinking of Ristahl, it was natural for images of coal miners and dwarves to come to mind. But in reality, the town possessed a surprising number of restaurants and adult entertainment facilities. There were also a lot of dwarven smiths and armories, with only slightly fewer tool shops and inns. But by far the most popular and numerous establishments were for eating and drinking, with around seventy percent of them primarily being bars.


      As Sasha made her way to the center of town, she arrived at a tourist information spot where she bought a map.


      “I didn’t know Ristahl was a tourist destination,” Sasha said to the employee.


      “Yes, with all the dwarven craftsmen living here, a lot of adventurers come from far away to request armor or weapons. This place is also a popular stop before heading to Dizara, and with the hot springs we have, we tend to get a lot of people passing through.”


      After buying the map, Sasha left and resumed wandering once more.


      “Hey, Sasha. Once we become adventurers, let’s go to all kinds of towns!”


      As she walked, she remembered the words of someone she was no longer on good terms with. Even now, she could remember the promise they’d made as kids more vividly than any of the words that her teammates had ever spoken to her over the years. Sasha chuckled slightly.


      “I’m still lacking training...”


      Then she remembered the words Hyse had said to her at the S-Rank Adventurer Certification Ceremony.


      “What’s the meaning of accomplishing our dream by yourself? No, this is your dream now. Don’t use me as an excuse.”


      Her chest hurt every time she remembered those words. But he’d been right. There was a limit to how arrogant someone could be. Sasha couldn’t help but think that the right choice after all should have been to keep him in the party, fight alongside him, and try to figure out what his Ability was together.


      “But...what’s done is done.”


      And it was then that Sasha realized that Hyse would have never been able to accept the apology she’d given him at the certification ceremony. She had to do more than just take responsibility for what had happened; she resolved instead, then and there in the middle of Ristahl, to walk forward without any regret. Though the paths they walked were no longer the same, she was sure that one day, their paths would cross again, and she’d be able to apologize to him then. She’d firmly resolved to properly apologize to him then, to accept whatever he requested of her to earn his forgiveness. Until then, she’d work hard to be an adventurer that was just as strong or stronger than him. And until that day came, she’d keep fighting with everything she had.


      She heard a crinkle, and realized she had gripped the map in her hand so tightly she’d wrinkled it. She quickly lessened her grip.


      “Step up, one and all!” cried a loud voice somewhere nearby. “I’ve got a very rare metal here, excavated straight from the mines! Who among you can scratch this Black Steel even a little bit?!”


      An event seemed to be underway in the park not too far from Sasha. She approached and saw the scene more clearly: a large black rock, around a meter long, placed on top of a large stage. Standing next to it was a large man with a massive hammer. He swung it down against the rock, creating a loud boom, but the hammer bounced off of the rock and left not a single scratch.


      “A gold coin to anyone who can break it!” cried the man. “Any strong adventurers feeling confident today?”


      “I’ll do it!” a young boy in the crowd yelled out, holding a sword in his hand. His two companions, a young girl and boy, cheered him on.


      The young boy prepared his sword. “My Ability is Swordsman! I’ve only just become an adventurer, but we’re gonna create the strongest team of all! Please, cheer for me!”


      The crowd erupted with noise.


      “You got this, kid!”


      “Oh, to be young.”


      The dwarven miners enthusiastically cheered for the young swordsman. Seemingly embarrassed, his two companions sheepishly looked at the ground, their cheeks red.


      “Here I go!” The young boy swung his sword with all his might, but the moment the blade made contact with the stone, it broke. “Ah.”


      “M-M-My Holy Light God Blade!” he then moaned in despair at his snapped sword, which, despite its name, was obviously a simple steel sword.


      His teammates proceeded to escort him off the stage as he hung his head with sadness.


      “Nice try!” said the announcer with the hammer. “Well, any other takers?!”


      “I’ll do it,” Sasha said, raising her hand and then walking onto the stage.


      “Well, well, looks like we got ourselves a knockout of a challenger! Just look at her beautiful silver hair!”


      Sasha’s beauty drew everyone’s attention, but Sasha kept her attention on the challenger before her and his team, who huddled together close by.


      “They’re maybe about twelve or thirteen, huh?” she said to herself. “Heh heh. How nostalgic. When I was their age I used to watch events like this with awe. Hopefully I can inspire them too, just like I was inspired.”


      “Go ahead!” the announcer said.


      Sasha sharply exhaled and drew her blade. But most of the people here could only tell that her hand had moved, and that there’d been a sudden wind.


      In the next moment, the Black Steel stone fell apart. Only the veteran adventurers in the crowd had been able to tell that what looked like a single gesture was Sasha slashing the rock twenty-one times and returning her sword back to its sheath. It’d been the span of a mere second. Nobody had been able to see her actual movements.


      The announcer looked at Sasha and then the broken rock.


      “Give the kids from earlier the gold coin,” said Sasha. “It’s an investment in their future.”


      “Huh?” the announcer said dumbly. “U-Uh...”


      The venue had gone silent, but Sasha simply walked off the stage and left.


      “I think it’s time to go back,” Sasha said, stretching as she headed back to where Sacred was staying. “A bath in the hot springs sounds good right about now.”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Phew...” Sasha said, in full enjoyment of the hot springs she had all to herself.


      Pianora and the others had already left after their long bath and gone straight to bed. Raynold and the other guys had yet to return. Sasha suspected that they were probably at their second bar already, if not their third, and were wholeheartedly enjoying their first drinks in a while.


      “The water here is quite dense, but I like that.”


      The thick, mineral-rich water was a little hot, but it was perfect for Sasha. After finishing her bath, she planned to drink some cold fruit juice while doing maintenance on her sword. She got out of the bath, dried off, changed clothes, and then went into the living room.


      “Heya Sasha. You’re beautiful as always... Hic,” Raynold said.


      “Ugh... I can’t drink anymore,” Cless moaned.


      “Where are my glasses?” Tycoon asked, fumbling around.


      Raynold, Cless, and Tycoon were collapsed in the entrance of the house, all very drunk. Sasha sighed, but carried them to their beds. After awakening to her Sword Master Ability, she’d become much stronger, to the point where carrying an adult was child’s play to her. After putting them in their beds, Sasha went back to the living room to finally do maintenance on her sword.


      She removed any stains on the blade and oiled it. That’s all she really had to do for it. This sword had been forged from the fang of a Silver Ray Dragon when she became an A-rank adventurer, and she was very proud of it.


      “You’re so diligent, Sasha,” said a voice nearby.


      “Cless? I thought you were asleep,” said Sasha.


      “I took some hangover medicine and immediately recovered.”


      Cless was a talented apothecary. Any team without a healer would no doubt ask for him to join.


      “There’s not much to watch,” Sasha said as Cless sat across from her.


      “That’s not true. Sasha, you’re truly beautiful when you hold a sword.”


      “Huh?”


      “I’m saying you’re attractive.”


      “D-Don’t tease me.”


      “I’m not. I’m being serious,” he said with a smile.


      But perhaps not believing him, Sasha continued to deflect. “You’re a prince. I’m sure there are much more beautiful noble ladies than me. I was raised a commoner, and all I’m good at is swinging a sword.”


      “And that’s what makes you so charming. You’re not dressing up who you are. This is the real you, and I think you’re beautiful.” Perhaps finally realizing that he wasn’t lying, her cheeks tinged pink, and she looked away. “You’re planning to make a clan after this and take on the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, right?”


      “Yeah, I am.”


      “I’m sure you’ll be able to do it. But what do you plan to do after that?”


      “After...that?”


      “If you can clear even just one of the labyrinths, your name will be known across the world. There’s no doubt that people will be clamoring to join your clan. You might even end up surpassing all of the Four Great Clans that way. Even if you never went out on another quest again, you’d be able to live comfortably for the rest of your days. I’m asking what your plans are after retiring.”


      “Well, this is sudden. I haven’t even made a clan yet, so retirement is something I hadn’t even considered.”


      “In that case, could I reserve your heart for when you do?” he asked with a serious expression. “Sasha, after you’re done with everything, will you marry me?”


      The cloth Sasha was using to polish her sword dropped to the floor.


      “You can answer me whenever you’d like,” Cless said, “whether that’s tomorrow, a few years in the future, or even after you retire. Just think carefully about it, okay?”


      “W-Wait,” Sasha said, stammering. “This is way too sudden.”


      “You shine more brightly in the midst of battle, giving your all, than any of the dressed-up girls in high society. You’re my ideal girl.”


      “W-Wait. Please don’t joke aro—”


      “I’m not joking,” he said, looking straight at her.


      His passionate eyes pierced through her, making Sasha go red all over. This was the first time anyone had professed their feelings for her so bluntly.


      “A-As I said. This is just very sudden.”


      “That’s why I’m saying you don’t have to rush your response. All I wanted was for you to know how I feel about you.”


      Sasha made a soft groan, not sure how to react.


      “Sorry,” Cless said, getting up. “I wasn’t trying to jumble your mind or anything. I’ll go to bed now. We’re going shopping tomorrow, right? Good night, Sasha.”


      Cless lightly blew a kiss to Sasha, and left the room.


      Now alone, Sasha picked up the cloth that she’d dropped, and sighed. “Cless felt that way about me? H-He said that I was radiant?”


      “Sasha, you’re so radiant! You’re my ideal!”


      Words from the past suddenly popped into Sasha’s mind.


      “Huh?”


      Sasha shook her head, as if she could dislodge the abrupt memory that way.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The next day, Sasha and Robin, currently in charge of provisions, left their lodgings to buy food supplies for their party. The motto of Sacred was to carry as much as they could by themselves, to walk as far as they could by themselves, and to do as much as they could by themselves. However, there were some exceptions.


      Sacred had an item box, but it was a cheap one with not a lot of storage space. But even so, Sasha and Robin had brought it with them to load up on supplies.


      “Hey, Sasha,” Robin said, as she stuffed some dried meat into their item box, “we should get a nicer item box.”


      “This one’s still in good shape,” Sasha said. “We shouldn’t be wasteful.”


      “But this one holds less than the one Cless brought just for himself, and it’s supposed to be for all of us. I get that it’s the first one you bought and you want to treasure it, but...”


      All of a sudden, Sasha remembered the time when Sacred was just her and Hyse. Hyse had helped pick out their first ever item box, the same one they were using now, with money the two of them had saved. None of the other members of Sacred knew this.


      To Sasha, this item box was of extreme importance. She thought about telling Robin its origins and convincing her to keep using it that way, but she felt it’d be unfair to her companions if she continued to be fixated on the item box forever.


      “Did something happen, Sasha?” Robin asked.


      “Huh? Wh-What do you mean?” said Sasha.


      “You wouldn’t react like this if something didn’t happen.”


      Robin took out an apple she’d just bought and cut it in half with the knife she had around her waist. She offered one half to Sasha before loudly biting into the other half.


      “Did someone profess their love to you?” Robin asked.


      “Pfft! H-H-How did you know?!” Sasha spluttered.


      “Wait...you’re serious? I was just kidding.”


      Sasha looked away, biting into her apple as she became aware of the hole she’d just dug herself. Ever since she was little, Sasha had a habit of looking away whenever she got embarrassed or was put in an awkward position.


      “You know Pianora would go crazy if she found out, right?” Robin said.


      “D-Don’t joke around like that. Sheesh...”


      “So who was it?” Robin asked. “Cless?”


      “Pfft! Y-You were watching, weren’t you?!”


      “No, I was just kidding again... You’re just too easy to read, Sasha. But I guess that makes sense. Cless has been looking at you a lot recently.”


      “Huh?”


      “You’re probably the only one who hasn’t noticed. Even Miuanne’s been suspecting something.”


      Sasha didn’t know what to say to Robin’s words and so kept silent.


      “Just make sure you have no regrets, okay?” Robin said after a moment.


      “Regrets? About what?” said Sasha.


      “You’ll figure that out one day,” Robin said, before finishing the rest of her apple.




      After finishing their preparations, Sasha and the rest of Sacred began their final check on provisions and equipment before heading out for the mines.


      “Our next stop is the Crystal Mines,” Sasha said, wearing her freshly polished armor. “Our plan remains unchanged. We’ll defeat any magic beasts along the way. Cless, Miuanne, are the two of you ready?”


      “Of course!” said Cless. “Though we haven’t been part of the team for too long, we’re ready to help.”


      “I’m ready!” Miuanne agreed with Cless.


      “Good,” Sasha said. “Raynold, Pianora, Tycoon, Robin, let’s do this like we usually do.”


      “Yeah!” said all of Sacred.


      “Okay then. Our quest begins now!”


      Sacred then left their temporary lodging for the Crystal Mines. Once inside the mine, Tycoon primed the team on their new environment.


      “The only time mining is conducted here is when they need to harvest high-quality materials to create the luxury goods they gift to foreign countries,” said Tycoon. “The highest-quality ore in all of Ristahl is found here, and so the area is patrolled by royal soldiers who are ordered to execute anyone who tries to enter without permission—no questions asked. Regular adventurers will probably go their entire lives without ever getting in here.”


      “Is it really okay for us to be here?” Robin asked, nervously looking around with a gulp.


      Cless started to laugh. “I’ve only ever been here once before. I was probably five... I think I got bored and begged the knight I was with to take me back home the entire time.”


      “You never told me this,” Miuanne said, surprised.


      Tycoon sighed. “We’re already inside the mine. No more idle chitchat. Make sure to actually do your job and scout, Robin.”


      “Yeah, yeah,” Robin said, before heading off ahead of them.


      As an Archer, Robin often acted as Sacred’s scout. Robin’s Ability was Failnaught, which allowed her to mark anything she saw. When she shot an arrow at the marked target, it would always connect, without fail. The mark was only visible to Robin, and her effective range was as far as she could see, which was also how far her arrows could reach.


      It was the perfect Ability for an Archer, but Robin, not wanting to be reliant on her Ability, also trained hard to be light on her feet. She was the best in Sacred at infiltration, with unparalleled sensitivity to the presence of enemies and near perfect awareness of her environment. She could grasp the terrain of a place faster than anyone, which allowed her to select the most advantageous areas to perch as an Archer.


      “The mine has an interesting glow to it,” Sasha said, touching the wall nearest her.


      The paths in the mines were wide, with high ceilings. Bright, translucent crystals jutted out from the walls, all glowing, making the mine overall very bright. It was almost like they were walking in the midday sun.


      “The crystals here have a low purity and aren’t well suited to be used in fancy trinkets,” Tycoon explained. “That being said, they’re still of a higher purity than crystals found in other mines.”


      “Really? So why hasn’t anyone mined these and sold them elsewhere?” Raynold asked, tilting his head.


      Tycoon adjusted his glasses before giving an answer. “Well, as you can see, though they might not be good for making trinkets, as a light source, they’re quite effective. There’s a bunch of high-purity crystals deeper in the mines, so there’s no point in taking out these crystals and installing their own lights.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “Cless!” Pianora suddenly barked, making him jump.


      “Y-You scared me. Yes?” Cless asked.


      “Would you be so kind as to allow me to take a little bit of these crystals?” Pianora asked. “If we can sell off some of the higher-purity ones, we’ll be able to buy an item box with time stasis.”


      “Uh, sure...”


      “Hell yeah!” Pianora yelled with triumph, making Cless smile wryly.


      Cless then noticed Miuanne acting strangely. “What’s wrong, Miuanne?” he asked.


      “I-It’s nothing,” Miuanne replied. “I mean, I’ve just never been in caves like this where it’s so...tight.”


      “Oh, true. Now that you mention it...”


      “Something wrong, Miuanne?” Raynold asked.


      “No, it’s nothing,” she said, shaking her head, but nevertheless moved to walk next to him.


      Cless walked up to Sasha’s side. “Miuanne’s actually not really a big fan of caves,” he said. “Sorry...I forgot to say that.”


      “That’s okay,” Sasha said. “Make sure you stay by her side.”


      “Yeah.” Cless said, but then he noticed Sasha was being unusually silent. “Something wrong?”


      “Huh?” Sasha answered. “No. Nothing’s wrong. Yeah, I’m perfectly okay.”


      “Heh. Don’t tell me you’re falling for me,” Cless joked.


      Sasha looked away and quickened her pace to walk next to Tycoon.


      “Wh-What’s wrong, Sasha?” Tycoon asked.


      “Nothing!” she said.


      “O-Okay...” Tycoon said, tilting his head slightly in befuddlement.


      After about five minutes more of walking, Robin suddenly reappeared, returning from her scouting. She was so stealthy that only Sasha noticed her return. Robin’s stealth skills alone were S-rank, even if the rest of her skills weren’t.


      “I found the Crystal Golem,” Robin reported.


      “Is it just the one?” Sasha asked.


      “No, there are seven, but there’s something weird going on.”


      “What do you mean?” Raynold asked.


      “Well...about a hundred meters down that way is the mining site. The ceiling’s really high. There’s even a hut to rest in, and a little watering hole. And those seven Crystal Golems in the mining site are...strangely coordinated.”


      “They...are?” Tycoon asked, adjusting his glasses.


      “Yeah. Two of them are clearly patrolling the place, while two are watching the entrance to the processing area, or at least, that’s what I think it’s called. And the other three are just standing in place, watching. It’s as if they’re all protecting something.”


      “Magic beasts shouldn’t have this kind of intelligence,” said Tycoon. “Something’s off. It’s said that goblins have the intelligence of three-year-olds. Golems, on the other hand, are ore or rock that suddenly transforms into magic beasts. They don’t have a consciousness and mindlessly attack whatever’s in front of them.”


      Sasha took the lead, the rest of the party following as they ventured closer to the mining area. At the entrance, they carefully surveyed what was in front of them.


      “It’s pretty spacious,” Sasha remarked.


      The ceiling was domed and, as Robin had mentioned, there was a hut to rest in and a watering hole nearby. Various mining tools were strewn around the place.


      On the other side of the mining area was a path leading deeper into the mine, which was blocked by two Crystal Golems. And as Robin reported, two other Crystal Golems were patrolling, while three additional Crystal Golems stationed across three different areas in clear surveyance of the area. Seven in total.


      “One Crystal Golem is already enough trouble, but seven?” Tycoon lamented. “What’s the plan, Sasha?”


      “Same plan as before!” Sasha said, enveloping her body in Fighting Spirit.


      Cless then tapped Sasha on the shoulder. “Double!” he said, making a copy of Sasha.


      Cless’s Ability allowed him to make a copy of whatever he touched. He could even create another copy by touching the copy he’d made. On its own it might not have seemed like too impressive of an Ability, but having a second Sasha was a great boost of strength to the party.


      Robin took out several arrows from her quiver and gave them to Miuanne. “You ready?”


      “Yeah!”


      Miuanne gripped the arrows, making them glow a bright red. As soon as Sasha dashed into battle, Robin fired these glowing arrows. Upon making contact with the body of the Crystal Golem she’d targeted, the arrows exploded, breaking off an arm. The other Crystal Golems immediately began to move in response.


      “Heh heh, got a good taste of my Ability? I’ll make all your arrows explode!” Miuanne said.


      Miuanne’s Ability was Explosion, which she could use to imbue any weapon with the “explosion” attribute. The longer she touched something for, the stronger the explosion she imbued it with. She could imbue swords with the attribute as well, but since that would result in the wielder taking damage, she usually only used Explosion on projectiles.


      “Heh heh. The two of you are so reliable,” Sasha called out while taking out a Crystal Golem with her clone.


      Having another Sasha didn’t simply double their power as a party, but maybe increased it severalfold.


      “Silver Blade: Lotus Edge!” Sasha and her clone yelled out, each simultaneously releasing a silver slice to a Crystal Golem, reducing it to rubble.


      Even for Sasha, it would take a little bit of time for her to get through the defenses of a Crystal Golem on her own, but with this copy, she was able to get through them with ease.


      “This is almost too easy with two of her; it’s scary,” Tycoon said, a bead of sweat dripping down his face.


      Robin had nocked a few arrows to back up Sasha, but it seemed like they were unnecessary.


      “Sasha’s really invincible...” Robin remarked.


      “Get a good look. That’s our leader,” Raynold said, holding his shield up.


      “Hnngh! Sasha, you’re so dashing!” Pianora shouted. “You’re so wonderful! Mmnn!”


      The rest of Sacred ignored Pianora’s very intense excitement.


      Not even three minutes had passed, and all seven Crystal Golems lay in pieces, defeated. Sasha sheathed her sword, her clone disappearing at the same time.


      “All done,” she said as she returned to the rest of her party.


      “Sasha, that was amazing!” Pianora cried, and jumped on her.


      “Whoa, Pianora. Calm down, there might be more enemies,” she said, peeling Pianora off of her.


      “Double is a great Ability,” Sasha said to Cless.


      “Thanks, but it’d be nice if I could use it on the same target more than once a day.”


      “Oh hey, can you duplicate food?!” Robin asked Cless.


      “Yeah, and it doesn’t disappear when you eat it... I’m not sure why, though.”


      “It’s such a convenient Ability. I wish you could be a regular member of the team,” Raynold said.


      But that would be difficult. Cless had only been able to join them this time because it’d been a requirement for the quest.


      “I wish I could have shown off my Ability a little bit more,” Miuanne pouted.


      Robin laughed. “Yeah,” she said. “You couldn’t use it all that much because there wasn’t much for me to do.”


      “I didn’t need to use my magic at all either,” Tycoon said.


      “I, for one, am happy I didn’t have to heal any unnecessary injuries,” Pianora said.


      Raynold then picked up a piece of a Crystal Golem. “Hey, Tycoon, we can keep the parts of the magic beasts, right?”


      “Yeah. That’s right.”


      “Hell yeah! Heh heh. The Crystal Golems are made out of crystal, right? If we sell these to the guild, we’ll get a lotta money. Come on, get working, guys!” Raynold said, and started gathering the fragments of the golems and storing them in the team’s item box.


      Tycoon sighed. “Well, for the time being, looks like the quest is done with. And now, we collect the spoils.”


      But Sasha stopped him before he could do so. “Wait,” she said, her gaze fixed on the processing area. “I’m sensing a strange presence.”


      “Are you serious?” Tycoon asked.


      “Yeah,” Sasha said. “Whatever it is, it’s not a Crystal Golem. They’re breathing and walking in even intervals. And they’re coming this way.”


      “Seriously? Damn it,” Tycoon swore. “What are they, bandits or something?”


      “Everyone, stay on your toes,” Sasha said, beginning to walk toward the refinery. She spoke with an even sterner tone than when they’d fought the Crystal Golems.




      The processing area—or the refinery, to be more precise—was where mined crystals were organized and separated by purity. Separating them was called “primary processing,” which was why Robin might have described it as “the processing area” in the first place. It was about as spacious as the mining area, but it was filled with empty crates. There was also a large building where the actual sorting occurred. Upon entering the area, Sasha came to a stop.


      “You shouldn’t have come here,” said a man standing in the refinery. “Defeating the lookouts should have been enough to satisfy you.”


      The man was in his early twenties, older than their party, with dark brown skin, deep red eyes, and hair the color of silvery ash, two horns growing out of his head. He wore clothes more suited for a party than walking around a mine: a three-piece suit with leather shoes.


      “But praise where praise is due: You did well to sense my presence, little lady,” he said, grinning, and pointed at Sasha. “You’re pretty good.”


      But Sasha wasn’t smiling. Her teammates could tell that she was tense, internal alarms ringing throughout her body.


      “Who are you?” Sasha asked. She covertly twisted her left hand in a signal for everyone to prepare to fight.


      “Oh, me?” said the man. “You can call me Krane—I’m a demon.”


      “A-A demon?!” Tycoon exclaimed with surprise.


      Long ago, demons and humans had fought each other in a great war, one so vicious it almost tore the world into pieces. But one person used their Ability to split the continent in two, separating the two races and ending the war. On one side was the human realm, where Sasha and the others lived. The other side was known as the demon realm, where demons resided.


      It was impossible for denizens of either realm to cross into the opposite side of the continent. After it was split in two, a stormy, unpredictable sea rose between the two realms, making travel impossible. Even if someone tried to fly over the sea, they’d have to somehow get through all the lightning and tough winds that constantly hovered over it.


      “Th-That can’t be possible,” Tycoon said, stunned. “Can demons really access the human realm? But your appearance...you’re definitely a real demon.”


      “That I am,” said Krane. “I guess if you know that much about demons then...you know how powerful I am, don’t you?”


      “Sasha, we’re retreating,” Tycoon said.


      “What?” said Sasha, surprised.


      “A demon’s strength surpasses even that of S-rank adventurers. I’ve read that in the great war, before the continent was split in two, the humans had gathered each and every person who could fight to oppose the demons, but the demons brought only one thousand of their own forces. And it was an even fight.”


      “What...?”


      “Back then humans had armies of tens of thousands of soldiers. To match legions of humans with just one thousand of their own shows how powerful demons are,” Tycoon explained.


      Krane clapped. “You impress me, Glasses,” he said, praising Tycoon. “Singing our praises like that makes me happy. For that I’ll allow all of you to leave here with your lives. After all, I’m just here for some high-purity crystals.”


      Krane then flicked his hands in a shooing motion, as if Sacred were strays that had wandered into his house. But Sasha didn’t back down.


      “What do you plan to do with them?” she asked.


      “Nothing too special,” said Krane. “Not like you understand what a Magic Ship is anyway. We’ve been experimenting with materials we might use to power the core. There’s nowhere in the demon realm where we can find high-purity crystals like these.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      “The human realm is rife with resources. For us demons it’s like a garden made of treasure. So as long as none of you get in my way I won’t squash you. Now run along.”


      “Squash us?” said Sasha.


      “Well, yes. After all, if this place is a garden of treasures, the lot of you are like pests crawling all over our jewels. Don’t you stomp on pests if they get in your way? But I’ve got a kind heart, so instead of doing that I’m simply shooing you all out. It’s how I show mercy.”


      But right after he spoke Sasha sent a flying slash from her blade and destroyed the crystal Krane had had in his hand.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” he growled.


      “Isn’t it obvious?” she said. “I’m squashing the pest that’s found its way into the royal mine of the Kingdom of Heiberg.”


      “Sasha?!” Tycoon exclaimed in shock.


      Raynold moved to the front of the group, preparing his shield. “Did you forget, Tycoon? This is the personal mine of the royal family. Anyone who comes in here without permission dies—no questions asked.”


      “Miuanne, give my arrows your Explosion,” Robin said.


      “You fucker! Any enemy of Sasha’s is an enemy of mine! You’re dead!” Pianora yelled.


      Tycoon let out one great and gusty sigh before taking out his staff.


      “Miuanne, let’s get ready,” Cless said.


      “Wh-What?” stammered Miuanne. “Th-That’s a demon! You know that, right, Cless?”


      Though Cless seemed calm, Miuanne still didn’t seem to understand what was happening.


      Krane looked at Sasha, and gradually, a twisted smile across his face. “Oh sheesh... I quite liked these clothes. And now they’re about to be drenched in blood.”


      “Don’t worry,” Sasha said. “It’ll just be your blood on them.”


      Thus, the battle between Sacred and Krane began.




      A gale suddenly blew into the refinery, surrounding Krane’s arms and legs until he began to rise into the air. Sasha carefully studied him, her blade at the ready.


      “You humans possess Abilities, right?” said Krane. “Show me what you can do.”


      “You might end up regretting that,” Tycoon said, pointing his now glowing staff at Sasha. “Full Body Fortification.”


      Within moments, both Raynold’s and Sasha’s bodies started to glow. Cless then placed his hand on Robin’s shoulder.


      “Double!” Cless shouted.


      “Let’s do this!” Robin and her clone said, giving each other a high five. Then both Robins nocked the explosive arrows Miuanne had frantically imbued moments before Cless had duplicated Robin.


      Tycoon also began chanting a curse. With his Sage Ability, he was primarily proficient with buffs and debuffs, but when necessary could also cast curses and other offensive spells.


      Typically, mages could only use the elemental magic that corresponded with their Abilities; Fire Magic could only be used by those with a Fire Ability, Wind Magic could only be used by those with a Wind Ability, and so on. But as a Sage, Tycoon could use any and all magic types except for Healing Magic. Tycoon, however, normally preferred magic that strengthened his allies and debilitated their enemies, so as a whole he wasn’t especially proficient with offensive magic.


      “Heh, interesting. So these are Abilities, huh?” said Krane. “But you’re not that special. Demons have them too.”


      Sasha immediately flew toward Krane at lightning speed. After being fortified with spells, no ordinary adventurer could have kept up with Sasha, but for some reason, she didn’t find herself in front of Krane as she’d intended. To her surprise, her body had been pushed to the side, and she’d been launched straight into a wall instead.


      “Urk!” she grunted.


      “Sasha!” Pianora held her hand out toward Sasha and in the next minute a bright light enveloped her, healing her wounds.


      With her Saint Ability, Pianora was proficient with Healing Magic. Unlike Tycoon, she could only use Healing Magic, but in return it was incredibly powerful. It could not only heal wounds and illnesses, but neutralize poisons and remove curses.


      Krane then threw his fist, wrapped in wind, at Sasha while she was still embedded in the wall.


      “Not so fast!” Raynold yelled, blocking Krane’s fist with his large shield.


      “Oh, not bad,” Krane said, as his fist was bounced back by the shield.


      Raynold then used his smaller shield to try and land a blow on Krane, but was stopped by the invisible membrane of wind that was still protecting him.


      “Demons have something called Skills,” said Krane. “They’re similar to Abilities, but their strength is on a completely different level. I have the Current Manipulation Skill, which allows me to freely control the flow of wind, just like this.”


      He snapped his fingers, and the arrows that Robin had shot at him stopped midair.


      “Huh?!” Robin and her copy called out in exasperation.


      In midair, the arrows turned and flew to Raynold, who was occupied defending Sasha, and exploded on impact.


      “Urgh!” Raynold grunted.


      “Oh, wow,” Krane said, impressed.


      With his Shield Master Ability, any shield that Raynold held would be as strong as steel regardless of what it was actually made of. It was said that his shield, forged from the bones of the Silver Ray Dragon, was the strongest in the royal capital.


      Krane gathered some wind between his hands and then sent it flying across the area. The wind destroyed the refinery, sending a pile of logs flying into the air. Gradually, the winds coalesced into a violent flurry.


      “Aha ha ha!” Krane laughed. “Do you understand now? I could flatten an entire city if I actually tried to. Demons, all demons, are simply on a higher plane than humans are, and that’s why we are superior to you pests!”


      Sasha picked her way out of the hole in the wall she’d made after colliding with it. “I see,” she said, her hair swaying with the wind. “You do seem to have a lot of strength, but...” A confident, serene expression filled her face. “You’re a fool.”


      “I’m a...what?” said Krane.


      Sasha’s Fighting Spirit began enveloping her once more. “Allow me to show you what I mean. Come at me,” Sasha taunted.


      “You cheeky wench. That’s it. I’ve decided. You’re coming with me to the demon realm as my pet.”


      “I’d like to see you try.”


      And then Sasha’s Fighting Spirit erupted from all over her body, destroying anything nearby. Bits of broken building and wooden crates flew at Krane, passing through even the wind he had enveloped his body with and just barely grazing his cheek.


      He clicked his tongue with annoyance, rubbing his cheek, but in battle, even small motions like that could create an opening. And as small of a window as it was, Sasha wouldn’t let this slip her by. If understood numerically, the highest level of Fighting Spirit that Sasha could use would be considered “ten.” Right now, she was using Fighting Spirit at level “seven” in her feet, which allowed her to almost instantaneously position herself behind Krane, and slash him in the back.


      “Gah!” he cried.


      “Too late,” she said.


      Then Sasha followed up with a series of quick slashes, cutting his back to shreds, his dark green blood flying with every slice. Krane was forced to the ground. Though he immediately shot back to his feet, he was then hit by several explosive arrows Robin had shot at him and went flying.


      “Eat this!” Raynold yelled, flying toward Krane and slamming the rounded shield he kept strapped to his right arm right into Krane’s face.


      “Guh!” Krane grunted, blood flying from his nose.


      In the meantime, the copy of Raynold, which Cless had just made, used his large shield and thrust it forward. “Shield Rush!” the two Raynolds then yelled.


      “Gyah!” Krane, as if hit by a massive bull, was launched into the air.


      Having now been thrown every which way, Krane was dizzy and unsteady. By the time he tottered to his feet, Sasha was standing right in front of him.


      “Your control of the wind is wonderful, and clearly far more powerful than any human’s Wind Magic Ability, but you can’t use it to its full potential in an enclosed space. You’d bring down the mine on top of yourself otherwise. To use it here and think you’re got the advantage is foolish,” she said. “But the biggest reason why you’re a fool is because you underestimate humans. You’re convinced that we’re weaker than you, and so you played around instead of fighting seriously. This is why you lost.”


      “You...brat!” he screamed, glaring at Sasha with clear killing intent.


      But Sasha saw right through him, closing in and cutting off his right arm before he could do anything else.


      “Graah!” he yowled.


      “I never let my guard down. Now die.”


      But the instant his arm fell off, Krane used the full extent of his strength to create a powerful gale around himself.


      “Damn it...” Krane cursed as he distanced himself from Sasha, so angry a vein distended across his forehead, his eyes bloodshot with strain. He pointed at Sasha and bared his fangs, declaring, “I will kill you! I will dominate every last bit of you and make sure to leave you a bloody mess!”


      Then the gale around him became even more violent for just a moment, before vanishing entirely. Krane was nowhere to be seen.
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      As Sasha sheathed her sword, Robin ran over to her.


      “Are you okay, Sasha?!” said Robin.


      “Yeah, thanks, Robin,” said Sasha. “Is everyone else okay?”


      She observed the rest of their party. No one was seriously hurt, though there were some minor injuries from all the debris that had been blown around with the wind that Pianora was already attending to.


      “That really was a demon... Cless, you need to tell the king,” Tycoon said through gritted teeth.


      “I know,” Cless replied. “I will report this to my father and to neighboring countries.”


      “Cless...” Miuanne said weakly.


      “Looks like things are about to get busy, Miuanne,” he said.


      And with this, Sacred successfully completed their quest, albeit with an explosive ending whose impacts were just beginning to be felt.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The demon Krane had long left the Crystal Mines and was deep in woods far away from Ristahl. His body was trembling with barely repressed rage.


      “That brat! That damn, fucking brat!” he screamed.


      He could never forgive her. Not only had she cut off his arm, but she’d pushed him to his limits. And not only had he been unable to use his wind to its fullest extent, but Sasha herself had been strong. He’d let his guard down when facing her, true, but what angered him the most was her attitude.


      “I will kill you,” he muttered to himself. “Make no mistake. But don’t think you’ll die quickly. I’ll destroy everything you hold dear first! Damn it. Damn it!” He took several deep breaths to steady himself. “She said Heiberg, right? Heh heh. All right. I’ll start by turning it to rubble.”


      Krane turned and walked in the direction of the royal capital, a twisted smile all over his face.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Upon returning to Ryuzen, Sasha and the rest of Sacred went first to the guild house and then the royal palace, to report to the king of their success. Once in front of the king, they knelt and relayed to him both the completion of the quest and of the demon they had encountered.


      “A demon?” said the king.


      “Yes, Your Majesty We fought this demon, but...he got away,” Sasha said.


      “Father,” Cless said, speaking up. “Sasha speaks the truth. I saw the demon with my own eyes.”


      “M-Me too! I mean, I did as well, father!” Miuanne said, correcting her speech mid-sentence to be more formal.


      “Hmm...” Barbaros went into thought before nodding. “I’ll hear the details from Cless and Miuanne. For now Sasha, congratulations on completing the quest.”


      “Thank you very much, Your Majesty,” said Sasha.


      “Now, tell me what you’d like as your reward.”


      “In that case, I’d like a home for Sacred.”


      “Oh, you mean a clan house, don’t you? So you’re going to finally create a clan?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” said Sasha.


      “Very well. You may have whatever materials you’d like. I’ll leave the bequeathal to you of any vacant buildings to the chancellor,” he said. He turned to Bonett and added, “Make sure they get what they want.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Bonett said.


      The king then chuckled. “I suppose that even if Hyse failed, you would, of course, succeed.”


      “Huh?” Sasha blurted unknowingly, then immediately covered her mouth.


      “Hyse failed in his quest to retrieve the eternal moonflower,” explained the king, “but...” then Barbados chuckled again. “He’s a real softie. According to the report I received from Ygdra, it seems like he had actually harvested one, but gave it away to their queen.”


      “H-Huh?”


      “Well, if you’d like more details, feel free to ask the chancellor,” he said, and soon after ended Sacred’s audience.


      With the king granting their request for a clan house, Sacred moved to one of the castle’s drawing rooms and split into teams. One team would accompany the chancellor and pick out the actual building. Another team would retrieve the reward for defeating the Crystal Golems. The former comprised Sasha, Robin, and Tycoon, while the latter consisted of Raynold and Pianora.


      “Nooo! Why do I have to be with Raynold?!” Pianora complained.


      Robin giggled. “Pianora, there’s no use. Those are the lots we pulled, after all! Let’s pick a good one, Sasha.”


      “Grrr!” Pianora screeched.


      “Shut up already!” Tycoon snapped. “Sheesh... Getting the money is a good job too, you know?”


      “Pianora... You know I have feelings too, right?” Raynold moped.


      “Shut the hell up!” she screamed back at him.


      But having apparently already accepted her fate, Pianora left for the guild house, with Raynold following behind her. The rest of Sacred remained waiting in the drawing room, but not too long after, Bonett came to them carrying several large pieces of parchment paper.


      “Phew,” he said with strain. “I’ve picked out a few candidates that I think you’ll like.”


      “Thank you very much,” Tycoon said, standing up and offering a deep bow.


      Bonett placed the large pieces of parchment paper on the table, with the members of Sacred immediately leaning in to examine them. Tycoon very excitedly began spreading them out while muttering to himself.


      “Wow, the bath’s so big on this one!” Robin said, looking at some blueprints. “Oh, I like this. I want this room!”


      “Um, Chancellor Bonett... What did His Majesty mean when he said that Hyse failed the quest?” Sasha asked as she looked at some parchment.


      “You’re curious about that?” the chancellor asked, smiling when he saw Sasha nod back. “Well, Hyse had pretty much completed his quest. He obtained the eternal moonflower and was on his way to deliver it to the king, but... Actually, let me talk a bit about what happened before all that. Before even coming to Ygdra, Hyse encountered a young elven girl named Prescea, who also happens to be the younger sister of Ygdra’s queen, Queen Alscea. She’d come all the way to Heiberg to find the eternal moonflower and use it to complete an elixir for the queen. But when she found out Hyse was going to Ygdra for the exact same flower, she decided to accompany him there.”


      “Huh?” Sasha was astonished.


      “Hyse worked with someone?!” Robin exclaimed.


      Bonett smiled wryly. “Well, I wouldn’t say they were working together. She simply walked alongside him. According to the report, Lady Prescea said herself that they weren’t teammates.”


      “This is hard to believe. Hyse, who loves being alone, allowed someone to accompany him?” Tycoon said, his eyes roving over the parchment in his hands.


      “Ygdra strictly regulates who is allowed into the Sacred Mountain of Gagagea because of the many magic beasts that call it home,” said Bonett. “Her only option was to go with someone who had a quest from the King of Heiberg, which would give them permission to enter the mountain. Lady Prescea and Hyse climbed the mountain and unfortunately, ran into the SS+-level threat, the Green Elephant Dragon.”


      “A-A what level threat?! I-Isn’t SS+ something that a country’s army deals with?!” Robin exclaimed.


      “Indeed. Hyse fought it by himself to protect Lady Prescea, emerging victorious. However, in turn, the area where the eternal moonflower grew was destroyed, and he was only able to salvage a single one.”


      Upon hearing this, Tycoon, Robin, and Sasha all went quiet. Before they even realized it, none of them were looking at the parchment on the table anymore.


      “After leaving the mountain,” continued Bonett, “Ygdran soldiers took Lady Prescea back to their castle, with Hyse going on his own way. Lady Prescea returned to Queen Alscea’s bedside despondent, having given up on the eternal moonflower once and for all. But when Lady Prescea opened her item box, she found that Hyse had put the eternal moonflower inside. With it, they were able to create the elixir and restore Queen Alscea to perfect health. Even now she is presiding over the country with no apparent issue.”


      “Hyse...” Sasha found herself smiling, her hand against her chest. She felt alight with happiness, as if Hyse had helped her instead of the Queen of Ygdra.


      “And so,” said Bonett, “though Hyse failed his quest, he essentially saved the life of a member of Ygdra’s royal family. His Majesty still tried to reward him for it, but Hyse turned him down.”


      “Aw, what a waste!” Robin cried out.


      “Couldn’t agree more,” Tycoon said.


      Sasha couldn’t say for sure if she could’ve done the same thing Hyse had done if she’d been in his position. Knowing what to prioritize—the quest or a life—was difficult, and suddenly Sasha found herself both envious of Hyse for being able to make that decision, and disappointed in herself, in how she couldn’t immediately choose the latter.


      “Oh wait, so what happened to that elf, Prescea?” Robin asked.


      “I hear she received a reward for obtaining the eternal moonflower.” Bonett chuckled. “It appears that she’s asked to be removed from Ygdra’s royal family and now works in Heiberg as an adventurer. She seems quite taken with Hyse.”


      “Hmph.” Sasha found this part not amusing in the slightest.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Oh.”


      “What are you doing here?”


      Those were the words Raynold and Pianora had said, respectively, upon running into Hyse at the adventurer guild’s dissection room. The room was populated by large tables, placed in rows, where the dissection and appraisal of prey was conducted. Any prey that was determined to be of high value was relocated to a different room for reevaluation. Then, at the end, the adventurers who brought in the prey would be given a larger reward in line with the higher value of what they’d brought in.


      It just so happened that the examination tables where Sacred and Hyse were going to have their appraisals done were right next to each other. Pianora’s face had soured immediately upon seeing him, but now it had twisted into a mocking sneer.


      “Heh,” she scoffed. “I heard that you failed your quest. Heh heh. Look at you, so brazenly rejecting your royal companion and going off alone only to come back a failure. Heh heh, how pathetic can you get? Pfft ha ha!”


      Hyse stayed silent, but Raynold spoke up in his stead. “Knock it off, Pianora.”


      “So you don’t think he was pathetic at all, Raynold?”


      “Seriously, Pianora? You’re really so...” Raynold sighed. “Hyse, look, no offense, but you really need to get some teammates.”


      “Thanks for the advice,” Hyse said as he ejected his prey, the S+-level threat, the Desmond Spider, out of his item box and onto his assigned table.


      The guild’s appraiser grimaced at the hole-ridden carcass. “Hyse, you really overdid it here. You brought in such a high-level magic beast, but its condition means we can only use its bones and some skin.”


      “My bad,” said Hyse. “The magic beasts in the high-level dungeon I investigated were a lot stronger than I expected.”


      Pianora began snickering uncontrollably. “Okay, Raynold, it’s our turn. Bring it out!”


      “Yeah, yeah. Why are you trying to compete over this anyway?” Raynold brought out the item box that Cless had let them borrow and released the remains of the Crystal Golems they had slain.


      As SS-level-threat magic beasts, they were much more valuable than Hyse’s spider, and made the appraiser exclaim with excitement.


      Pianora puffed out her chest with pride. “Go ahead and appraise away!” she said, laughing haughtily.


      “You’re such an idiot...” Raynold sighed at Pianora. He then turned to the appraiser. “But yeah, please go ahead.”


      After the appraisals ended, Raynold and Pianora were led to a different room while Hyse was handed his money right on the spot. Since Raynold and Pianora had been called to a different room, it meant that the remains they’d brought contained valuable materials and would fetch a high price. Any adventurer dreamed of experiencing this at least once in their life.


      “Let’s be off, Raynold,” Pianora said, laughing haughtily once more.


      “R-Right. Later, Hyse,” said Raynold.


      After they left, Hyse left the dissection room with his money.


      “All done?” Prescea asked, as Hyse entered the guild’s hallway.


      “None of your business,” he said.


      “True,” Prescea agreed. “Did you have lunch? I’ll eat with you if you haven’t.”


      Hyse ignored her question and just started walking, but Prescea walked by his side as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Then they entered the same restaurant, sat together, and promptly had lunch.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 6: Their Days Off


      When Hyse arrived at the guild hall, he began looking around for new quests to take on as usual, but then Geist tapped on his shoulder, and from one moment to the next he was whisked off to Geist’s office, sat down, and given a cup of delicious black tea, which he sipped until Geist said something surprising.


      “Huh? You want me to...take a break?” Hyse asked.


      “I hear that your investigation of the high-level dungeon is going smoothly.”


      “Well, yeah, I guess.”


      “You started not too long ago, but you’ve already reached the sixtieth floor. It’s unbelievable. You’ve even already submitted a thorough report for each floor.”


      “Well...I’ve always been good at writing reports.”


      Another one of Hyse’s roles while in Sacred was the group’s cartographer. In trying to be as useful as he could be to his teammates, Hyse had gotten quite skilled at analyzing magic beasts and compiling the rather detailed data he’d acquired. For that experience to come in handy even now, as a solo S-rank adventurer, brought up mixed feelings.


      “I was thinking about sending another set of adventurers in for a survey and subsequent report for public access, but you’ve already given us more than enough. As such, I’m declaring your quest to investigate this high-level dungeon completed.”


      A knock came at the door then, and the veteran guild receptionist entered the room. She set a magic tool upon the table between Hyse and Geist.


      “Please place your adventurers’ card here to receive your reward for the dungeon survey request,” she said.


      “R-Right...” said Hyse. “But wait, Geist, are you sure you want me to stop? I’m only at the sixtieth floor.”


      “No, you’re already at the sixtieth floor,” said Geist. “Continuing farther into the dungeon isn’t a good idea. For now, I’m going to announce that the sixty-first floor and below are unexplored. This should attract skilled adventurers.”


      “Huh? Okay, then I can help survey a different dungeon.”


      “There aren’t any...well, there aren’t any that are at least more dangerous than the one you just helped out with.”


      “Oh...”


      “We don’t have any high-level requests either at the moment, so that’s why I’m telling you to take a break,” Geist said, while Hyse received his payment. “Eating well and relaxing is important too. You’re only sixteen years old, Hyse. It’s never a bad idea to enjoy your youth.”


      “My youth?”


      “And besides, you don’t plan on exploring the Six Forbidden Labyrinths just yet, are you?”


      “Yeah, not yet. My arsenal is still pretty limited.”


      “So take some time off and... Hmm, I don’t know. How about going on a date? You could take that girl...Prescea.”


      “A d-date? We’re not like that. She’s just a pest who follows me around all the time.”


      “Oh?”


      “I see the look you’re giving me and I swear we’re not like that. Seriously.”


      “Ha ha ha. Okay. Oh, I know. How about checking out this place? You like books, right?”


      Geist pushed a piece of parchment on the table toward Hyse, which said Now Open: Old Book Marketplace.


      “Old books?” said Hyse.


      “To the west is the town of Roberia. They’re known as a hub for literature. Every year they hold a marketplace in Heiberg where people can sell old books. Since you like books I think you’ll have a good time there.”


      “Hmm... I guess I’ll check it out.”


      With the piece of parchment in hand, Hyse left the guild for Ryuzen’s Old Business District. A separate neighborhood from Ryuzen’s New Business District, the Old Business District had been built when Heiberg had been founded, and was also considered Ryuzen’s first business district.


      The New Business District was centrally located in the capital and had been constructed using modern infrastructure. Most of the merchants in Ryuzen made their base there. But the Old Business District had the same infrastructure from when it’d first been built, and was home to a lot of old shops and older merchants.


      There were a lot of good antiques that could be found there, and the area had a reputation for being where old book enthusiasts would set up shop. Hyse had come here many times in the past with Tycoon.


      “Oh, what a coincidence,” Prescea said, greeting Hyse at the entrance to the Old Business District.


      Hyse silently gave her a look. “Did you follow me?” he asked.


      “No. The Spirit I attached to you told me where you were.”


      “Huh?!”


      “I’m kidding,” Prescea giggled as Hyse frantically began patting down his clothes. “You’re going to look at old books, right? Let’s go.”


      “I wanna go by myself.”


      “I won’t get in your way. I prefer browsing on my own too.”


      Hyse sighed, but entered the Old Business District anyway.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Around the same time that Hyse was in the Old Business District...


      “Sasha, you should take a break.”


      “Just a little longer, Raynold.”


      “No, seriously, you should take one now.”


      Sasha was seated in one of the rooms of their new clan house, looking over the applications of the people who wanted to join Sacred. Sacred was now formally a clan, and they were based in a large, five-story building in a prime location in the royal capital.


      The building came with a large garden that doubled as their training grounds. The first four floors had rooms for the various teams that would join the clan, while the fifth floor was dedicated to the original members of Sacred. The basement even housed a large bath.


      Sasha was currently in what they had designated the clan master’s office, which she planned to use for administrative work. Currently, she was in the middle of going through a veritable mountain of papers.


      Raynold snatched the handful of papers Sasha had been reviewing from her. “You’re too diligent,” he said. “I know you want to decide on who joins Sacred now that we’re a clan, but we don’t have to do that for another month. If you don’t take breaks when you can, you’re gonna burn yourself out before we even start.”


      “Raynold...”


      “Pianora’s working at the church, Robin’s doing maintenance on her weapons, and Tycoon’s looking through the library to see if there’s anything we need to worry about with the clan hall’s construction. Everyone’s off doing their own thing, so you can too.”


      “But... Pianora and Tycoon are both working.”


      “That’s fine for them. Tycoon likes to read, so I bet being at the library is fun for him. Come on. We’re gonna go out and have some fun too.”


      “Huh? Wh-Where?” Sasha asked.


      Raynold then showed her a piece of parchment he was holding.


      “An old book...marketplace?” Sasha said.


      “I know you’re not as much of a bookworm as Tycoon, but you still like to read, right?” said Raynold. “It’ll be fun, don’t you think?”


      “Raynold... Yeah, it will be. Thank you,” Sasha said, with a bright smile.


      “S-Sure thing,” Raynold said, looking away and sheepishly scratching his cheek.


      With that, Sasha and Raynold left the clan hall for the Old Business District. The entire area had been transformed into a marketplace exclusively for old books. Every outdoor stall had bookcases filled with books, and even the stores which usually had their doors closed had them wide open for the day. There were even spaces where people could sit down and enjoy tea, or sit down and read what they had just bought. The streets were teeming with people reading and buying books.


      “Tycoon would love this,” Sasha said.


      “I’m sure he’ll come another day. Let me see...” Raynold then looked at the piece of parchment he had been holding. “Yeah, it’ll be going on for ten days.” He peeked at Sasha.


      “The smell of ink and old paper’s really nice...” Sasha said, trailing off.


      It’d been a while since Sasha had worn anything but her adventuring clothes, and now, she had on only a simple shirt and skirt, with a single wing-shaped hair ornament as her sole accessory. She also had a small purse she was using to hold her wallet. But despite her choice of garb, she drew many eyes as her and Raynold walked around.


      Whispers followed them as they explored the Old Business District.


      “Wait, is that the new S-rank?”


      “Oh and that’s the A-rank Raynold!”


      “Looks like the rumors are true! They really are dating!”


      “Sasha’s so lucky.”


      While most of it came from their fellow adventurers, the attention didn’t bother Raynold. He was simply happy that, for the first time in a while, he was alone with Sasha.


      “Hey Sasha,” Raynold said. “Let’s take a good look around.”


      “Yeah,” said Sasha. “Oh, what about that bookstore? Let’s check it out.”


      The stall that had caught Sasha’s eye was run by an old man wearing glasses. He had just two small bookcases, but was also selling bookmarks.


      “Silver bookmarks...” Sasha remarked.


      “Welcome. You buying?” the old man asked.


      “They’re really well-made,” Sasha said.


      The bookmark she was eyeing was in the shape of a butterfly, and was intricately detailed.


      “My grandchild made this,” the old man said, beaming. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


      “It really is... I’ll take it.”


      “Thanks. How about a book?”


      “Oh, right. Let me take a look at them too,” Sasha said, beginning to examine the bookcase.


      Raynold stood by, happily watching Sasha peruse the stall. “Oh, I know,” he said after a moment. “Since we made the trip, how about we go to the biggest bookstore here?”


      “Oh, good idea. Let’s do that.”


      After making her purchase, Sasha and Raynold went off to their next destination.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Upon entering the Old Business District, Hyse had stopped by an outdoor bookstore that had caught his eye and bought a few interesting-sounding books. After storing his new purchases in his item box, he began to survey the other bookstores. Prescea had already disappeared, which was a relief; it convinced Hyse that she wasn’t actually following him and genuinely wanted to look at books too.


      He was now in the center of the Old Business District, which was bustling and lively. Hyse’s favorite bookstore was located here, so he decided to go in and have a look around.


      “It’s been a while,” he said to himself, “but I really like this place.”


      Hyse liked to read so much that it was essentially his hobby. At first, he’d only read to learn, mainly choosing battle tactics and tales of retired adventurers. Even though over half of the latter was often highly embellished, Hyse still enjoyed reading them.


      After exiting the large bookstore, he went to a smaller one not too far away and began looking around, eventually finding a book with an interesting title.


      “The Chronicles of the S-Rank Adventurer, Jerald, huh? Was there an adventurer with that name?”


      All S-rank adventurers were entered into Heiberg’s Adventurer Archive. Hyse decided he would go to the guild and check for this adventurer later, so he reached out for the book. But right as he did, his hand bumped against something soft.


      “Ah, sorry,” Hyse and the person said at the same time.


      The person was Sasha; they’d been reaching for the same book at the same time, and their hands had touched.
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      “S-Sorry...” mumbled Hyse.


      “S-Same,” said Sasha.


      And just like that, the conversation ended. The surprise had flustered Hyse a bit, but he regained his composure quickly enough.


      “Hey, Sasha, I...” Raynold said as he came over. “Oh, Hyse. You came here too?”


      “Yeah. Haven’t had much free time after getting kicked out, y’know?” he said, a little pointedly, making Raynold furrow his brow. “On a date? You two look like quite the happy couple.”


      “C-Couple?!” spluttered Sasha.


      “Yep, that’s right,” Raynold said, putting his arm around Sasha’s shoulder.


      “R-Raynold?!”


      “Later, Hyse. Have fun,” Raynold said.


      Hyse didn’t say a word as they left.


      “Wait, Hyse. We’re not—” Sasha began to say.


      “Hyse,” Prescea said at that moment, appearing next to Hyse with her arms filled with books. “You look like you’re enjoying yourself. What’re you doing?”


      “Not much,” Hyse replied.


      “Oh, okay. Wanna have tea? I’m tired from walking.”


      “I think it’s those books making you tired, not walking...”


      Hyse sighed, taking some of Prescea’s books off her hands. He walked away, glancing back at Sasha. Though it seemed like she’d wanted to say something, she didn’t show any sign of following him.


      Prescea and Hyse paid for their books and went to a nearby café, sitting in one of the private rooms. They both got iced tea, and immediately opened up the books they’d just bought.


      “Hey,” Prescea said, speaking up after a period of silence.


      Hyse ignored her.


      She continued. “Was that Sasha? Your old teammate?”


      Hyse continued to ignore her.


      “I wonder what she thought of seeing me next to you.”


      Prescea knew everything about what had happened to Hyse. Her Ability, Fairy, allowed her to use Spirits, entities invisible to most people, to do all sorts of things. She could listen to distant conversations or make herself invisible. She could easily use her Spirits to look into even an S-rank adventurer like Hyse, who was currently the talk of the town.


      “Do you like her?” Prescea asked.


      Hyse opened his mouth ever so slightly, a movement so small that most people wouldn’t have been able to notice. But Prescea did.


      “She’s your childhood friend, right?” Prescea said. “Addler was like that for me too. He was my childhood friend and then fiancé. In the past, I didn’t care all that much about marriage and thought it wouldn’t matter if I married Addler or someone else.”


      Hyse continued to stay quiet.


      “But recently...” Prescea looked at Hyse, but he had his nose in his book.


      “Hey Hyse?” she said.


      “Hmm?” he replied.


      “Can you at least tell me if you like her or hate her?”


      Hyse closed his book and tucked it away into his item box. “I don’t remember if I like her or hate her. If you looked into me, you should know that she almost killed me, right?”


      “But that’s not what actually happened...”


      “Maybe, but...things can’t go back to how they were,” Hyse said, and then left the room.


      Prescea closed her book. “They can’t go back...huh?” she whispered.


      But she couldn’t help but wonder if Hyse had ever even tried.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Meanwhile, in the same two-story café that Hyse and Prescea had gotten some tea, Sasha and Raynold had gone to a private room of their own. It was the perfect place to have a private conversation.


      “What were you thinking, Raynold?!” Sasha demanded, her voice trembling slightly. “Why would you say we’re a c-couple?!”


      “Is it really that big of a deal?” Raynold replied. “It didn’t seem like Hyse cared too much.”


      “C-Couple...”


      Sasha’s face was red, her lips pursed. She looked down, fidgeting while twirling a bit of her hair around her finger. In her embarrassment, she made an objectively adorable figure.


      Raynold was enchanted by the sight of her. “Sasha,” he asked, “do you like Hyse?”


      “Wh-Wh-Why would you think that?!” she exclaimed. “I’m the one who kicked him out of Sacred, remember?! And then...I gave him advice that almost got him killed. I betrayed him! It’s not as simple as like or hate!”


      “You only kicked him out because he couldn’t keep up in battle,” Raynold reminded her. “You did it to protect him. But that doesn’t matter. Sasha, you have to feel some way about him. The two of you grew up together and were together practically all the time ever since, right?”


      “Well, yeah... I don’t hate him,” Sasha said finally. “But I’m sure he hates me.”


      Raynold let out a long sigh. It was obvious that she had feelings for him. Though it wasn’t clear if those feelings were romantic in nature, it was obvious that she at least liked him more than she would a mere friend, and even perhaps a childhood friend. But this didn’t deter Raynold. After all, the one sitting in front of Sasha right now wasn’t Hyse, but him.


      “Hey, Sasha?” he said.


      “Wh-What?”


      “Setting up the clan is gonna make you pretty busy. But I’ll be there to help you, of course.”


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “We’ll take on the Six Forbidden Labyrinths after we build up the clan and make the strongest team, right? So I don’t think you’ll have any time to spare on Hyse from here on out. And besides, you saw with your own eyes that he has a teammate now.”


      Sasha was sure after seeing her that the girl who had appeared next to Hyse in the bookstore was the same elven girl that chancellor Bonett had mentioned. She had been slender and beautiful. She had also stood quite close to Hyse, and it didn’t seem that Hyse was at all bothered by that. The thought of them walking together made Sasha’s heart hurt.


      “I’m not saying you should forget about him altogether,” said Raynold, “but just maybe put him out of your mind. At least for the time being. All he’s gonna do is take on dungeons. It’s like he’s just been playing around.”


      “Playing...around?”


      “Ah, sorry. That was bad phrasing. I’m sure he’s doing it seriously, but there’s only so much he can do by himself. And when he hits that limit, you should either invite him into the strongest team that you’ve made or tell him that he’s going about this the wrong way.”


      Sasha found herself unable to say anything, and simply sipped on her iced tea.


      “I-I’m gonna go out for a bit,” she said after a period of silence.


      After Sasha exited the room, Raynold let out another sigh and leaned back in his chair.




      “H-Hyse?”


      “Sasha?”


      Sasha ran into Hyse the moment she left Raynold. With Hyse in front of her she couldn’t help but recall Raynold’s questions about her feelings for him, and reflexively looked away. She then shook her head, as if she could physically dislodge the thoughts from her head. Hyse ignored her, and made to leave.


      “Hyse,” she called out, stopping him.


      “Hmm?”


      “Wh-What a coincidence.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Uh... How have you been?”


      “Fine.”


      “Uh...”


      “Don’t force yourself. You’re with Raynold, right? It’s okay to just ignore me.”


      “Wait,” she said. “Let me correct something. Raynold and I are just teammates. We’re not a couple.”


      “Okay,” Hyse said.


      “Aren’t you with that elven girl...Prescea? Isn’t she your teammate?”


      “I don’t know where you heard that from, but she just follows me around. We’re not a team.”


      “Oh, I see...”


      “You done?”


      “Um, could we...talk some more?”


      “Do you really think we have anything to talk about?”


      “No, but there’s something I’d like you to hear.”


      Hyse and Sasha walked out of the café and sat down on a nearby bench. It’d been years since the last time they’d sat next to one another like this.


      “I made a clan,” Sasha said.


      “I know,” said Hyse.


      “Right now we’re picking teams to join us. It’s gonna get busier from here...so busy that I won’t have time for things like romance.”


      Sasha paused, but Hyse stayed silent.


      “Hyse,” she continued, “it’s not good for either of us to be dragged down by the past. It’s just gonna keep holding us back. That’s why...I’m going to say this once more, clearly.”


      Hyse and Sasha looked at each other, their eyes meeting.


      “I kicked you off the team for your sake,” said Sasha. “You might think that it was unfair, but it was the best option for us at the time. And now, when I think of how I want to make the strongest team in the world, I don’t see you as part of it.”


      Hyse said nothing, and continued to quietly listen.


      “I will make the strongest team on my own,” Sasha said, resolved, “with my own strength. If you’re aiming to become the strongest adventurer on your own, just know I’m cheering you on.”


      “What about that trap you sent me to?” Hyse asked.


      “I swear we didn’t know it was a dragon’s lair. It was never our intention to send you to a trap. It’s just how things played out, unfortunately.”


      Hyse fell silent once more.


      “Hyse,” said Sasha, “I don’t think you’ll ever forgive me for what happened. But now I think I’m okay with that. I’m going to keep aiming to be the best, and reach new heights. And though you and I are on different paths, I think our goals are still the same.”


      Hyse said nothing.


      “I’ll be off now,” said Sasha. “Hyse, never stop moving forward.”


      Sasha stood up, leaving Hyse after one last, elegant smile.


      “Damn...” Hyse muttered.


      Sasha, the person Hyse had admired for so long, had finally gotten strong. The guilt she held toward him had disappeared, and now that she recognized Hyse as her equal—her rival—she was moving on.


      Hyse stood up. “Bring it on.”


      Hyse wouldn’t forget or forgive Sasha for his near-death experience, but he wasn’t about to let her get ahead of him.


      “Good luck with your team. I’m gonna become the strongest—with my own strength.” Hyse grinned, and then began walking forward.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Outside of the Kingdom of Heiberg, in the same high-level dungeon that Hyse had surveyed up to the sixtieth floor, the demon Krane had made it all the way to the lowest floor of the dungeon.


      “Phew,” he said. “I like this place.”


      He’d left the dungeon boss—otherwise known as the heart of the dungeon—barely alive, and was now sitting on its body.


      “It’s close to the royal capital, and the beasts here seem fairly strong. A stampede from here could be a lot of fun. I wonder what kind of face that bitch’ll make.”


      The dungeon boss was a brown dragon, but Krane had ripped its wings off, and it was bleeding heavily, its breathing labored and ragged. Krane ground his foot into its head.


      “Look at you. You’re gonna die like this. If you don’t wanna die, you know what you have to do, right?” he said in a voice as if he were giving it a command.


      In response, the dragon began to violently convulse.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 7: A Threat Approaches


      Sacred, the new clan founded by the Silver Valkyrie, the S-ranked adventurer Sasha, began accepting teams to join them. To start, the clan accepted eighteen teams total, representing three teams per rank from F to A.


      Tycoon was the one in charge of actually picking the teams; he interviewed each team as part of the consideration process, and also took into account the kinds of quests each team generally took and their overall success rate in completing them.


      All adventurers based in Ryuzen were making their way to the official kickoff ceremony in honor of Sacred’s establishment as a clan. And among all this commotion was Hyse, in the same run-down inn he used as a base, doing what he always did: sipping some of the weak black tea the inn owner had poured while trying to decipher more pages in his old book.


      “You’re not going to the ceremony?” the inn owner asked.


      Though he could have ignored the man’s question, Hyse instead shot him a glance and decided it might be time for a break.


      “Not like it has anything to do with me,” Hyse answered.


      “That right?”


      The inn owner’s usual newspaper was opened to a headline that read The Silver Valkyrie Finally Forms A Clan—Ceremony Today!


      Hyse turned back to the old book. A new sentence became readable to him, and he flexed his right hand in anticipation.


      “Oh, I see,” he murmured. “A new weapon... I should be able to use this right away.”


      The moment a new passage of the book became readable to him, Hyse was immediately able to use the otherworldly weapon that corresponded to it. He had been deciphering the book while taking on dungeons, and his hard work was paying off. Slowly but surely, he was able to expand his arsenal.


      Interestingly enough, becoming an S-rank adventurer had dramatically increased the number of weapons he could use. As a result, Hyse felt like he’d gotten much stronger.


      Hyse downed the remainder of his tea and stood up to leave, thinking it was time for some test shooting.


      “Thanks for the tea,” Hyse said in a low voice, and then left the inn.


      He knew that going into the castle town would mean running into all of the adventurers heading for Sacred’s clan hall, and so he was painfully aware of just how much he stood out by going in the exact opposite direction of the crowd.


      “Hey, that’s the S-rank adventurer, Hyse.”


      “I hear he and Sasha are like cats and dogs.”


      “Not surprised he isn’t attending the ceremony.”


      “The Dark Stalker’s so cool.”


      Though people were saying all kinds of things about him, Hyse ignored them all. He decided to stop by the guild house before leaving town.


      Inside the guild, the receptionists were idly talking as if they were bored. It was the first time Hyse had seen the guild house so empty. Hyse had initially left the inn only for some target shooting, but figured he might as well take on a quest while he was at it.


      “Oh, an Iron Goblin? An A-level threat, huh?” Hyse said to himself.


      Iron Goblins were extremely intelligent magic beasts that wore the armor of the adventurers they had killed. The fact this specific goblin was an A-level threat most likely meant that it’d killed a lot of adventurers and had acquired high-quality armor to defend itself.


      Hyse took the request and brought it to the junior guild receptionist.


      “I’ll take this,” said Hyse.


      “S-Sure!” she said. “Huh? Hyse?”


      “Yeah?”


      “You’re not going to the ceremony?”


      “No. Not interested.”


      “Oh, I see. I thought you might go cheer for Sacred.”


      “You idiot!” the senior guild receptionist yelled, smacking her colleague on the head.


      “Ow!” the junior guild receptionist groaned, tears in her eyes.


      The exchange had been so swift that it startled Hyse.


      “I apologize for her rudeness,” the senior guild receptionist said, smiling as if nothing had happened. “So you’d like to accept this request? Okay, it’s approved. Please be careful.”


      “R-Right,” Hyse replied.


      Hyse glanced at the two receptionists, the younger one glaring at her colleague with tears in her eyes.


      After Hyse left the guild house and shut the door behind him, he could still hear them squabble.


      “Why’d you hit me?!” cried out the junior receptionist.


      “Because you’re an idiot!” the senior receptionist said. “You keep running your mouth without thinking!”


      “I-I didn’t say anything that bad? Hyse and Sasha used to be friends, didn’t they? I’m sure they’d be friends again if they ever got the chance to.”


      “And that’s exactly why I keep saying you run your mouth without thinking!”


      With a wry smile, Hyse walked away from the guild house, request in hand.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The leader of Thousand, the F-rank team that had been one of eighteen teams to join Sacred, was led by a fourteen-year-old adventurer named Rolan. He was an energetic young boy—energetic enough that some might call him annoying—but right now, as he stood in front of Sasha, he was so nervous that he felt like he might pass out. He could tell that Sasha was saying something to him by virtue of seeing her mouth move, but what she was saying was all going in one ear and out the other.


      Noticing his lack of response to something Sasha had said, Rolan’s childhood friend and teammate Kuah elbowed him in the side.


      “Y-Yes, ma’am!” Rolan blurted out.


      “I look forward to us working together,” Sasha said, and giggled.


      “Me too! Achoo!”


      He was so nervous that he sneezed upon bowing his head. It was a bizarre reaction, and the other two members of Thousand, Maude the Guardian and Thena the Archer, both looked away from him in secondhand embarrassment.


      Sasha patted Rolan on the shoulder. “Here. Wear this as proof that you’re part of Sacred.”


      She then put a wing-shaped badge on Rolan’s chest, proceeding to do the same for the rest of Thousand. As she passed by Rolan a strangely good smell wafted from her, which ramped up his nerves so badly he thought his pounding heart might give out.


      Sasha gave Thousand a smile. “Now that you’re a part of Sacred, you’ll be expected to keep up a heavy training regimen on top of taking requests. I expect you all to give it your best,” she said.


      “Y-Yes, ma’am!” The members of Thousand bowed their heads simultaneously.


      After the ceremony to celebrate Sacred as a clan had ended, the members of Thousand went to their team’s designated room in the clan hall. It wasn’t an especially spacious room: It came with a small table with four chairs they’d use for meetings, a block where they could leave their equipment for maintenance, a bookcase, and a sofa they could lounge on. As F-ranks, they couldn’t hope for anything better, but the fact that they’d gotten a room at all had them ecstatic.


      “I-It’s our own room!” said Rolan.


      “Rolan, how could you act like that in front of Sasha?!” Kuah yelled, scolding him.


      “I-It’s not my fault. I was really nervous.”


      Thousand had been a team for only three months, so being nervous was natural. But now they were a part of Sacred, a clan run by Sasha, S-rank adventurer and the hottest topic of conversation in all of Ryuzen.


      Maude, a fifteen year-old boy of few words, nodded his head in agreement. “I was nervous too,” he said, his already thin eyes narrowing in consternation.


      “Yeah, me too,” Thena said. “Sasha was so pretty, wasn’t she Kuah?”


      Thena was fourteen years old and was quite curious by nature.


      “Yeah,” Kuah said, nodding. “She’s my idol. I hope I can be like her someday.”


      “You? Not likely,” Rolan said.


      “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?!” Kuah exclaimed, glaring at Rolan.


      “I-I’m just kidding!”


      “What are we doing today, Rolan?” Thena asked. “We have that quest tomorrow, right?”


      “Yeah... Oh, let’s go to the guild house! We should report that we’re a part of Sacred now!”


      “You just wanna brag...” muttered Thena. “But I get where you’re coming from.”


      “Just think about it as a detour while we walk around,” Kuah suggested.


      “All right. Sounds like a plan! Let’s go!” Rolan said.


      With that decided, Thousand headed to the adventurers guild.


      The guild wasn’t that busy when they entered. Apparently, since most adventurers had gone to Sacred’s welcome ceremony, most of them decided to take the day off. As a result, the request board was filled with unclaimed requests. The lack of people around was, admittedly, disappointing to the members of Thousand; they were looking forward to bragging a little about joining Sacred.


      But, they decided as a group, they might as well greet the junior receptionist while they were here.


      “Um, Ms. Receptionist?” Rolan said meekly.


      “Oh, Rolan!” the receptionist said. “Congratulations! I heard you’ve joined Sacred!”


      “Ehe heh heh. Yeah.”


      “Wow, that’s so amazing! I’m so impressed!”


      “Ehe heh heh. Ow!”


      As Rolan became increasingly pleased by the receptionist’s effusive compliments, Kuah sharply ground her foot into his toes.


      Though Rolan didn’t see her move her lips, he could’ve sworn he heard Kuah complain that he seemed a little too happy about the receptionist’s praise. At the same time, a young man slightly older than the members of Thousand entered the guild. He wore a forboding black coat which only heightened the intense aura around him, as if he’d just been to hell and back.


      He walked up to where the members of Thousand were standing at the receptionist counter and the veteran receptionist immediately went to greet him.


      “I completed the Iron Goblin request. This is the equipment it was wearing,” the guy in black, who was none other than Hyse, said as he took out some worn-out equipment from his item box. “I tried salvaging as much as equipment from it as I could, so please pass it all on to the original owners’ friends and families for me.”


      “Understood,” said the senior receptionist. “But are you sure? You have the right to claim all of this for yourself.”


      “I don’t need it,” Hyse said. “And here’s the dead goblin,” he added, pulling the head of a goblin from his item box.


      “Eek!” the members of Thousand and the junior receptionist all screamed in unison, going pale.


      Hyse glanced to the side. “Oh, right. Maybe not the right place to bring this out,” he said, returning the head to his item box. He gave the small group another lookover, noticing Sacred’s pin on Rolan’s chest. His eyes widened slightly.


      “We’ll take a look at everything for appraisal,” the veteran guild receptionist said.


      “Thanks.”


      Hyse passed by Thousand without acknowledging them and made for the guild’s dissection room.


      “That’s...the S-rank adventurer, Hyse, right?” Rolan asked as he watched Hyse walk away.


      “H-He was so scary,” said Kuah.


      “Th-That was a head,” said Thena. “A real head!”


      “I’m getting chills,” Maude muttered.


      Though everyone else seemed frightened by Hyse, Rolan strangely wasn’t.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      What are the merits of joining a clan? First of all, a clan is able to accept requests directly without having to go through the guild. The guild took forty percent of whatever earnings were gained from a request an adventurer claimed from the guild, meaning the adventurer only ever took home sixty percent of whatever possible reward they earned. All requests posted by the guild included the reward amount on it, minus the guild’s fee.


      Since a clan did not need to go through the guild to take requests, they could avoid paying the guild’s fee and pocket the full reward. In this case, the clan takes twenty percent of the reward, with the remaining eighty percent going to the specific team that fulfilled the request.


      Sasha had become quite famous by this point, so there was no doubt that a lot of people would go to Sacred with requests. The bigger her name got, the more requests would come, and the amount of money they’d get from rewards would exponentially increase.


      Clans were also given requests that the guild wasn’t able to fulfill. In these cases, the guild acted as the middleman between the requester and the clan, but the full reward would still go to the clan. In addition, any materials gained from completing the request would also go completely to the clan.


      Some clans still asked the guild for help with dissection and appraisal. But between the fee the guild charged for these services versus the potential money earned from the monster parts, most clans hired a specialist to work at their base instead.


      Sacred had constructed a small hut on their grounds where they intended to set up such services. Though they hadn’t hired one yet, they planned to do so eventually after they got more used to running a clan. But of course, they’d already received applications for dissection specialists.


      Sacred functioned a little differently as a clan than they did as a team. The frequency at which the founding members of Sacred went out as a full team sharply decreased; individual members would instead tag along with one of the teams that had joined their clan. They also helped train their new members whenever they had some free time, so all the original members of Sacred were always pretty busy. Sasha, between her training and administrative work, was especially busy. Tycoon tried to help her as much as he could, but his assistance wasn’t enough to really significantly lessen her load.


      One month after Sacred became a clan, they hired some people to help with the administrative work and also a dissection specialist. With this, Sasha’s workload lightened considerably, and she could help with training and requests more frequently.


      And in just six weeks—the flash of an eye—Sacred became one of the top clans in all of Heiberg.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sacred Continues to Fly Forward. The Four Great Clans May Soon Become Five!


      Hyse read the latest headline in the newspaper while sipping his usual weak tea in his usual spot at the usual old inn. After finishing the newspaper, he left a gold coin.


      “Another month with breakfast and tea included,” he said to the inn owner.


      “You got it,” the old man replied.


      The inn owner knew better than to give Hyse change after years of him refusing any, so he didn’t bother to try. Hyse left the inn for the adventurers guild. Around this time, the guild wasn’t as loud and busy. Upon arriving, he noticed Thousand, who had recently become a D-rank team.


      “Listen up guys,” Rolan said to his teammates, “today’s quest is harvesting the gardenia herb! There’s been rumors of an Elite Goblin in the area, so make sure to check your equipment before we leave!”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Hmm...”


      “Yeah!”


      The remaining members of Thousand nodded in agreement. They were no longer the same four kids who’d shrieked at the sight of a goblin head; they’d moved up in the rankings, and were only continuing to get stronger.


      As Hyse looked over the request board, he felt a tap on his shoulder.


      “You got a minute?” said a familiar voice.


      “Oh, Geist? Could you not erase your presence just so you can sneak up on me?” Hyse complained.


      “Sorry,” said Geist, “but we gotta talk.”


      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this...”


      They moved to his office and faced each other from their seats on opposite sofas.


      “Don’t freak out,” said Geist to start, “but...seems like a stampede is coming.”


      “Huh?”


      “People have gone missing from that dungeon you helped survey, so we’ve decided to seal it off.”


      “W-Wait, really? But the magic beasts there weren’t really that strong.”


      “I don’t know why, but there’s been a surge of magic beasts at a B-level threat or higher, and they’re all coming up from the lower floors. It’s why we think a stampede is coming.”


      “What...?”


      “Considering where that dungeon is, the stampede will most likely come though Ryuzen.”


      Before Hyse knew it, he was leaning forward in his seat. “What caused this?”


      “No clue,” Geist admitted. “This really came out of nowhere. We didn’t even have time to investigate before the dungeon was swarming with magic beasts. This is just my own personal theory, but I think there’s a chance this has something to do with a demon Sasha drove off.”


      “A-A demon?!”


      “A stampede is coming Hyse, make no mistake,” Geist said. “And when it comes, I want you to lend us your help.”


      “Of course I will. I’ll protect Ryuzen.”


      “Thanks. We’re going to have a strategy meeting in a few days. We’ll be inviting all the S-ranked adventurers and clan masters of Ryuzen. The royal family knows about this as well, but nobody else does, so keep this to yourself. Got it?”


      “What about Sasha?” Hyse asked.


      “She doesn’t know yet. She’s been run ragged from managing her clan, so I’m thinking of letting her focus on her own affairs right up until the meeting.”


      The two of them then stood up, with Geist opening the office door.


      “Do you know much about stampedes?” Geist asked.


      “No...”


      “Makes sense. The last stampede was thirty years ago...after a mid-level dungeon fell apart.”


      “A mid-level dungeon?”


      Geist’s grip around the doorknob increased, the knob letting out a creak as cracks began to form in it.


      “When that happened, three towns and seven villages in Heiberg were wiped out.”


      “From a mid-level dungeon?!” Hyse exclaimed.


      “Yeah. That’s just how dangerous these stampedes can be. The sheer number of magic beasts involved allow them to run over anything in their path. And if a stampede were to start from a high-level dungeon like the one you helped investigate...we might not be able to handle it at all with our current resources.”


      Hyse gulped, his mind overrun with a vision of the royal capital invaded by a titanic wave of magic beasts, and all the people who would be killed in their wake. The guild, the various clan halls, restaurants, bars, inns—everything would be destroyed.


      “Hyse, I want you to take some time to prepare yourself,” Geist said.


      Hyse left the guild with those words, not taking a request like he’d planned. He simply wasn’t in the mood anymore.


      “You change your mind?” Prescea asked as Hyse stepped outside. “Hyse, what’s the matter?”


      “Nothing...” Hyse ignored Prescea’s questions and continued walking.


      Prescea fell into step next to him as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and though he would usually tell her off for it, today he didn’t.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sasha was currently in the clan master’s room of Sacred’s clan hall, filling out documents. Though she’d hired people to help with administrative work, having more people on board didn’t mean she’d never have to do any administrative work again. As the clan leader, it was her responsibility to draft reports regarding Sacred’s activities.


      “Hey, Sasha,” Pianora said from her seat on a nearby sofa. “It’s so nice out right now. Wanna go out for some tea?”


      “Sorry, Pianora... I’m busy.”


      “Hmph. Not fair.”


      Pianora then got up from the sofa to stand behind Sasha, hugging from behind and tugging playfully at her hair. But the moment Pianora’s hands crept up toward Sasha’s chest Sasha lightly brushed them away.


      “Hey, no playing around,” she said.


      “You haven’t paid attention to me in forever. It’s my day off and I can’t even spend it with you?”


      Sasha sighed. “Okay, okay. Let’s go for a walk.”


      “Yay!” Pianora kissed Sasha on the cheek.


      “H-Hey!”


      The two of them left the room and immediately ran into Raynold, who was standing outside the office with a large bag in hand.


      “Oh, good timing,” he said. “Sasha, I got this huge bag of new creations from the old guy at the donut shop. Let’s eat ’em together.”


      “Oh, good idea.”


      “What about you, Piano—” Raynold stopped his words once he noticed the violent aura of bloodlust that was leaking from Pianora.


      Pianora was peeking out from behind Sasha, her face warped in an angry glare directed at Raynold, bulging veins and all. It was clear to Raynold that Pianora resented him for potentially interrupting her time with Sasha. But since Raynold was used to nasty looks from her, he wasn’t too bothered by it.


      “How about we all eat these outside?” he suggested. “I’ll grab some tea too.”


      “Sounds good,” said Sasha.


      “Grrr! Raynold!” Pianora growled.


      The three of them exited the clan hall to the inner courtyard. It wasn’t that big, but there was a corner of it dedicated as a rest area while the rest of it was for training. There weren’t any teams training today, so Sasha, Raynold, and Pianora had the entire space to themselves.


      Raynold put the donuts onto a plate and then poured tea that he’d received from Tycoon, the pleasant aroma wafting into the air.


      “It’s been a while since you’ve made tea,” Sasha said.


      “Really? I guess it’s usually Tycoon’s job. Here’s a cup for you too, Pianora.”
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      Pianora took the cup of tea from him and began munching on one of the donuts.


      “We’ve figured out our second round of hires, right?” Raynold asked as he surveyed the training grounds.


      “Yeah. The weakest team in our clan just got promoted to D-rank. Tycoon says it’s a good time to add and train new teams.”


      It was a normal tactic for clans to recruit only strong teams so that there was a higher chance of them being able to complete more difficult requests. Sacred, however, chose to accept lower-ranked teams and train them personally. Thousand had joined as an F-rank team, for example, but they shot up to D-rank in a very short time.


      “Training is so annoying...” Pianora complained.


      “Don’t be like that,” said Sasha. “I find it pretty fun. Also...I feel happy.”


      “Happy?” Both Raynold and Pianora asked, confused.


      “Yeah. Seeing people who once had no confidence in their Abilities grow more comfortable and capable...it makes me feel good.” Sasha sipped her tea and took a donut from the table.


      “True... The Guardian I’m training has really improved their fighting skills. It makes me happy to see,” Raynold said.


      “I don’t really care,” Pianora huffed.


      “Yeah, but that’s ’cause they’re all afraid of you.”


      “Huh?!” Pianora growled, glaring daggers at Raynold.


      Sasha smiled at the two of them bickering like usual. “If I hadn’t kicked Hyse out, maybe he could have gotten strong under our instruction.”


      Hearing Hyse’s name made Raynold and Pianora go quiet. Neither of them were happy to hear Sasha bring him up.


      “I’m not so sure about that,” Raynold said.


      “Huh?”


      “I don’t know what kind of Ability he awoke to, but...I think he only awoke to it after fighting by himself. This might be harsh, but kicking him out to fend for himself was ultimately the right thing to do. If he’d stayed with us, we would have broken our backs just trying to keep him safe.”


      “Agreed,” Pianora said. “As impressive as it is that he’s S-rank...eventually there’ll be a fight he can’t win, and he’ll die. Who knows, maybe that’s what he wants.”


      Sasha put her cup down into the saucer.


      “Oh, right. I don’t think I ever asked, but how did the two of you meet?” Raynold asked.


      “We lived next to each other, so naturally we played together a lot. But one day both our parents were killed by magic beasts. We almost died too, but some adventurers saved us, and ever since then we wanted to become adventurers ourselves. And since we both lost our parents at the same time, it just made sense to stay together. We even discovered our Abilities at the same time too. Eventually Geist took us in and we worked under adventurers until we finally made Sacred together.”


      “I was the first one recruited, right? Man, I feel nostalgic just thinking about it,” Raynold said.


      “Then I was next, and then Tycoon, and then Robin,” Pianora said, fondly remembering the past. And then she added mischievously, “But wasn’t that also the time Hyse started started falling behind?”


      “Yeah...” Sasha said, a pained smile on her face.


      Sasha still didn’t seem to have fully moved past everything. Even now, Hyse was still important to her.


      “Sasha,” Raynold started.


      “Yeah?”


      “I’m here for you. You don’t have to carry all this pain by yourself.”


      “Raynold... Thanks. Heh heh. You’re always so dependable.”


      “Yeah, I am. So rely on me more, won’t you?”


      “Yeah...I will.”


      “Grrr! Rely on me too, Sasha! Me too!” Pianora pouted.


      “I’ll rely on you too, Pianora,” said Sasha.


      “Good! Oh, let’s take another bath together today, Sasha! And we should take turns washing each other too, heh heh,” she said, glancing at Raynold.


      “Why’re you looking at me? I’ve got nothing to be jealous of here,” Raynold said.


      But secretly, Raynold was quite jealous.


      In the midst of their talks, a young man with a white cape entered the courtyard, stopped before them, and bowed.


      “I apologize for the interruption,” he said. He then handed Sasha a letter. “Lady Sasha, you are hereby summoned by the king.”


      The man was a messenger from the royal palace.


      “Understood,” Sasha replied. “Thank you very much.”


      Sasha opened the letter after the messenger had left. It was a summons from the castle.


      “Sasha... That’s...” Raynold trailed off.


      “Yeah. A royal summons means that this is something very serious.”


      “Grr! Our tea time’s been ruined! I won’t forgive them!” Pianora growled.


      “I’ll be back later,” Sasha said. She stood up, and with the letter in her pocket, left Raynold and Pianora in the courtyard.




      Sasha and Hyse arrived at the castle at the same time. Though their eyes met, they exchanged not a word and silently walked inside together.


      “Welcome, Lord Hyse and Lady Sasha,” said a palace guard. “Please follow me.”


      The guard at the gate led them forward until they reached the most spacious meeting room in the castle, where about fifteen people currently were, including both Cless and Miuanne. Neither of them were wearing royal clothing; instead, they were wearing items adventurers would typically wear.


      As they entered, Hyse and Sasha bowed to Cless and Miuanne.


      “I apologize for my tardiness,” Hyse said.


      “I apologize as well,” Sasha said.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Cless said with a smile. “I’m just early. Unlike everyone else, I just so happen to live here.”


      Miuanne seemed overjoyed to see Sasha, but stuck her tongue out upon seeing Hyse.


      Sasha and Hyse took their seats at the table. Sitting across from Hyse was Geist, who smiled slightly at the two of them and nodded. And seemingly, as if timed, the doors opened to reveal both Bonett and Barbaros. As they entered, everyone stood up and bowed.


      Barbaros lightly waved his hand and then sat down in his seat, signaling everyone else to sit as well.


      “We’re going to skip the pleasantries and immediately start the meeting,” Barbaros said in a solemn voice. Even simply sitting he exerted a powerful pressure upon everyone in the room.


      Despite being retired, the former S-ranked adventurer known as the Monarch was no less formidable than he had been when active. Everyone invited to the table, including Bonett, were all S-ranked adventurers, seasoned warriors who had all seen their fair share of hell. But even they succumbed to his presence.


      “Not too long ago,” he continued, “we’ve determined signs of a stampede from a recently discovered high-level dungeon.”


      “Wha— Seriously?” Mamacha, an S-rank adventurer also known as Battle Mother exclaimed, earning herself a sharp look from Bonett for her outburst.


      She was about thirty-eight years old and had three sons, but was still an active adventurer. It was rude to interrupt the king while he was speaking and she knew it, so she quickly covered her mouth in apology.


      Barbaros paid her no mind, looking at Geist. “Geist,” he said.


      “Yes, Your Highness,” said Geist. “The guild has conducted our own investigation and confirmed a stampede is imminent. The dungeon in question is one we recently discovered, and after investigating the level threat of the magic beasts inside, confirmed that it is a high-level dungeon.” He looked to Hyse. “We then requested Hyse to go down to the sixtieth floor for further investigation, after which we opened the dungeon to the public. Things appeared normal for a short while, until the boss of the sixtieth floor, the Tyrant Bomber, was seen on the dungeon’s tenth floor. Soon after that magic beasts that were supposed to reside only on the fortieth to fiftieth floors have been appearing at the higher floors. The magic beasts originally on those floors have subsequently been forced out of the dungeon.”


      “That’s a frickin’ textbook stampede,” said Jonathan, the clan leader of Barbarian, one of the five clans in Ryuzen. He clicked his tongue in anger.


      Geist nodded. “That’s right. There’s a high chance that the dungeon boss is creating more magic beasts in the lowest levels of the dungeon.”


      Dungeon bosses were considered the life of a dungeon, and had their own lifespans—to defeat a dungeon boss meant the death of its dungeon as well. Before death, a dungeon boss would use their own life force to create their successor, using their excrement as material. The number of magic beasts born in the process to create their successor depended on the strength of the dungeon boss.


      The dungeon boss of a mid-level dungeon could create up to twenty thousand magic beasts before their successor was created. For a high-level dungeon like this, nobody could predict how many magic beasts would be made.


      “There’s only one way to stop a stampede,” Barbaros said gravely.


      Geist nodded. He directed his attention to everyone in the room. “The one and only way to stop a stampede is to eliminate each and every magic beast in the dungeon. That’s it.”


      “Damn it,” Jonathan cursed.


      “Figures...” Mamacha said, visibly frustrated.


      The two of them had experienced the previous stampede firsthand. Back then, they’d just been kids, but they knew well how many casualties there had been.


      “E-Excuse me!” Sasha said, raising her hand.


      Geist turned to look at her. “What’s the matter?”


      “Would it be possible to go into that dungeon and then defeat the boss and its successor there?”


      “That’s too reckless, little lady,” said Chaos, the leader of clan Judgment, looking Sasha up and down. “You might get off on everyone slobberin’ all over you and your heroics, but you’re still a newbie S-rank. You don’t know the terror of a stampede. Just try goin’ into a dungeon that’s gearin’ up for a stampede. You’ll be magic beast food before you even get to the fifth floor. Do you even know that the magic beasts that appear in a stampede are at least two levels higher on average?”


      “Huh?”


      “Just sit down and be quiet, little lady,” he said dismissively. “Leave the fighting to the real adventurers, and just sit by for our viewing pleasure.” He levered a vulgar grin at Sasha’s chest. “Heh heh. Looks like you got some good assets.”


      Sasha was so flustered she turned bright red and looked down, silent.


      “How stupid,” Hyse said.


      “Huh?” Chaos snarled.


      “You talk like a coward,” said Hyse. “Just stay in the back lines if you’re gonna freak out like this. Sasha was offering a solution to this crisis. She doesn’t deserve to be humiliated by a wimp like you who practically jumps at the opportunity to shoot down any kind of solution.”


      “What?!”


      “There might be more than one way to stop a stampede, so if you can’t say anything worth hearing in this discussion, just sit there and shut the hell up. Chicken.”


      “You brat...” Chaos shot to his feet and glared at Hyse.


      “Stop! Both of you! You’re in the presence of the king!” Bonett yelled, suddenly exerting a pressure on the same level as Barbaros, making both Hyse and Chaos go quiet.


      “I understand what Sasha’s trying to say,” Barbaros then said, “but what Chaos said isn’t completely incorrect. All we can do is hunt down whatever magic beasts come out. Geist, reach out to other nearby guilds for help. Bonett, get our soldiers ready.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      Barbaros spoke to the table at large. “Adventurers, mobilize those in your clan and prepare to intercept the magic beasts from the dungeon. All funds required for this enterprise will be fronted by the kingdom.”


      All the clan leaders looked surprised at this announcement. It sunk in, then, just how dangerous of a threat a stampede was.


      “This danger is unprecedented. If we fail to deal with this properly, it will mean the death of this country. Please, all of you, lend me your aid.”


      With those words the meeting ended. All the clan leaders that had gathered swiftly left, leaving Hyse to be the last one in the room. He made his way out of the castle at a leisurely pace, and upon arriving at the gates, noticed Sasha waiting for him.


      “Oh, Hyse,” she said.


      Hyse said nothing in reply, and did not pause his stride.


      Sasha moved to walk next to him. “Um, I just wanted to thank you. I know what His Majesty decided, but...I think there’s another way to stop the stampede.”


      “By going to the lower levels of the dungeon?” Hyse said.


      “Yeah.”


      “I get where you’re coming from, but forget that. The only thing we’re allowed to do is kill the magic beasts after they leave the dungeon.”


      “Hyse...”


      “If you die here, everyone will be devastated. All the young adventurers in Heiberg idolize you.”


      This time it was Sasha’s turn to go quiet.


      “Sasha?” Hyse said.


      Sasha’s head snapped up from its downward gaze. “Huh?” Hearing Hyse call her by her name for the first time in so long was startling.


      “You should get back to your clan and tell everyone about the stampede,” Hyse said. “Get your so-called strongest team ready to fight.”


      “What are you going to do?”


      “I’m gonna do what I always do—fight alone. You taught me that...it’s what I’m most comfortable doing.”


      Then Hyse disappeared into the crowds of the castle town.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 8: The Fight of the Adventurers


      Hyse sat at the run-down inn’s first floor, quietly reading the old book. It had been ten days since the meeting at the palace about the stampede, and all the clans were busy preparing for it. Hyse was too. He had spent his time pouring over the old book, trying to find more weapons he could use.


      “This one should work...”


      In the past ten days Hyse had increased the number of weapons in his arsenal. Though the book was written in a language not of this world, the more he read of it, the more pages he became able to understand. He thought that he’d eventually be able to read the entire book as long as he kept working on it, but mysteriously, there seemed to be no end of the book in sight. For whatever reason, it felt like the more Hyse could read of it, the more pages the book contained.


      “I now have twenty weapons I can use. I wanna test them out, but...”


      Currently, the adventurers guild had canceled all requests indefinitely, and travel outside of Ryuzen had been prohibited. After the stampede had been announced to the public, many had left Heiberg altogether to take shelter in neighboring countries, and now, the gates to the kingdom were completely sealed. Analysis from a report drafted by adventurers who had recently observed the high-level dungeon in question suggested that the stampede could happen in just a few days.


      Hyse sipped from his cup of weak black tea. When he finished, he left a gold coin on the counter in front of the owner.


      “Another month with breakfast and tea,” Hyse said.


      The owner stayed silent. There was never a set day when Hyse decided he would pay the inn for room and board. Sometimes he’d pay just a few days after he already paid, while other times he went so long without paying it seemed like he forgot altogether. This time, he was paying about twenty days after he’d last paid. Though he was actually paying at an appropriate time, the owner said nothing, a shadow cast over his face.


      “I don’t need it anymore,” he finally said.


      “Huh?” said Hyse.


      “This is the end for the inn. The stampede... It’s going to cause another tragedy.”


      “You’ve experienced a stampede?”


      “Yeah, the one thirty years ago. The village where I’m from was run over by it.”


      “Huh?”


      “I lost my daughter, her husband, and my grandchild because of it,” the inn owner said. “I dedicated years of blood and sweat into earning enough money to buy this inn so I could pass it on to them. The moment I had enough I came here to look at the property, and...that’s when the stampede happened. When I returned to my village there was nothing left.”


      Hyse stayed silent.


      “It was all gone. My house, the inn that my daughter and her husband ran, the dolls that my grandchild loved...I couldn’t find a single trace of anything. Just flat land and the footprints of magic beasts. They’d trampled my entire village as if they were just passing through.”


      Hyse remained silent. The inn owner continued.


      “In our tiny village my daughter and her husband ran an inn, but they had always wanted to have an inn in Ryuzen. They wanted to one day send their child to school. I wanted their dreams to come true, so I saved and saved just to buy this run-down place. I can’t stop thinking about it... If I hadn’t kept this a secret to give them as a present... If I’d just taken them with me that time...”


      He tightened his hold on his newspaper, the thin sheets crumpling in his hands. He started trembling, with tears soaking the newspaper soon after. And still Hyse remained quiet, until eventually he put a gold coin down on the counter.


      “Another month with breakfast and tea included...and a newspaper,” he said.


      The owner did not reply.


      “This stampede won’t destroy anything,” Hyse said. “Not with me protecting it.”


      “You...”


      This was the first time Hyse had gotten close to the counter, and also the first time the inn owner and Hyse took a proper look at the other. Usually, they’d exchange a single glance at best. Perhaps that’s why it was only now that Hyse saw the large bottle by the owner’s feet filled with gold coins. He’d barely used any of the coins that Hyse had paid him over the years.


      It was clear now that the owner didn’t run this inn for money or need of work; rather, it was to live out the dreams of those he had lost. Hyse wasn’t sure if it was out of a need to atone, or something else. And neither did he care.


      “I plan on using this place as my base until you die, so I can‘t have you getting killed,” Hyse said. “If you’re running this place for the sake of your daughter and her husband, then make sure you do so until the end.”


      The owner fell silent.


      “Besides,” Hyse added, “didn’t I tell you already? I like the creaky bed and the old floors that might break under my feet at any moment. And I’ve gotten used to the weak tea and hard bread. I even kinda like them now.”


      For the first time since they met, the owner smiled at Hyse. “Heh.”


      He took the gold coin Hyse gave him and dropped it into the bottle at his feet.


      “Another month with breakfast, tea, and a newspaper, right? I’ll get all that ready for you, so make sure you keep your promise.”


      “I will,” Hyse said with a smile before leaving the inn.


      “Thank you...”


      Hyse thought he heard the owner say something as he left, but ultimately decided he was hearing things.




      Hyse entered the adventurers guild. It was empty, with only the junior guild receptionist behind the counter. She’d been slumped on top of it, but as soon as she noticed Hyse, she shot straight up.


      “H-H-Hyse?!” she stammered. “D-Do you need something?”


      “Where is everyone?” Hyse asked.


      “Well, we aren’t taking any requests right now, so the only ones left on the board are the emergency ones. And with the clans rewarding anyone joining them short-term, there aren’t a lot of adventurers around lately.”


      There were three types of adventurers: solo, team, or clan. Right now, all the clans were paying adventurer teams to join them to strengthen their forces for the incoming stampede. It made sense; adventurers were to be rewarded after the stampede according to their contribution, so by joining a clan and making them stronger, a team or solo adventurer could increase their chance of a higher payout.


      “To be honest, there aren’t really any solo adventurers left,” admitted the junior receptionist. “Aside from you, they’ve all pretty much joined clans. Oh, but there is one other solo adventurer...Prescea.”


      The junior guild receptionist was direct and forthcoming, and Hyse found himself enjoying his conversations with her.


      “Hmm... I hope Ryuzen will be okay after the stampede,” she said.


      “It’ll be fine,” Hyse said. “A lot of adventurers are here for the fight. And I’ll be helping too.”


      “How dependable. That’s an adventurer for you!” she exclaimed. “If you include the additional adventurers who came as reinforcements, there should be around five thousand adventurers here total for the stampede. But wait, how many magic beasts did the guild master say there’d be...seventy thousand?!”


      “So about fourteen magic beasts to a person, huh? Easy peasy,” Hyse said.


      “Holy mental math speed! And isn’t that not easy at all? It actually sounds really tough!”


      “Well, I can take a thousand just on my own.”


      “Whoa! Don’t overdo it though.”


      “I have to,” Hyse said. “The capital’ll be overrun if I don’t. This is just a hunch, but I get the feeling if they break past the gates, everyone’s gonna die immediately.”


      “Ugh...” she groaned, sticking out her tongue with disgust. Though she was about the same age as Hyse, she was far more free with her expressions. “But hey. If you get out of all this alive, what’re you gonna do?”


      “Nothing special. Just resume life as usual.”


      “Are you gonna make a clan?” she asked.


      “No. I’m good solo. But eventually I’ll have to start looking into the Six Forbidden Labyrinths and get a plan together.”


      “You’re really gonna take them on?”


      Two of the six labyrinths were currently accessible: the Delmadrome Grand Maze, strictly monitored by Dizara, and the Diroromanth Great Lake far north in wintry Frizid.


      “The plan is to start by going down to Dizara and investigating the Delmadrome Grand Maze. I’ll probably be outta the royal capital for a while.”


      “Huh...”


      “What’s that reaction mean?”


      During their conversation, Geist came down from the second floor. “Need something from the guild, Hyse?” he asked.


      “Yeah, I wanted to ask you for a favor.”


      “Huh? You weren’t here to chat with me?” the junior receptionist exclaimed.


      “Of course not.” Hyse turned to Geist. “Can we talk?”


      “Right. Come to my office. Mina, bring some tea please.”


      “Okay,” she responded, but then she noticed Hyse quietly staring at her. “Something wrong?” she asked him.


      “Your name’s Mina?” said Hyse.


      “Huh?! You just found out now?!”


      Hyse followed Geist to his office and then they drank the tea that Mina had brought soon after, which tasted awful.


      After she left and they were alone, Hyse jumped right to his request. “It’s about the stampede. I need you to put me in front of the front line.”


      “What?” said Geist.


      “A horde of magic beasts are coming to Ryuzen, right? The current strategy is to have the rear guard cull the herd with their long-range Abilities, then have the front line take out the rest head-on. I want to attack first, before the rear guard.”


      “Do you have a plan?” Geist asked.


      “I do. I’m going to use my Weapons to thin them out.”


      “Okay, but once the magic beasts get in range I’m going to have the back line attack. If you want to be in front of the front, as you say, you’ll need to be even farther forward.”


      “Wait. Y-You’re really letting me do this?”


      “What? Isn’t this what you wanted?”


      “Yeah, but...I didn’t think you’d say yes so easily.”


      Geist had been designated the general for the upcoming fight. Hyse’s plan hinged solely on Geist’s approval, and he assumed he’d have to work hard to convince Geist to go along with it. Geist’s easy agreement was a surprise.


      “I don’t know what you plan to do,” Geist said, “but I trust you.”


      “Geist...”


      “To be honest, Sasha came to visit me too.” Hyse fell silent. “She wanted my permission to go to the dungeon, but of course I said no. I put Sasha’s team in the center of the front line. I expect after she shows everyone what she can do, there won’t be anyone left to look down on her.”


      “Geist...”


      “She’s very straightforward...too straightforward to even understand the pain you’re in. Hyse, I know I’ve said this to you many times before, but please, be good to Sasha.”


      But Hyse said nothing in response.


      “Well, that’s okay,” Geist said eventually. “Either way, just don’t overdo it, okay?”


      And with this, Hyse’s battle was about to start.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sasha was busy preparing for the stampede. There were eighteen teams and about a hundred members of Sacred in total, with all of them motivated and ready to help defend Ryuzen. After making her decision, Sasha gathered all of Sacred’s team leaders and made an announcement.


      “The only ones who’ll be joining the front lines are the founding members of Sacred,” said Sasha. “Everyone else will stay and defend Ryuzen.”


      It was a decision she’d made prior to today.


      “I figured you’d say that,” said Bafomay, the leader of A-rank team Diamonds, smiling wryly. He was a man in his late twenties, with a wife and kids.


      All three A-rank teams in Sacred had leaders who were married with kids. The other two leaders of the A-rank teams also wryly smiled.


      “Sorry, but this decision is final,” Sasha said. “A-rank teams will defend the walls. B-rank and C-rank teams will stand by in the back lines. D-rank teams and lower will patrol the castle town. The royal knights will be your leaders in patrols and on the walls.”


      “W-Wait a second.” Rolan raised his hand, prompting Sasha to look at him. “I wanna fight on the front lines too! Since joining Sacred I’ve trained a lot and gotten stronger, so...”


      “I know just how strong you’ve gotten,” said Sasha. “It’s why I’m having you patrol the castle town instead of taking shelter in the clan house.”


      “Wh-Why?”


      “Because I’m the one still lacking experience...” Sasha said bitterly.


      “Huh?”


      “It hasn’t even been a year since Sacred was formed. Everyone in the front lines are adventurers from veteran clans who could be promoted to S-rank at any time. As a clan we’re still too new. I know that you all joined because you believe in me, and I want to prove you were right to do so. But I’d like a little more time to do that. I’m sure one day, we’ll become a clan that you can be proud of.”


      “Sasha...”


      Everyone except the five founding members of Sacred would be either guarding the walls or patrolling. Over four hundred teams based in Heiberg would be on the front lines of the battle, meaning that there were over two thousand adventurers total. The addition of adventurers from other countries joining the front lines pushed their numbers up to five thousand.


      “There are only a few days left until the stampede,” Sasha said. “Everyone, stay vigilant!”


      After the meeting ended, everyone except Sasha exited the room. A few moments later, the original members of Sacred entered.


      “It’s been a while since the five of us fought together. You gonna be okay, Tycoon?” Raynold asked.


      “Of course,” Tycoon said. “I’m more worried about whether you’ve been keeping up with your weapon maintenance.”


      “No worries there, right, Pianora?” Raynold said, turning to Pianora.


      “Don’t talk to me. Mmm Sasha, it’s been so long since we fought together. Finally!”


      “I’ll be counting on all of you,” Sasha said.


      “We got this! Our team is invincible!” Robin said.


      With all the members together, they were ready for the stampede.




      The royal capital of Heiberg was shrouded in silence. Residents in the city were ordered to stay indoors, with some adventurers patrolling the streets to wrangle any stragglers. The majority of adventurers were gathered in front of the main gate of the royal capital, waiting to fight against the magic beasts that were currently on their way.


      “It’s pretty quiet, huh, Sasha?” Raynold said, as the two of them stood in front of the gate. His two shields, one larger than the other, were strapped to either one of his arms.


      Sasha was silent; every time before a big battle, Sasha would take a moment to quietly focus her mind.


      “Let’s win this, Sasha,” Raynold said.


      “Yeah.”


      “When this battle’s over, let’s...let’s get somethin’ good to eat.”


      “Heh. Yeah.”


      “You know, I... I know a good place that has pretty good wine. You in?”


      “Yeah. Sounds good.”


      “Hell yeah!”


      Sasha took a look at their surroundings, noticing how their fellow adventurers were readying their weapons. Seventy thousand magic beasts were estimated to be in this stampede, and they were all mindlessly rushing straight for Ryuzen.


      Magic beasts that emerged from a dungeon for a stampede were classified as stampede magic beasts, and possessed strength a full rank above their usual threat level. Most would be in a frenzied state, single-mindedly rushing forward without regard for what was in their way; town or village, they’d run right through it, flattening it in the process.


      A stampede seventy thousand strong would surely consider the royal capital no different, and so, it was the task of all the adventurers here today to stop them before they ever reached Ryuzen.


      A hawk circling high above them called out with Geist’s voice. “Stampede magic beasts confirmed! Approximately five kilometers away!”


      A second gave a different report.


      “Long-range unit, prepare for assault!” Geist commanded through the hawk. “Attack once targets are in range. Don’t let a single one of them into the royal capital!”


      “The Dark Stalker, Hyse, will cut down their numbers from the very front of our formation,” Geist then added. “I recommend you all get a good look at what’s about to come next... I’m sure you can figure out the reason for why he chose to be where he is.”


      “Hyse?” said Sasha.


      “S-Sasha?!” Raynold called out in surprise. Sasha had jumped past Raynold to leap onto a high platform, straining to see as far past the main gate as she could.




      In a field far ahead of the main gate into Ryuzen stood Hyse. Some distance away the entirety of Ryuzen’s front line watched him from behind.


      Hyse felt the gazes of thousands of adventurers land on his back, and smiled wryly. “Sheesh, Geist... Why’d you have to say all that?” Then he felt the ground begin to tremble and he knew that a large number of magic beasts were fast approaching.


      “‘Never stop moving forward,’ huh?” Hyse said to himself, remembering Sasha’s words. “I have to admit that I’m a little jealous of you right now Sasha.”


      He thought he’d moved on from his past, but here and now he knew he hadn’t quite managed it; it was his decision to fight alone, but standing here at the forefront of the battle by himself, he felt a little lonely. The thought frightened him, and before he knew it he looked back, and saw Sasha looking right at him—the same beautiful, silver-haired girl that he knew. The force of her gaze filled him with pride, and at once what fear he had inside him disappeared.


      “Heh.” He grinned, and flung his arms out on either side of him.


      Hyse’s Ability, Weapon Master, produced two large, boxy, tubelike objects in each of his hands. As he adjusted to have both of them rest on his shoulders, the stampede finally came into view. He pointed the objects right at them.


      “It’s time, Hyse!” Geist called out through the hawk.


      “Let’s go!” Hyse shouted. From the tubes in each box then emerged M74 incendiary rockets.


      The objects Hyse had summoned were two M202 FLASH Rocket Launchers. The rockets he fired flew out of the tubes in a wild rush, and the moment they made contact with the horde, they burst into massive explosions. Orcs, ogres, and Kong-type magic beasts were torn asunder and sent flying in the air, their flesh scattering in pieces across the field. In one strike Hyse had eliminated over two hundred magic beasts. He tossed the rocket launchers and summoned a new weapon.


      “Die!!!” he yelled.


      He’d summoned two M134 Miniguns, which, according to the old book, were usually installed on top of something called a “combat vehicle,” but these were modified to be handheld. With its Gatling-style barrel, a single minigun could fire over four thousand rounds in a minute, and Hyse held one in each hand.


      Even one minigun was quite heavy, but Hyse was able to handle both with just one arm for each gun. A minute after he pulled the triggers of his weapons, he’d shot eight thousand rounds, a ridiculous number of bullets that served to mow down the horde and shred whatever magic beast was approaching into minced meat.


      Hyse kept firing, shouting as he did, a mountain of bullet casings by him and rising by the second.


      By himself, he had managed to kill over a thousand magic beasts. Geist was speechless, dumbfounded by the havoc Hyse had caused to enemy lines. The adventurers in the front line were also stunned, Sasha included.


      “Th-That’s Hyse’s Ability?” Sasha asked, astonished.


      After a while Hyse tossed away his Gatling guns and summoned a rocket launcher in one hand and a new Gatling gun in the other before continuing his barrage, a veritable rain of explosions and bullets that continued to hamper the stampede. But Hyse could not stop it on his own. By the time he had killed two thousand or so magic beasts, the general horde had entered the range of the long-range unit.


      Hyse tossed away his rocket launched and began his retreat. “Geist!” he yelled. He summoned his M4 Carbine Assault Rifle and fired continuous warning shots as he fell back from the horde.


      “Begin long-range barrage!” Geist commanded.


      A hail of Ability-fortified arrows and magic descended down upon the stampede.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      From his perch above the battlefield, Krane observed the fight between magic beasts and adventurers finally commence.


      “It’s begun,” he said idly. His eyes trained on Sasha. “That bitch... Once the magic beasts break you down, I’ll be there to deal the finishing blow.”


      He rubbed the stump where his right arm used to be, and then glanced at Hyse. “Who the hell are you? What are those weapons? I feel like I’ve seen them somewhere...”


      He’d planned this to be a much bloodier affair than it was turning out to be. After forcing the dungeon boss to create a stampede, he wanted the royal capital to fall into a state of panic and have the adventurers and magic beasts embroiled in a clash against each other. He assumed a stampede from a high-level dungeon would terrify them, but thanks to Hyse’s initial assault and their overall cohesion as a group, the morale of the adventurers hadn’t dropped like he planned.


      “Well, whatever. I’ll just keep an eye on that brat with the strange Ability,” Krane muttered. He descended to the ground to take a closer look at the battle.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse was retreating back to the front lines. Such a thing might have sounded strange, considering that the front line technically should have engaged the enemy before him, but regardless, when he reached them, he yelled out a warning.


      “They’re coming! Get ready!”


      Hyse summoned a grenade launcher in his right hand and then an Assault Rifle into his left. Then he summoned another grenade launcher to strap around his back and three Desert Eagles to clip to his belt.


      “Hyse, are you hurt?!” Sasha asked, worried.


      She pushed past Raynold and ran up to Hyse, observing him for any wounds.


      Surprised, Hyse reflexively leaned back at Sasha’s sudden approach, but he straightened his face in the next minute.


      “I-I’m fine!” he said. “Don’t worry about me! Get ready!”


      “R-Right! Let’s do this, Raynold!” Sasha said.


      “Yeah...”


      Magic and arrows flew from the rear, pushing back the stampede. The horde’s momentum and offensive capabilities were hampered by having to navigate the corpses of other magic beasts, many outright slamming into the dead.


      It seemed that about ten thousand of them had been killed by magic or long range assault. In the meantime, those in the front line raised their weapons and let out a battle cry.


      “They’re getting close! Get ready to fight, front line!” Geist yelled through the hawk.


      A group of adventurers in the front line put their hands to the ground.


      “Raise a defensive wall!”


      In the next moment, a wall of earth rose from the ground. Those with the Wall Ability were able to construct sturdy walls which the magic beasts promptly slammed against.


      “Stand your ground everyone! I’m gonna show my baby boy just how powerful his mama is!” Mamacha bellowed.


      In truth, Hyse had not been the first adventurer to attack the stampede after his initial assault; he was the second. The first was Battle Mother Mamacha. Though she was around the same height as Hyse, she held a Great War Axe—over five meters long and three meters thick—in one hand, and moved with a nimbleness few could match.


      Mamacha roared as she used her Ability, Giant, which allowed her to grow by ten meters. She effortlessly swung her axe, and in one strike mowed down over fifteen magic beasts.


      “Take this and this and this! I wanna be done by dinner! Let’s wrap this up quick!” she yelled back to the adventurers in her clan.


      “You got it, mama!” they yelled, springing into battle.


      The defensive wall eventually broke to bits, with magic beasts immediately flooding through, but they were immediately ensnared by the S-rank adventurer Jonathan, who used a whip that could stretch hundreds of meters in length to entangle over thirty magic beasts at once.


      “Come on babies,” Jonathan cried out, “let’s dance!”


      The whip then started to vibrate, and all the magic beasts caught in it exploded. Jonathan’s Ability was Vibration, and he used it in combination with his weapon, the Thousand Whip, in a way that only he, Brutal Love Jonathan, could use.


      “Give them our love! Teach them what love is!” Jonathan commanded.


      “Yes, Love!” the members of his clan yelled before beginning to fight.


      Then the clan led by Chaos entered the fray. “Heh, not bad,” said Chaos. “But...we’re gonna be the ones to earn the most!”


      Chaos looked over at Sasha. He took note of her beautiful body, of the large breasts and tight waist she had that he preferred in girls, and his mind at once imagined pushing her down into a bed, watching the dignified expression on her face shift into something craven. Excited, he took his throwing knives and sent them into some nearby magic beasts.


      “Let’s make money and have fun with some good women!” Chaos yelled. “Let’s do it big, you louts!”


      “Yes, Boss!” the members of his clan yelled back.


      He coated his knives with the transparent liquid his hands secreted from his Ability.


      “I’ll have my chance with you yet,” he said to himself, “won’t I, my dear Sasha?”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Cless stood next to Geist, whom there were currently four of thanks to Cless’s Double Ability. Having four copies of Geist allowed him to give clear instructions to every part of the formation. But Cless was pale. Bonett, who for some reason had accompanied Cless to the battlefield, noticed this at once and looked at him in worry.


      “Your Highness, the strain of using your Ability like this is—”


      “I’m fine,” Cless snapped at Bonett, his eyes looking straight forward, sparkling. “Our people are huddling in their homes right now, terrified. I’ve learned recently how important it is for me to do everything that I can as much as I can—desperately so. It’s not about deciding what to prioritize or what to save. I’m going to do everything I can to save everything. This is something that I have to do. If anything, I feel better giving it my all even at the cost of my own body.”


      Bonett looked into Cless’s eyes and knew he was the spitting image of his father Barbaros. After accompanying Sasha on her quest, he’d matured.


      Then in the next moment, Miuanne—who’d been assisting the long-range unit—ran in.


      “Geist, Bonett, Cless! Is there anything I can help with?!” she asked, out of breath.


      “Oh, Your Highness,” Bonett. “What about the Sniping Squad?”


      “The front lines are actively engaged in battle. Adding my power to any projectiles now would only increase the risk of them getting hurt. But, there’s gotta be something else I can help with, right?! I’ll do anything! I want to defend our country too!”


      She had the same look in her eyes as Cless. No doubt she had matured as well. Bonett did his best to hold back a proud smile.


      “Then in that case, let’s go to the castle town,” Bonett said. “We’re going to tell our citizens that the adventurers are winning. That should help put their minds at ease somewhat.”


      “Okay! Let’s do that!”


      Miuanne began running off, with her subordinates scrambling to chase after her.


      Cless hadn’t even spared Miuanne a glance. And despite Cless being visibly haggard, Miuanne hadn’t looked at him either.


      “I wish His Majesty could see this,” Bonett said softly, desperately fighting against the impulse to run off to the king and tell him how much his children had grown.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sasha enveloped her body and then her sword in Fighting Spirit before cutting down magic beast after magic beast, with Raynold defending her from any that got too close. One came past him, but was immediately pierced through the head by an arrow from seemingly nowhere. Knowing that the arrow had come from Robin, Raynold stuck up his thumb in thanks.


      “All right, Sasha?!” he asked.


      “Y-Yeah! Don’t overexert yourself!” she called back, slightly out of breath.


      “Yep! Damn it, I knew this would be a mess, but it’s getting out of control! They’re starting to slip past the walls! Even with all these S-ranks here I don’t know how much longer we can hold them off!”


      Raynold was right. So far they’d only killed about twenty thousand magic beasts—not even close to half of the stampede’s full forces—while the number of their injured continued to rise despite the healing specialists in their back line working nonstop. Anyone healed was sent right back to the front, and this would continue until the stampede had been subdued. Not even an hour had passed in this way, but the adventurers became keenly aware that this strategy would not last. In the end, they were only human.


      Yet Sasha, despite being obviously exhausted, continued to swing her sword without pause. The battle seemed to go on forever, and she had already hit her mental and physical limits. Sasha was an S-rank adventurer, but she was still only sixteen years old. She did not possess the same wealth of experience as her more seasoned peers. Fighting Spirit could not be used indefinitely. And so, without realizing it herself, she eventually miscalculated.


      “There’s no choice! We need to keep fighting! Continue the...” Sasha yelled.


      “Sasha!” Raynold cried out.


      Just outside of Raynold’s reach, goblins had snuck up from behind Sasha and knocked her to the ground, trying to rip off her armor.


      “Urgh! Let go!” Sasha yelled.


      “Damn it!” cursed Raynold. “Sasha! Gah!”


      An ogre appeared in front of Raynold, blocking him from getting to Sasha. He used his shield to defend from its attack, but he couldn’t find a moment to break free and get to Sasha, who was quickly being overwhelmed by the goblins.


      They ripped off her armor, tore through her clothes, and were about to have their way with her.


      “N-No!” Sasha cried out. “Stop!”


      The goblins merely cackled in response, until the one looming on top of her was suddenly blown off by a kick from a figure in all black: Hyse. He took his Desert Eagle and shot the goblin in the head. The other goblins shifted their focus to him, but Hyse had already switched out his pistol to a shotgun and fired, sending their insides flying. He then summoned an assault rifle to clean up the rest of them. By the time the dust settled, none of the goblins were left alive.


      “Sasha!” Hyse exclaimed. “Are you hurt?”


      “Hyse... Wahh!” Sasha, bawling, clung to Hyse in a weepy embrace.


      Hyse was taken aback for a moment, but he returned her embrace, patting her on the head. Hyse’s slightly awkward, but gentle gesture helped Sasha feel better. But just as soon as he returned her embrace, he let her go.


      “Sasha,” Hyse said, “there’s still a lot of magic beasts left. Get yourself together before you rejoin the fight.”


      “Wh-What?”


      “Uh... Here.” Hyse then took off his coat and draped it around Sasha’s shoulders.


      It was then that Sasha realized that the goblins had torn her clothes so thoroughly that she was practically naked, her bountiful chest revealed in all its glory for Hyse to see.


      Bright red, she took the coat from Hyse.


      “It’s only gonna get worse from here on out,” Hyse said after a moment. He looked at Sasha. “We need your strength. Take a moment to get your head on straight and then come back to the fight. I’ll hold the line until you return.”


      “Hyse...”


      “The dream we once shared is not gonna end here, of all places. Let’s finish this quickly.”


      “Yeah!” Sasha said, Hyse’s words revitalizing her.


      “Raynold,” Hyse then said, “take care of Sasha!”


      “Right!” Raynold called back to Hyse. And more to himself, he said softly, “Damn it, I really have no chance, do I?”


      Hyse didn’t hear what he’d said. He summoned a Desert Eagle into each hand and spun, shooting in a circle.


      Sasha got back her armor and then ran over to Pianora in the back lines.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      While the battle was underway, Prescea had been part of the long-range unit, using her Ability nonstop. She’d told Hyse of two things she could do with Fairy—communicate at long distances and turn invisible—but she could also imbue objects with elemental attributes. In other words, she could imbue her arrows with either earth, water, fire, or wind.


      “Agni,” Prescea said, using her Ability to imbue her arrow with fire.


      The Spirits, which were only visible to those who had the same Ability as Prescea, lit her arrow ablaze. She shot the arrow right into the head of a goblin, setting it on fire. Prescea then snapped her fingers, making the Spirits on the arrows that’d already pierced other goblins with instantly ignite, burning them as well.


      “They just won’t stop coming...” Prescea said. She turned to observe Hyse on the front lines as he fired his weapons madly into the stampede.


      She had a Spirit attached to Hyse, so she knew exactly where he was as long as he was in the royal capital. It was this that allowed her to know that he was still alive. From her vantage point in the back lines, she had watched as he had riddled the goblins attacking Sasha with holes...and she had watched Sasha embrace him for it. Her lips pursed at the sight.


      “Rudra,” she said, imbuing her next arrowhead with wind and firing it into a magic beast.


      As soon as it made contact, it created a powerful wind that caught the surrounding beasts within its violent gale.


      “That doesn’t bother me at all...” she said, and activated her Ability on yet another arrow.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sasha returned with Raynold to Sacred’s clan house, where she immediately went to her bedroom to take off her torn clothes and change into new underwear and clothes. She then fixed her hair and put her armor back on. After she reequipped her sword, she was ready to head back out again, so after just five minutes in the clan house, she left.


      “You sure you’re okay?” Raynold asked.


      “Yeah,” Sasha replied. “I’m okay now.”


      Sasha lifted her gaze to the sky, face resolute. Even now, the magic beasts were continuing their charge.


      “Raynold,” she then said, “I’m sorry about the trouble I caused.”


      “Don’t worry about it. We’re teammates, right?”


      “Yeah, we are. Thanks,” she said, smiling.


      Her smile strained something in Raynold, and he could feel his face tighten in response. He was in love with this smile, this face brimming with confidence, her unrelenting spirit that had no room for indecision. Right now Sasha was practically sparkling.


      “I feel so light now,” Sasha said, coming to a stop, holding her hand against her chest. It was as if a blockage inside her had been removed. “Hyse... You saved me.”


      Beyond the goblins, it was what he had said that saved her. When he said “our dream,” he wasn’t talking about the shared dream from their childhood, but the new dreams each of them possessed: Hyse wanting to be the strongest adventurer while Sasha wanted to build the strongest team. Both of them had decided, finally, to fully move forward. And hearing Hyse say it gave Sasha courage.


      It felt as if something frozen inside had finally come to life. “Let’s go!” Sasha shouted. “We’re gonna stop—no, eliminate all the magic beasts!”


      Sasha emerged from the clan house, a golden aura shining around her instead of her usual silver. This was the moment that Sasha’s Ability evolved—the moment she emerged from her cocoon. As she ran off, she outpaced Raynold in an instant and arrived at the front lines even quicker than they had left it. With one jump, Sasha flew over the main gate, unsheathed her sword, and swung it down with all her might.


      “Golden Blade: Void Fang!”


      Her Fighting Spirit had evolved, turning from silver to gold. This was proof of her true awakening to her strength as a Sword Master. The attack from her now golden blade mowed down hundreds of magic beasts.


      “Come at me!” Sasha cried out. “So long as I hold my blade, you won’t go any farther!”


      Sasha’s voice echoed across the battlefield. The glow of her golden aura drew the eyes of all the S-ranked adventurers on the battlefield.


      “Phew... Our leader sure is something else,” Tycoon said from the center of the mage squad as he shot multiple consecutive spells at the enemy.


      “Squee!” Pianora practically fainted from Sasha’s grace.


      “Ehe heh. I’m so glad to be a part of Sasha’s team!” Robin said, getting fired up.


      “You’re makin’ me fall for you all over again. Sheesh,” Raynold whispered as he ran to catch up to her.


      Hyse, who’d killed more magic beasts than anyone else on the field, tossed his Desert Eagles and summoned his shotgun. As he readied it, a slight grin broke across his face.


      “Took you long enough, Sasha,” he said.


      He fired, the ensuing boom resonating across the field as if in celebration of Sasha’s return.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The minute Sasha returned to the battlefield, the tide shifted in favor of the adventurers immediately. With her golden aura, she was doing the work of over twenty S-rank adventurers at once. A single swing of her blade while enhanced from her golden Fighting Spirit would easily cut in half any enemy she came across. In the meantime, Hyse was turning any magic beast that got close to him into dust with his shotgun and grenade launcher.


      Chaos threw a poison knife at Sasha, the blade crumbling to bits upon contact with her golden aura. “Damn it,” he cursed. His plan to poison her and pretend to come to her aid while secretly playing with her body had been quickly put to an end. “Shit, has she awakened?”


      There’d been instances in the past of people exceeding their limits and strengthening their Abilities as a result. This seemed to be exactly what had just happened to Sasha. Sasha herself wasn’t quite sure what had happened, but she knew that her Ability had evolved once her mind had cleared. Her Ability, Sword Master, allowed her to use divine-level sword techniques while being enveloped in Fighting Spirit. It was the most powerful sword-based Ability in all of Heiberg.


      Like all other Master Abilities, it was very powerful. And so Chaos’s interest in Sasha had disappeared.


      “Well, whatever,” he said. “That brat never really interested me in the first place.”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “What the hell is that?” Krane said through gritted teeth, his eye twitching in agitation.


      While his heart had raced watching Sasha be overwhelmed by goblins, Hyse ruined it by killing them all. And to add insult to injury, she had retreated from the battlefield and came back stronger.


      “What the hell?! Damn it all!” Krane screamed.


      Even though they were outside and he could now use his wind Skill to the fullest, Sasha had become too powerful for him. He couldn’t beat her as she was right now.


      “And then there’s that other brat...” Krane spat, looking at Hyse.


      He glared at the mysterious weapons Hyse used, watching them smoke and flare as he used them. He watched closely as Hyse switched weapons for something with a long barrel.


      “Huh?” Krane stared with confusion. He had never seen an object like it before.


      Then Hyse aimed it right at him. Krane instinctively knew that something was going to fly at him, so the instant he saw the muzzle pointed at him he conjured a ball of wind from his left hand to shield him, sweat running cold down his back. Within moments, there was a boom, and a bullet pierced through his shield of wind.


      “That fucking brat!” Krane spat.


      Despite being about a kilometer away and hiding in the trees, Hyse was glaring right at Krane. He then launched into a run, a Desert Eagle in each hand, and in around twenty seconds was right in front of Krane, both pistols aimed at his face.


      “You’re the demon from Sasha’s report, aren’t you?” Hyse said. “What’re you doing here? Never mind, I don’t even need to ask. You have something to do with this stampede, don’t you?”


      “And?” said Krane. “So what if I do?”


      “Well, that’s obvious.” Hyse pulled the triggers on both his pistols.


      Krane grinned and gathered wind in his left hand, stopping the bullets midair.


      “Are you an idiot?” Krane said. “If there’s a report about me, you should know my powers are at their greatest in open spaces like this! I don’t know what exactly you can do with that Ability of yours, but you’re not beating me!”


      And so the battle between Hyse and Krane began. Hyse knew from the report that Krane was missing an arm because Sasha had cut the other off. He began rapidly firing his Desert Eagles at him, but every bullet he fired clattered at Krane’s feet after being deflected by the whirlwind-like wind that shielded him.


      “Damn it,” Hyse cursed.


      “What are these?” Krane asked. “Metal balls? They’re fast, I’ll admit that, but you won’t be able to hurt me with them.”


      “In that case...”


      Then Hyse took out his Calico M950 Semiautomatic Pistol—a gun with magazines that held fifty bullets each. He held it in his right hand and then summoned a grenade launcher in his left hand. Though the rate of fire with this pistol was much quicker, all the semiautomatic bullets were stopped by the wind barrier and fell to the ground. Rounds from the grenade launcher met the same fate.


      “Did you have fun killing all those magic beasts with your toys?” Krane said with a grin. Hyse went silent. “Seems they don’t do a thing to me though.”


      A great wind rushed through the forest, so strong the trees in the area were ripped from the soil, roots and all, and then smashed into bits. Krane directed the gale of debris-laden wind straight at Hyse.


      Hyse clicked his tongue with annoyance and took out his shotgun, rapidly firing on the incoming debris. Whatever he wasn’t able to shoot down, he dodged with his enhanced physical abilities. Though he was able to dodge the remnants of a tree that came flying in from the side, immediately after another thick log flew at him fast enough to crush him.


      “Urk!”


      “Aha ha ha! Keep dodging or you’ll get crushed!” Krane laughed as he continued to rip trees out of the ground and shoot them at Hyse.


      As Hyse continued to rapidly fire at them with his shotgun and evade what he couldn’t destroy from the ground, he saw an opening.


      “Wind...” Hyse muttered to himself.


      If he were to compare Krane’s powers in Ability terms, the demon was using something similar to Wind Magic. But his control of the element was a cut above anyone Hyse had ever seen. His mastery made it such that the wind seemed to have a will of its own, one he could manipulate as he pleased. No matter how many bullets Hyse fired from his semiautomatic pistol, or from what direction he fired them in, the wind repelled his attacks without fail. It was the same even if he used scatter shots or incendiary rounds.


      “I just love the face you’re making right now! Oh no, what will you do?! Ha ha ha! This is so fun!” Krane said, cackling with amusement.


      Hyse took a deep breath, and then decided to take a chance.


      “Here’s something special,” he said, taking out a stainless steel Colt Anaconda Revolver. This particular weapon used magnum rounds, which had the highest possible force out of his current arsenal. Hyse pointed it at Krane.


      “Oh, is that your last trick? Come on! Give me your best shot!” he said, taunting Hyse with a beckoning flick of his finger.


      Hyse pulled the trigger, and the revolver fired with a boom. Krane’s wind was still able to block the bullet, but it couldn’t completely stop it. Even so, its force became so weak that Krane was able to catch the bullet and toy with it in his hand.


      “Aw, how sad. Are you done now? Hmm? What the...”


      It was only now that Krane realized that something had attached itself to his stomach—metal rods with strings at the end that connected back to a yellow item Hyse had in his hand.


      “You finally showed an opening,” Hyse said.


      “What is thi—?!”


      Before Krane could finish his sentence, Hyse had pulled the trigger of this mysterious new weapon, making Krane’s body go rigid, his consciousness go faint, and his muscles began to twitch uncontrollably. He then fell to the ground, convulsing. Once the electric shock finally subsided, he couldn’t move anymore.


      “This is a Taser Gun for nonlethal capture. I shot it as soon as my magnum bullet made a hole in your defenses.”


      “Ah... G-Gah!”


      The very instant he had shot his revolver, he summoned the Taser Gun. He knew that Krane’s attention would be focused on the flashier weapon, so he used that opportunity to shoot the taser at the same time.


      Though Krane tried to stand, he simply remained lying on the ground, spasming.
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      “Y-You... I-I... I! D-Damn...you!” he stuttered. “I need to kill that bitch... Agh!”


      “Not happening. You’re not killing Sasha. Or even me, for that matter.”


      “Damn it... Damn it! Damn it! You little shit!”


      Krane glared at Hyse so harshly that blood began to fill his eyes.


      Hyse pointed a Desert Eagle at him.


      “I can’t die in this, in this... Damn it all!!!” he shouted, ending with a scream, but the sound was suddenly cut short by Hyse pulling the trigger.


      Then the wind died away.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      With Sasha’s awakening, the adventurers now held the advantage over the stampede. Geist continued using his Hawkeye Ability to liaise among the various factions of the adventurers throughout the battle.


      “Switching to my highest vantage point,” Geist said, switching to the hawk at the highest altitude. He immediately spotted something odd. “Wh-What is that?!”


      The high-level dungeon had collapsed, and out from the sinkhole burst a massive turtle, over a hundred meters long and thirty meters tall. It was no doubt the largest magic beast Geist had ever witnessed in his life. The rule among adventurers was that whoever discovered a new magic beast could name them, so Geist came to a decision.


      “Attention all adventurers!” Geist announced to the battlefield. “New type of stampede magic beast spotted! Confirming sight of the SSS-level threat the World-Tortoise, the largest and strongest magic beast I’ve ever seen! It’s time for us to dig in our heels and hold out!”


      He turned to Cless. “Your Highness, please maintain a clone in my absence.”


      “O-Okay... But what about you?” But even as Cless asked that, a chill ran down his spine.


      Geist twisted his neck from side to side with a fierce crack, and then flexed his right hand.


      “Gonna work out a bit. It’s been a while” was all Geist said before flying off.


      “H-He’s so fast...” Cless stammered as he watched Geist leave. Now alone, he said to himself, “Okay, I’ll—”


      A small bird landed on his shoulder and immediately spoke to him. “Cless, can you hear me? I’m glad to see you working so hard.”


      “Wait, this voice... Father?!” Cless exclaimed.


      “Indeed,” the bird said. “Usually I’d be out fighting with you all, but since Bonett had said he’d stop me from doing so this time even at the cost of his life, I relented. Now I’m just trying to send you some encouragement.”


      “A-Are you crazy?! Of course you can’t fight! You’re the king!”


      “But aren’t you and Miuanne the king’s precious children? If I must act like I am above everyone else to be king, then I don’t need the crown. But that’s besides the point. Cless...do you think you can keep going?”


      “Yes, father!” Cless shouted. “For Heiberg, I will keep fighting!”


      “Well said!” the bird replied. “Give it everything you got!”


      Cless felt like he was on fire—right then and there his Ability evolved, just like Sasha’s. Now, as long as Cless’s real body was maintained, no amount of damage to his clones could harm him. He used Double on himself and then duplicated himself once more, sending them both to the battlefield. Specifically, the healers, meaning that the number of wounded on their side would greatly decrease.


      Cless panted, out of breath, but said, “All of Heiberg will live to see tomorrow. I’ll make it so!”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Geist had flown from Cless and immediately went to Sasha.


      “Geist?!” Sasha exclaimed. “Why are you on the front lines? Did something happen?!”


      “No...”


      Pride lit up in Geist at the sight of Sasha’s awakened Fighting Spirit, a sure sign of her growth. He let himself feel it for only a moment before switching to commander mode. He said, “A large magic beast had appeared on the battlefield, so I’m here to take it out. Leave this to me.”


      “I’ll... No.” Sasha paused. “We’ll go.”


      “Huh?”


      “Geist. By himself I might be weaker than you on my own,” she said. “But...with my teammates, we’re stronger than you. So leave this to us.”


      And with that she ran off ahead before Geist could reply, yelling, “See ya!”


      “H-Hey, wait!” Geist tried calling after them. “Sheesh...”


      It seemed that Sasha had seen right through him, sensing that he had come to fight ready to give up his life, and had neatly stopped him in his tracks. He smiled wryly and without turning around threw a punch behind him, blowing up the head of a goblin who’d been approaching him behind his back.


      “Good grief,” he said. “I guess that’s it then. Okay Sasha, I’m countin’ on you.”


      As Sasha dashed away, Raynold came over and ran beside her.


      “You’re fighting that thing?” he asked.


      “Yeah. Heh. Guess you saw right through me.”


      The other members of Sacred eventually convened on them.


      “Our target is the World-Tortoise,” Sasha called out, “the strongest stampede magic beast on the field. It’s an SSS-level threat. But let’s do this like we always do!”


      “Yeah!” the members of Sacred all said in unison, and as one they dashed off, straight to the colossal turtle ahead that loomed as high as a mountain.


      When they got close, team Sacred officially started the battle, with Tycoon kicking things off.


      “I’m giving all of you Full Body Fortification, and then I’ll use Total Debuff on the tortoise. And Sasha, don’t worry about me. Use every last bit of strength you have to take this down. Full Body Fortification!” Tycoon shouted, casting it on Sasha, Raynold, Robin, Pianora, and himself.


      He then pointed his staff at the World-Tortoise and cast Total Debuff on it. But soon after he turned pale; the amount of mana needed to successfully weaken a being as massive as the World-Tortoise was unfathomable.


      “I can’t hold it for too long! Take it out quick!” Tycoon said.


      “Leave it to us!” Robin said. “Sasha, I got a ton of explosive arrows from Miuanne, so I’ll cover you!”


      “Got it!” Sasha said before jumping forward.


      The turtle was over a hundred meters long, and its shell was most likely impenetrable. As such, this left just one possible target.


      “Aim for its head!” Tycoon yelled.


      But right as he said so, the World-Tortoise stepped forward, and the force of just one of its legs moving caused a slight earthquake to shake the battlefield. To everyone’s surprise, it was also capable of breath attacks, and launched one right at Pianora and Tycoon.


      With a readying cry, Raynold prepared his large shield, standing in front of Pianora and Tycoon. Pianora began reciting a prayer and touched Raynold on the back. His shield blocked the tortoise’s breath attack, but the shock waves from the attack passed his shields and burnt him. But just as quickly as he was burned he was healed.


      “Shit, that’s hot!” Raynold cursed. He yelled at the World-Tortoise, “Hey, I’m still standin’!”


      “You idiot! Why are you provoking it?!” Pianora exclaimed.


      “Because we’re the strongest team in the world!”


      With the World-Tortoise’s attention trained on Raynold, it didn’t notice Sasha closing in on its head until too late. Sasha imbued her blade with golden Fighting Spirit and then jumped from its leg to its shell and then to its neck.


      “Golden Blade: Guillotine!” Sasha then swung down her blade against its neck as powerfully as she could, but...all she’d managed to accomplish was a shallow cut.


      Sasha clicked her tongue with frustration and moved to attack its head. But from under her feet the turtle stretched out its neck and started to shake, trying to make Sasha fall.


      “Not happening!” Sasha said. She hung on, resisting being flung off.


      In the meantime, Robin shot arrow after incendiary arrow at the wound Sasha made in the tortoise’s neck. Despite the tortoise’s violent shaking, Robin’s arrows found their mark each time, and with each subsequent explosion, the wound grew, blood gushing out with increasing volume. The World-Tortoise let out an ear-piercing shriek.


      “Ack!” Robin, from her perch in a nearby tree, struggled to maintain her balance. The tortoise’s shriek was so powerful it was throwing off her sense of equilibrium.


      Raynold, still strengthened by Tycoon’s magic, moved to block the sound from reaching Robin. He then scooped her from the tree and brought her to where Tycoon and Pianora were. Once they all were gathered together, the World-Tortoise opened its mouth for another breath attack.


      “Bring it on! You’re not gettin’ through my defenses!” he yelled.


      Raynold’s shield began to shine brightly—his Shield Master Ability had evolved. Now, Raynold could fully defend against the tortoise’s breath, not even needing any healing from Pianora.


      “Sasha! Now!” Tycoon yelled out.


      “Yeah!” Sasha replied.


      Though the exchange was vague, the two of them were already on the same page. Sasha went back to the wound that she had made in the tortoise’s neck, aggravated by Robin, and plunged her golden blade into it with all her strength.


      The World-Tortoise let out another earth-shattering shriek.


      “You’re done!” Sasha screamed.


      She gripped her blade with every last ounce of strength she had left and poured all of her Fighting Spirit into her blade. The Fighting Spirit then burst from the World-Tortoise’s mouth, nose, and eyes.


      “Good thinking,” Tycoon said softly. “If the outside’s too hard, go for the inside.”


      The World-Tortoise flailed its head around wildly, but as soon as the golden light disappeared, it fell, lifeless, to the ground.


      Sasha removed her blade and jumped off of the World-Tortoise to join her team.


      “Phew... Everyone okay?” she asked.


      “I thought we were goners...” Raynold sighed.


      “Sasha! Let me heal you!” Pianora rushed over quickly.


      “Good grief... An SSS-level threat indeed. That was definitely the strongest beast in the stampede, but what’s it lookin’ like with the rest?” Tycoon said.


      “Hey guys, we get to claim this turtle for ourselves, right?” Robin asked excitedly.


      And so Sacred found themselves victorious over an unprecedented SSS-level-threat magic beast. With its defeat, the stampede was essentially over.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      By this point the stampede had been mostly eradicated, and the end was in sight.


      “Well done, everyone!” Geist called from a hawk. “All clear! We’ve won!”


      The adventurers erupted into cheers. Some threw their weapons down in triumph, while others cried, embraced their comrades, laughed with each other, or even sang. Overall, every adventurer was smiling. And though the number of injured or deceased was high, they were all happy the battle was over.


      Hyse quietly dematerialized his Desert Eagle and began to leave the field. As he did, a hawk perched on his shoulder.


      “Where are you going?” Geist asked through the hawk.


      “To my inn,” Hyse said. “It’s almost time for dinner.”


      “Hyse... Surely this time, at least, you can stay.”


      “I’m not good with this kind of stuff, Geist,” he said. “I want to relax by myself.”


      “There’s still cleanup to be done.”


      “Take it out of my reward for the stampede.”


      “Good grief...” Geist said.


      But the hawk took off, and Hyse slipped back into town without anyone noticing.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sasha was surrounded by a crowd of adventurers, all of them singing her praises.


      “Thank you! Thank you!”


      “You’re a hero!”


      “Good going, little girl.”


      “You’re all right in my book!”


      Even the S-rank adventurers praised Sasha. Everyone recognized that Sasha’s contribution to the latter half of the battle was magnificent. Her fellow S-rank adventurers had recognized how powerful Sasha was to the point that they listened to the orders she’d abruptly given mid-fight without protest.


      As Sasha was bathed in the appreciation of several S-rank adventurers, she surveyed the area.


      “Lookin’ for someone? That cool grim reaper, maybe?” Jonathan asked.


      “Huh? Uh...”


      “If you’re looking for the Dark Stalker, he left as soon as Geist said the battle was over.” Jonathan shook his head. “Sheesh. He was about as crucial as you in this fight, and he killed a ton of magic beasts, but a team player he is not. People aren’t gonna be happy with him for that.”


      “Sorry, I need to go!” she suddenly said, and burst through the crowd of adventurers.


      “Sasha,” Geist called at Sasha, appearing before her.


      “Geist, sorry!” Sasha said, already moving away from him.


      “Wait. If you’re looking for Hyse, he’s in the back alleys of the slums.”


      “Huh?”


      “He deserves to hear some praise too, so I’ll leave that to you.”


      Then Sasha was off. Though she saw Raynold, Tycoon, Robin, and Pianora, she ignored them and continued running. She entered the castle town and then ran to the slums.


      “Ah...”


      “You’re Sasha, right?” Prescea asked.


      Sasha recognized her as the elf that Hyse traveled around with. She couldn’t help but wonder what she was doing here, but she had a feeling she already knew the answer.


      “What’s the great hero doing here?” Prescea asked.


      “I’m...not a hero.”


      “Oh?” Both Prescea and Sasha entered the slums, walking side by side. “Are you following me, then?”


      “I have business here,” Sasha said.


      “I see... With Hyse?”


      “Yeah.”


      “I see... Heh.”


      “What’s so funny?” Sasha asked.


      “Nothing. I was just thinking that your jealousy was cute.”


      “Wha—”


      “Heh heh. All right. Let’s go together.”


      “H-Hey, wait! What did you mean by that?!”


      The two of them walked through the slums to reach the run-down inn Hyse called home. Hyse was incredibly confused at the sight of their arrival, but that’s a different story for a different time.


    


  



  

    

      Epilogue: The Path of an S-Ranked Adventurer


      One month had passed since the stampede, and life was finally getting back to normal in Ryuzen. Even after fighting seventy thousand magic beasts, there was still quite a bit of work to do. The most difficult, of course, being cleaning up the corpses of a seventy-thousand-strong stampede. After Heiberg made an announcement declaring that the carcasses from the stampede were free to all, adventurers from other countries came in droves and took about eighty percent of them off their hands.


      As the highest contributor to the stampede, Sasha received the largest possible monetary reward from the king, an amount that was so high that she’d never be able to spend it all no matter how lavishly she lived. So she put the funds toward her clan and paid the members of her team.


      Hyse had received a similarly large payment, and saved it all to his adventurers card. Though he could’ve easily used the funds to buy a nice place in the middle of Ryuzen, he decided to remain at his usual run-down inn.


      As usual, this morning Hyse was in the run-down inn, eating breakfast and drinking a cup of weak black tea. The only difference now was that he had a newspaper in his hand. Hyse silently read the headline—Four No More: Sacred to Join the Four Great Clans?! He sipped his tea and then placed both it and the newspaper down on a nearby table. He got to his feet and placed a gold coin on the counter.


      “Another month with breakfast, tea, and a newspaper,” he said.


      “You got it,” the inn owner said, placing the gold coin into the bottle at his feet.


      It was the same interaction as always. Even after the stampede, they were as curt with each other as they usually were. But this was how Hyse wanted to live. If the inn owner had suddenly stepped up his customer service and started smiling at him or something, Hyse would only feel weirded out. He much preferred the way things were now.


      Hyse stepped out of the inn and stretched, letting out a great yawn. Prescea suddenly appeared next to him.


      “Morning,” she said.


      He ignored her and began walking, but she followed him, walking at his side. This had almost become a daily routine.


      “Did you read the newspaper?” she asked, but Hyse didn’t answer. Prescea continued. “People are saying Sasha’s clan is going to become part of the Four Great Clans any day now. Lady Aibis from Ygdrassil is supporting them. Sasha seems happy.”


      “Are you two close?” Hyse asked.


      “Yes. Enough so that we share meals every now and then, at least.”


      After the stampede, Hyse had been surprised when Prescea and Sasha had come barging into the inn. Though he’d turned them both away, it seemed that they’d gotten to be friends before he knew it.


      “Are you okay not going?” Prescea asked.


      “To what?”


      “The award ceremony. You’re skipping it, aren’t you?”


      A ceremony was being held for the adventurers who’d helped save Heiberg from the stampede. But Hyse didn’t want to participate in something troublesome, so he had opted to skip it, saying he was too injured to go. Sasha, as diligent as she was, visited him out of worry, but he turned her away, not wanting the annoyance.


      “I told her that you’re just skipping,” Prescea said.


      “Who asked you to do that?”


      “I simply answered the question she asked me. Besides, I wasn’t lying.”


      Hyse finally arrived at his destination: the adventurers guild. It was the perfect time of day to go, as usually there wasn’t a single person checking out the requests board.


      “Going for an extermination request?” Prescea asked.


      “Yeah. You?”


      “Medicinal herb harvesting. A lot of them were used up during the stampede, so everywhere in Ryuzen needs some.”


      Hyse took one of the pieces of parchment on the board and brought it to the receptionist desk. Prescea did the same at a different desk.


      “Hmm? Hyse, you brought two requests,” the junior receptionist said. “The other one’s not even an extermination request; it’s for medicinal herb harvesting.”


      “Hey, keep your mouth shut and do your job, okay?” Hyse growled, embarrassed.


      Though Prescea was three spaces down on the receptionist desk, she heard exactly what had been said, and she giggled. She knew that though Hyse could be curt, at heart he was a kind person, and she loved him for it.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Very good. I like the look on your face now, Sasha,” Aibis said.


      “Th-Thank you very much.”


      Aibis had suddenly appeared this morning at Sacred’s clan hall without any of her guards. This certainly surprised Sasha, but now they were currently speaking in a visitor’s room in the castle.


      “Both you and Hyse are very interesting youngsters,” Aibis said. “I could tell just by looking at your face. It’s like looking at a fruit that’s just starting to ripen. You’re gonna grow much more. Heh heh. I truly cannot wait.”


      “U-Um...”


      “Well, that’s enough of that. I suppose now’s the right for us all to gather for the first time in a while. We’ve been called the Four Great Clans until now, but doesn’t the Five Great Clans have a certain ring to it?”


      “Huh?”


      “I think this gathering of old people could stand for a bit of youth.”


      “L-Lady Aibis?”


      “As for the location...let’s do it here. Aside from me, all the other leaders are just a bunch of prejudiced old geezers. Prepare some good tea and snacks and wait for them to show up.”


      “L-Lady Aibis?! Th-This is all so sudden, I’m not following along. Are you...”


      “I’ve said it many times by now, haven’t I? I’m supporting you.”


      It sunk in for Sasha, finally, that Lady Aibis was inviting Sasha, and by extension Sacred, to join the Four Great Clans. She gulped nervously at the realization.


      “You may be able to clear the Forbidden Six Labyrinths someday,” Aibis said, making Sasha go quiet. “Heh heh. I like the look on your face. When I see you and Hyse, I’m reminded of Nobunaga...”


      “Huh?”


      “No, ignore me. At any rate, it’s been a while since I’ve been in Ryuzen. I’m going to need to buy a lot of souvenirs before I go back. I came here without anyone at home knowing, so I’m sure they’re all panicking. Wa ha ha!”


      “Huh?!” Sasha exclaimed. “Y-You didn’t tell anyone you were here?! Shouldn’t you go home immediately?!”


      “It’ll be fine. Now let’s have some fun on the town, Sasha!”


      “Huh? U-Um, m-me too?!”


      “Of course. How about taking off that armor of yours and wear something a little more appropriate for the maiden you are for a change, hmm?”


      Aibis pushed Sasha along, and into town they went.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse exited Ryuzen from the main gate to complete the extermination quest he’d just accepted at the guild. He let out a large yawn. Let’s get this over with, he thought.


      Not too far from the gate, however, he ran into Sasha.


      “Hyse, are you going out on an extermination request?” she asked.


      “Yeah.” He stopped. “You by yourself?”


      “No, I’m just the first one here.” Sasha stood next to Hyse and turned around to look up at the gate. “Do you remember when we first passed through this gate?”


      “Yeah...” There was no way he could forget. This was where they’d both taken their first steps forward, and was also where they’d promised to become the strongest adventurers.


      “Hyse, thank you for saving my life.”


      “Don’t worry about it. A lot’s happened between us, but it’d weigh on my conscience if you died.”


      “Heh heh. Is that right?” Sasha smiled and Hyse did as well, just very slightly.


      “Sasha, I... I haven’t completely forgiven you yet.” Sasha went silent hearing Hyse’s words. “But I won’t deny the way you live. It makes me happy, I think, to see you’re aiming for the top even without me. So let me thank you for carrying our dream—the dream my past self wanted to see come true—forward with you.”


      “Hyse...”


      “Sasha,” Hyse continued, “I’ve changed. After being kicked out, I kept fighting, seeking power, unable to give up on my dream. I’m aiming to be the strongest adventurer in the world and complete the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. I might have messed up my path along the way, but I’m gonna keep walkin’ forward.”


      “Me too. Heh heh. I’m sure there’ll come a day when our paths will cross. Or at least, I get that feeling.”


      “Yeah. Maybe.”


      Then Hyse began walking off, the opposite way that Sasha was going.


      “Hyse?”


      “Hmm?” Hyse turned around to Sasha and she stepped forward and gently kissed him on the cheek.


      “I’ll bring the past you forward, so I...I’m leaving my past self with you too.”


      Hyse was stunned by the radiant smile that Sasha showed him. All he could do was nod, but eventually he left, gently touching the place where Sasha’s lips had just been.


      Sasha turned away to meet with the rest of her party, and together, they set out to fulfill their dream.
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      Afterword


      Thank you very much for picking up this book! I’m the author, Satou.


      My hobbies are fishing, camping, and motorcycle touring. My usual days are spent fishing down at a levee in Niigata, putting together a motorcycle touring plan while doing maintenance on my motorcycle, and looking for available camping spots on the web. I’m a pretty outdoorsy person if I do say so myself.




      How did you enjoy this volume of The Path of an S-Rank Adventurer? The theme of my novel this time is what it feels like to be as the person who was kicked out and the person who did the kicking out. A lot of novels that have to do with someone getting kicked out focus on the person getting kicked out thriving while those who kicked them out get their just deserts.


      But in my mind, I thought it’d be interesting to explore someone having good reasons for kicking someone out instead of the usual egotistical reasons. I began writing this story with that in mind, and then imagining them maybe reconciling.




      Let’s talk about the characters, starting with Hyse, the protagonist. I made him with the idea of “darkness” in mind, hence his eye patch, red eye, black hair, and black coat. His name comes from the Japanese “haigo” and “se” which mean “behind” and “back” respectively.


      The other protagonist, Sasha, was made with the idea of “light” in mind, to be the opposite of Hyse. She wears white clothing, has silver hair, and has blue eyes. She was made to be his opposite, in fact: He’s a guy and she’s a girl. He’s dark and she is light. He uses guns and she uses swords.


      Sasha’s name popped into my head after I came up with Hyse’s. I feel like this kind of creation based on intuition is very important. There are a lot of times when I think too hard about names.


      Now about Prescea, the elven girl. I made her colors green and yellow in line with the stereotypical elf colors. In my mind, most elves have short hair, so Prescea is my ideal kind of elf!


      For the members of Sacred, Raynold is red and is the reliable older brother type. Pianora is pink and is the cute but quick-to-anger type. Tycoon is brown and is the sharp-tongued, brainiac type. Robin is dark green and is the energetic, cheerful type. Everyone is very individualistic, but my favorite is Tycoon!




      Lastly, I’d like to thank everyone who was involved in the making of this book. Thank you to Hitaki Yuu for the illustrations! The character designs were really so wonderful and perfect! Thank you very much!


      I hope to meet all of you again!
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