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      Prologue: A Day in the Life of a Certain Adventurer Team


      Adventurers—those who explore unmapped dungeons, find treasure to get rich quick, fight evil magic beasts, and harvest rare medicinal herbs from the most harrowing of locations. Their existence is an absolute necessity. But in order to be an adventurer, one needs an Ability.


      Only forty percent of the world’s population have these special powers, and adventurers use their Abilities to take on every and any request that’s asked of them. They’re ranked from lowest to highest, F to S, and to be an S-rank adventurer is to be the cream of the crop—someone everyone looks up to and strives to become.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      At the adventurers guild in Heiberg, a young man stood silently in front of the requests board. He wore a black coat and a black eye patch over one eye, and was none other than Hyse, the S-rank adventurer known as the Dark Stalker. After examining all available requests, he took one of the posted requests off the board and brought it to the receptionist desk.


      “I’ll take this one,” he said, giving it to a guild receptionist.


      While the guild receptionist took the request and began processing it, she visibly trembled in fear of Hyse. As she did, the door opened to admit a beautiful young woman with silver hair into the guild. Her name was Sasha, the S-rank adventurer known as the Silver Valkyrie. From the moment she entered the guild, the attention of every adventurer shifted to her.


      Sasha walked to the counter and stood next to Hyse. “Excuse me, I’m here to meet with Geist,” she said to one of the other receptionists.


      “Understood. I’ll be right back,” the receptionist said before leaving.


      Sasha glanced at Hyse. “Are you going out on a quest?” she asked.


      Hyse said nothing in response. He simply took the request paper once it was ready and exited the guild. As Sasha watched him leave, the receptionist she spoke to returned to the counter.


      “He’s ready for you,” she said to Sasha, who then promptly left for Geist’s office.


      Now that Hyse and Sasha were gone, both receptionists could breathe a sigh of relief.


      “That was so scary...” the receptionist who spoke to Hyse said. “That guy seriously freaks me out.”


      “I heard he was a huge help during the stampede, but in person he’s way too intimidating,” said the other receptionist.


      “But on the other hand, Sasha is just so gorgeous. I’m not even into girls, but I think I’m smitten.”


      “I totally get you. She’s really pretty. It’s surprising that she and Hyse are childhood friends.”


      “I know, right? They even used to be on the same team.”


      “Yeah! But now they don’t even say hi to each other. I guess they don’t get along anymore?”


      The receptionists continued gossiping about Hyse and Sasha. The two adventurers had indeed been childhood friends, and had indeed even been on the same adventurer team. But a decisive split had occurred between them, and the two S-rank adventurers now walked decidedly different paths.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Thousand had been one of the first teams to join Sacred half a year ago, when the clan had just been established. Since then, Thousand had completed request after request and had climbed their way from F-rank to C-rank.


      As usual, instead of going to the guild, Thousand went to the clan’s request report room to complete the request the clan had received and which they had volunteered themselves for. Rolan, the leader of Thousand, placed the large number of Nelge Fruits that they’d harvested on the counter.


      “We’ve brought back the Nelge Fruits as requested. Please confirm the acquisition!” he said happily.


      A Nelge Fruit that had been mashed, dried, left to harden, and then set on fire could create a bug repelling smoke, and was in high demand by the general public.


      “Looks like they’re all here and are, without a doubt, Nelge Fruits. The request is complete,” the receptionist at Sacred said after conducting an examination.


      “Great!” Rolan said.


      “Here’s your reward,” she said, giving them forty silver coins.


      Rolan’s team had four people, so each person got ten silver coins. With the processing complete, Thousand went back to their team’s room—another thing they’d earned quite quickly—and distributed the reward among themselves.


      “All right! Kuah, Maude, Thena. Let’s split the reward!”


      The rest of Thousand stayed quiet after Rolan spoke until Kuah, Thousand’s vice leader, spoke up.


      “Rolan... Maybe we should stop taking harvesting requests?” she said.


      “Huh?” Rolan said.


      “We’re a C-rank team now, and individually we’re all D-rank adventurers. Isn’t it about time that we start taking on more lucrative jobs?”


      “I-Is it? What do you think, Maude?”


      “I agree,” Maude said.


      “Huh? Wh-What about you, Thena?” Rolan asked.


      “Hmm... I think I’m getting a bit tired of harvesting too,” said Thena.


      It now dawned on Rolan that all of them were getting bored of the harvesting requests.


      “Uh...” Rolan said, going into thought. “Well, yeah, I guess the only requests we’ve been taking on are harvesting requests. We’ve gone up in rank, but as a team, we haven’t really fought for real yet. We’ve come across a lotta goblins and kobolds when we do the harvesting requests, but still...”


      “Those are just weaklings. Even an F-rank adventurer can handle them,” Kuah said. “Sure, they’re still magic beasts and if you don’t take them seriously you can end up in a world of hurt, but what I’m trying to say is that I think we’re ready for an extermination request.” She thrust her staff toward Rolan in emphasis.


      Maude nodded in agreement.


      “As a Guardian...I wanna know how strong I really am,” Maude said.


      As a fellow Guardian, Maude looked up to Raynold. Instead of combining a large shield and a round shield like Raynold did, though, Maude fought with a round shield in each of his hands. He had asked Raynold to train him and felt that over the past six months he’d gotten decently strong.


      “I want to show how much better I am after learning from Robin,” Thena added. She readied her bow and drew back the string, pretending to shoot Rolan.


      Kuah nodded, tightening her grip on her staff. “I’ve been training in Lightning Magic. I know fighting an A-level threat isn’t possible for me right now, but I think I can manage C-level-threat magic beasts. Rolan, I think it’s time. Prepare yourself.”


      “O-Okay. Then for our next request, let’s do a magic beast extermination,” Rolan said.


      And just like that, Thousand decided the next kind of request they’d take. The following day, they went over to the request board at the clan house, but unfortunately, the only requests currently available were harvesting requests. Extermination requests not only gave bigger rewards, but were a sure way for a team to test their strength and signal to other adventurers how strong they were. It was only natural that these requests were very popular.


      After getting fired up about taking on an extermination request yesterday and now having the rug pulled out from underneath them, Rolan and the rest of Thousand were left feeling very disappointed.


      “Looks like there aren’t any extermination requests left for the clan. Should we...go to the guild?” Rolan suggested.


      Even if adventurers were part of a clan, they were still able to accept requests from the guild. And so, Thousand left for the guild house. But having arrived after the morning request rush, the request board was basically empty.


      “Oh no... We were too late,” Thena groaned, head hung low in disappointment.


      Upon further inspection of the board, however, they realized there were some extermination requests still up for grabs.


      “Ugh, this one is for the Blazing Kobold King,” Kuah said. “That’s a S+-level-threat magic beast! What kind of request is this? It says a kobold suddenly changed form in the eastern forest and they want it taken care of. Isn’t this something the royal knights usually deal with?”


      “This one is for the Demon Fish Alreja, an S-level threat in Treman Lake all the way up north,” said Maude. “Not happening.”


      “And this one is another S+-level threat. A Neuro Owl’s hiding somewhere in the Forest of Darkness way out west,” said Thena. “No way we can handle that.”


      Kuah, Maude, and Thena looked at the request board, their expressions stiff. Rolan looked at all the other high-level requests on the board and sighed.


      “There don’t seem to be any left that’s suitable for our rank,” he said, sighing again. “But look at all the C-rank harvesting requests. It’s like they’re waiting for us to take them.”


      Unsurprisingly, there were a lot of harvesting requests up on the board. The four members of Thousand looked at each other, communicating silently. Just when they were about to give up, someone entered the guild.


      “Oh, Hyse, good morning!” Mina, the junior receptionist, called out.


      “Uh-huh,” Hyse replied.


      “Hmm? Are you by yourself today?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Oh, right! Prescea’s left for a solo harvesting request. Why don’t you look over the board? There’re a lotta requests that I think you’ll really like!”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Well, since an S-rank adventurer like yourself frequents this guild, other guilds have been passing on to us all their S-level and above requests!”


      “You’re making it sound like it’s my fault. Sheesh...”


      Hyse broke off his conversation with Mina and went to the request board, standing right next to Thousand, who shook in fear at their proximity to him. Without speaking, Hyse took the Blazing Kobold King request off the board. He glanced at Rolan and the others.


      “Did you want to take a request?” Hyse asked.


      “Huh?!” Rolan exclaimed, then said, “No, we’re just, uh, looking for a request that matches our rank, but uh, there aren’t any. Yeah!”


      “Uh-huh...” Hyse said before turning around and going to the receptionist counter. After getting approved for the request, he left the guild. As soon as he was gone, Thousand collectively let out a deep, gusty exhale, as if they didn’t dare to even breathe until Hyse was gone.


      Hyse was not only an S-rank adventurer like Sasha, but also considered one of the strongest adventurers in the world right now. And Thousand had just exchanged words with him.


      “I can’t believe one of the strongest adventurers in the world just talked to us... That was terrifying,” Kuah said.


      “I-I was so nervous. Did my voice crack? Did it?!” Rolan asked.


      “He was so cool...” Maude commented.


      “The strongest in the world, huh? Isn’t there another adventurer who’s also considered the strongest?” Thena asked.


      Kuah sighed. “You’re talking about the adventurer from out west, right? If I remember right, they’re said to have cleared seven high-level dungeons all on their own.”


      “Oh yeah, I think I heard that too. Everyone thinks of Hyse as one of the strongest adventurers right now because of what he did during the stampede, but in that western country... Uh...”


      “Woolong—the westernmost country on the continent,” Kuah said. “Apparently that adventurer is an S-rank solo adventurer just like Hyse. What was their name...”


      Kuah began thinking back, but couldn’t remember the name.


      “The Adamantine Fist, Hijiri,” Maude said, stepping in. “I heard they were the youngest person in history to achieve S-rank.”


      “Oh, right. That’s their name. They’re the same age as Sasha, but earned S-rank at fifteen. Wait. I’m fifteen... That’s crazy...”


      Nobody could have known, then, that the S-rank adventurer Hijiri, the Adamantine Fist, would soon be mixed up in a monumental event, right along Sasha and Hyse.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Hijiri, the Adamantine Fist


      “Hello!”


      The door to Heiberg’s adventurers guild opened with...maybe a little too much force, with the entire large door being knocked off its hinges to the ground. It was currently late afternoon, which was around the time when most adventurers were coming back to the guild to report the results of any requests they’d taken on. But on this day, for some reason, most of the teams had come back earlier than expected. The guild was packed as a result, and all eyes flew to the person who’d knocked down the door. Hyse and Prescea were a part of this crowd as well.


      A new voice spoke. “I’m Hijiri, an S-rank adventurer from the western country of Woolong. They call me the Adamantine Fist! I heard about a superstrong adventurer and ran all the way here! So bring out, uh... Dark... What was it again? Dark Molasses or whatever, step forward!”


      The newcomer had a very loud voice and easily drew the attention of everyone in the guild, even Hyse, who’d been speaking with Mina when the door had been knocked down.


      Prescea, from her spot next to Hyse, giggled.


      “She’s calling for you, Dark Molass— Ow!” Prescea winced as Hyse flicked her forehead. She pouted, tears welling in her eyes as she raised a hand to the spot Hyse that flicked.


      “Just ignore her,” Hyse said, not interested whatsoever in what this new adventurer had to say. “Getting involved with an idiot like that can only mean trouble.”


      “But Hyse, look at her,” said Mina. “She’s quite the beauty. Heh heh, she might be just as beautiful as me, Prescea, or even Sasha.”


      “I’m leaving now.”


      “You’re as cold as ever...” Mina pouted.


      As the foolish-looking woman known as Hijiri went around to every adventurer in the room asking them about Hyse, the man in question looked at Prescea.


      “I’ll give you money if you make me invisible right now,” Hyse said.


      “I don’t need your money, but... Oh, I know. I’ll do it if you treat me to dinner,” Prescea replied.


      “Ugh... Fine.”


      Prescea immediately snapped her fingers and used her Spirits to make Hyse invisible. Then the two of them boldly walked straight past Hijiri for the exit.


      “Wait up,” Hijiri said, standing in front of Prescea, blocking the exit.


      “Someone’s with you, aren’t they?” she asked. “They seem pretty strong... They wouldn’t happen to be the strongest adventurer here, would they?”


      “Looks like it didn’t work out,” Prescea said, snapping her finger and making Hyse reappear.


      Hijiri immediately began to examine Hyse. “Phew, that’s crazy,” she said. “You reek of death. I like it.”


      Hyse clicked his tongue with annoyance.


      “Need somethin’ from me?” Hyse asked bitterly, looking at Hijiri for the first time.


      She was shorter than Hyse but a little taller than Prescea. Her light-purple hair, with a sheen reminiscent of amethyst, fell to her waist, and was tied into a pony tail. Much like her hair, her eyes were a deep purple, and overall, her features were objectively beautiful. And that objectively beautiful face was currently warped into a toothy, feral grin.


      Her outfit was unique, as well. Consisting of a single cloth wrapped around her sizable chest, a sleeveless cropped jacket which left her middle bare, and a pair of microshorts layered with spats shorts underneath, the whole ensemble was finished by a pair of fingerless gloves with metal plates stitched into the material and boots implanted with similar metal plates. From a single look, it was easy to tell that Hijiri was a martial artist.


      “I’m Hijiri, the strongest adventurer.”


      “So?” said Hyse.


      “I heard about you all the way in Woolong, where I’m from. Everyone there’s been talkin’ about a S-rank adventurer who did a lotta work during the stampede,” Hijiri said, to which Hyse said nothing.


      “You know what I’m gettin’ at, right?” Hijiri thrust her fist out toward Hyse, trying to lightly strike him with a fist, but just as she did—


      “Personal duels are forbidden inside the adventurer guild,” Geist said, appearing seemingly out of nowhere and grabbing Hijiri’s hand before she could reach Hyse.


      Though Geist’s appearance surprised Hyse, he didn’t let it show. Both Prescea and Hijiri, however, were visibly startled.


      “Wha—”


      “Are you the one causing a ruckus in the guild?” Geist asked. “Sorry, I’m going to need to look at your adventurer’s card.”


      “You seem pretty strong too, but more than that, you seem fun!” Hijiri said.


      Hijiri then took out her adventurers card, and it showed, without a doubt, that she was an S-rank adventurer. As Geist returned it to her, Hijiri grinned.


      “I wanna fight Hyse. Is that okay?” she asked Geist.


      “As I said, personal duels are forbidden.”


      “Uh-huh... Then I’ll submit a request!”


      Hijiri quickly moved to the center of the guild and opened her mouth for an announcement. “The S-rank adventurer, Hijiri, now submits a request to the adventurers guild of Heiberg! The request is for an extermination, with the target being me! The reward is five thousand gold coins! Oh, and I’ll throw myself in as a reward too! I’ll serve you tea, do odd jobs, or even carry your stuff for you! All confident adventurers please step forward!” She then took out a piece of paper from her shorts pocket and slammed it onto the receptionist counter. “Here’s the request.”


      “R-R-Right!” Mina said, flustered. She took the paper.


      With Mina’s acceptance, the request was formally approved.


      “No problems now, right?” she said, looking at Hyse. “If you’re tryin’ to be the strongest adventurer, then there’s no way you’d run away from my challenge, right?”


      She pointed at Hyse and cackled with glee.


      But Hyse had left the guild before Hijiri had even finished with her grand announcement, first thinking to go home, but after remembering his promise to Prescea, turned instead to a nearby bar for a meal. When they arrived, Prescea ordered pasta, and was now twirling some noodles around her fork, seemingly amused.


      “Quite the troublesome situation you’re in, aren’t you?” Prescea said.


      Hyse drank some of the fruit wine he’d ordered and sighed in response.


      “She might have a few screws loose,” Prescea said, “but she’s not stupid. She’s probably doing this because more people have started calling you the strongest adventurer in the world.”


      Hyse stayed silent.


      “I’m sure the more confident adventurers will try to fight her right away,” Prescea continued, “but they won’t stand a chance. As time passes and the numbers of losers and spectators grows and grows, everyone’s gonna start thinking that maybe you, the strongest adventurer around, could actually beat her. And if that happens you’ll have no choice but to fight her. If you don’t they’ll just think you’re a coward and public opinion of you will fall like a rock off a cliff.”


      Hyse remained silent.


      “For now I think she’ll be busy with adventurers fighting her,” Prescea said. “I can see the A- and B-rank adventurers especially wanting the monetary reward, while the S-rank adventurers would challenge her to test their strength. Even though Geist said adventurers are forbidden from fighting each other, Hijiri already realized that if it’s framed as a request she can get away with it. The fact that her request is on the board right now only proves it. I doubt the guild ever thought that someone would make themselves the target of an extermination request. It seems like they didn’t have any choice but to accept it.”


      Hyse still stayed quiet.


      “So, what are you going to do?” Prescea asked.


      “Nothing. I don’t care.”


      “Even if your popularity falls?”


      “I really don’t care about that. I’m not fighting to be popular.”


      “Uh-huh... Well, I wonder how this’ll all turn out.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “You might be known as ‘the strongest,’ but there’s another famous person in the royal capital. You know, your childhood friend.”


      Hyse stayed quiet, downed the remainder of his drink, and then ordered another.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Meanwhile, at Sacred’s clan hall, Sasha was filled in about what’d transpired earlier at the guild.


      “The Adamantine Fist challenged Hyse?” she asked.


      “Looks like it,” Raynold said.


      Sasha and Raynold were currently in the administrative room at their clan house, drinking tea. The other core members of Sacred were currently absent due to other work. What had happened at the guild earlier had come up during their small talk.


      “Do you know anything about her?” Raynold asked, adding sugar to his tea.


      Hijiri was a solo adventurer, just like Hyse, and had cleared seven high-level dungeons by herself. As such, she had been called the strongest adventurer. But after killing thousands of magic beasts by himself during the stampede, people had begun calling Hyse the strongest adventurer, and forgot all about Hijiri.


      “I hear that she’s a martial artist whose light-purple ponytail flutters as she fights,” Raynold said.


      “Light purple...” Sasha murmured.


      “Yeah, apparently it gives off the same shine as amethyst. Not that I care. Your hair is way more beautiful in my opinion.”


      “B-Beautiful?”


      “Y-Yeah. Your hair’s beautiful. Without a doubt.”


      “O-Oh. Thanks.”


      “S-Sure.”


      They fell into silence after that slight digression. It rattled Sasha a little to be called beautiful out of the blue.


      “So yeah, that’s the kinda person Hijiri is. I also know that she’s from Woolong, but nothing past that,” Raynold said.


      “I see... Well, I guess there’s nothing problemati—”


      But right then, someone knocked on their door. Raynold gave them permission to enter, and the door opened to an adventurer of their clan with a deeply panicked look on their face.


      “S-Sasha, th-there’s a weird woman who’s asking to talk to you!” the adventurer said.


      “Huh?” Sasha said.


      “She already knocked out some of the senior members who tried to make her leave!”


      Sasha shot to her feet and made her way to the entrance of the clan house immediately. She entered to see multiple A-rank adventurers knocked out on the ground, the only person still standing a young girl with light-purple hair tied into a ponytail.


      “Who are you?!” Sasha shouted.


      “Ah... Yeah, sorry. I didn’t think I hit them all that hard. But whatever, are you the clan master?”


      “I asked you who you are.”


      Sasha’s golden Fighting Spirit enveloped her body, and at once she brandished her sword.


      “Whew, look at you! You’re not bad yourself,” said Hijiri. “Oops. Gotta stay on track. So hey, I’m Hijiri! I’m really sorry about these guys... But yeah, I heard a lotta different stuff at the guild earlier and it turns out Hyse isn’t the only strong adventurer around! I’m lookin’ for someone named Sasha.”


      “You found her.”


      “For real?! I knew it! Could your clan take my request?”


      “What?”


      Hijiri smiled brightly and with clear cheer, produced her request form. Since it would be troublesome if a fight broke out in the clan hall, Sasha took Hjiri to the reception room. The contrast between the two women could not be more clear; Sasha sat in her seat with elegance, her legs crossed and her back straight, while Hijiri was splayed across the opposite sofa with her limbs akimbo.


      Raynold stood behind Sasha while the other three core members of Sacred, who’d just returned from their work, stood by the door. Hijiri munched on the snacks and cookies placed in front of her while Sasha spoke in an even, calm tone.


      “Ms. Hijiri, you mentioned that you have a request for our clan, Sacred?” Sasha asked.


      “Aw, no need to be so stiff!” Hijiri said. “Let’s just talk like friends! We’re the same age but you’re so uptight.”


      “State your business.”


      Sasha instinctively could tell that the two of them would not get along, so she decided that she’d listen to what Hijiri wanted to say first and then kick her out. But Hijiri had stormed into her clan hall and attacked several members of her clan. Sasha was well within her rights to take down Hijiri, so the fact that she’d instead allowed her to leisurely sit in the clan’s reception room and munch on snacks was a sign of Sasha’s almost absurdly fair sense of kindness.


      Hijiri placed her request form on the table between them. “I have a request for Sacred.”


      Sasha picked up the form, her eyes widening as she reviewed it. “You’re the target? Is this a genuine extermination request for yourself?!”


      “Yep! I can’t fight anyone strong otherwise.”


      “And the reward is five thousand gold coins?!”


      “Yep! That’s everything I have from all the dungeons I’ve cleared. I would’ve had more if I hadn’t bought so much food on the way here.”


      Sasha simply stared in silence at Hijiri’s response.


      “I wanna be the strongest adventurer in the world,” Hijiri said. “People’ve been saying there’s an adventurer who took out over two thousand magic beasts during that stampede of yours and that he’s stronger than me. But he doesn’t seem all that interested in me, so I wanna start instead by comparing my strength to other adventurers.”


      Sasha still remained silent.


      “You can fight me with your entire clan if you want,” Hijiri added, striking her fists together.


      Sasha put the request down on the table. “Not happening.”


      “Huh?”


      “No normal person would accept this request. If you’re the target of your own request, aren’t you suggesting you want an adventurer to kill you? What meaning does that even have?”


      “It helps me on my path to becoming the strongest adventurer, of course! Being the strongest means being stronger than any magic beasts or adventurers.”


      Hyse’s face flashed through Sasha’s mind. She had been the one who forced him to change his path and fight by himself to become stronger. But Hijiri, despite also being a solo adventurer, was different from Hyse. She had a sparkle in her eye that signaled a pure, simple desire to be the strongest adventurer of all, whereas Hyse wanted to be the strongest so that he could fight and survive, even on his own.


      “Our clan cannot accept your request,” Sasha replied. “If that’s all you wanted, then I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


      At this, Hijiri’s expression, which had once been bright and smiling, went cold. “You’re a real drag, you know that?”


      “What?”


      “I said it earlier, didn’t I? You’re too uptight. I’ve met a few clan masters already, and you’re by far the lamest one. Why did you even become an adventurer in the first place?” she asked, to which Sasha said nothing. Hijiri continued. “Well, whatever. I heard that you guys had the strongest team, so I was a little excited to meet you, but now I don’t think I’d get anything out of fighting you.”


      Sasha said nothing, and Hijiri stood up from the sofa to leave, request and all.


      “Bit of advice,” Hijiri called out as she left the room. “Keep runnin’ your clan like you’ve been doin’ and you’ll end up a dictator. Someday you’ll kick out anyone who doesn’t listen to you and take out your frustration on the rest. No one will feel comfortable. And worse, your selfishness will have you pretend sympathy for the discomfort of your own people. It’s the way all uptight people end up. Buh-bye!”


      And with that, Hijirii exited the room. With a trembling hand Sasha grasped a glass of water, gripping it so tight it shattered in her hand.


      “A dictator, huh?” Sasha said softly.


      She felt as if Hijiri had seen through her, straight past the clan leader she was and to the Sasha that had kicked Hyse out of Sacred the moment he fell behind.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse walked around Ryuzen with Prescea.


      “I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised, but you actually go shopping, huh?” she asked.


      “Why are you even here?” Hyse asked.


      “I’m bored. So what are you buying?”


      “I’m getting stuff for the Six Forbidden Labyrinths,” Hyse answered, annoyed. “I got a lot to buy.”


      “Oh, right. I forgot you were doing that.”


      Hyse was buying supplies typically purchased for an extended journey: tents, lanterns, sleeping bags, chairs, medicine, tables, knives, pots, and silverware, all in bulk, so that he’d always have spares in case anything broke. Everything he bought he stuffed into his item box.


      “Yeah,” Hyse said. “I’ve gotten some information about the labyrinths, so I’m gonna give it a shot. Gotta start preparing now.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      Prescea ended up staying with Hyse for the rest of his shopping day.




      After a few days Hyse was still preparing for his expedition to the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, but he was also taking on requests. Now he was heading to the guild to report the completion of a request he’d just finished. When that was done, he went to the guild’s dissection room for an appraisal of the magic beast he’d just killed.


      “Hyse, y’know...” Damon, the head appraiser of the dissection room, said. “Are you really not gonna fight that adventurer Hijiri?”


      “This again? I’m tired of hearing about it.”


      Damon cackled with amusement and rapped his knuckles on the arm of the S-level-threat magic beast that Hyse had brought in, the Killer Praying Mantis. It was essentially a large version of the praying mantis most people were familiar with, possessing a pair of arms shaped like sickles. It had died instantly when Hyse had used a Benelli Nova to shoot its head into bits. For once, Hyse had brought in a magic beast in good condition, making Damon happy.


      “It’s the talk of the town,” Damon said. “About fifty adventurers have already challenged Hijiri over the past few days and all of them have gotten destroyed in ten seconds or less. Some of them were S-ranks too. And apparently Hijiri has yet to use her Ability even once.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Seriously, that’s your only reaction? You’re really not interested?”


      “Nope. Can you hurry up? I’m starving.”


      “Yeah, yeah. But this is the only thing everyone at the guild’s talkin’ about these days. Like, her personality is one thing, but she’s still a real beauty. A lot of challengers have been total idiots about it, and they’ve been hurt so bad down there that they’re ‘down for the count’ if you know what I mean.”


      “That’s scary...”


      Damon just laughed. “Hey,” he said, “how about you and me grab a bite like we used to? We really only need this thing’s sickles and core, so I’ll just toss the rest. I’ll be done real soon.”


      “Sounds good. It’s been a while since we ate together,” Hyse said.


      Hijiri was barely a thought in Hyse’s head. He simply continued working as he usually did.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Soon enough, about twenty days had passed since Hijiri had come to Ryuzen, and she was now sprawled out on the bed of the inn room she’d been renting.


      Hijiri let out a huge yawn. “Ugh, I’m so bored!”


      Since issuing her challenge, she’d thoroughly beaten seventy-six adventurers, and after the last one, there hadn’t been anymore since. Apparently rumors had spread about Hijiri’s strength being the real deal. After people realized it would be impossible to beat her one-on-one, groups of adventurers had tried fighting her in teams. But that didn’t work either. After that, they realized that fighting her any further would just damage their own reputations. So they refrained, and it was only a matter of time until people started to say that only Sasha or Hyse could put the overconfident S-rank adventurer in her place. Debates had even sprung up across the capital over which of the two adventurers was stronger.


      “I hope he challenges me soon... Heh heh. I can’t wait to fight him,” Hijiri said to herself.


      And so Hijiri continued to wait until she could fight the strongest adventurer.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      In a tavern somewhere in Ryuzen, Hyse sat down on the empty stool across from Geist with a heavy sigh.


      “Good grief,” Geist said.


      “Can you do something about all these rumors, Geist?” Hyse asked, thoroughly annoyed. “They’re everywhere. It’s like people can’t stop talking about if Sasha or I are stronger, which one of us will take out Hijiri, and even if I’ve sexually conquered the two of them. Who’s even coming up with all this nonsense?”


      “I thought you didn’t care about rumors.”


      “I mean, there’s a limit... What’s Hijiri even up to anyway?”


      “She’s staying in an inn that the guild introduced her to. Apparently nobody’s been challenging her lately and she’s gotten bored. She’s probably just waiting for you.”


      Hearing this made Hyse go silent.


      “Hyse,” Geist said, “why don’t you just give it a shot?”


      “Huh?”


      “She’s got too much strength and nowhere to direct it. Help her let off some steam.”


      “You want me to?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Why can’t you do it?”


      “I can’t, not with how I am right now. I’m no match for her.”


      “There’s no way that’s true.”


      “Just think about it,” Geist said, before changing topics. “How’s your prep for the labyrinths going?”


      “It’s going. I’ve already gotten a lot of the things I need and placed orders for the other stuff they don’t have in stock.”


      “I figured that was you... Several trading companies have personally come to thank me for a certain adventurer buying so much stuff he could probably outfit an expedition for an entire army. They were ecstatic to get such huge orders.”


      “Oh... Well, I’m trying to explore one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. Rather be overprepared than underprepared, right?”


      “Well... Sasha’s also preparing for the labyrinths, but she definitely doesn’t have as much stuff as you. She’s also asked me for advice about long-distance expeditions.”


      Hyse went silent hearing this.


      Geist eventually said, “Out east they have a saying: ‘It’s best to have shelter in a storm.’ In other words, it’s better to be prepared than not.”


      “Got it.” Hyse nodded and then raised his drink with Geist, the two adventurers knocking their drinks against one another’s.


      Geist and Hyse went their separate ways after leaving the tavern. Hyse began the walk back to his inn, and en route, came across a visibly satisfied Hijiri exiting one of Ryuzen’s cheaper restaurants.


      “Phew, that was good!” she exclaimed with a nod, her ponytail swishing.


      She then noticed Hyse. “Oh, Hyse,” she said.


      But he ignored her and continued to walk, prompting Hijiri to follow him.


      “Hey, don’t ignore me!” she said. “You about ready to fight me yet?”


      “No...” Then he remembered Geist’s words about helping her let out some steam. “Hmm...” Hyse said, considering, then went silent.


      “Oh, you’re thinking about it, huh? Heh heh. You’ve heard all the rumors, haven’t you? Nobody’s fighting me anymore and I’m so bored. And the reward’s four thousand gold coins now, not five thousand.”


      “You’re using the reward?” Hyse asked.


      “What else am I supposed to do? I only had five thousand gold coins to my name.”


      “How did you even use that many gold coins in such a short amount of time?”


      “Well the food here’s super yummy!” she said, grinning brightly. Then she took Hyse by the arm. “Come on, let’s fight! If you win you can do whatever you want to me! Just warning you, though, I’m not experienced with that. Don’t let all those people talking about my body and face fool you.”


      Hyse, noticing her going red, sighed. “If that kinda stuff embarrasses you so much, don’t bring it up in the first place.”


      “Sh-Shut up! A-Anyway, uh... I know! Let’s grab a drink! I actually really like alcohol.”


      Hyse went quiet. Hijiri was aiming to be the strongest adventurer, just like Hyse, and part of him was curious as to why. And so Hyse ended up going along with her offer of a drink. The two of them went to a bar Hyse was familiar with; he’d often come here alone after finishing requests. Lately, though, Prescea had been accompanying him here a lot.


      “Oh, welcome,” said the bar owner upon Hyse and Hijiri entering. “Heh heh. I see you’re with a different girl today.”


      “You are, eh? Interesting...” Hijiri said.


      “That’s not what’s going on here. Could you not say such misleading things?” Hyse said to the bar owner.


      “Heh heh. Sorry,” the owner said, smiling before guiding them to seats at the counter.


      As a welcome drink, the owner served them both sweet apple juice. Hijiri’s expression brightened as she brought her glass toward Hyse, but he immediately picked up his glass and downed his entire drink.


      “Aw,” Hijri said, whining, “you could at least say ‘cheers.’”


      “I’ve got a question for you. Why are you aiming to be the strongest?” Hyse said, ignoring her.


      “Hey, barkeep, do you have any spicy food? Oh and a fizzy drink would be great!” Hijiri said, seemingly ignoring Hyse in turn. But after that, she put her elbow on the counter and rested her head in her hand. “What’d you ask? Why I wanna be the strongest? Well, ’cause I’m strong.”


      A moment later a plate with a small magic stone set in it was placed in front of Hijiri. The owner lightly touched it with his finger, making the magic stone begin to turn red and heat up. It was essentially a simple hot plate.


      The owner then put a pot on top of it, which had lots of red vegetables, spices, and meat inside. The pot heated up gradually, with a delicious aroma beginning to waft from it.


      “Wowie, it looks so good!” Hijiri exclaimed.


      “This is a dwarven dish,” the bar owner explained. “It has red chilis, red peppers, and orc meat in it. Boil them all together for a bit and you get a very spicy dish.”


      “Mmm! I love this! This matches my mood perfectly! Hurry up and boil! Heh heh.” As Hijiri watched the pot boil, she began speaking once more. “I was abandoned as a kid.”


      Hyse went quiet at this sudden confession.


      “Did you know that Woolong is right by the sea?” Hijiri said. “Martial arts are very popular there. When I was little I was left at the doors of a dojo that practices what’s considered the weakest style of martial art in all of Woolong: Hyungu. My grandmother founded it.”


      “Hyungu?” Hyse asked.


      “Yep. It’s based on the idea that even women can throw a punch. When she was young, my grandma was really popular and all kinds of guys were goin’ after her. Things were tough for her, tough enough that she made her own martial arts style so that she had the techniques to avoid being assaulted. But everyone made fun of a woman creating a martial arts style, so she never had disciples or heirs. And after she turned forty, nobody wanted her. She was single her entire life.”


      Hyse stayed silent, listening to Hijiri’s story.


      “So she adopted me and raised me to be her successor. The training was hell. Day after day of her drilling her techniques into me. Phew! But she always looked like she was having a lot of fun, so even on the roughest of days, I had fun too.”


      Hyse kept listening.


      “She always told me that there was nothing wrong with women using their fists, just like there wasn’t anything wrong about women beating men, or a woman becoming the strongest adventurer in the world. It was my grandmother’s dream to be the strongest adventurer around, so it became my dream too.”


      Hyse quietly continued to listen.


      “The day I registered as an adventurer, my grandma told me that I should never back down from a fight. She told me that every fight I start, I finish, and I should never run away. She told me to do my best, and that she had nothing left to teach me. I went out that day for training, but when I came back...she was dead. It was as if she had been waiting to teach me everything she knew so she could leave life with no regrets ”


      Hyse said nothing.


      “So I’m gonna show my grandma that no matter who I’m up against, no matter what magic beast I face, her techniques and my Ability will never lose. That’s why I’m gonna keep fighting to be the strongest.”


      And to that, Hyse did not reply.


      “Oh! Looks like it’s ready!” Hijiri said excitedly as she began to eat.


      “H-Hot!” she sputtered. “It’s so spicy! I need water! Water!” She gulped down the glass of water she had been consequently served.


      Hyse drank the cocktail he’d ordered and started to think. “The strongest, huh?”


      The two of them couldn’t be more different. Her desire to be the “strongest” was, at heart, a pure and radiant goal.


      “Yeesh, that’s hot,” Hijiri said. “But anyway, that’s my reason. Happy?”


      “Yeah.”


      “So? You feel like fighting me now?”


      Hyse put his drink down and looked at Hijiri. By this point, she’d finished her food and had turned her entire body around to face him, an intrepid smile on her face. “You’re the strongest in Heiberg,” Hijiri added. “I had some hopes for Sasha, but now I know she’s no good.”


      “You met her?” Hyse asked.


      “Yep. She’s real uptight. One little poke and she’ll break into bits. I’ve got no interest in someone who’s just gonna fall apart on their own.”
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      Hyse went silent, but Hijiri continued. “But enough about her. Let’s talk about you. Wanna fight?”


      “Fine...”


      “Huh? For real?!” A wide smile broke out across her face.


      “But only after you beat Sasha,” Hyse said.


      “Huh?”


      “For the record, Sasha is strong,” Hyse said. “Underestimate her and you’re in for a world of hurt.” He then turned away from Hijiri and ordered another cocktail.


      “Huh? Really?” said Hijiri. “But there’s no way I’d ever lose to the likes of her.”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Alone, Sasha walked through Ryuzen’s bar district. Every now and then she’d drink alone, but today she was doing so because of Hijiri’s comments, which had struck a little too close to home. Hijiri had warned Sasha that she was on her way to becoming a dictator, an autocrat who kicked out anyone who dared disagree with her, took out her irritation on others, and was so selfish she’d pretend sympathy toward her followers in order to keep them in line. She could remember every last word that Hijiri had said, and each one felt like a dagger to her heart.


      “That’s not what I want to be at all...”


      She treasured her comrades and always would, and had no intention of becoming a dictator. But it was true that between running the clan and all the busy work a clan master was obligated to do, Sasha was stretched thin. She’d finally come to realize recently that being famous meant other people having an opinion of her, and that might include the idea that she seemed uptight. At least to those who didn’t know her well.


      “I’m thirsty...” she muttered to herself.


      She looked up at the sparkling lights of the bar district. Everything along this street were essentially bars or taverns. Naturally, the smell of alcohol was strong here, but there were also smells of grilled meat and fish, along with the raucous sounds of cooking and people laughing, nonadventurers and adventurers alike.


      Sasha went down an alleyway to a small bar, one run entirely by a single individual. Sasha entered the premises without hesitation.


      “Welcome!” said the bar owner. “Oh? It’s been a while, Sasha.”


      “It’s nice to see you again.”


      The bar she’d come to was called Light Snow Reminiscence, and it was a place Sasha had been a regular at for some years now. In all her years of patronage, she’d strangely never seen anyone here. Not even the members of Sacred knew about this place. It was Sasha’s own little secret spot.


      “Here’s your welcome drink,” the bar owner, sliding a drink over.


      “Thank you...” Sasha looked at the white-as-snow, sweet cocktail she’d been served before gulping it down. “I think I want to get a little drunk today. I’ll take something stronger.”


      “Coming right up.”


      The owner, who was also the bartender, poured several types of liqueurs into a shaker.


      “Should I try to be more optimistic?” Sasha mumbled as she watched her drink being made.


      The owner shook the mixture before pouring it into a glass and topping it with a cherry. The cocktail was a speciality of this bar, and was called Light Snow.


      Sasha brought the drink to her lips. The deep, richly sweet flavor spread across her mouth. Then, when the drink hit her throat, it was as if heat were traveling down inside her to her stomach, getting so hot it felt like someone had lit a match right inside her body.


      “Do you... Do you think I’m too uptight?” Sasha asked.


      “Why do you ask?”


      “Someone told me I was. They said that I’ll become a dictator one day. They just met me, but they saw right through me. I thought the part of me that could kick Hyse off the team was gone, but I guess not. It was just...hiding, deep inside my heart.”


      Suddenly, she was speaking more than she normally ever did. At this bar, Sasha could truly be herself. It was strange, but she felt like she could talk with the owner of Light Snow Reminiscence about anything. He was an older man in his sixties, with pure white hair and a neat, stylish white beard, and his age gave him a gentle disposition that made Sasha feel relaxed.


      “You’re working hard,” he said.


      “Working hard...”


      Sasha didn’t think that working hard was bad. She thought that she was getting along well with everyone in her clan too. And she could not recall a single moment in recent memory where she’d taken her frustrations out on anyone.


      “Ugh...” Sasha sighed.


      “I think you might be overthinking things. You should empty your mind, even if it’s for a moment.”


      “Empty... I’m empty,” she said, hanging her head and then ordering another cocktail.


      Sitting here almost slumped over a bar counter was a side of Sasha that nobody, not even Hyse or Raynold, knew. The owner served Sasha a glass filled with colorful candies.


      “You’ve got a lot of feelings piled up, huh?” he said.


      “Yeah...” Sasha replied.


      “I don’t claim to know the root of your worries, but allow me to at least say this: You have a lot of friends. Why not try consulting them?”


      “You mean like Raynold and the others? You’re saying I should show this to them?”


      “It’s not a sin to be weak in front of others. The real sin is choosing to hide that weakness and fake who you truly are.”


      “Faking...”


      “Sasha,” the bar owner said, “from my point of view, you’re a hard worker and a kind girl. But to others, they might only see you as a strict clan master, or the S-rank adventurer the people call the Silver Valkyrie. In other words, everyone has a different view of you. And each person has their own point of view that will shape how they view you.”


      Sasha went silent.


      “How do you see me?” the bar owner said.


      “You’re...a kind man. Like a father or a priest.”


      “I used to lead an organization of assassins.”


      “Huh?!”


      Sasha leaned forward with surprise, making the owner chuckle.


      “I’m joking, of course. But there are sides to me that even you don’t know. There are things I can’t tell people, and weaknesses I don’t share. That being said, you know the side of me that’s the bartender here.”


      Sasha went silent, thinking. The side of her that had kicked Hyse out, the side of her that was the clan master, and the side of her that was an S-rank adventurer were all different sides of her, but all of them were unmistakably her.


      “I’ve...been too caught up in these thoughts,” Sasha finally said.


      “Well, I’m sure that there was a side of you that you didn’t want to acknowledge that you had, but someone saw through that. Being confronted with it must have left you feeling down.”


      “That’s amazing. You figured that out?”


      “It comes with age.”


      “I see. Heh heh. I am who I am, but the past me is still me. All these versions of me are unmistakably me.”


      Sasha drank down the rest of her cocktail, but now she felt in high spirits.


      “The me who calmly turned down that request was also me, and...the me who wants to beat up the person who looked down on me is also me. Heh heh. I feel so much better now.”


      “No more worries?”


      “Yeah. Now I feel like going all out.”


      “Just don’t do that here, please.”


      The bar owner smiled wryly, while Sasha giggled.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Silver Valkyrie Versus the Adamantine Fist


      Hijiri once again visited Sacred’s clan hall. Since Hyse said he’d only fight her if she beat Sasha, she reluctantly made her way there. After telling Sacred’s receptionist that she had business with Sasha, she was taken to the reception room. Not even a minute later, the five founding members of Sacred entered the room.


      “Sorry for the wait,” said Sasha.


      “It’s whatever. I’m the one who came to you with a request anyway,” Hijiri said.


      A small vein was popping out of Pianora’s head, and Robin tugged on the hems of her clothes to hold her back. Sasha sat across from Hijiri.


      “So Hyse told me that I have to beat you before I can fight him,” Hijiri said.


      “That little brat,” Pianora hissed, “making Sasha do his dirty work!”


      “Quiet down!” Robin said, holding Pianora back again.


      But Raynold also didn’t seem very enthused to hear this. Nobody here had heard anything about Hyse telling Hijiri this, and all of them couldn’t help but think that Hyse had found dealing with Hijiri so troublesome that he had pushed her off onto Sasha to deal with instead. But Sasha remained neutral, giving no reaction to Hijiri’s words.


      “And? What are you planning to do?” Sasha asked.


      “Take you down, of course. Sorry, but I’m not gonna let you run away this time. Fighting Hyse is the most important thing to me right now. I barely even have time to fight you.”


      “I see.”


      “But knowing you, I bet you have all kinds of excuses prepared to turn me down, but—”


      In the next moment, Sasha drew her blade from her side and thrust it right in front of Hijiri’s face. This surprised not just Hijiri, but Raynold, Tycoon, Pianora, and Robin. They never thought that Sasha would pick a fight...or rather, declare war like this.


      A golden light began to cover Sasha’s body.


      “And here I thought you were a boring, prim, and proper princess,” Hijiri said.


      “I never thought I’d hear the words ‘prim and proper’ come out of your mouth,” Sasha replied. “I’m a little disappointed. I half expected you to simply jump at me like the wild animal you are.”


      “S-Sasha?! Wh-What’s gotten into you?!” Robin frantically said, jumping in to stop her.
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      Sasha lowered her sword and gave Robin a smile. “I’ve gotten some things off my chest and feel a lot better. I’ve decided that from now on, I’m going to be more true to myself.”


      “Huh?”


      “For Sacred’s sake, I’ve been trying hard to be clan master and suppressing the other parts of me to do it. But the true me gets angry when someone provokes me. The true me takes long baths to destress, and eats a lot when she’s hungry, and likes her candy with a sweet cocktail. That’s who I am.”


      “S-Sasha?” Robin stammered.


      “Sorry, everyone. It seems like I’ve been wound a bit too tight recently. I’ve been so focused on being the perfect clan master that I pushed myself too far in a lot of aspects.”


      Then Sasha let out a single deep exhale. Robin, Tycoon, Raynold, and Pianora tilted their heads with confusion, but Raynold, soon enough, gave a wry smile.


      “I don’t really get what’s going on, but you seem better,” he said.


      “I don’t understand either, but just as a warning: Fights between adventurers are forbidden, but a formal duel between adventurers is allowed as long as proper procedure is followed. Leave that to me,” Tycoon said.


      Pianora began trembling. “Y-Y-You’re so cool!” she squealed. “Gahh! I knew it! There’s nobody for me but you, Sasha!”


      Hijiri, who’d been left stunned this entire time Sasha spoke, finally stood up and took a good look at Sasha. She chuckled. “Yeah, I like the look on your face now. How about I say sorry for all my previous rudeness and formally request to duel you? This won’t be a request for your clan, by the way. I’m asking for a formal duel between us as adventurers.”


      “I accept,” Sasha said immediately.


      Since fights between adventurers were forbidden, Hijiri had submitted a request to the guild with herself as the bounty, allowing adventurers to fight her as part of fulfilling a request. She’d thought that this would be the only way that she’d be able to fight adventurers. But now, as long as they followed the proper procedures, adventurers could duel each other.


      The procedures, however, were a little troublesome, and for duels between S-rank adventurers, also required the permission of Heiberg’s royal family in order to proceed. They’d have to decide on a place to fight and designate a referee, as well as ironing out other specific rules before they could actually fight.


      “I’ll take care of all the paperwork,” Tycoon said. “When it comes to the rules, I believe each of you should choose one.” He turned to Hijiri. “What would you want as a rule?”


      “For neither of us to hold anything back,” said Hijiri.


      “Understood. What about you, Sasha?” said Tycoon.


      “For both of us to go all out,” Sasha replied.


      Tycoon sighed. “Understood.”


      He’d written both of the rules on parchment, muttering all the while (and not all that quietly) about how they may have been more similar to each other than they thought, which made both of them glare at him. Tycoon only cleared his throat and pretended he hadn’t said anything.


      “I’m lookin’ forward to our duel,” Hijiri said.


      “Yeah. I’m gonna fight you for real.”


      And like that, the duel between Sasha and Hijiri was set.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      It was decided that the duel between the Sasha, the Silver Valkyrie, and Hijiri, the Adamantine Fist, would occur in the Scenic Wilds, located in the northeast region of Heiberg. They would have three referees: Hyse, the Dark Stalker; Geist, the Combat Master; and Appolon, the Panacea. Everyone present would be an S-rank adventurer.


      One of the rules for their duel would be that Sasha and Hijiri would fight until one of them was unable to fight anymore, which would be determined by either two of the three referees both deciding one of them was unable to fight or if one of the combatants surrendered. Another rule forbade revenge on behalf of the duelists if either one of them lost their lives. The third and final rule allowed referees to remove any third party that tried to intervene in the duel.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse was surprised to read the parchment Geist handed him that designated him as one of the duel’s three referees.


      “Um...” Hyse trailed off, from his seat in Geist’s office.


      “There’s no getting out of this,” Geist said. “If you hadn’t spurred on Hijiri none of this would even be happening. And it’s not written there, but the members of Sacred and the royal family will also be present as witnesses.”


      “The royal family’s attending?”


      “Of course. They’re the ones who approved the duel in the first place. Did you think the guild had sole authority to coordinate this? We don’t have the power to permit valuable assets like S-rank adventurers to fight each other.”


      Hyse didn’t say anything in response.


      “Keep this information to yourself though,” Geist added. “If even one person catches wind of the duel, everyone’s gonna come to watch. It’s scheduled for early tomorrow morning. The guild will be providing transport.”


      “Uh-huh. But who’s the Panacea?” Hyse asked. “Haven’t heard of them.”


      “She’s the strongest healer in all of Heiberg and the clan master of Asclepius. She’s also an old friend of me and Barbaros—I mean, His Majesty.”


      “I see.”


      “Anyway, don’t be late tomorrow.”


      “I guess a request on the way home today won’t be happening,” Hyse said, getting up to leave.


      “Hyse.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Why did you spur Hijiri on? You even nudged her to set her sights on Sasha instead of you.”


      “See you tomorrow, Geist,” Hyse said, refusing to answer the question. Hyse shut the door behind him and sighed softly. “As if I could tell you the real reason...”


      He’d done it because Hijiri had criticized Sasha. She had no clue how amazing Sasha really was, so Hyse wanted her to fight Sasha instead of him and find out for herself. But this wasn’t something he could bring himself to tell Geist or Sasha.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Alone in a guild-provided carriage, arms folded across her chest and eyes closed, Sasha concentrated silently. Very soon her battle would commence, but unlike past fights, she would be against not a magic beast, but a human—and a strong one, at that.


      Sasha silently swayed with the carriage as it moved. She considered the situation calmly. From the moment they met, Sasha knew Hijiri was powerful. Most likely, she was just as powerful as Sasha.


      During her career as an adventurer Sasha had fought against other humans before, and had even killed them. Her first human opponent had been bandits, when Hyse had still been a part of Sacred. They had stopped by a village for a request, only to have that same village be attacked by bandits that same day. Sasha and the others had fought back in self-defense.


      The first time she had fought another human being, her hands shook and her teeth chattered. Even today, she could still recall those sensations. But back then, when she had seen a little girl forced to witness her father be struck down in front of her, Sasha had flown into a fury without hesitation.


      She hadn’t been able to maintain the serenity she felt now. She had used the full extent of her Sword Master Ability against her enemy, flesh flying through the air accompanied by screams. By the time she realized that the screams had belonged to the bandits, it was all over.


      After the incident, Sasha couldn’t properly eat for a week.


      “How nostalgic...” she murmured.


      She’d only been able to recover because Hyse had been there for her. He’d stayed by her side that entire week. But Hyse wasn’t with her now. Sasha had the feeling that against Hijiri, she’d have to put her life on the line. But after a moment she started to laugh slightly; a part of her was excited by this.


      “I guess this is a side of me too.”


      Eventually the carriage came to a stop, Sasha opening the door and exiting the carriage. About ten meters ahead of her, Hijiri stepped out of the carriage she’d been riding in as well.


      “You made it, Sasha,” said Hijiri.


      “You too,” Sasha replied.


      Sasha could sense Hijiri’s will to fight. She wasn’t wearing her usual childish, playful expression. Her eyes made it clear she was itching for a fight, but so was Sasha.


      “You’re in my way to becoming the strongest. After you, Hyse’s next.”


      “Sorry, but... You’re gonna find it hard to get past me.”


      Both Sasha and Hijiri exchanged fierce smiles, like a pair of craven beasts.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      About an hour prior to Sasha’s and Hijiri’s arrival, Hyse, the founding members of Sacred, Cless, and Miuanne—plus the royal knights serving as their guard—all arrived at the location designated for Sasha and Hijiri’s duel. The last one among them to arrive was Hyse, who greeted Geist upon arriving.


      “Good morning, Geist,” he said. “You’re here early.”


      “I actually came yesterday to deal with all the magic beasts in the area. I’ve been able to exert a little bit of a strong, intimidating aura, so I doubt any magic beasts at an S-level threat or below will dare to approach.”


      “O-Oh... Wow, you can ward off magic beasts that strong with just your aura?”


      Not too far away, Hyse could see the founding members of Sacred, as well as banners that bore the crest of the royal family of Heiberg. It took a moment for him to realize that he was seeing the members of Sacred laughing with Cless and Miuanne. He felt like it’d be a pain to greet them, so he avoided looking at them, but as he did, someone approached him from behind.


      “Oh? So you’re the cutie, Hyse? What a good looking man!”


      Hyse gasped, reflexively pointing his gun in the direction of the sudden, unknown entity.


      “Appolon, don’t scare him like that,” Geist immediately said.


      “Geistie!” Appolon exclaimed. “Heh heh. Aw, what’s the harm? Hot men really get my juices flowing! It’s what gets me pumped up!”


      “U-Uh...” Hyse trailed off, lost.


      “Let me introduce her,” said Geist. “This is the S-rank adventurer known as the Panacea, Appolon. Uh... Despite her looks, she’s an S-rank adventurer and the best healer in the kingdom.”


      “Heh heh. Let’s get along, closely. How about a kiss?” Appolon said, puckering her lips.


      “Eek!” Hyse, not one for sudden physical contact from strangers, used all his strength to jump out of the way right before Appolon’s lips could get close to him.


      Appolon, or the Panacea, wore a pure white habit like a nun, gold embroidery decorating the fabric, and held a staff that practically sparkled from all the gems encrusted in it. Yet despite the way she spoke, Hyse couldn’t help but think that Appolon was unmistakably a guy. The person in front of him was a mass of muscles, body bulging to the extent that the nun’s habit looked like it would tear apart at any moment. Appolon’s face, though shaved, was also quite rugged, with a five-o-clock shadow and multiple ear piercings decorating her ears. She was wearing a lot of flashy makeup as well, and the bright red lipstick especially stood out.


      Hyse truly had no clue if Appolon was human or a different race entirely. He even briefly considered that she might be a new type of magic beast.


      “Yeah... I get why you may be confused,” Geist said. “What was it again?” he asked, turning to Appolon. “You’re a guy with the heart of a girl?”


      “Sheesh, Geistie. I have the heart of a maiden, not a girl. I’m a young girl with the heart of a maiden,” she said in a gruff voice, seductively wriggling her body while simultaneously getting closer to Geist.


      Despite the introduction, Hyse still couldn’t help but have the impression that Appolon seemed like a bonafide suspicious person.


      Geist released an extremely heavy sigh. “Despite her looks, Appolon is a cardinal. She also possesses the Holy Monarch Ability, and is the leader of all the healers of the church. Look, you can even see Pianora going pale.”


      Hyse looked over at where Sacred was standing, and saw Pianora hiding behind Raynold, pale as a new sheet and eyes riveted on Appolon.


      “Oh, yeah,” Hyse said.


      “The only thing I really knew about the church was that Pianora is a part of it.” Hyse turned to Appolon. “But as their leader, you’re an adventurer, right? And also an, uh...amazing person, I guess? Why did you choose to be an adventurer?”


      “Well because I’m a free spirit, of course. Heh heh.”


      “O-Oh. Okay.”


      Hyse had no clue what that meant, so he decided not to ask any questions and move on. He only knew that usually, when people learned they had Healing-type Abilities, they would need to report to the church and enter their ranks.


      Men became priests while women became nuns. The nun who possessed the Holy Woman Ability was given the title Great Holy Woman. Appolon had the Holy Monarch Ability, which only appeared once a generation. She was also the leader of all sorcerers with Healing-type abilities.


      “Well, either way, with Appolon here there’s no need to worry about any injuries,” Geist said. “Even if someone dies, she can bring them back to life within a day’s time.”


      “R-Really? That’s amazing...” Hyse said.


      “Not at all,” Appolon said, her face suddenly getting serious. She then touched the eye patch over Hyse’s right eye. “I’m really sorry...”


      “Huh?”


      “When you lost your right eye, Geistie reached out to me, hoping I could heal you, but... I didn’t make it in time.”


      Hearing this confession made Hyse go quiet.


      “As long as I can get to the person within a day of their injury,” Appolon explained, “I can recover lost limbs, regenerate bodies from the head down, and restore anyone from death to full health. But if I don’t get to them after one day, there’s nothing I can do. I didn’t make it in time for your treatment. I just happened to be away from Ryuzen then, so by the time word reached me, a day had already passed.”


      “Oh...”


      “I owe Geistie a lot, so I want to help him with whatever I can, but... I wasn’t able to do anything for you.”


      “Appolon, that’s enough,” Geist said, smacking Appolon on the back. “I didn’t bring you here so you could vent your regrets. You’re here to make sure that if Sasha or Hijiri get hurt, they’re restored back to full health.”


      “Right!” Appolon said, cheered. “I’m gonna give this my all! I love you Geistie!”


      “Knock it off,” Geist said to Appolon, before turning to Hyse. “Sorry Hyse, but just leave what you heard alone.”


      “It doesn’t bother me at all,” Hyse said. “I’ve gotten used to the way my right eye is.”


      Their conversation didn’t last much longer after that; two horse-drawn carriages arrived, and out of them came Sasha and Hijiri.


      “Let’s do this, Hyse, Appolon,” said Geist. “It’s time we referees got to work.”


      “Yes, sir!” Appolon cooed.


      “Right,” Hyse said.


      The duel between Hijiri and Sasha was about to begin.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Hyse, Geist, and Appolon headed toward Sasha and Hijiri.


      “Looks like you two are ready,” Geist said.


      “Of course!” Hijiri said.


      “I am,” Sasha said.


      “Ohh, you two are both so spirited, I love it!” Appolon said, excitedly swooning. “Mmm, the both of you are so cute! I remember when I was just like you two!”


      Hyse, who kept a polite but sizable distance from Appolon, looked at Sasha and then Hijiri.


      “You’re next, remember that,” Hijiri said, thrusting her fist in Hyse’s direction.


      “Is this really the time to be peacocking? Get a good look at your current opponent,” Sasha said, shooting Hijiri a frigid glare.


      Hijiri turned to face Sasha, but before the conversation could go any further, Geist cleared his throat.


      “We will begin the duel momentarily,” he said. “Hyse, Appolon, and myself will serve as the referees. The duel will end when one of you admits you’ve lost or two of us agree that one of you can no longer continue. Of course, if one of you dies before we can stop the match, the person left standing will be the winner. If both of you are simultaneously knocked out, the three of us will decide the victor. As a final note, outside interference in the duel is not allowed and we will prevent any interruptions if they are to occur, so rest assured, you two can fight each other with everything you got.”


      “Heh heh. If anyone tries anything, I’ll make sure to hold them real tight, so don’t worry,” Appolon said, flexing the muscles in her right arm, the sleeve of her habit shredding apart as her muscles burst out.


      “Eek! Oh no!” Appolon said, quickly covering her arm in clear embarrassment.


      She used the next moment to swiftly repair her robes with magic. Hyse could tell that if anyone was held in Appolon’s arms, they were never getting out.


      Sasha and Hijiri nodded at Geist’s explanation and then began putting space in between them.


      “Hyse, give them the signal to start,” Geist said.


      “You want me to do that?” Hyse said.


      “Yeah. You can do that much, can’t you?”


      “Well... Okay.”


      Geist and Appolon backed away while Hyse stood between Sasha and Hijiri. “Are you two ready?” Hyse asked, raising his right hand into the air, holding a Starting Pistol he’d summoned for the duel.


      Without speaking, Hijiri brought her right fist forward, placing her left fist in front of her chest. Similarly, Sasha unsheathed her sword and brought it next to her face, holding the handle tight with both hands.


      “Then... Begin!” Hyse said, and pulled the Starting Pistol’s trigger.


      As soon as the pistol fired, Sasha and Hijiri leaped forward simultaneously. Sasha was enveloped in a golden aura, but Hyse noticed at once that Hijiri didn’t have anything like that.


      “Seriously? She’s even with Sasha?” Raynold exclaimed from not too far away.


      But Raynold wasn’t the only one surprised. Pianora, Robin, and Tycoon were also stunned.


      “Not bad,” Geist muttered.


      “Hah!” Hijiri yelled as she threw a quick upper cut with her right fist, which Sasha dodged with a slight tilt of her head. She then swept her blade sideways in retaliation, but Hijiri lightly tapped the blade with her fist, forcing it upward and changing its trajectory, surprising Sasha.


      “Haaaaah!” Hijiri yelled.


      “Tsk!”


      Hijiri then performed a flurry of punches with her right hand. Because of how close Hijiri was, Sasha couldn’t avoid them, but by focusing her golden aura around her abdomen, she was able to at least defend herself from Hijiri’s attack. At the end of it, they both leaped backward, putting distance in between each other.


      “Yeesh that golden sparkly thing’s hard. What is it?” Hijiri asked.


      “I can’t believe you broke through three layers of my Aura Guard,” Sasha remarked.


      “You’re pretty quick with that sword of yours. I was scared my Blade Flow technique wouldn’t fully deflect your attack.”


      “Heh. Let’s keep this going!” Sasha yelled, focusing her golden aura on her legs and rocketing forward.


      Hyse was also surprised. “She can do all that with her golden light?”


      Sasha’s new technique was called Aura Stream. If she covered her entire body in it, she could enhance her physical abilities or even cover her sword in it and release the aura as ranged attacks. But it wasn’t the most efficient technique, so even at full strength, she could only fight using it for about ten minutes at most.


      This is why Sasha had trained herself to focus the light into single areas instead of her full body. After lots of testing, she noticed that she wasn’t nearly as exhausted if she was specific about where she focused her aura. She had practiced this method repeatedly, refining her technique.


      “Golden Blade: Rapid Light Blade!”


      Hijiri gasped as Sasha released a series of full-power sword slashes. She went on the defensive, stepping back to dodge and using both her hands to knock away Sasha’s flurry of attacks. But she couldn’t deal with all of them—one got past her guard, leaving a bloody gash on her face.


      “I’m not done!” Sasha yelled.


      “Urk!”


      Sasha focused her aura into her legs and flew forward at an explosive speed, immediately closing the distance that Hijiri had opened up between them after getting hit and swinging her sword once she was in range.


      “She’s so fast!” Pianora squealed. “Sasha’s invincible!”


      “Amazing...” Cless murmured.


      “Cless, have you noticed?” Raynold asked.


      “Heh heh. Have you two finally realized how amazing Sasha is?” Pianora asked smugly.


      “No,” both Raynold and Cless said at the same time, making Pianora pout.


      Tycoon adjusted his glasses while both Robin and Mianne tilted their heads.


      “You two haven’t noticed yet?” Tycoon asked.


      “Wh-Why are you acting so high and mighty?” Miuanne asked.


      “Come on, tell us already, Tycoon,” Robin said.


      “Good grief...” Tycoon sighed, genuinely exasperated.


      Even as they continued their conversation, Sasha’s mad rush of attacks continued.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “She’s pretty good,” Geist commented.


      “For real,” Appolon said in agreement.


      “It’s true that Sasha’s attacks are extremely powerful. She’s also gotten really good at utilizing her Ability, specifically Fighting Spirit. Being able to focus it into specific areas was something that even the Blade Saint, Crossfald, didn’t master until he was in his late thirties. So she’s not only talented, but an extremely hard worker too.”


      “But Hijiri’s still more impressive than her,” Appolon said. “Right?”


      “Yeah. Looks like Hyse has noticed too,” Geist said, a genuine smile spreading across his face.


      Hyse was standing slightly apart from everyone else, talking to himself.


      “Amazing...” he muttered.


      “What is?”


      “You can tell, can’t you... Wait. You?!” Hyse exclaimed as he realized that Prescea was here for some reason. Hyse let out a heavy sigh, realizing almost at once that she must have secretly followed him to the duel.


      “You haven’t used your invisibility for anything below board, right?” he asked.


      “Of course not,” Prescea said. “So what exactly is amazing?”


      “You can’t tell?”


      Prescea simply tilted her head, watching how Sasha furiously attacked, with Hijiri blocking, dodging, and parrying each blow. Little by little, the color in Sasha’s face was draining out of her.


      “Sasha’s on even footing with Hijiri when she’s using her full-body fortification, but you get it, don’t you?” Hyse said. “Hijiri isn’t using any kind of fortification. She’s using just her body’s natural strength, and is still even with Sasha while she’s using her golden aura. Look closely and you’ll notice how she’s easily tracking all of Sasha’s attacks with her eyes. She’s waiting for her chance to launch a counterattack.”


      Prescea finally realized that while Hijiri just barely dodged another swipe of Sasha’s blade, she was grinning.


      “I can see it now,” Hijiri said.


      “Tsk!” Sasha exclaimed as Hijiri parried a sloppy downward slash and placed her hand against Sasha’s unguarded stomach.


      “This is gonna hurt a lot! Back Guided Cannon!”


      As Hijiri pulled back her palm a little from Sasha’s stomach, a violent shock wave shot forth, piercing Sasha’s body. From an observer’s perspective, it seemed as if the moment Hijiri dug her feet into the ground, the ground split. But she’d actually attacked Sasha with her palm, and the resulting shock wave went straight through her and sent Sasha flying.


      “Gah!” Sasha gasped, her body tumbling across the ground.


      She tried to get up, only to start vomiting violently, bright red blood emerging instead of food; her stomach had been damaged, causing a hemorrhage. Though she was in a world of unfathomable pain which made her want to cry, Sasha withstood it and shed not a single tear.


      While Sasha was on the ground, Hijiri was still in the stance that she’d taken to strike Sasha.


      “Sasha!” Pianora yelled out.


      “Calm down! If you try to get close to her, she’ll be disqualified and lose,” Raynold said.


      “B-But...”


      Raynold also looked like he was having a hard time watching. “Look, Pianora. Sasha hasn’t given up.”


      Sasha got to her feet, wiped the blood away from her mouth, and moved her now messy hair out of her face, beautiful silver locks glistening in the light. Her body began to shine in an even brighter golden light than before.


      “Heh heh,” Sasha laughed, but not because she was looking down at Hijiri. “For the first time...I can finally go all out.”


      “Really? You weren’t taking me seriously at all until now?” Hijiri asked. “You should’ve started the fight with everything you got. Here I am, fighting you seriously from the beginning.”


      “No, you misunderstand me. My fighting style prioritizes coordination with my allies. While Raynold defends, Robin backs me up, Tycoon gives supportive magic, Pianora heals, and I...attack. That’s how we fight.”


      “Uh-huh...” Hijiri said, not too interested, but raising her fists once more.


      Sasha pointed her sword toward Hijiri, but took a different stance. With her knees bent, she stepped her left leg forward, whole body leaning forward as well, and changed her grip on her blade, holding it horizontally.


      “Wh-What is that stance? This isn’t her usual one,” Raynold exclaimed with surprise.


      “None of you have seen this before?” Cless asked.


      “As a team, we have many different fighting formations we use according to the situation,” Tycoon explained, stepping in. “We all have our own jobs, which correspond to our role in the party. So the techniques we use, our position, or who makes the first move all change the fighting style we individually use, and the formation as a whole. From what I know, this is a stance we’ve never seen her take before.”


      “I haven’t seen it either,” Robin said.


      “Wh-What about you, Pianora?” Miuanne asked.


      “Me neither...”


      “I don’t know how to explain it, but...isn’t this stance not like Sasha at all? It feels very unrefined,” Tycoon said.


      Hyse was the only one to realize what was going on. “That stance...”


      “You recognize it?” Prescea asked him.


      “Yeah. That’s the stance that she used when she was still developing her own style, before she trained under Geist. She used it often before Raynold and the others joined her. I thought Geist trained that out of her already.” Perhaps out of sheer shock, Hyse responded to Prescea’s question honestly, without his usual reticence. He let out a short laugh, a slight smile appearing on his face. “I guess...she’s back.”


      “Huh?”


      “Geist and I are probably the only ones who know about the crazy swordsman Sasha used to be.”


      “Huh?” Prescea said again, tilting her head in confusion.


      Not too far away, Geist held his head, wryly smiling.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Here I go!”


      “Heh heh. Yea—”


      But before Hijiri could finish what she was saying, the ground around Sasha exploded, surprising Hijiri into silence. Sasha had stomped on the ground, sending bits of it into the air. She then swung her sword at those bits, producing wind powerful enough to send the debris flying. A particularly large piece—about ten meters in diameter—flew straight toward Hijiri, and deciding it would be riskier to lose sight of Sasha, she dodged it with a leap to the side instead of smashing it to bits. But Sasha was nowhere to be seen.


      “Huh?!”


      Right when Sasha had sent the large mass of earth flying, she’d planted her sword in it and hitched a ride as it flew. Hijiri had been certain she’d launched the attack as a diversion, but was proved wrong as Sasha covered her body in her golden aura and broke the mass of earth midair so that shards of it would still fly at Hijiri.


      “This is nothing! Grahh!” Hijiri yelled, and used both of her hands to launch a flurry of punches that shattered all incoming shards into dust.


      But her punches caused a powerful wind which whipped all the dust from the shards of debris into a cloud. Sasha did not pause in her charge. Figuring that she was going to launch a series of attacks of her own, Hijiri readied herself.


      “I’ll blow you away aga—”


      In the next second, Sasha threw her sword straight at Hijiri. She’d thrown away a swordman’s most vital tool.


      “Wha—?!”


      Hijiri hadn’t expected this at all. As the golden blade, brimming with Sasha’s aura, shot toward her, she considered striking it down, but the aura was so thick that she knew she wouldn’t be able to stop with her physical body. Instead, she used the smallest amount of movement possible to dodge it. Though she was able to stop her own attack and dodge the sword, Hijiri’s eyes widened in surprise—Sasha was right next to her.


      “Payback time,” Sasha said.


      Right as Hijiri had dodged, Sasha had covered her entire body with her golden aura. Looking closely, Hijiri noticed that Sasha had a small knife in her hand. Hijiri had believed that Sasha tossing her sword meant her Sword Master Ability would have deactivated, but Sasha wielding a knife made it possible for her Ability to still be active.


      Now in Hijiri’s blind spot, Sasha threw a punch right into Hijiri’s stomach, blowing her away and making her spit blood.


      “Puah! Gah! Guh!” Hijiri coughed.


      “Might’ve just been one punch, but... Heh heh, a Sword Master’s fist hurts, doesn’t it?” Sasha said.


      “Heh... So fun... You’re...as strong as my grandma... Heh heh,” Hijiri said, getting back on her feet. She spat out more blood and rubbed her stomach, then cracked her neck and took one deep breath.


      Sasha thinned out her golden aura until it was as sleek as a whip, cracking it once to retrieve her sword. It was yet another very unswordsman-like technique that she’d never used until now.


      “Damn this is getting fun!” Hijiri exclaimed. “You’re pretty good, Sasha!”


      “This is just the beginning. I’m finally warmed up.”


      “Yeah, we’re only getting started! Heh heh. And now, after all this time, I can finally break this out,” Hijiri said, spreading her fingers and then her arms wide. The ground and all surrounding rocks started crumbling apart, adhering to Hijiri’s arms and legs. They then hardened, turning into steel gauntlets and leg armor. “I can finally use my Ability.”


      Hijiri’s Ability was Metal Master. As a Master-rank ability, she had the ability to refine any dirt or stone into metal. The world housed various types of metal—iron, steel, bronze, mithril, orihalcon, and damascus steel, to name a few—and Hijiri could make any of them, so long as she had enough earth or stones to work from.


      Hijiri usually used her ability to make weapons for her to wear.


      “This is a technique combining my grandma’s Hyungu style and my Metal Master Ability. Only I can use it! And now I’m gonna show you the super full strength of the Adamantine Fist!”


      “Bring it! Let’s fight!” Sasha yelled back, and the two began the final round in their bout.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      It was hard to tell how many minutes had passed since that exchange of words. Hijiri’s full strength was fearsome. She used the gauntlets and leg armor she’d created to knock away Sasha’s sword and launch continuous attacks, focusing solely on offense and ignoring any and all chances to defend.


      And Metal Master could make more than just weapons. Hijiri made metal shields or walls to mask her movements and attacks. She also made daggers, and threw many of them at Sasha. Her Ability was quite versatile, and she used it to deploy a number of strategies.


      In contrast, Sasha was essentially zipping around the field, outputting many times more Fighting Spirit than she usually did. Usually she’d suppress it while coordinating formations with her team, but as this was a one-on-one battle, and against Hijiri—someone who at least equalled her in strength, if not surpassed her entirely—Sasha couldn’t afford to hold anything back. Nor did she want to. In this state she was overwhelmingly faster than Hijiri, though a part of her knew she could only keep this up for a few minutes longer.


      Sasha fought with speed, while Hijiri fought with power. Hijiri’s fist broke through Sasha’s armor, leaving a gash in her chest that sent her blood flying. But Sasha had also thrown an attack that split open Hijiri’s back, spraying her blood as well. Yet despite all the blood the two of them were smiling, their mutual thrill for battle clear as they cut and hit each other.


      “Aha ha!” Hijiri cackled. “This is so, so much fun, Sasha! Let’s fight more!”


      “Of course!” Sasha shouted. “My body feels so light... Nobody can stop me anymore!”


      Hijiri made an orichalcum gauntlet on her right arm and punched, while Sasha brandished her sword in response. She broke the gauntlet, but was launched across the battlefield, rolling across the ground.


      At this point, Hijiri couldn’t think about anything but fighting. She forgot everything, even proper technique. She simply continued to make orichalcum fists to hit and kick Sasha with, which Sasha broke with her sword, and an endless cycle of hits and slashes ensued.


      Sasha, too, had also focused all her attention on brute force as she swung, forgoing precision altogether. And at the end of it all, the two fell to the ground seemingly in tandem before shakily standing up again. Their faces were bloodied, their bodies nearly at their limits, but still, they were smiling.


      “Let’s...end this.”


      “Yeah,” Sasha agreed.


      They both took deep breaths, eyes closed, with their eyes flying open as they prepared their final moves. Hijiri held both her fists up, creating a massive right and left fist from earth that were each at least ten meters long, and floated parallel to her fists. They sparkled, and truly embodied Hijiri’s moniker—the Adamantine Fist.


      “Adamantine Fist!” Hijiri yelled.


      In the meantime, Sasha focused her Fighting Spirit into her blade, creating an over-ten-meter long, massive golden holy sword.


      “Golden Holy Sword!”
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      It was Sasha’s golden holy sword versus Hijiri’s adamantine fists. They both were using their ultimate techniques, exerting an overwhelming pressure on everyone gathered to watch. Raynold broke into a cold sweat, his cheek twitching involuntarily.


      “I-Is this real?” he asked.


      “Everyone, get behind me!” Tycoon said, creating a magical barrier.


      Raynold, frozen in surprise, had to be pulled behind Tycoon by Cless.


      “Protect,” Prescea said, sticking her right arm out and using her invisible spirits to create a shield.


      Neither Geist nor Appolon did anything besides continue to observe the battle.


      “Let’s finish this!” Hijiri and Sasha yelled in unison, and then launched their ultimate attacks at each other.


      There was a flash of light as their attacks clashed, but surprisingly, there was no sound of them actually hitting each other. For some reason, there was only light. It was so bright that nobody else was really able to catch what happened—except for Hyse.


      He saw how Sasha’s golden sword began to disappear, and how cracks had formed in Hijiri’s fists, before a sudden explosion threw them both away. Hyse immediately sprung into action, but he couldn’t tell where Hijiri or Sasha had been thrown. He kept running, however, figuring he’d come across one of them eventually. Trusting in his instincts, he reached out, and grabbed the first hand he found: Sasha’s.


      She’d completely lost consciousness and her golden light had disappeared, but she was still gripping her sword.


      Hijiri wasn’t too far away from her, but her body was in very bad shape. Her armor was broken, bruised flesh peeking through the cracks. Across her breasts a large gash was seeping blood. Hyse found it hard to look away from her, but not because her body was bare before him; her right arm was grotesquely contorted, most likely broken or even missing bones.


      He gently placed Sasha on the ground and picked up Hijiri.


      “I...won,” she said.


      Judging by the swelling, and how both her arms were red and black from her elbows to her fingertips, her arms might have been broken. As a matter of fact her entire body was beaten and bloodied, but even so, her eyes were sparkling.


      Hyse raised his hand and announced, “This match is over. Hijiri has won!”


      In the case that neither duelist was left standing, it was up to the referees to decide the victor. Geist had no doubt about Hyse’s call after he looked at both Sasha and Hijiri himself. He glanced at Appolon, who grinned back and nodded in agreement.


      “The referees are in agreement. Hijiri is the winner!” Geist said, bringing the duel to a close.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The unanimous decision came from the fact that Sasha had been out cold while Hijiri had still been conscious.


      Appolon lightly tapped her staff on Sasha’s body, healing her wounds, her clothes, and even her armor. Then she moved on to do the same for Hijiri.


      After both of them were fully healed, they regained consciousness.


      “Sasha!” Raynold shouted.


      “Huh? Raynold?” Sasha said.


      “Wahh! Sasha!” Pianora shrieked. “I’m so glad you’re okay!”


      “Pianora? Tycoon? Robin?” Sasha said, confused.


      “You did well, Sasha,” Tycoon said.


      “You put up a good fight! That was amazing!” Robin exclaimed.


      Sasha stood up, surrounded by her teammates, and looked first at Hijiri, who was already standing, and then Hyse.


      “Hijiri won the match. During the last attack, you fully lost consciousness, but Hijiri did not. It seemed Hijiri’s desire to win was stronger,” he explained.


      “I...see...” Sasha said, looking down, but Hijiri went over to Sasha and grabbed her face with both hands.


      “I won’t let you feel bad about this!” Hijiri said. “Listen, you’re super strong! I don’t feel like I won at all. To me, a win is a total one-sided beatdown. And with that said... Sorry, Hyse, but I’m going to leave the title of strongest to you for now. I’m gonna wait until I beat Sasha in a way I’m satisfied with before challenging you!”


      “Sure,” Hyse said.


      “C-Could you let me go?” Sasha asked.


      “I’m gonna challenge you again, Sasha! I’m gonna train lots more and fight you again!” Hijiri grinned brightly, before finally letting go of Sasha.


      “Heh,” Sasha said, smiling, striking her hand against her chest. “Next time, I’ll be the winner. Thanks to you I understand what I’m lacking. I’m not used to fighting one-on-one. So you just wait and see. I won’t lose next time.”


      “Heh. Sounds like fun.”


      Sasha thrust her fist forward, with Hijiri bumping her fist against it.


      “Ooh! The birth of rivals! How fiery!” Appolon squealed.


      “Quiet down, Appolon,” Geist said, pushing her back and walking toward Hijiri and Sasha. “As mentioned, we’ve determined Hijiri as the winner of this duel. Do either of you have any complaints about that?”


      “No,” both Hijiri and Sasha said at the same time.


      Now that his job as a referee was done, Hyse turned around to leave. But just as he did, Hijiri leaped onto his back.


      “Hyse!” she yelled.


      “Gah!”


      “As I said, you’re gonna have to wait just a teensy bit more before we can fight. Next time I’ll wipe the floor with Sasha and then fight you! But you were right, though! Sasha’s strong!”


      “H-Hey! Get off me!” Hyse said.


      “Why? Heh heh, just so you know, the one I’m most interested in is you. I have a feeling fighting you’s gonna be even more fun than fighting Sasha. Heh heh. I’m so excited! Tell me what inn you’re staying at! I’m gonna move there!”


      “Huh?! Get off me!”


      The more he struggled, the more Hijiri pressed her breasts against his back. Prescea tugged Hyse’s arm. “Let’s go home,” she said.


      “You can go home by yourself!” Hyse said. “Don’t pull me!”


      Prescea silently tugged on his arm, pouting.


      Now Sasha approached. “Uh, Hyse?” she said.


      “Wh-What?”


      “I wanted to ask why you set Hijiri on me, but it looks like you’re busy. Hmph. Well, whatever. I’ll get it out of you someday.”


      “Busy? Does it look like I’m busy?” Hyse asked, with Hijiri clinging to his back and Prescea tugging on his arm.


      Somehow, Hyse got the feeling that Sasha was a little angry.


      “See you later,” Sasha said before returning to her teammates. When Hyse was finally able to peel off both Hijiri and Prescea, Geist and Apollon came over.


      “You’re seriously so...” Geist sighed.


      “Look who’s Mr. Popular. Heh heh. Just like Geistie when he was young,” Appolon said.


      “Don’t you bring that up...”


      “Listen, Hyse, you should make sure that you find the time to reassure Sasha a bit,” Appolon said.


      “Huh? About what?”


      “Heh heh,” Appolon chuckled mysteriously. “You’re really starting to intrigue me. Let’s have some tea together sometime! Bye-bye! Smooch!”


      “Eek!” Hyse was just barely able to avoid Appolon’s kiss by ducking behind Geist.


      Appolon then went into her carriage, wriggling with excitement, before waving at Hyse and Geist as she left.


      “Sheesh... Well, let’s get going too,” Geist said.


      “R-Right. I’m so tired...” Hyse agreed.


      “But what a battle! It’s been a while since I’ve seen two people with Master-rank skills fight.”


      “Yeah. I had no idea Hijiri had a Master-rank skill until she used it.”


      Hijiri was currently speaking with Prescea. It seemed like they were laughing together, but then Hijiri took her by the arm and brought her over to where Sasha and the rest of her teammates were. After a moment, they all left in their carriages.


      “Hyse, things are gonna get rough for you from here on out,” Geist suddenly said.


      “Huh?”


      Geist sighed. “I thought it was just gonna be Sasha and Prescea, but I guess there’s Hijiri now.”


      Hyse looked incredibly confused. “Sorry, what are you talking about?”


      “Just the prattlings of an old man. Come on, let’s have a chat before we go back.”


      “Right now?” Hyse asked.


      “Yeah. Even before their duel I thought we should talk. But I thought if I told you this beforehand, you might be too preoccupied to referee properly.”


      “Is it really that important? Wait...”


      After confirming that nobody else was around, Geist began to quietly speak. “I’m gonna give you information about the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Delmadrome Grand Maze


      A week after Sasha and Hijiri’s duel, Hyse was being called into Geist’s office.


      “You’ve got a request,” said Geist. “Aibis, the clan master of Ygdrassil, has specifically asked for you.”


      “Why would a leader of one of the Four Great Clans want me?” Hyse asked.


      “Probably heard about everything you did during the stampede. So, are you gonna accept it?”


      “If you’re asking me that, then I guess you think I’m going to say no.”


      “Yeah. I figure you’re about to head out for the labyrinth any day now.”


      Hyse had been accepting extermination requests while preparing for his journey to Dizara, and his preparations were about complete.


      “That reminds me,” Hyse said. “When you were telling me about the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, you said that there was just one person who was able to leave the Delmadrome Grand Maze alive.”


      “Yeah, I did. It’s forbidden to talk about it in the south, but the one survivor of the maze was Balgan, the current clan master of Cave King.”


      “I guess I’ll try talking to him.”


      “Be careful. This is just a rumor I heard, but apparently anyone who asks him about the maze gets beaten to death. Again, I’ve only heard this as a rumor. I know him and he’s just a little reserved. He wouldn’t hit someone for no reason.”


      “Oh, you know him personally?”


      “Yeah, we crossed paths now and then when I was younger. I only found out about him surviving the maze when I was doing research on it. He really never talks about himself... But enough about him. Do you think you’re ready for it?”


      “I think so. I’m gonna go over all my items one more time, though, just in case.”


      Hyse had bought a new item box for the expedition. It was probably the most luxurious item box in the world; it had a time stasis function like his current one, but could fit an entire town’s worth of stuff into it. In it, he’d stored a massive amount of camping tools and food ingredients.


      He had enough food to last him two whole years, and enough camping tools to outfit two hundred people. The excessive supplies were to accommodate any of his tools breaking while in the maze. Though it might have seemed a little extreme, there was no harm in being more prepared than not.


      He still used his old item box, and in it had stored a large amount of food, water, medicinal herbs, salves, and other medicine. With all this prepared, Hyse was finally ready to take his first step toward fulfilling his dream of taking on the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.


      “I have over fifty Weapons I can use now,” he said, “and even have something like a secret weapon. I’ve trained myself on all of them, so as long as I don’t mess up, I should be able to clear the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “You’re really going then?” Geist said.


      “Yeah. I’m gonna clear the labyrinths and become the strongest adventurer.”


      “On your own?”


      “Yes,” Hyse said, without any hesitation.


      He’d been betrayed by his teammates and tossed out of his party. For someone who’d worked to get strong all by himself, he was being deadly serious in his intention to go at this alone, and Geist had nothing he could say in the face of that.


      “All right then,” Geist said, carefully folding up Aibis’s request, “I guess I’ll turn down that request for you.”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “What?! He said no?!” Aibis, the clan master of Ygdrassil, of the Four Great Clans, exclaimed with surprise.


      Aibis had been in Ryuzen ever since the stampede ended. She hadn’t publicly made her presence known in the capital because she’d been hard at work trying to establish a branch office for Ygdrassil in Ryuzen all by herself. She’d only recently learned that she’d missed the duel between Sasha and Hijiri, and was very bitter about that.


      Aibis was currently lounging around on the sofa in Sacred’s clan house, staring at the rejected request that Geist had handed her.


      “It would’ve been hard for adventurers lower than S-rank to refuse,” Geist said, “but as a fellow S-rank adventurer, Hyse can easily shrug you off...”


      “Grr... I was hoping to see Hyse. It’s been a while,” Aibis said, folding the request paper into a paper plane and tossing it, making it do a loop in the air before landing perfectly into a nearby wastebasket.


      Geist then left a piece of parchment on Sasha’s desk. “This is a specific request for you,” he said to Sasha, who had been working from behind her desk.


      “Huh?” she said.


      “You can say no. If you do, I’ll accept it in your stead.”


      Sasha looked at the request, seeing it was from Hyse. She read it, and was surprised by what was being asked of her.


      “I see...”


      “That’s that then. What are you gonna do??” Geist asked Sasha.


      “I’ll accept this request.”


      “Got it. I’ll take care of the paperwork,” he said.


      Geist took out a stamp from his pocket and stamped the word “Accepted” onto the paper. Aibis tilted her head, looking at Sasha and then Geist.


      “Is something entertaining about to begin?” she asked.


      “Well... Let’s just say that the hearts of youngsters are rather complicated,” Geist said with a wry smile.


      Aibis, from her spot on the sofa, only tilted her head in even deeper confusion.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      After eating breakfast, Hyse left a gold coin on the counter of the inn he called home base.


      “Three more months,” he said to the inn owner. “I’m goin’ south. Keep my room as is, but keep it clean.”


      “Sure thing,” the owner replied, opening his newspaper and dropping the gold coin into the bottle at his feet.


      On his way out of the inn, Hyse ran into Prescea.


      “You’re really going? To that forbidden labyrinth in the south?” she asked.


      “Yeah...”


      Hyse walked past her, only for Prescea to follow. He glanced at her, but that didn’t deter her from following him. Hyse sighed, and then kept walking.


      “Are you coming too?” he asked.


      “Yes.”


      As they began walking through the castle town, Hyse spoke again. “I’m going south, to Dizara.”


      “Okay,” Prescea said.


      “I’m going specifically to the Delmadrome Grand Maze. Knowing you, I bet you’ll either pretend like you’re my teammate or turn yourself invisible to follow me.”


      “Hmm. Maybe. Maybe not.”


      “I don’t have teammates,” Hyse said to Prescea’s ensuing silence. “I’m gonna take on the Six Forbidden Labyrinths by myself. Sorry, but you’re not going any farther than this.”


      Upon exiting Ryuzen from the southern gate, the two of them ran into Sasha.


      “Sasha, why are you—” Prescea asked with confusion, but then Sasha quickly approached her and, with a quick chop to the neck, knocked her unconscious.


      Sasha caught her body as it fell.


      “Request complete. Collect your reward from the guild,” Hyse said to Sasha before resuming his journey.


      “Hyse,” Sasha called out, but he didn’t answer. She continued anyway. “Once Sacred is prepared, we’re going to clear the Great Lake of Diroromanth. Geist received intel on both the Great Lake of Diroromanth and the Delmadrome Grand Maze. He told me of the former, and told you the latter. I guess he didn’t tell you that. So you might be starting the challenge first, but...I won’t lose.”


      Hyse stayed quiet, but turned around. Sasha had gently placed Prescea against the base of a tree and was now walking toward Hyse.


      “You’ll walk your path and I’ll walk mine,” Sasha said. “I’ll do it with the strongest team in the world and you’ll do it as the world’s strongest adventurer. So let’s both clear the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “Yeah,” was all Hyse said in reply.


      “Can I ask you something?” Sasha asked.


      “What?”


      “Can I... Can we ever be childhood friends again?”


      “No,” Hyse said. “I’m not the guy I used to be, the one who always chased after you. I’m just Hyse the adventurer, just like you’re Sasha the adventurer.”
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      “That’s true...” Sasha replied, trailing off. “But as someone heading for the same mountain peak as you, I’ll see you off.”


      Sasha unsheathed her sword and pointed it toward Hyse. Hyse summoned his Benelli Nova and crossed it with Sasha’s sword.


      “Be careful, Hyse,” said Sasha. “I pray for your safe return.”


      “Yeah... Best to you too.”


      And from then on, for exactly half a year to the day, Hyse was gone from Heiberg.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Huh? Hyse is gone?” Hijiri asked.


      “Yeah, he went to Dizara. He won’t be back for a while,” Geist explained.


      “For real? Ugh, that blows...”


      A few days after Hyse had set out on his journey, Hijiri had gone to Geist to both hang out with him and ask after Hyse, since she hadn’t seen him at all recently. Geist ended up telling her about the Delmadrome Grand Maze.


      “Are you interested in the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, Hijiri?” Geist said. “You’ve cleared seven high-level dungeons, right?”


      “Well, those were more straightforward dungeons, where all I had to do was fight,” she replied. “Labyrinths use your brain, so I’ve never done any dungeons like those.”


      There were two types of dungeons, one being more reliant on just fighting enemies to complete them while the other were more cerebral, like labyrinths. For the latter, the end of each layer had magic beasts called bosses. The former type was pretty much just a straight path with no mazelike elements.


      “Gotta say that’s pretty on-brand for you,” Geist said.


      “Yup yup. Oh, hey. How about you spar with me until Hyse comes back?”


      “Sorry, but I’m not an active adventurer anymore.”


      “Really? Something about you tells me that you’re still training. But okay. How about, instead, you tell me more about Hyse and Sasha. Maybe over some grilled meat?”


      “Good grief...” Geist wryly smiled, but ultimately went with Hijiri to a grilled meat restaurant.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      In Dizara, the sand country, the sun beat down heavily during the day, only for temperatures to drop below freezing at night. Upon arriving, Hyse booked a room at an inn and went around to gather information about the Delmadrome Grand Maze. Geist hadn’t told Hyse enough for him to feel comfortable enough to go straight here, so he felt it necessary to procure more intel from nearby the maze. He asked adventurers and looked around the library of the local adventurers guild, and, before he knew it, had passed ten days in that fashion. Now, he was finally sitting down to organize all the information he’d gotten.


      “Most people say the Deldadrome Grand Maze is a massive ruin in the desert,” Hyse said to himself. “Guess that’s about right.”


      To the south of Dizara, massive ruins could be found in the desert. Demons used to rule the country, and supposedly controlled this ruin as well. Rumor had it that there was a treasure house in which all the treasures of the demon realm were kept, treasures beyond imagination. However, there was no way to tell if this was true.


      One of the unique characteristics of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths was that upon entering, escape was impossible. But there was one team that had been able to escape without clearing the dungeon: Cave King, which was one of the Four Great Clans in the world, and also the best smiths in Dizara.


      Upon arriving at Dizara, Hyse had gone straight to the adventurers guild and attempted to set up a meeting with Balgan of Cave King. But ten days had passed and he still had received no answer. Hyse wanted to get going soon, so the waiting was beginning to make him antsy.


      Hyse looked out the window of his room at the beautiful, twinkling sky. “I’ll try asking the guild again tomorrow,” he said.


      The next day, Hyse went to the guild and immediately saw the guild master, Shantae—an S-rank adventurer also known as the Ice Queen—standing in the middle of the guild house.


      “There you are, Hyse,” she said.


      “Uh... Yeah.”


      Shantae was twenty-nine years old and her Ability was called Ice Magic. She’d retired from being an adventurer four years ago because she wanted to settle down and get married. But despite getting many proposals from powerful S-rank adventurers, she turned them all down, which earned her a second nickname: the Bachelorette.


      She was beautiful, with long blue hair kept in a neat ponytail, a toned body, full lips, and skin tinted with a healthy, glowing tan. With every step she made adventurers moved out of her way without protest. For an adventurer, twenty-nine was the sweet spot where one was experienced, but still strong. And though she was in her prime, Shantae had already retired.


      “I was able to get in contact with the clan master of Cave King. He says he’s okay meeting with you,” she said.


      “Really?!” Hyse exclaimed.


      “Really. Do you know where his clan is?”


      “Uh...”


      “Fine... I’ll take you there myself!” She then grabbed Hyse by the shoulder, making the nearby adventurers begin whispering among themselves.


      “Is it true that she’s trying to bag the clan master of Cave King?” an adventurer said.


      “Looks like it,” said another. “Not many S-ranks have business with him nowadays, so there’s no way she’s gonna let this chance to see him slip by her.”


      “She really does live up to her reputation... Maybe we should start calling her ‘the Hyena’ instead.”


      Two sharp icicles shot out from the floor close to where the two adventurers had been gossiping, growing until their deadly tips stopped right at their throats. Shantae shot them a gentle smile.


      “You two say something?” she asked.


      “Nothing ma’am! We’re so sorry!” the two said in unison.


      The two of them jumped away from the icicles and immediately prostrated themselves on the floor before her. Even Hyse felt himself going pale. He could feel a chill through the hand that she had clasped on his shoulder.


      “All right,” Shantae said without acknowledging the two adventurers. “Let’s get going.”


      “Th-Thank you...ma’am,” Hyse said, careful to not make her mad.


      Shantae took Hyse down the street and through the castle town until they reached the Smithing District, which was where many dwarves worked as smiths. In fact, everyone living in the Smithing District was a dwarven adventurer; the entire district was considered the clan house of Cave King.


      “This entire district is their clan house?” Hyse asked.


      “Well, to be accurate, the country of Dizara incorporated the clan house of Cave King into its territory. Apparently there wasn’t a Smithing District up until a few centuries ago,” Shantae explained.


      “I see...”


      The sound of hammers striking metal rang out across the area, with smiths everywhere walking around the district. There were about as many weapon and armor shops as there were taverns. Shantae took Hyse deeper into the district until they reached the oldest and largest building, with a sign that said: “Balgan’s Workshop.”


      “Is this it?” Hyse asked.


      “Follow me,” Shatnae said, knocking on the door. It then opened, with an extraordinary amount of heat bursting from the doorway. Shantae placed her hand forward and created cool air to neutralize the blast. She led Hyse forward into the building, where he was a single man working at a forge.


      “Balgan, this is the kid that wants to speak with you,” Shantae said.


      Balgan was a giant of a man, over two meters tall and weighing over a hundred kilograms, with bright red hair that spiked upward from his scalp. He was extremely muscular, with scars all over his body, the most prominent one being the one over his face that made it seem like it had been sliced in two. He said nothing, silently hammering away even as Shantae and Hyse went farther into his workshop, until, with his remaining right eye, he turned and looked at Hyse.


      “What do you want?” Balgan suddenly asked in a low, rough voice.


      Behind him, the flames in the furnace burned yellow, steam rising against his back. The temperature must have been unbearable, but even so, he didn’t even break a sweat or seem bothered whatsoever. Hyse, on his part, was a little confused; he’d heard Balgan was a dwarf, but he had never heard of any dwarf that was over two meters tall.


      “I want to hear about the time you tried to explore the Delmadrome Grand Maze,” Hyse said.


      “Get out,” Balgan shot back.


      “Huh?”


      “Ain’t possible for a brat like you.” Balgan then turned his back on Hyse.


      “B-Balgan, just hear him out,” Shantae tried to say.


      “I’ve got nothin’ to say to brats. I heard you’re an S-rank adventurer who stopped a stampede, but...you’re just a brat. Not interested.”


      “Uh-huh. Is that right?” Hyse said, turning around. “I’m leaving, Shantae.”


      “A-Are you sure, Hyse?” she asked.


      “Yeah. Now that I think about it, I’m not gonna learn anything useful from a coward who ran from a dungeon.”


      “What did you say?” Balgan asked.


      “I’m going to the Delmadrome Grand Maze tomorrow,” Hyse said. “I’m sorry to have spent your time on something so pointless, Shantae. Seriously, what a waste.”


      “Brat... Say that again,” Balgan growled.


      “Shut up, coward. I’m not gonna get anything out of talking to you.”


      “You brat...”


      Balgan stood up and grabbed the hammer next to him, but Hyse quickly summoned his Desert Eagle and shot it, breaking the hammer to bits.


      “Don’t waste my time,” he said. “You may be the clan master of one of the Four Great Clans, but you’re nothing like Lady Aibis. She’s never treated me like a kid, not once. So there’s no point talking to someone like you, who treats me like a kid before even talking to me.”


      Then Hyse left the building.




      “I’m sorry...” Hyse said.


      “Don’t worry about me,” Shantae said.


      Despite asking Shantae to arrange a meeting with Balgan for him, they hadn’t talked at all. Even worse, they had gotten into a fight. If Hyse had been in a clan, he could’ve caused a huge problem.


      “Please don’t misunderstand him. Balgan... No one knows the horrors of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths like he does. That’s why he didn’t treat you warmly.”


      “I mostly got the feeling that he was looking down on me...” Hyse said, letting out a single deep exhale to calm down. “I’m going to the Delmadrome Grand Maze tomorrow.”


      “It’s going to be a long journey,” Shantae said. “I hear it took Balgan’s team four months to come back.”


      “I’ll be okay,” Hyse said.


      With this, Hyse was ready to take on his first of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths: the Delmadrome Grand Maze.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The day after Hyse had tried to speak with Balgan, Hyse was called to the guild master’s office. Upon entering Shantae’s office, he was surprised to see Balgan there in addition to Shantae.


      “Do you...need something?” Hyse asked, but Balgan only shut his eyes, folded his arms, and sat on the sofa without responding.


      Shantae gestured for Hyse to sit across from Balgan.


      “I was planning on going to the maze as soon as possible, so can we keep this short?” Hyse asked.


      “Well, that depends on Balgan,” Shantae said. “He’s the one who asked for this meeting. I’m just sitting in.”


      “Okay... Then what do you need?” Hyse asked.


      “You really’re a rude brat,” Balgan said. “You know that?”


      “I don’t want to hear a lecture on rudeness from you.”


      Even though Balgan was a clan master of one of the Four Great Clans, Hyse didn’t back down from him whatsoever. Shantae was visibly impressed.


      “Balgan, if you’ve got something to tell him, spit it out already,” Shantae said. “Hyse doesn’t have any obligation to hear you out. He’s rarin’ to dart off to the Delmadrome Grand Maze, so once he goes, it’ll be months before you can see him again.”


      Balgan uncrossed his arms. “I wanted to give you a piece of advice,” Balgan said, beginning to roll up his shirt.


      “Wha—” Shantae gasped with surprise.


      There was a massive scar on his abdomen, one that looked like a hole had once been ripped out of him.


      “Overconfidence will kill you,” Balgan said simply. “I’m only alive by some miracle. The maze isn’t a place a single person can survive in alone. The magic beasts there are on a different level entirely.” Hearing all this made Hyse go quiet, but Balgan continued. “I’ll admit it. I did run away. I might be a clan master of one of the Four Great Clans, but like you said I’m also a coward. For the rest of my life, all I can do is make weapons for adventurers and help increase their chances of survival. So don’t get overconfident...brat. If you don’t wanna die, you do whatever you need to to survive, even if that means crawling on the ground.”


      Hyse was silent, but at those words cracked a slight smile. “Let me correct my assessment of you. You’re a coward, but at least you have guts.”


      “Huh?” Balgan said.


      “Balgan, clan master of Cave King, one of the Four Great Clans, I thank you for your advice,” Hyse said as Balgan silently stared at him.


      “I won’t die,” Hyse continued. “I can’t allow myself to die. I’m gonna live and aim for the highest peak an adventurer could ever reach. And to get there, I’ll run, I’ll crawl—I’ll do anything I need to do to survive.”


      “Such a cheeky brat,” Balgan said, cracking a slight smile himself.


      Hyse’s smile widened. He stood up. “I’ll be off now. Thanks for the talk.”


      “Once you clear the labyrinth, come to my clan. We’ll throw a big party for you.”


      “I look forward to it.”


      Then Hyse lightly waved his hand in farewell and left.


      “You really are horrible with words,” Shantae said. “Why couldn’t you have just told him this yesterday?”


      “I’m not good with kids.”


      “You don’t actually think Hyse is a kid though, do you? Otherwise you wouldn’t have come all this way.”


      “Yeah...”


      For a little bit, both Balgan and Shantae stared in silence at the door that Hyse had left out of.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The Delmadrome Grand Maze was one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths in the world and was under the supervision of Dizara, the sand country. Hyse had taken a carriage from the castle town in Dizara to an observation deck where he could get a look at the maze in its entirety. The deck itself had become a bit of a tourist spot. Already, there were many tourists and adventurers around who were looking at the maze with awe.


      “It’s huge...” Hyse said as he gazed at it.


      From his view on the deck, the maze looked like massive ruins in the sand. According to the information Hyse had collected, the bits that were aboveground were really just ruins. Underneath, however, was a dungeon with a large number of dangerous magic beasts. It was supposedly so big that it could fit an entire country inside it and then some.


      For Hyse, he had but one objective: defeat the labyrinth’s dungeon boss. Doing that would bring down the rest of the dungeon and effectively clear it. But Hyse wasn’t sure what the inside of one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths would be like. He’d also heard rumors of great treasure.


      “All right...” Hyse said, vaulting over the railing of the observation deck.


      “H-Hey, you! What are you doing?!” a nearby tour guide screamed out.


      Hyse then showed his adventurers card.


      “I’m Hyse,” he said, “the S-rank adventurer known as the Dark Stalker. I’m gonna take on that dungeon.”


      “Huh? S-rank?!” the tour guide spluttered. “Wait, and you said Hyse? I-I understand. Please be careful.”


      Word about Hyse taking on the Delmadrome Grand Maze then spread through Dizara.
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      After leaping off the railing, Hyse started walking straight for the Delmadrome Grand Maze until he was right in front of it. There wasn’t a soul in sight as Hyse then boldly walked through the entrance without hesitation.


      “These ruins are pretty ancient...” Hyse murmured.


      As he got closer, he realized that the ruins weren’t made of stone. A lot of it was actually made of steel, and quite a number of metallic rods were jutting out of the stones.


      “Oh, so they use the steel frames to reinforce the stone? Hmm? What’s...”


      Hyse then noticed a strange steel rod on the ground. The rod had three round glass lenses in a row and had a box attached to it.


      “Where have I seen this before?”


      Then Hyse remembered where he had seen it, and quickly went through the pages of the old book before stopping on an illustration of something familiar.


      “It looks just like this... It’s a ‘traffic light’?”


      Hyse was currently looking at a traffic light, somewhat buried in the sand. It looked precisely like the depiction in the old book. He also saw other metallic products buried in the sand.


      “This is an automobile, and this is a motorcycle?”


      There were a lot of strange objects buried around him, and this was only the entrance of the maze. Hyse could only imagine what he’d find inside.


      “Does the Delmadrome Grand Maze have something to do with that other world?” Hyse said to himself as he set off deeper into the dungeon.


      At first the floor was paved with stone, but then it changed into sand.


      “All this sand is making it hard to walk. It’s taking more stamina than—” But as soon as he took one more step, he felt himself suddenly being sucked down into the ground. “Wh-What?!”


      A large hole had opened in the sand and began pulling him in—he’d fallen into quicksand.


      Hyse had been careless. He’d gathered so much information about the maze, but nothing about the desert itself. Plus, this was no normal quicksand. It was quicksand in one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.


      “D-Damn it!”


      Hyse was already up to his waist in sand, which was flowing quickly around him. The more he struggled, the quicker he sank. He knew that once the sand was at his chest, he’d be effectively dead.


      “I-I’m not gonna die here!”


      He’d only just started. He hadn’t even gotten into the labyrinth properly, but now he was going to die. He was going to be swallowed by the sand, unable to breathe, and his story would end with him buried deep in the desert, with nobody able to find him.


      “Sa—”


      The last thing that flashed through his mind was the smile of his childhood friend, and then the sand swallowed him whole.


      “Ugh...”


      When Hyse opened his eyes, he found himself lying on hard ground.


      “Where... Wait, is this...”


      Skeletons were scattered all around him. From above, the smallest amount of light was coming in, illuminating the sand in faint glints as it fell. These clues helped Hyse piece together what’d happened.


      “The sand sucked me down here... I see, so this is the start of one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. It’s really a trial by fire. No wonder people say that nobody’s ever gotten out after entering.”


      Hyse figured that the skeletons belonged to those who’d tried and failed the maze’s first challenge. They’d most likely been swallowed by the sand, tried to escape, fell into despair, and then gave up.


      “Doesn’t look like there’s any going back now. Guess that means I just gotta keep moving.”


      Hyse summoned two Desert Eagles into holsters around his waist, a grenade launcher to hoist onto his back, and a shotgun he held in his right hand before walking forward.


      The ground was strangely hard. He found himself on a road lined with buildings with lots of windows. The ground had white markings drawn on them: some lines, some shapes, and scattered here and there were also a lot of run-down abandoned automobiles and motorcycles. There were also more traffic lights on poles.


      “This dungeon is pretty weird...”


      He didn’t sense any enemies in the area. Since this was a dungeon nobody ever really escaped from, the information he had was sparse. Hyse felt a brief twinge of regret; he should have spoken with Balgan a little more.


      “Hmm? That’s... The other world’s language?” Hyse remarked as he saw a small sign. “Ice...Cream Hub? What’s ice cream?” he wondered to himself as he read the text out loud.


      The sign was attached to something like a hut with what looked like a wheeled vehicle attached to it. Hyse couldn’t really make heads or tails of it, but when he began to flip through the pages of the old book, there were new passages in Nobunaga’s entries that he could read.


      “Let’s see here... ‘I wanna eat ice cream, but no matter what ingredients I use here to make it, it doesn’t work out right. I mean, of course they don’t have ingredients like vanilla extract here. But, like, how am I even supposed to make other things, like mayonnaise, in a different world? There’s all these other protagonists that end up in different worlds that just so happen to have really extensive and in-depth knowledge about stuff. They gotta stop putting out all these unrealistically convenient stories.’ What’s this guy even saying? At least I can tell he had it rough.”


      Hyse closed the old book and began walking again. Now that he was here, he figured he might as well keep going. Suddenly, from the shadows, magic beasts jumped out.


      “Geeyah!” they screamed.


      “Black Goblins?” Hyse exclaimed.


      These were B-level-threat magic beasts. They were a little bigger than normal goblins, but these ones seemed to have used the doors from abandoned cars and taken their metal to fashion swords.


      There were five of them, but that didn’t bother Hyse.


      “Geeyah! Guh!”


      The first one’s head exploded after Hyse shot at its head with a shotgun, going silent. Hyse went after the rest of the Black Goblins with his shotgun, but after a while it seemed they began to catch on to it, hiding in the shadows of buildings.


      Hyse clicked his tongue, annoyed. He switched to two Beretta 92s, holding one in each hand. Compared to the Desert Eagle, this pistol had much less recoil.


      “You can hide, but you can’t get away from me,” Hyse said.


      But when he ran to the shadows where he thought they were hiding, he found that they’d already fled.


      “Damn it. They got away? I guess they’re not as dumb as those magic beasts that just charge in head first. They’re somewhat intelligent.”


      Hyse dematerialized his guns and continued walking, making sure to keep his guard up.




      About half a day later, Hyse arrived at the fifth floor of the maze, but the scenery of the dungeon wasn’t any different from previous floors. By reading the old book, he’d learned that the ground here was made of something called concrete, and that the nearby structures were called skyscrapers.


      All their doors were locked and wouldn’t open. However, once he got down to the sixth floor of the dungeon, Hyse found a shack next to the entrance of the floor.


      “Hmm...” Hyse readied his Desert Eagles and began to investigate the shack’s surroundings.


      From what he could tell, the shack was for storage. He slid the door to the side and inside saw a sheet laid out. There were signs of a camp having been made here, most likely by a party who’d come here to challenge the dungeon.


      Hyse took out two items from his item box—magic beast repellent and a few detection magic stones—and spread around the former while placing the stones around the shack.


      The repellant was a liquid that emitted a powerful smell that humans couldn’t sense, with cheap ones going for one copper coin while more expensive ones could cost several gold coins. A detection magic stone would react and let out a warning noise if any magic beasts passed by its threshold. Both the repellant and the stones were absolute necessities when taking on a dungeon, which was why they were even sold at places like the adventurers guild.


      “Phew...”


      Hyse exhaled. He had decided to camp here for the night. From his item box he took out a folded-up tent as well as a table, lamp, and chair. He lit the lamp, and then began eating the vegetable soup he’d previously bought from a stall as well as some meat skewers and bread.


      “Just one day and already down to the fifth level. I’m making good progress.”


      Maintaining his stamina in this dungeon would be crucial, so Hyse went to bed immediately after eating. But as a solo adventurer, no one would be there to guard him while he slept. He entered his tent, shutting the flap behind him, and laid a detection magic stone by his ear as he lay down.


      “I can do this,” he said. “It’s gonna be all right.”


      Everything was new to him here. Regardless of how brave Hyse was, he was still nervous.


      “Tomorrow, we’ll get down to the tenth floor,” he muttered as he dozed off. “Slowly, but surely, I’ll clear this dungeon.”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Seventy days had passed since Hyse began his adventure into the Delmadrome Grand Maze.


      “Tch.” Hyse clicked his tongue with annoyance as he tossed away his now-empty assault rifle, the Weapon dematerializing into particles of light the moment it left his hands.


      With a brand new grenade launcher, Hyse shot at the SS-level-threat magic beast called the Iaia Hastur, a massive jellyfish. The beast, riddled with holes, dropped to the ground, fluid leaking from its wounds. Hyse fired another shot into it, causing it to explode and be destroyed for good.


      “Ow...”


      The sudden pain wasn’t from anything that the jellyfish had inflicted on Hyse, but from his bangs, which had grown out considerably and now constantly poked him in the eyes. Hyse rubbed at them, and at his beard, which had also grown out. His dragonhide coat was undamaged, but was grimy and dirty.


      For seventy days straight he had progressed smoothly through the maze without taking a single day off from exploring. Hyse got rid of the grenade launcher and summoned two new shotguns, placing one over his shoulder and the other in his right hand.


      “Today’s day seventy, huh?” he said.


      He walked forward. He took a look at a wooden tag he’d been keeping and carving marks into to count the days, carving another mark into it. In seventy days he had traversed over five hundred floors and had learned several things.


      “I’m on the five-hundred-twentieth floor now... I should be getting close.”


      Every five floors, there seemed to be a kind of rest shack, all of rectangular build, with one window, and very sturdy. They were so sturdy that Hyse couldn’t even break them with his guns. The words “Shipping Container” were written on them.


      There wasn’t anything inside of them, but any nearby magic beasts would just walk past the containers without doing anything. Hyse couldn’t start a fire inside the containers, which was a little inconvenient, but since he had stocked up on camping tools, the lack of fire wasn’t really a problem.


      Hyse continued walking, his destination gradually coming into view.


      “There it is.”


      Hyse entered the brick-colored rectangular shipping container and took a good, long stretch. He then set up his tent, a table, and a lamp. Then, he took out the mirror he’d bought back in Dizara, a just-in-case purchase. It was the first time he was using it since entering the labyrinth.


      “Sheesh, it’s all really grown out.”


      Hyse was surprised to see how long his hair and beard had gotten. He wryly smiled, and began shaving himself with a knife. He didn’t take too much care when cutting his bangs, and for the rest of his hair decided to just tie it back with string, since he couldn’t see the back of his head well enough to cut his hair safely. He could try cutting it, but there was a chance that he would accidentally cut the back of his head and bleed out.


      After that, something else came to mind, and he made a decision.


      “Let’s do this!”


      Hyse first took out all the underwear and clothes he’d used over seventy days and put them into a barrel. Then he started washing them.


      “I’m taking a break today!” he declared. “There’s still a long road ahead so I’m gonna get things in order!”


      There were seventy pairs of underwear, seventy shirts, and seventy pairs of socks. It was an incredible amount of laundry to do.


      He took out a rod, passed a string through it, and hung up the clothes outside of the shipping container. Doing all this took half a day, but at the end of it, he still had some water left in the barrel, so he poured some hot water into it from his item box and turned it into a bath. Hyse stripped down and hopped into the barrel.


      “Phew! This is so nice!”


      Outside of the container dangerous magic beasts abounded, but there was something refreshing about simply accepting the threat for what it was. After being in a labyrinth for seventy days straight, even Hyse needed a day to relax. And the bath provided an unparalleled feeling of comfort that couldn’t be achieved from simply wiping down one’s body.
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      As Hyse began to loosen up, he remembered something.


      “I wonder if she’s mad...”


      Prescea came to mind immediately. In Hyse’s eyes, she was a very incomprehensible elf who followed him for reasons unknown and who was interested in him for similarly unknown reasons. But if Hyse was being honest, he didn’t hate having her around to eat with.


      And then there was Sasha.


      “She’s probably already in the Great Lake of Diroromanth. Wonder how far she is. She’s got Raynold and the others, so I’m sure she’s safe, but...”


      Hyse began thinking about the possibility of her actually having made more progress than him in the labyrinth she was in. But he shook his head to force the thoughts out before they could take root. He scooped up some water and lathered it onto his face and hair, the water gradually darkening to black.


      After he got out of the bath he wiped down his body, changed into new underwear, and lay in his tent. It wasn’t long before he felt himself drifting off to sleep.


      “First thing’s first. Gotta take a break...”


      Hyse closed his eyes and then promptly fell asleep for ten hours. When he woke up, he felt light as a feather and completely refreshed. He exited the container, retrieved all of his laundry, folded them, and put them away into his item box. Then he ate some vegetable sandwiches for breakfast. After that, he did some light stretches.


      “All right, I’m feelin’ good. Let’s keep this going!”


      He exited the container and continued onto the next floor. Though he was doing the same thing as he’d been doing for the past seventy days, he wasn’t stopping. He held an assault rifle in his hand and continued downward, going even farther down. What Hyse hadn’t realized at all was that he was the very first adventurer to ever reach the five-hundred-twentieth floor of the Delmadrome Great Maze.




      Another ten days passed, and he finally reached the six hundredth floor. This was also when the scenery changed completely.


      “Huh?”


      After exiting the rest area and entering the six-hundred-first floor, Hyse gasped with surprise as he was met with the sight of a residential area. There were rows of houses built in different styles than the ones he was familiar with. He could more or less guess that the houses here were for the humans from the other world.


      They were two-storied houses of simple design with flat roofs. Some had storage areas for automobiles and some had dog houses. There were paved roads, with something called telephone poles lining them, and motorcycles. Hyse took out the old book and began flipping through the pages.


      “Here it is...” Hyse said, staring at a picture that Nobunaga had drawn.


      There was also an accompanying passage.




      My homeland was like this. There were roads, houses, garages, lined up telephone poles, with motorcycles and cars for families all around the place. You could see this everywhere in the Japanese suburbs. There were also apartments and condos. My memory of everything is pretty fuzzy, but I know that I want to go back...




      With this Hyse became confident about a theory he had regarding the Delmadrome Grand Maze.


      “Is this labyrinth...from another world?”


      Nobunaga was someone who’d come from a different world. Was it possible that this entire area had been transported over to this world as well? But then Hyse shook his head.


      “That’s impossible. It doesn’t make sense. This is the Delmadrome Grand Maze—one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      Hyse approached one of the newer-looking automobiles and peered inside.


      “Urk...”


      There was a bleached skeleton inside. It sat in the driver’s seat and was still wearing a shirt, which had a pocket on the chest. Hyse could see that there was something in the pocket. Fortunately, the window was half-open, so he reached inside and into the pocket, pulling out a leather case which had cards inside it.


      “Automobile...operation...license? Is the picture here of this person?” Hyse remarked at the very detailed image of a young man.


      Somehow, he could read the letters on it, perhaps due to him having learned a lot of the letters of the language in the old book from all the reading he had done.


      “Yuji... Wada... Is that this guy’s name?” Hyse said. “There’s a hole in his shirt. Is that how he died? There’s a matching hole in the front window too. Did something fly through and piece his heart? Was it an accident? No, it was probably this.”


      He found a slender arrow in the back seat. But it wasn’t a normal arrow; it was entirely made of metals he’d never seen before. Hyse opened the car’s back door and took out the arrow.


      “Is this a steel arrow? It’s got a similar feel to the metal used for my guns,” he mused. “So this guy died from getting pierced by one of these, huh?”


      Hyse tossed the arrow and began thinking out loud a little.


      “Let’s say that this is a different world... And if so, there’s no doubt that all the humans here died a long time ago. Could this place be a town from the other world and not a dungeon at all? Time passed and the whole place sunk into the sand. But something must have killed this guy. Not sure if this was from a human or magic beast, but it’s more than likely some kind of battle took place here.”


      He kept mumbling to himself theories for what this place was and what could have happened here. Hyse was no scholar, but he was interested in this maze.


      “I see...” Hyse said after a while, his eyes narrowing.


      He readied his assault rifle and faced forward. A large number of things were on top of a nearby roof. They looked like Chaos Goblins, humanlike goblins and the strongest of all goblin-type magic beasts.


      One of the goblins chuckled. “Heh heh. Long has it been since we’ve had prey—”


      Then there was a bang, and the goblin’s head when flying, leaving the rest stunned. But then Hyse continued his firing rapidly, shooting the rest of them.


      “I’ve seen your type on the surface,” Hyse said, still shooting. “This place isn’t your only territory. Were these goblins the ones that killed all those humans? But if so, was this entire town done in by magic beasts? Could it be that entire other world was destroyed by magic beasts? I don’t have enough information, but I’ll stop speculating for now.”


      Hyse’s goal was clearing the dungeon, so he didn’t really care about much else. For two minutes, he continued firing and theorizing simultaneously until finally he’d killed almost all of the Chaos Goblins. There was one that had only gotten shot in the right arm, and it was currently backing away from Hyse, trying to run, but Hyse thrust his Desert Eagle toward it.


      “W-Wait!” the goblin screeched. “H-Hear me out! You’re a human, right?!”


      “Save it. I don’t care about anything else besides clearing this dungeon,” Hyse said.


      “Then you should hear me out! I have information!”


      Hyse fell silent and lowered his gun while keeping an eye on the trembling Chaos Goblin.


      “I can’t believe a human like this is in our hunting grounds...” the goblin said.


      Hyse went up and sat on top of the roof of a nearby car, toying with the muzzle of his gun before pointing it at the Chaos Goblin.


      “Talk,” Hyse said. “If I decide you’re lying or buying time for some kind of scheme, I’ll kill you.”


      “O-Okay. Well, all the information I have was told to me by older Chaos Goblins, so I’m not sure how true it all is...”


      Hyse took out bandages from his item box and tossed them to the Chaos Goblin, who used them to wrap his arm while never taking his eyes off Hyse. The goblin held no grudge against Hyse for killing the other Chaos Goblins. Right now, he simply feared Hyse because he didn’t want to die.


      “Humans used to live here,” the goblin said. “The demons said this was a different world.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      “They had a very advanced society and apparently lived pretty peacefully. They also had a very small population of magic beasts. Apparently even our own ancestors lived there.”


      “Really?” Hyse said, and more to himself, “I bet Tycoon’d love to hear this.”


      “A long, long time ago there was a calamity that destroyed everything. This place got buried in sand, and over time an independent ecosystem was built here, which demons set their eyes on. They wanted to research this civilization and replicate it in their own society. I’ve never actually seen any demons, so this is what I heard from my dad. He’s dead, by the way.”


      “Uh-huh. And? How do I clear this dungeon?”


      “A-According to what’s been passed down by Chaos Goblins, about another hundred floors down from here, there’s something called an ‘amusement park.’ That’s where all the demons live...and where their treasure is. It’s also apparently the very, very bottom of the dungeon. I dunno how true all of this is though.”


      “A hundred more floors?!” Hyse exclaimed. “That’s good information!”


      “Yeah, but from here on out the floors are like hell. Even we goblins don’t dare to go any farther down, and we’ve been living here for a while. The magic beasts down there are on a whole different level. And there’s a ton of really powerful ones too.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      Hyse checked the clip in his Desert Eagle and then pulled the slide. “One more thing. Do you hate me for killing your friends?”


      “No,” the goblin simply replied. “We kill each other to survive all the time. I don’t know much about you humans, but don’t you guys do the same? And besides, whatever magic beasts give birth to us always ends up becoming our food anyway.”


      “Huh? Gave birth to you?”


      “Yeah, Chaos Goblins can breed with pretty much any magic beast. It’s how we’ve survived for all these millenia. Or, at least, that’s what my dad used to say.”


      “That’s a pretty crazy survival adaptation...”


      “Normally goblins hide from humans, but back when the great calamity happened, the Chaos Goblins came out of hiding and launched an uprising.”


      “I see... So that dead guy was probably killed by a goblin.” Hyse then stood up. “Thanks for the info. You can go.”


      “What’re you gonna do?” the Chaos Goblin asked him.


      “Go down. If it’s just another hundred floors to the bottom then maybe I can get there in fifty...maybe even thirty days.”


      “A-Are you serious?!”


      “Yeah. I wanna clear this dungeon.”


      “Wha...”


      Hyse took out a bottle of alcohol from his item box and gave it to the Chaos Goblin. “Money probably won’t do you any good, so take this as thanks. Booze from the surface is pretty good.”


      The Chaos Goblin was stunned speechless.


      “See ya,” Hyse said, and then headed for the lower levels.


      “W-Wait!” the Chaos Goblin yelled. “Screw it! I-I’ll go with you too! I have at least a little more intel you could use.”


      “Nah, don’t worry about it. I wanna do this by myself.”


      “W-Wait! Please!” As Hyse continued walking, the Chaos Goblin ran up to his side. “Wait! Take me with you!” he pleaded.


      “Why?” Hyse said. “You do know I killed your friends, right?”


      “It’s really not a big deal to me. It’s just that...there’s something about you I’m really, really curious about. Please, just let me come with you. I won’t ever betray you or try to kill you. I promise.”


      “Huh?”


      “Please? Heh heh. You know, you might actually be the one to get all the way down there. And to go somewhere my own kind doesn’t go...I’d love to see it.”


      “You’re a weirdo, you know that?” Hyse said. He ignored the Chaos Goblin and kept walking until he found stairs leading down.


      “Wait. What’s your name?” the Chaos Goblin asked.


      “Hyse.”


      “Nice name. All right, let’s keep going.”


      “Seriously, you’re weird.”


      And like that, both Hyse and the Chaos Goblin continued downward.




      As Hyse and the Chaos Goblin continued their journey deeper into the maze, they entered an area that looked like a completely different world. It seemed like giant moles had once tunneled through the earth, leaving very rough paths ahead and behind them. The ceiling was over twenty meters high, with the path being over thirty meters wide. The walls even had lights on them, making the path very bright and easy to walk.


      “Hyse,” the Chaos Goblin said, “my kind don’t know what lies past this. Some of us have ventured ahead, but most of them came back running without having seen much at all.”


      “That’s fine, but you really are following me, huh?” Hyse said, looking at the Chaos Goblin. “You’re even calling me by my name.”


      The Chaos Goblin was taller than Hyse, his skin a pale shade of black. He was hairless from head to toe—as far as Hyse could tell—with a highly muscular physique, long ears, and beady eyes. He wore a loincloth and all the armor of the Chaos Goblins Hyse had killed in a mishmash of their accoutrements. His ensemble was finished off with two swords hanging from his waist, a round shield attached to his right hand, and a spear strapped to his back.


      “You really wanna go to the lower floors too?” Hyse asked.


      “Yeah. It’s the dream of my people. All this time we’ve only been on the higher floors of the maze, hunting and eating the magic beasts there.”


      “And I just killed all of the goblins you were with...”


      “True, but it doesn’t bother me all that much. Goblins don’t really have a strong sense of companionship,” the Chaos Goblin explained.


      “Well, that’s good. Listen, I don’t care if you follow me, but don’t try to be buddy-buddy with me. And if you ever attack me or try to get in my way, I’ll shoot you,” Hyse said, thrusting his Desert Eagle at the Chaos Goblin.


      The goblin gulped and shook his head. “I-I’m not lookin’ to fight you. All I want is to reach a new world, and I think I can do that if I follow you. Of course, I’ll thank you for your help by telling you what I know. I can tell you all about the magic beasts that live down here and their weaknesses.”


      “If you know their weaknesses, shouldn’t you be able to beat them?”


      “No, because I don’t have a way to attack those weaknesses.”


      “Uh-huh...” Then Hyse stopped, causing the Chaos Goblin to stop too.


      A strange, fishy stench crossed their path, with a slithering noise coming soon after.


      “N-Not good!” the Chaos Goblin said. “The Cleaner’s coming!”


      “What’s that?”


      But it appeared just as he asked about it—a massive lamprey. It had a round mouth and a wet body similar to an earthworm. Lining its mouth were rows of jagged fangs, which Hyse guessed it used to both suck in its prey and puncture its skin to draw out its blood.


      “That’s a Devil Chandler!” the Chaos Goblin yelled. “It’s a terrible magic beast that sucks in other magic beasts and sucks out their blood!”


      “I don’t think this was in the guild’s magic beast encyclopedia,” Hyse said. “If Tycoon were here, I’d bet he’d demand to take it alive no matter what.”


      “Oh shit, this is bad! Its weak point is the core in its mouth, but there’s no way—”


      Then there was a clang. Hyse had materialized a massive rifle.


      “Barret M-82!” he said, summoning his anti-material rifle.


      The instant he pulled the trigger, Hyse’s body was blown back by about a meter. An explosion followed, then another, unexpected sound.


      “Sheesh that hurt...” Hyse said.


      “Huh?”


      The Chaos Goblin gawked as the Devil Chandler, now headless, tumbled to the ground. The speed of Hyse’s attack had been so quick—the force so powerful—that the Chaos Goblin couldn’t process what had just happened.


      Hyse tossed away the rifle and held his shoulder.


      “That has too much power. I probably won’t be able to use it too much. ‘Barret’? More like barred from using it. Ha ha,” Hyse said, laughing.


      The Chaos Goblin said nothing.


      “Forget you heard that,” Hyse said, quickly walking away, so embarrassed by his joke that he wanted to disappear.


      But the Chaos Goblin couldn’t have cared less about Hyse’s lame joke. Instead, he was stunned by the very real fact that as long as he stayed with Hyse, he’d be able to reach where he wanted to go.


      “Hyse!” the Chaos Goblin shouted.


      “Yeah?” Hyse said.


      “I need a favor!” the Chaos Goblin said. He took a few quick steps to stand in front of Hyse, and then folded himself to kneel. “Give me a name. That’s all I want! Please!”


      “Huh?” Hyse said, tilting his head.


      “Please! Give me a name!” the Chaos Goblin repeated.


      The Chaos Goblin was currently experiencing the very first emotion he had ever felt in his life. Until now, his life had been a simple cycle of eating, sleeping, eating, and sleeping. The floor of the dungeon he called home was one he shared with other Chaos Goblins, but none of them were close to each other, and only ever exchanged words to share information.


      Chaos Goblins were the highest forms of goblins, and were both stronger and smarter than all other goblins. But there was where the differences ended. They still lived the same dull life. When Hyse came, the Chaos Goblin thought that life would continue as it always did, and that he and the other Chaos Goblins would just eat him. All too quickly did he realize that this adventurer might actually kill him instead. It was then, the Chaos Goblin now realized, that he had, for the first time, met someone who was truly strong: someone to whom the endless struggle of life called “eat or be eaten” just did not apply.


      “Hyse, you changed my life,” the Chaos Goblin said. “So please, give me a name!”


      “F-Fine!” Hyse stammered. “Sheesh, what’s up with you, even?”


      Hyse thought a little, and then took out the old book. He closed his eyes and flipped through the pages of the book and stopped, pointing at a random word. He slowly opened his eyes and read what was on the page.




      I want to drink a chocolate latte. But there’s no cocoa in this world. Even if there was, I don’t know how to make chocolate from it... Ugh, I want to eat chocolate candy, a chocolate bar, a chocolate cake—anything chocolate.




      Hyse then nodded. “Your name is Chocolat.”


      “Whoa!” Chocolat the Chaos Goblin exclaimed. “Chocolat! My name’s Chocolat! Thank you, Hyse!”


      Hyse resumed walking, the Chaos Goblin behind repeating his new name over and over to himself.


      “Hyse,” Chocolat said, “be careful. There’s a dangerous magic beast ahead.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Hey, stay back. We’re not friends.”


      “Oh yeah. Sorry!”


      And just like that, Hyse and Chocolat continued further down the maze.




      Over the next ten days, Hyse experienced things he’d never experienced before in his life. To start with, the level of the magic beasts he fought were very high. It was now normal for there to be S- and SS-level threats around, but worst of all was when groups of SS-level threats attacked him at once. Without his Gatling gun or rocket launchers, he’d probably have died.


      Surprisingly, Chocolat had been very useful these past few days.


      “Its stomach’s its weakness! See that dent? That’s where its heart is!” Chocolat had yelled at one point.


      “Wait, Hyse,” he’d said on another occasion. “If you can hit it from a distance, stay here and shoot. That thing’s really cautious. If you get a few meters closer, it’s gonna track you.”


      “That’s the boss of the pack,” he’d said when a group of magic beasts had attacked. “Kill him and they’ll scatter!”


      Every time a magic beast would appear, Chocolat could give accurate instructions on how to beat it.


      Hyse and Chocolat were currently resting at a small cave they’d found. They used the corpses of recently killed magic beasts to bar the entrance and were eating inside the cave.


      “Here,” Hyse said, holding out several skewers of meat.


      “Huh? You sure?” said Chocolat.


      “Yeah. Your knowledge has really been coming in handy.”


      Chocolat accepted the hefty amount of meat from Hyse and then scarfed them all down.


      “Mmm!” he said. “Human grub’s the best!”


      “Uh... What are you doing?” Hyse asked.


      While eating the meat skewers, Chocolat was making repairs, using the skin of felled magic beasts to make a helmet and armor. He also added scales to his shield, and sharpened his sword. The movements of his hands reminded Hyse of an experienced blacksmith.


      “All the materials from the magic beasts you kill can be used to strengthen my equipment. I wanna help during battles too, instead of just with my knowledge.”


      “You’re pretty good at smithing,” Hyse noted.


      “Am I? Chaos Goblins make all their armor and weapons. We use the bones, skin, and scales of magic beasts all the time to make our equipment, so this is like second nature to me. And...done.”


      As Chocolat finished with his work, Hyse concluded that the goblin was as good as an average smith. Chocolat equipped his new helmet and reinforced equipment, which now covered his entire body so none of his skin was exposed.


      “Should be all good now. Heh heh. Thank you, Hyse,” said Chocolat.


      “Sure. Happy for you.” Then Hyse let out a yawn.


      “Why don’t you take a nap? You haven’t been able to get a good night’s sleep these past ten days, right?” Chocolat suggested.


      But Hyse said nothing.


      “You still don’t trust me, do you?” Chocolat said. “Not that I blame you, but...”


      “Five hours,” Hyse said, and shut his eyes.


      Chocolat silently ate the remaining meat skewers.


      Hyse jolted awake after five hours to a loud roar. Chocolat dropped the nail file he’d been holding.


      “Wh-What was that?” Hyse asked.


      “W-Was that a roar?” Chocolat asked.


      The two of them looked at each other, and then the ground began to tremble. The frightening presence they sensed hadn’t faded away, and now they saw a large number of magic beasts, which they’d struggled to defeat, fleeing from the lower floors. All of them frantically ran past the cave that Hyse and Chocolat were hiding in without even noticing their presence.


      “I-Is there something down in the lower floors?” Chocolat asked.


      Hyse stayed silent, having an idea of what it might’ve been. He had a feeling it was the boss of the dungeon. It was the strongest enemy of the Delmadrome Grand Maze, and the last. If he could defeat it, the Delmadrome Grand Maze would disappear, and Hyse would be the first person to have cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. The thought of being able to do such a thing alone energized him. But...


      “Hmm?” said Chocolat. “What’s the matter, Hyse?”


      “Nothing,” said Hyse. “Just, I guess I’m not on my own here.”


      Chocolat tilted his head in confusion, but Hyse just began stretching, cracking his neck. Five hours of sleep was enough for Hyse to feel completely refreshed.


      “How about you get some sleep too?” Hyse suggested.


      “I’m okay. Chaos Goblins only need two hours of sleep every ten days.”


      “Th-That’s pretty convenient.”


      “It’s just how we evolved. Less sleep means we can work and fight for long hours.”


      Hyse stood up and put all his tools away in his item box. Chocolat stood too—with his armor on, he looked just like a regular human.


      “Let’s go then,” Hyse said.


      “Right, b-but...what do you think’s down there?”


      “The dungeon boss—the last enemy of the Delmadrome Grand Maze.”


      “Oh...”


      “If you’re too scared, we can part ways here.”


      “S-Scared?! Me?! Hmph! Let’s go, Hyse! Keep up!” Chocolat said, storming out in front of Hyse.


      Hyse began walking forward, a Desert Eagle in each hand. He pulled the slide back on both of them.


      “Watch me, Sasha...” Hyse said quietly. “I’m definitely going to clear this dungeon.”


      And with that, Hyse headed for the final floor of the Delmadrome Grand Maze.




      Another ten days later, and Hyse and Chocolat arrived at the area right before the final floor, albeit a little more beaten up than they were before. Chocolat looked at the rusted sign in front of them.


      “Is this the amusement park?” Chocolat said. “I can’t read whatever language this is.”


      “The amusement park...” Hyse said.


      “This is where the demons should be,” Chocolat said. “Looks like it’s been abandoned for some time though.”


      “If this is the final floor, then this must be where the dungeon boss is.”


      “And also where the demons’ treasure is...or so I heard.”


      In front of them was a gate made up of large steel bars. The gate was decorated with elaborate designs, with a sign on it written in the language of the other world.


      “It’s pretty rusted over, so I can’t read it, but the part I can read says...Wonder...Land?” Hyse said.


      “Wonderland?” Chocolat asked.


      “Yeah. I don’t really get it, but judging by how the metal bars are surrounding the gate, this has to be a prison.”


      They pressed on the gate, the gate creaking as it opened. As they entered, there was a small glass building which had something written on it.


      “Ti...ckets?” Hyse said.


      “Tickets?” Chocolat repeated.


      “Purchase tickets...here?” Hyse read out loud.


      “What are tickets?”


      “Are they the kind you have to have to see plays? Is an amusement park a theater?”


      But Chocolat was thoroughly confused and only tilted his head. Hyse was in the same boat. In the glass building, there was a rectangular metal box that had a few squares on it. Pressing them made a clicking sound.


      After passing by this, they entered a long road lined with houses.


      “What? There are houses here?” Hyse asked.


      “It would seem these are demon houses,” Chocolat said.


      The roads were wide, with large houses lining either side of it. But the windows of every house were strangely large, with many different tools lined up right behind them. To Hyse, these houses felt more like stores.


      “Is the central plaza that way?” Hyse asked.


      “Hmm? Is that a map?”


      They came across a sign with a map of the amusement park. In the center area, there was a plaza, with several large buildings surrounding it.


      “Roller...coaster? Ferris...wheel? What are these? Vehicles?” Hyse asked.


      “There’s so much stuff in an amusement park,” Chocolat commented.


      “Let’s go to the central plaza for now,” Hyse said, but in the next second a thunderous roar ripped through the air, making both Hyse and Chocolat jump a little.


      The origin of the roar came from the central plaza, but the worst part was that they’d heard multiple roars, layered over each other.


      “Looks like we have some uninvited guests.”


      A man’s voice suddenly spoke, followed by the sound of hard shoes clopping against the ground.


      In the next minute, a gentleman appeared from the central plaza.


      “Oh? A Chaos Goblin and a human?” the gentleman said. “What an interesting pair. Heh heh heh.”


      The gentleman had dark skin, black hair, and red eyes, with large horns growing out of his head. His clothes were fancy, as if he were on his way to a formal ball.


      Hyse glared at the gentleman. “Who the hell are you?”


      “Oh, where are my manners? My name is Roshnante, a member of the superior demon race,” he said, bowing to Hyse and Chocolat. “Heh heh. I know we’ve just met, but I think you’ll both make a splendid meal for my cute pet.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Great Lake of Diroromanth


      One month had passed since Hyse left on his journey to the Delmadrome Grand Maze, and currently, Sasha was being glared at by a pouting Prescea.


      “It’s been a whole month...could you just forgive me already?” Sasha asked.


      “I’m not mad at you. After all, Hyse was the one who made the request.”


      Hyse had requested that Sasha knock Prescea unconscious and then watch over her as much as she could while he took on the maze. She might have received a reward for it, but Sasha was dutiful above all else, and made sure to keep Prescea by her side.


      But Prescea glared at her every day. Pianora, who was helping Sasha fulfill Hyse’s request, was not amused by this treatment.


      “Shouldn’t we just kick her out if she’s in the way, Sasha?” Pianora asked. “I don’t really care if it’s Hyse’s request or not, but I just don’t see the use in us keeping this elf around. She insists on working alone and won’t cooperate with any of our teams.”


      “Stay out of this,” Prescea said. “Who even are you? Why are you even here? Sasha, there’s an outsider... No, there’s an annoying cat here. Kick her out.”


      “Huh?! Who told you you could talk to Sasha so casually like that?! And you dare to order her around? You little shit!” Pianora blew up on Prescea, a vein popping out of her head.


      Prescea, however, didn’t react, not seeming intimidated by Pianora at all.


      “Knock it off you two,” Sasha said. “Pianora, I... I’m going to keep Prescea here until I’ve fulfilled Hyse’s request. And Prescea, you’re a guest here, so please refrain from insulting any of my precious teammates.”


      “P-Precious?!” Pianora exclaimed. “Sasha called me precious! I’m so happy!”


      “There’s no reason for you to keep watching over me. I’m leaving,” Prescea said.


      “Where to?” Sasha asked.


      “I’m an adventurer. I’m going on a quest, obviously.”


      “You can just accept quests here, at our clan. To be honest, even with all the teams we have, we’re still having trouble getting to all the quests that come in. It’d be nice to have a skilled adventurer helping us out.”


      “I have no intentions on joining your clan, even temporarily.”


      “You don’t have to. Just think of it as lending us a hand. You just recently became an A-rank adventurer, didn’t you?”


      Prescea thought for a little bit before nodding in agreement. “All right. Going all the way to the guild for a quest is just more troublesome for me anyway.”


      “You’re a lifesaver,” Sasha said, relieved. “Pianora, can you take her to the quest board?”


      “As much as I’d like to say no... I can’t say no to you, Sasha. Come on, let’s go,” Pianora said.


      “Fine,” said Prescea.


      After Pianora and Prescea left the room, Sasha let out a heavy sigh. “Sheesh Hyse... I can’t believe you asked me to watch over her.”
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      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      One day, the founding members of Sacred came together for a meeting. The topic: the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.


      “Our clan’s gotten pretty big,” Tycoon said to begin, adjusting his glasses as he spoke. “We have over fifty teams who’ve joined us so far, and we’ve been receiving a great number of requests as a result. We’ve raised teams up to A-rank and have put a training plan in place to raise up lower-ranked teams as well. We’re at a place where the five of us now have the time to take requests as we like. This is a lot sooner than I’d anticipated, but I think that if we want to take on the Great Lake of Diroromanth, now is the best time.”


      “I agree,” Raynold said. “Lady Aibis from Ygdrassil even offered to run things for us while we’re gone. We’ll leave Ryuzen as challengers of one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, and return as legendary heroes. And when we do, the name of Sasha, the S-rank adventurer, will be carved into history.”


      “My name being carved into history aside...” Sasha said. “I agree with Raynold.”


      Robin’s hand shot into the air next. “But it’s way out west in Frizid, right? It’s super cold there, isn’t it?”


      “Oh, you scared of a little chill? You can stay home if you want,” Pianora said, snickering mischievously.


      “Shut up, Pianora! I don’t wanna stay here by myself!” Robin said, launching a very light flurry of hits onto Pianora’s shoulders.


      “Let’s make sure we’re fully prepared,” Sasha said. “This’ll go against our motto, but everyone should carry two item boxes each. Each of them should have a large amount of food, medicine, and camping tools.”


      The shared item box Sacred used was small, which was in line with their motto of carrying as much as they could on their own, walking as far as they could on their own, and saving money wherever they could. But this was an exception. After all, they’d be taking on one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. They needed to be fully prepared.


      “I have another suggestion,” Tycoon said. “Let’s bring two A-rank teams with us. We’ll have them on standby near the entrance of the dungeon for communication purposes.”


      “I gotta be able to do maintenance on my weapons and armor while we’re exploring, so I’ll need to put those tools in my item box. And I’ll need to bring spare arrows!” Robin said.


      Each member took a moment to speak on what they’d need to bring for their upcoming journey. Fortunately, they had a lot of funds they could draw upon, so they could afford to buy luxurious, high-quality item boxes that would allow them to bring a sufficient amount of supplies.


      “All right. We’ll head to Frizid in a month’s time. Let’s split up the prep work,” Sasha said as their discussion came to a close.




      One month later, Sasha had decided that Irons, the A-rank team in Sacred which had improved the most, would be left in charge of the clan. She also asked Aibis to watch over the clan too. After this, the members of Sacred departed for Frizid by carriage.


      Since they were going to a snowy country, they planned to switch to sleds once they reached the borders of Frizid. The month they spent preparing meant they were perfectly outfitted for a winter dungeon.


      “It’s really happening, Sasha,” Raynold said from his spot next to her in the carriage.


      “Yeah. We’re really here,” she said. “Here at the Great Lake of Diroromanth, and all its vast and unique ecosystem.”


      “Sasha,” Raynold said.


      “Hmm?”


      “Did you... Uh... You turned it down, right?”


      “Turned what down?”


      “You know... Cless’s marriage proposal.”


      Cless had proposed to Sasha a while back, but she’d turned him down. Even now, she’d yet to think about marriage. She’d told Cless that directly, and he said that he had understood. But since Sasha said that she’d yet to think about marriage, he interpreted that as there being a time where she would consider his proposal. Sasha couldn’t forget how amused he looked.


      Being reminded of the proposal had Sasha turn red. “I did,” she said. “In the end...I’m an adventurer. Even though he told me I could still be one if we married, I wanted to maintain my freedom. Being an adventurer means being free, and being tied down didn’t match my vision of what an adventurer is.”


      “Oh... I feel better now,” Raynold said.


      “Huh?”


      “O-Oh, no. ’Cause you’re our leader, you know? We’ve gotta stick together till the end.”


      “Yeah. We will, Raynold.”


      “Yeah...”


      The confines of the carriage meant Raynold and Sasha were rather close to another. And in such proximity to her, Raynold couldn’t help but be engrossed in her beauty. He knew that if he leaned just a little bit to the side, he could even kiss her.


      “Sasha!” Pianora exclaimed.


      “Mmff?!”


      Out of nowhere, Pianora suddenly dragged Sasha’s head toward her where she sat on the other side of the carriage.


      “Phew, that was close...” Pianora muttered. Then in a louder voice she said, “You need to be careful, Sasha. You never know where beasts may be lurking...”


      Pianora shot a furious glare at Raynold.


      “Th-That wasn’t what it looked like,” Raynold yelled.


      “It’s so peaceful,” Robin said from next to the carriage driver’s seat.


      “You think so? Just sounds noisy to me,” Tycoon said as he held the reins.


      And so Sacred’s journey to the one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths continued in this way, the mood overall fun and light. Their challenge was just around the corner.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sacred had sent one of their A-rank teams ahead of them to get everything prepared, so once they arrived at a border town in the very cold country of Frizid, they switched to a sled which could swap its wheels for skis. The sled would be pulled by animals trained specifically for transport.


      “They’re so cute!” Robin exclaimed, her eyes sparkling as she looked at the animals.


      The animals were most easily described as massive, furry dogs. They were very fluffy, with round, cute eyes and strong, thick legs. As Sasha lightly petted one of them, it barked, letting out a unique sound.


      “These are called Snow Dogs,” Bjond, the leader of A-rank team Ice Cream, said. “They’re vital for transporting goods around Frizid. They’re also very friendly and strong. As you can see, they’re very resistant to the cold and their strong legs make traversing the snow a breeze.”


      “I’ve never seen them before...” Sasha remarked.


      “Apparently they’re a cross between a large dog and a magic beast. They’re born about the size of regular puppies, but get massive when they grow up.” Bjond patted the head of one of the Snow Dogs, who happily rubbed their head against Bjond’s hand. “We’ve gotten all the equipment you should need, but let us know if there’s anything else.”


      “Thanks,” Sasha said, making Bjond smile.


      “Ha ha ha. You’re taking on the Great Lake of Diroromanth, so we’ll help as much as we can. Now let’s get you to the inn first so you can put your stuff down. We have food ready for you all to eat too,” Bjond said, and then led the members of Sacred to the inn.


      The best inn in the town had not only a shower, but a bathtub. Bjond explained that they used oil and bones from magic beasts to make a fire, and while Tycoon was curious about the idea of flammable bones, Sasha couldn’t have cared less; she was simply grateful to take a bath.


      “Phew...” Sasha said as she lowered her body into the bath. She looked down at her chest. “Have they gotten bigger?” she wondered out loud.


      Sasha had turned seventeen the other day, and was now known for her beauty as well as being an S-rank adventurer. She’d received proposals from leaders of A-rank teams, her fellow S-rank adventurers, and S-rank clan leaders, but had turned them all down.


      “Honestly, these just get in the way...” Sasha said with a wry smile, lightly touching one breast. “I wish I’d been born a guy.”


      Sasha saw being a girl as a handicap; her chest burdened her, every month she dealt with monthly pains, and the differences in stamina and muscle development between women and men often left her feeling behind as a swordswoman. She’d worked hard to train her speed and used her Fighting Spirit to match the strength of men, but even still she felt like she was behind. The thought weighed on her heavily.


      But that being said, there were things about being a girl she didn’t totally dislike. She touched her lips, thinking about the time she had kissed Hyse on the cheek. It was something she’d done in the spur of the moment, but ever since she’d done it she couldn’t get it out of her head.


      “Back then... I might have been in love with Hyse,” Sasha said, now aware of her feelings.


      But she wasn’t sure how she felt about him now. If he’d still been in Sacred when he’d awakened to his Ability, Hyse and Sasha would have been the stars of Sacred. They would have gone on to become S-rank adventurers, founding members of the strongest team in the world, who would clear all six of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths and after a few years of adventuring, retire. And then...


      “I-I’m so stupid!” Sasha exclaimed, and immediately dunked her face into the water to try to wash away her silly thoughts. She couldn’t even imagine having children.


      “Hyse is my childhood friend,” she told herself. “Though we’re walking different paths now, once we both reach the peak of being adventurers, we’ll reunite. That’s enough.”


      She concluded her statement with a furious nod, scooping some water to wash her face. In the next minute, the door to the changing room opened.


      “Sasha!” Pianora said. “Let’s take a bath together!”


      “P-Pianora?!” Sasha sputtered. “You have a bath in your own room!”


      “I wanna take one with you! Whoo!” Then Pianora, fully naked, jumped into the already narrow bathtub.


      She snuggled up to Sasha, her face so close to Sasha’s their lips could touch, but Sasha quickly pushed her face away.


      “S-Stop!” Sasha said. “Do that with the guy you like!”


      “I like you, Sasha!” Pianora said, insistent.


      “I-I’m not interested in girls like that!”


      “You can change that! Nothing’s impossible for you! Hmm?” Then Pianora began sniffing Sasha. “You’ve been thinking about Hyse, haven’t you?”


      “You can tell by smell?!”


      “I knew it! Dammit! That piece of shit!”


      “C-Calm down! Stop flailing around!”


      Thanks to Pianora freaking out, Sasha was able to finally cool down.




      Two days later, Sacred had completed their preparations and left the border town. All of them were now outfitted in thick clothes to combat the cold.


      “They’re kinda hard to move in, but it’s better than freezing to death,” Tycoon said.


      He had on thick gloves, a hat that fully covered his ears, and was holding the reins of the sled. He was wearing very puffy clothes on his upper half, so overall he looked a bit like he’d been inflated.


      “You look warm, Tycoon,” Robin said.


      “I am, but from here on out, I’ll still be cold even with all this on. Just thinking about it makes me shiver...”


      “I really hate the cold. Heat, however, I can deal with... Hey, Hyse’s in Dizara, right? Wonder if it’s hot there...” Robin said.


      “Who knows,” Tycoon said half-heartedly.


      Tycoon assumed that Hyse was currently wandering around the Delmadrome Grand Maze, and though he wouldn’t say it out loud, privately he thought Hyse had been way too reckless in trying to take on one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths all by himself.


      “Tycoon? Do you... Do you still hate Hyse?” Robin asked.


      “That’s a pointless question.”


      “Really? But Sasha and Hyse are friends again. He even asked her to help him with a request before leaving.”


      “I doubt they’ve actually made up, Robin. Remember, Hyse hasn’t accepted her apology. I do, however, think that there’s something between them.”


      “Like what?”


      “Dunno. But after speaking with him, Sasha changed.”


      “Maybe it’s love,” Robin said.


      “‘Love’?” Tycoon repeated, clearly confused.


      “Yeah. In the past Sasha was pretty touchy when it came to Hyse, all frustrated and stuff. But I always got the feeling that her frustration wasn’t with him, but with how hard he was trying without anything to show for his effort. But then eventually she ended up taking out that frustration on him anyway. It really bothered her to see him try so hard and never awaken to his Ability or even get stronger. Did you know she used to cry in her room because she was so mad at herself for how she lashed out at Hyse? But then she’d just go out and do the same thing the next day, and then get sad again, and repeat everything all over. Sasha’s not the most put-together person, but she loves him a lot.”


      “You...really watch her closely.”


      “Well, I’m a girl.”


      “What does that even mean?”


      Though Tycoon couldn’t comprehend what she meant by that, for some reason he felt like Robin was right.


      Sacred continued forward, slowly creeping closer to the Great Lake of Diroromanth.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      True to its name, the Great Lake of Diroromanth was a lake made of water with particularly high salinity, and was so large it was said an entire country could easily fit within its borders. Due to extremely cold temperatures, however, the lake was completely frozen over. Apparently, the area used to be ruins with a mountain of treasure that could be found at the bottom of the lake for anyone who could get there. But there was a catch: Once you entered the dungeon, there was no getting out.


      “I heard that the lake’s frozen all the way down to the bottom, but I don’t know how trustworthy that information is,” Tycoon said as they stood at the entrance of the lake.


      Though they were technically at the entrance, there was nothing man-made there to signify it as such. There was just a massive hole on the frozen surface of the lake. Unlike the Delmadrome Grand Maze, the Great Lake of Diroromanth was left unsupervised. Anyone could enter at their own risk, and as far as Sasha and the others could tell, there were some other footprints around them which indicated other challengers.


      “Looks like someone’s already in there,” Pianora said.


      “Shouldn’t we hurry? We don’t want them to beat us to the punch,” Robin said.


      “You dummy,” Pianora said, slightly muffled from under her fluffy hat and coat. “This is one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. I’m not interested in rushing in to our doom. We need to be careful. Besides... We don’t know what kind of team’s in there, but I doubt anyone else but us can clear it.”


      Everyone’s cheeks were flushed red from the harsh cold.


      “Since we don’t know how long it will take for us to clear this labyrinth, from here on out it’ll just be my team,” Sasha said to the A-rank team that had come with them.


      “Got it,” the leader of the A-rank team said. “We’re sticking to the plan, right?”


      “Exactly. If we don’t return in six months or a hundred eighty days, whichever comes first, then assume our entire team has been wiped out. The clan will be left to Lady Aibis.”


      “We pray for your safe return,” the leader said, shaking hands with Sasha before leaving with the rest of their team.


      “Keep your guard up, everyone,” Sasha said to her team. “This won’t be like the dungeons we’ve been in until now. Nobody has ever cleared any of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. We’re going where nobody has ever gone before. Make sure to watch out for any magic beasts and traps.”


      “Yeah!” everyone said together, getting into adventurer mode.


      They all then made their way down the hole which would take them to the bottom of the lake. Being made of ice, the way down was frozen over and extremely slippery. Everywhere they looked was nothing but ice. Robin began spinning on top of it.


      “Wow, we’re really on top of a lake, huh?” Robin said.


      “Yeah, but don’t play around so much,” Sasha said.


      “Okay,” Robin said, nodding, before latching onto Sasha’s arm.


      Tycoon put his hand to his chin in thought. “There’s something I’ve been wondering about...”


      “Oh, Tycoon’s going into detective mode! Everyone, listen up!” Raynold said teasingly.


      But Tycoon just continued speaking, a serious look on his face. “This is one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, a place which nobody has ever been able to leave after entering... But looking at this path, it shouldn’t be too hard to walk right back out of it.”


      They’d been walking for a little bit, but they’d yet to see any magic beasts.


      Tycoon knocked on the walls of ice. “The ice is pretty thick and I’ve no doubt that we’re walking through a lake. But if... If at any moment these walls of ice, or the ground we’re walking on right now ever broke, we’d be drowned in freezing cold water instantly. Though this is only a rumor, the ecosystem here is very unique. If the magic beasts here are ones that have adapted to this environment, then they must be very powerful.”


      Tycoon’s speculation had been right on the money; right after he spoke, the floor under Sasha split apart, causing her to fall into its depths. And she wasn’t the only victim; Raynold, Robin, Pianora, and Tycoon all fell through the lake soon after, as if the lake had been waiting for Tycoon’s speculation as its cue.


      Sasha had noticed the large amount of human bones in the lake, the only remnants of past adventurers who’d fallen into the lake and died. But there was no time to think. She was freezing, her movements turning dull and sluggish, her clothes inhibiting her movement. Lake water filled her mouth, its extreme saltiness burning her throat. The freezing temperatures and salinity of the lake, as well as suddenly plunging any challenger into its depths, were the Great Lake Diroromanth’s way of greeting adventurers.


      Sasha activated her Fighting Spirit to its maximum output, drew her sword, and used her fortified strength to tear through her coat. She was then able to swim as fluidly as a mermaid, reaching Pianora, who was holding her mouth and unable to move.


      Though she tried to call Sasha’s name, Sasha touched her cheeks to calm her down. Looking around, she saw Raynold, still wearing his coat, swimming with an unconscious Robin. The fact that he was able to swim while wearing the heavy coat and carrying Robin was a testament to his impressive strength. Sasha swam over to Raynold and took Robin from him, then putting her lips on hers to force oxygen into her body.


      “Mmmf!”


      Robin’s eyes opened, and though Pianora’s eyes widened in shock from seeing their life-saving kiss, the urgency of their situation didn’t allow her to fixate on it. With Robin stabilized, Sasha went to find Tycoon. He was still alive, using his staff to send light signals to Sasha, but there was something strange about where he was.


      Why is he just sitting there? Sasha wondered. Tycoon was stationary, not trying to rise any higher, and was only simply just sending her signals.


      Tycoon then attempted to yell something at Sasha, but she couldn’t figure out what he was trying to say. Sasha could tell that Pianora and Robin wouldn’t be able to hold their breaths for much longer. Raynold was close to his limit too. And she couldn’t keep up her Fighting Spirit for much longer.


      Sasha strengthened her grip on her sword and left Pianora and Robin to Raynold before diving down and swinging her sword with all her might to where Tycoon was signaling.


      “Golden Blade: Vorpal Blade!”


      She called the attack internally, without speaking. In the next second, a hole was slashed in the bottom of the lake. Like the stopper of a filled bathtub being removed, the water drained through the hole she made, sucking them all through it. Once they were through, all the members of Sacred were finally able to breathe. In what seemed like moments they made impact with hard ground.


      Sasha’s eyes had been closed for the plunge through the hole, so she had no idea what’d happened. But given a moment to settle she realized that she’d landed on top of someone.


      “Ugh...”


      “T-Tycoon?” Sasha stuttered.


      “You okay, Sasha?” he asked.


      Realizing that she’d fallen on top of Tycoon, Sasha quickly got on her feet. “S-Sorry! Uh... Wh-What happened?”


      Though Sasha had essentially been clinging to Tycoon, he didn’t seem embarrassed in the slightest. He tapped his clothes with his staff, heating them and drying them of moisture. The sensation was almost as if the heat was coming directly from his body.


      “T-Tycoon, what are you doing?” Sasha asked.


      “We need to dry our clothes and also warm our bodies,” he replied. “That goes for you and everyone else in our party.”


      Not too far away from them, Raynold was sneezing, while Robin and Pianora were lying on the ground. While they weren’t yet moving, they all were still breathing. Tycoon used his magic to dry off all their clothes and warm their bodies. Eventually Sacred was able to get up and move, and were surprised at how warm they felt. It was only when Tycoon explained everything did they finally understand what was going on.


      “Look up,” he said, and they all promptly looked at the ice ceiling, where water was coming through the hole they had come from like a waterfall. Where they were was a cave-like area made of stone, with stone and not more ice under their feet.


      “This is the bottom of the Great Lake of Diroromanth,” Tycoon said, “and also the true entrance of the labyrinth. The path we were walking on before was most likely a byproduct of time and never intended to be the entrance at all. My best guess is that as we got closer to the bottom of the lake, the ice beneath us thinned until it broke under our weight and we fell through. The reason why nobody ever returns from here is probably because the same thing happened to them, but they panic and are unable to act before their internal temperature plummets and they die. Even if you don’t panic and try to swim back up, the part where you fell through would have already frozen over again, making returning to the surface nearly impossible. This would be the point where those who hadn’t already given up would surrender and let themselves die. But I decided to swim down, not up, and it was as I expected: The bottom of the lake was not solid ground, but another wall of ice. In other words, as long as we could break through the ice here, the water would drain and we’d be at the real bottom of the lake. But ultimately, it was all just a gamble.”


      Tycoon adjusted his glasses, his body relaxing. “For a dungeon, it’s a truly bizarre welcome. It’s perfectly understandable why no one ever returns after entering. And it’s not like we have a way back to the surface from here either. All we can do is keep moving forward. It’s not entirely out of the question that there have been others who have thought the same as I have, but... Hmm? What’s the matter?” Tycoon asked, realizing that the rest of his team were looking at him in stunned silence.


      “You thought of all of that and took action while we were underwater?” Sasha asked.


      “Not everything. Some of this I had figured out while we were walking on top of the ice.”


      “We all owe you our lives, Tycoon. We would be dead without you,” Sasha said, taking his hand and gripping it tightly.


      But Tycoon pulled his hand away immediately. “Stop. You don’t need to thank me. Thinking hard to save one’s friends is... It’s only natural, isn’t it?”


      “But still. Thank you,” Sasha said, smiling.


      Raynold wrapped an arm around Tycoon’s shoulders. “Exactly. As expected of the brains of our team! Drinks on me next time!”


      “Thanks, Tycoon!” Robin said.


      “You have my thanks. I almost prepared myself to never see Sasha again... Wait!” Then Pianora glared at Robin. “Robin! Y-You... You kissed Sasha! Urrgh! I’m so jealous!”


      “Huh? What are you talking about?”


      “P-Pianora, th-that was an emergency,” Sasha tried to explain.


      “Kiss me too!” Pianora requested.


      “Y-You’re too close to me!” Sasha said, forcing Pianora’s face away from hers.


      Sacred had finally passed through the first trial of the dungeon, and now, they could relax and take in their surroundings.


      “So we’re really here in one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, huh?” Sasha said to herself.


      Ahead of them was a long path that stretched far into the distance. The ground was smooth, unlike stone-paved roads or dirt roads.


      Sasha took out a lantern to better illuminate the road ahead. “Everyone, stay on your toes,” she said. “This is where the labyrinth truly begins.”


      Then Sasha and the rest of Sacred made their way into the labyrinth.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      For the time being, they decided to call the place they landed the first floor of the labyrinth, and then proceeded onward. They were surrounded by ice on all sides, but the ground was solid and not slippery at all.


      “This is amazing!” Tycoon exclaimed, unable to hide his grin. “So this is one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths? Look at this wall! It’s frozen solid, but it looks like there’s drawings behind the ice! I don’t understand it at all. What could it be?”


      “Flowers?” Robin speculated.


      “Hmm... If I had to guess, we’re currently inside a building. Does that mean this labyrinth is actually a sunken building? Did the lake form around it then? I’d love to study this...”


      “Hey, do it after we get out of here,” Raynold said, scolding, and Tycoon moved away from the wall in clear disappointment.


      The walls around them were mysteriously gleaming, as if the ice was reflecting light. Pianora extinguished the lantern she was holding and stored it back in her item box.


      “Doesn’t seem like we need any lights,” she said.


      “Agreed,” said Sasha. “This place is also very...wide. If we’re attacked, we’ll have a lot of room to fight.”


      The area was wide enough to fit ten people, with the ceiling high over their heads. It was as if the area was designed for something very large to pass through it. But the path itself was extremely...annoying.


      “There are curves, hills, slopes, and more hills... Urgh! What is with this path?!” Pianora complained.


      Though the path was very wide, it was one with multiple turns and steep inclines and declines. After walking for a bit, it seemed like they had gotten lower into the labyrinth, but there seemed to be no end.


      “How strange... Dungeons usually have split paths to confuse people or trap them but I haven’t seen either of those yet,” Tycoon said. “This path just has a lot of twists.”


      “This is definitely the first floor, but it’s still a serious pain in the ass,” Raynold said, shrugging his shoulders.


      Sasha giggled. Robin said, “I wonder how Hyse is doing. Unlike this dungeon, the one he went to is in the desert, right?”


      “He departed a lot sooner than we did, and knowing him, he’s probably already somewhere in the middle,” Tycoon said.


      “Or maybe he’s dead, heh heh,” Pianora said, smiling, earning a quick flick to the forehead from Sasha. “Ow!”


      “That’s inappropriate to think toward a fellow adventurer. You should be hoping he survives, not dies,” Sasha said.


      “Urgh...”


      “It’s almost lunch. Let’s take a break,” Sasha said.


      They stopped partway through a twist, brought out a table and chairs from their item box, and spread out the skewers they’d bought as part of their preparations.


      “Mmm, item boxes with time status are so useful! The meat is still so fresh!” Pianora said.


      “Yeah, they really are convenient,” Tycoon agreed.


      Raynold looked around before telling Sasha, “Hey, so we’ve walked a decent amount. Maybe we should just make camp here. Judging from my stomach I’m thinking it’s almost nighttime, and though keeping time down here might be kind of hard I think we should try to keep at least some of our routines. Let’s take an eight hour break now and keep going.”


      “Good idea,” Sasha said. “All right then, after eating, we’ll take shifts to keep watch while the others rest.”


      Sacred’s challenge officially began this day, the first of many in the labyrinth.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Seventy days had passed since Sacred had begun their challenge of the Great Lake of Diroromanth. Though they started out very energetic, the fatigue was beginning to show, especially with Pianora.


      “Ha...” she sighed.


      They’d been going down the same-looking path for many, many days. They had walked, defeated any magic beasts that appeared, took breaks, and then walked again. At this point, Pianora didn’t even have the energy to flirt with Sasha.


      Tycoon, on the other side, was very animated.


      “I don’t think this dungeon even maintains the concept of floors! It’s just a single path downward! Magic beasts pop out of nowhere. They probably live elsewhere... I think they’ve built their own unique ecosystem. But then wouldn’t that mean...”


      Tycoon took out parchment from his item box and began jotting down notes. During Sacred’s time in the labyrinth he had drawn images of magic beasts he’d never seen until now and also written down his general thoughts. At this point, he had filled up enough paper to fill out an entire book. But Tycoon showed no signs of exhaustion.


      Though Robin wasn’t nearly as energetic as Tycoon, she was still better off than Pianora.


      “Hey, should we take a break soon?” she suggested.


      “Good idea. It’s probably lunchtime,” Sasha said, stopping, and everyone got ready for a break.


      Raynold glanced at Pianora, who had basically become nonverbal, and then whispered in Sasha’s ear. “I think Pianora’s hit her limit. I have an idea.”


      “Hmm? What is it?” Sasha said.


      Raynold whispered his idea into Sasha’s ear. She nodded.


      “I see...” she said. “That’s a good idea. Let’s do it.”


      “All right, then. I’ll get it set up while we eat,” Raynold said, fired up.


      They ate lunch, progressed a little farther, and then set up camp for the night. Though Raynold usually took out the tents, he instead took out a platform and the rods they used to dry things, then put a string through the rods and hung a sheet over them, creating a private space not too far away from where everyone was eating.


      “Raynold, what’re you doing?” Tycoon asked, tilting his head with confusion.


      “Don’t worry about it and help me out,” Raynold said.


      “D-Don’t pull me. Hmm? Is this...”


      “O great sage, you mind lendin’ me your magic?”


      “I get it now...”


      While the girls prepared dinner, Raynold and Tycoon continued their own preparations. After dinner, Pianora began to head to the tent without having said more than a few words for the entire evening, but Sasha stopped her.


      “Wait, Pianora. I have a proposition for everyone. How about we use all of tomorrow to take a break?” Sasha said.


      “I’m in,” Raynold said.


      “Me too. I’d like some time to get all my notes in order,” Tycoon said.


      “Count me in too... I wanna sleep for an entire day,” Robin said.


      “I agree...” Pianora said tiredly. “It’s gotten to be a little too...”


      With their day off decided, Raynold spoke up. “That being said, we have a present for the girls. Follow me.”


      He took them to the sheets, which concealed something the girls couldn’t make out. He lifted the sheets to reveal a barrel, which was filled with warm water and was perfect for a bath.


      “It’s a bath,” Raynold said. “Take your time and loosen up in there, and I bet you’ll be able to sleep like a rock. Just wiping down your body doesn’t help to relieve you of exhaustion. Tycoon and I’ll keep watch, so you three take your time.”


      “I’m stunned. To think you have at least one compassionate bone in your body...” Pianora said, genuinely surprised.


      “Uh...” Then a guilty look flashed across Raynold’s face. “Well, this whole bath thing was something Hyse actually came up with. He said once that for long excursions, people might wanna take a bath. We never ended up using it, but...I knew about it since he told me.”


      “Hyse, huh?” A conflicted look crossed Pianora’s face.


      This was the first time Sasha had heard about this too. “Hyse came up with this idea?”


      “Yeah. Well, the item box we were using back then didn’t have much storage space, so we didn’t really keep a barrel around because it felt kinda wasteful to store it just for baths. Now though, we actually do have a barrel, so I had Tycoon fill it up with hot water. But yeah, take a dip before it gets too cold,” Raynold said, and then walked away.


      “Let’s do it! Taking a barrel bath is such a luxury right now!” Robin said, stripping, splashing the hot water on her body and then washing her face before finally jumping inside the bath itself.


      “Ooooh. This feels so good!” Robin said as she essentially melted inside it.


      Pianora did the same and had the same melting reaction.


      Sasha also followed suit, and as she entered, she felt the warmth spread out across her.


      “Phew... This feels wonderful,” Pianora said. “I hate to admit it, but I want to thank Hyse.”


      “Yeah... He could’ve told us about this,” Sasha said.


      “You think so? I bet back then, you would’ve been all like ‘We don’t need something useless like that,’” Robin said.


      “R-Robin, I wouldn’t say that.”


      “Yeah, you would. I know you would.”


      The three of them happily chatted, fully enjoying the bath.




      “Even now, they’re talking about Hyse, huh?” Raynold said, a little sadly.


      Though they were at a respectable distance away from the girls, Raynold and Tycoon could still hear their conversation.


      “I think I’m right about this dungeon...” Tycoon said. He had been organizing some of his papers.


      “Hmm? You figure somethin’ out?”


      “I just have some theories about this place.”


      “Like?”


      “The walls, the path, the magic beasts—everything here is unlike anything we’ve seen on the surface. This path, even, is completely different from normal dungeons. The civilization that was once here was also clearly advanced. It’s probably best to classify this as an entirely unknown civilization.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah. I would say in the same unknown category as the tools Hyse uses.”


      “Uh... Are we gonna be okay goin’ through a place like this?”


      “This is all just a theory. Heh heh. Researching this is gonna be so much fun.”


      “Glad you’re at least having fun,” Raynold grumbled.


      Little did they know that about ten days later, they’d be met with a completely different scenery. At that point, Sacred would finally reach the turning point in their conquest of the labyrinth.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      After a hundred days of progressing through the Great Lake of Diroromanth, Sacred had finally gotten to the end of the long path they’d been walking. They found themselves in an open area that surprisingly turned out to be residential, with a high ceiling, white walls, and many homes. The houses themselves had been built using techniques none of them had ever seen before. They also saw many automobiles and motorcycles around.


      Tycoon was trembling with excitement. “I-It’s a completely new civilization! This is astounding! I can’t believe there was an entire civilization hidden in this dungeon! What are these boxes with wheels?! Look at the way the buildings have been made! I’ve never seen anything like this before... Each house is a treasure trove! My theory was right! Aha ha ha!”


      “Uh... Tycoon broke.”


      “Shut up, Raynold. Go and faint,” Pianora snapped.


      “Isn’t that a little harsh?” Raynold replied. “You think so too, don’t you, Sasha?”


      But Sasha had walked up to Tycoon and grabbed him by the shoulder.


      “Hmm?” Tycoon said. “Ha ha ha. Oh, Sasha? What’s the matter? Are you excited by all this too?”


      “You need to calm down,” Sasha said. “It’s not like you to be this all over the place.”


      “I-I know, but I can’t help myself. Not after seeing all of this!”


      “Sheesh... Just cool it a bit, okay?”


      “O-Okay. I’ll take deep breaths.”


      Then he began taking deep breaths in and then out.


      “Whoa, look at this... It’s all rusted and beaten up,” Raynold said.


      “It’s a weird shape...” Robin said. “It looks like it has wheels or something on it.”


      “Is it a vehicle? There’s a chair inside,” Sasha said. Then she walked to a nearby white wall, brushed her finger against it and lightly licked her fingertip. “This is salt.”


      “Just like the rest of the lake, there’s a lot of salt here,” Tycoon said. “The white walls everywhere might be salt.”
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      There didn’t seem to be any magic beasts around. The only things here were homes. There wasn’t any food or drinkable water either.


      “Do you guys think this is the bottom floor?” Robin asked.


      “Hard to say, but...it’s possible,” Tycoon said, surveying the area.


      “If it is, that means there’s treasure, right? Right?” Robin said with obvious excitement.


      “Yes there is,” Tycoon said, “and you’re looking at it.”


      “Huh?!”


      “Look at this beautiful scenery! This is worth its weight in gold.”


      “Ugh...” Robin said, all her energy escaping her body.


      Tycoon might have had a point, but Robin didn’t want the treasure to be just a bunch of old houses. She wanted something that had tangible value.


      “There are a lot of houses here, so how about we choose one to stay in for tonight and then investigate the area tomorrow,” Sasha said.


      “Good idea! Hey, you two!” Pianora barked at Tycoon and Raynold. “Set up camp!”


      “Yeah, yeah. Let’s use that house, I guess,” Raynold said.


      He went to the closest house, opened the gate, and then tugged on the door. The intricately made door only clicked open when he turned the knob. The house’s entrance was narrow and had a step up into the actual house. Right at the entrance was a cabinet stuffed with shoes.


      “Hmm... Shoes at the entrance?” Tycoon said. “Most likely the humans who lived here, or maybe I should refer to them as the ‘Ancients,’ took their shoes off here before entering their homes.”


      “Huh? Why would they do that?” Robin asked.


      “Well, given that there’s a step separating this space from the actual house, with a shoe cabinet nearby, it only makes sense that’s what they did.”


      “Not that it matters to us,” Raynold said, who walked inside with his shoes on.


      Sasha and Pianora followed him inside until they found the living room, where a set of stairs led to the second floor. The house seemed to have plenty of room in general.


      “Whoa, a sofa! It smells like salt...” Raynold said, sniffing it.


      “What’s this?” Tycoon said. “It has a door, so what’s inside? Hmm? What is this?”


      Tycoon had found a long, narrow metal box. He opened it by the handle and found an old, semicircular metal container with a picture of a fish on it. If Hyse had been there, he’d know instantly that it was canned fish, but Tycoon didn’t have nearly enough information to make that determination himself.


      Pianora then screamed from the second floor. Sasha was the first one up the stairs, followed by Robin, Raynold, and Tycoon, with all of them immediately rushing to the room Pianora was in.


      “Pianora!” Sasha exclaimed.


      “S-Sasha... Th-There’s...”


      “Hmm? Are these...”


      In the closet were human bones. Judging from the clothes and size, these were the bones of a young girl. She’d been wearing a pink dress, and had most likely been hiding in the closet when she died.


      “She must have lived in this house,” Sasha said. “Pianora, could you give her a prayer?”


      “R-Right.”


      Pianora’s prayers could purify the souls of the dead, so she offered a prayer to send any possible souls in the house on their way.


      “People lived here...” Robin said.


      “Ancients. I wonder what happened,” Tycoon said.


      “Hey, Tycoon, the room next door’s filled with books,” Robin said.


      “Say what?!” Tycoon exclaimed, and immediately barreled past Raynold to the next room.


      “Guh,” Raynold grunted. Tycoon had slammed into him as he went past.


      The rest of the party peeked into the room that Tycoon had run into.


      “These are all books of the Ancients! I can’t read them... But I think I’ve actually seen these letters before. I may be able to decipher them somewhat. If I can understand their language a little bit from that, then I’ll be able to read some sentences, and then after that maybe figure out the words I don’t understand from context. And then after that, maybe I’ll be able to decode the books. I should get right to work...” Tycoon mumbled to himself before taking out parchment and began taking notes while simultaneously reading the books he’d found.


      “Once he’s like this he’s not gonna move for at least a few days,” Raynold said.


      “We don’t have much choice,” Sasha said. “We’ll investigate as much as we can. With the residential area being as large as it is, we should look to see if there’s any path that goes deeper or any treasure we can find.”


      “So we’re staying here for a bit? Let’s make this our base!” Robin said.


      “But first thing’s first: food. I’m starving,” Pianora said.


      After this, they began setting up camp in the house.




      Once they finished eating, they forced a piece of bread into Tycoon’s mouth and then went off to do their own activities. While Tycoon continued in his efforts to decode the Ancients’ language, Pianora and Robin fell asleep from exhaustion. As such, the only ones still awake were Sasha and Raynold. The two of them were in the living room, both quiet, but it was only Raynold who was a little on edge. Sasha was polishing her sword and armor. Usually the armor she wore hid it well, but with it removed, her feminine figure was much more visible. As a man, Raynold was highly tempted by the sight; he even thought about holding Sasha in his arms.


      “I wonder how far Hyse’s gotten,” Sasha said, happily, a gentle smile on her face.


      The words were like a bucket of ice water dumped on Raynold’s head. “Hey, Sasha?” he asked.


      “Hmm?”


      “Have you noticed that whenever you mention Hyse, your face lights up?”


      “Huh?!”


      “Ha ha, I’m just kidding. But...is he really still on your mind?”


      “Well... He’s my childhood friend.”


      “I don’t mean it like that. I mean, is he on your mind as a guy?”


      “I...don’t know.”


      Usually Sasha was quick to answer, but she wasn’t her normal self. Raynold sighed.


      “Well, I guess that means I still have a chance then, right?” he said.


      “Hmm?”


      “Nothing. Just talkin’ to myself.”




      For about two days the members of Sacred stayed in the house, resting and recharging. Aside from Tycoon, everyone else was investigating the residential areas and had managed to figure out a few things in their exploration. After two days Tycoon called everyone to the living room to go over what they had all discovered together.


      “There’s no mistaking that this is a residential area. The Ancients who lived here were part of a highly advanced society,” Tycoon said, tapping a stack of over a hundred pieces of paper. “There’s much I still don’t understand though. First, this area is too undamaged. If an area of this size was kept isolated beneath the ice of the lake, then it goes to reason that it must have sunk down here first. Despite that, there’s no water damage to any of the houses, or even damage in general. As ridiculous as it might sound, the only thing I can think of to explain such a thing is that this whole area got sucked down here in an instant and then frozen.”


      Tycoon shook his head, rejecting his own theory. “But that is far too preposterous a hypothesis. What’s also strange is the fact we can breathe here at all. How was this cave formed, and why is this area inside it?”


      Tycoon adjusted his glasses, a grave look on his face.


      “Hey, Tycoon?” Robin asked, raising her hand. “Let’s think about this later. What I wanna know now is if this is really the final part of the dungeon. We haven’t found any treasure. It’d be really sad if there isn’t any and we came all this way just to see this town.”


      “I agree,” Pianora said. “If this is a dungeon, then there should at least be a boss.”


      “Yeah, that’s the thing,” Tycoon said. He grinned and stuck up his pointer finger.


      “Someone’s in a good mood,” Raynold muttered.


      After taking a sip of tea, Sasha spoke. “So there is a boss here?” she asked Tycoon.


      “Yeah,” he said, “or more accurately, there should be one on a lower floor.”


      “Wait! Everywhere we were able to search yesterday was just more houses and salt,” Robin said.


      Tycoon chuckled, shaking his head. “I found something... Take a look at this,” he said, pulling out a map from his pocket.


      “I can’t read it, but I guess I can understand from the picture,” Pianora said, tilting her head.


      “This is the language of the Ancients,” Tycoon said. “I can’t decipher everything, but I can read some of it now. This is a combination of something called ‘English’ and ‘Japanese.’ It also uses characters known as ‘kanji.’ I shudder to think how the Ancients could routinely read this cipher-like language and understand it.”


      Just speaking of it made Tycoon unable to hide his curiosity. He had already taken many of the books from the house and stored them in his item box.


      “Wait...” Raynold said, looking at the map. “Is this a map of the area?”


      “Yeah. It matches the layout of this area. And we’re right...here,” Tycoon said, marking the map with magic. Then he pointed at another location on the map. “And this...” There was an image of stairs leading downward. “This is a lower area called a ‘subway.’ The Ancients created a complex city aboveground and created huge tunnels underground to move through. It seems we’ll be able to get deeper into the dungeon through the ‘subway.’”


      “Whoa!” Raynold and Robin began clapping, impressed.


      Sasha nodded. “Good job as always, Tycoon. So the plan is to go there then?”


      “Right,” Tycoon said. “But the subway is very complex. Most likely, it’ll be teeming with magic beasts. We should make sure we’re fully prepared before going.”


      “No problem. We’ve rested up over the last two days and fully recharged. Right?” Raynold said.


      Sasha and Robin nodded while Pianora huffed and looked away. Tycoon nodded as well.


      “Then we’ll head out tomorrow to the subway and head farther down,” Raynold said. “We’re getting so close to clearing the Great Lake of Diroromanth!”


      And like that, Sacred found their way farther down.




      The next day, they arrived at the entrance to the subway. Upon entering, they went down a narrow path, which caused Pianora to complain.


      “What’s with this path?!” she said. “It’s so hard to walk! These metal rails go on forever! It’s so annoying!”


      “The Ancients called these ‘railroad tracks.’ Apparently, they would ride a type of vehicle known as a ‘train,’” Tycoon said. “This may be something we can even do aboveground. I’ll keep these in mind.”


      “Urgh! They’re so annoying!” Pianora exclaimed, fuming.


      “Sasha,” Raynold said.


      “I know. I smell it. The magic beasts probably pass through here,” Sasha said.


      “I think they’ve noticed us.”


      “Yeah. I sense a presence up ahead.”


      Sasha began to draw her sword while Raynold raised the round shield on his right hand. Then Robin, Pianora, and Tycoon noticed what Sasha and Raynold had noticed: Down the tracks ahead a group of black wolves were growling at them.


      Robin immediately shot arrows at them.


      But then as one they let out a loud bark, and the ensuing shock wave knocked the arrows out of the air.


      “Huh?!” Robin exclaimed.


      Sasha and Raynold jumped into action next. Tycoon began chanting an incantation while Pianora began offering a prayer.


      Robin let loose more arrows, this time with all of them hitting her mark.


      “Sasha! Five of them dead ahead!” Raynold yelled.


      Sasha’s body was enveloped with Fighting Spirit right as a wolf jumped at her.


      “Take this!” Raynold yelled, jumping in and surprisingly taking down the wolf with just his shield.


      As the wolf slammed to the ground, Sasha shoved her blade into its head before pulling it out and swinging it in the air.


      “Golden Blade: Void Fang!”


      Her Fighting Spirit turned into a blade which flew forward, quietly slicing the three wolves in wait on the ceiling into pieces. In the meantime, Tycoon had finished his incantation.


      “Haste. Attack Boost.”


      “Eat this!” Raynold yelled, using his enhanced speed and strength to release a flurry of punches into a wolf that’d leaped forward. He ended the combo of hits with an uppercut, sending the wolf flying in the air. Robin then launched three arrows into the wolf.


      “Blessing,” Pianora said, offering a prayer to Sasha as she faced off against the boss of the wolves. The boss was about triple the size of a normal wolf and was most likely higher than an S-level threat.


      “Come at me!” Sasha taunted.


      The wolf roared, flying forward at the same time as Sasha. But with Pianora’s Blessing, Sasha’s body fortification was three times as effective as usual. Whether Blessing would activate or not was up to luck, but it fortunately activated now, giving Sasha its intended effects. Sasha accelerated, slaying the wolf by cutting it in two with her golden sword. The rest of the wolves were killed swiftly after.


      “Phew, they came out of nowhere,” Raynold said.


      Tycoon adjusted his glasses and looked at the wolves. “I’ve never seen these kinds of magic beasts even in the Magic Beast Encyclopedia. Are they a new species? I should take one back to the guild. Sasha, let’s take the big down you just took down. I bet even just its fangs will be good weapons.”


      “Got it,” Sasha said.


      After collecting the materials, they set off once more, but this time Robin walked next to Sasha.


      “Hey, Sasha?” Robin asked.


      “Yeah?” Sasha replied.


      “Uh... I kinda get the feeling that we’re getting close to the end.”


      “Probably.”


      “After we’re done here and go back to the guild, how about we have a party?”


      “A party?” Sasha asked.


      “Yep! I bet you’ll get called to the castle and the king’ll shower you with praise. A lot of S-rank adventurers’ll probably come to the clan too, so it’s gonna get busy. So after all that, let’s have a party with our clan.”


      “Heh heh. Good idea. Let’s do that.”


      “I second that!” Pianora said, jumping in. “After we clear this dungeon, can I also ask you to listen to one of my requests?”


      “A request?”


      “Yep!”


      “I like that idea,” Raynold said. “Will you listen to my request too?”


      “R-Raynold?” Sasha said.


      “Huh?!” Pianora growled. “Don’t butt in and say ridiculous shit, asshole!”


      Raynold just ignored her, and then Tycoon joined in as well.


      “I’ve got a request too,” he said. “Could you use your authority as an S-rank adventurer to let me go into the library at the castle?”


      “S-Sure. So what do you two want?” Sasha asked Raynold and Pianora.


      “I’ll wait until after we clear the dungeon to ask,” Raynold said. “But look forward to it.”


      “Me too! Sasha... I have a true, earnest request,” Pianora said.


      “O-Okay.” Then Sasha looked at Robin. “What do you want, Robin? I’ll do whatever I can as long as it’s within my power.”


      “Are you...really sure?” she asked.


      “Yeah.”


      “Then... When we have the party... Could I invite Hyse?” Robin asked.


      “Invite...Hyse?” Sasha asked.


      “No!” Pianora exclaimed. “There’s no need for that unsociable, brooding— Mmff!”


      “Let’s quiet down a bit,” Raynold said, holding Pianora back.


      “Mrrrgh!” she exclaimed.


      “I know what I’ve said, but... I’d like to be friends with Hyse again, like I used to,” Robin said. “After we clear this dungeon I want to talk to him.”


      “Robin...” Sasha said.


      “You feel the same, don’t you, Tycoon?” Robin said, turning to Tycoon. “You wanna talk to him about books, don’t you?”


      “I...won’t deny that,” Tycoon said. “Hyse is about the only one who can keep up with my knowledge.”


      “So, is it okay?” Robin asked.


      “Okay...” Sasha said.


      “Thank you!”


      Robin was always very straightforward. She most likely had feelings for Hyse, but not romantic ones—most likely the same one would have toward their siblings. Sasha found this side of Robin very adorable.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sacred continued their journey through the subway, fighting many magic beasts along the way. However, either due to good luck or because of how narrow the subway tunnels were, the magic beasts that they faced were all either small or medium-sized. Though they attacked in packs, Sacred was able to use their teamwork to deal with them quite easily.


      Tycoon was the only one who noticed a certain detail. “I knew it...”


      “Hmm? What’s up, Tycoon?” Robin said.


      “Nothing,” he said.


      Tycoon noticed that the end of the subway was near, but ultimately didn’t feel it was important enough to share. He’d also noticed how good their teamwork had gotten and how each of them had gotten stronger, but he felt it wasn’t necessary to say any of that right now either.


      Raynold was already on par with other S-rank adventurers, and Tycoon, Robin, and Pianora were on par with the strongest A-ranks. But now, Tycoon felt it wouldn’t be a surprise if they were also able to achieve S-rank. They’d all become stronger. On his own part, Tycoon sensed that his support magic lasted more than half a minute longer than before.


      “Look,” Sasha said, “it’s the exit.”


      Sasha pointed forward at a light, where it seemed the railway terminated and a large exit was up ahead.


      “So this was a tunnel?” Tycoon said to himself.


      “Finally we’re out,” Raynold said, relieved.


      “Yay finally! Let’s go!” Robin said, stretching before breaking into a sprint.


      Perhaps it was because everyone was so tired, but at the sight of what seemed like the end they all let down their guard a bit. But they were currently in the Great Lake of Diroromanth, one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.


      “Robin!” Sasha shouted.


      “Huh?”


      Something muddy appeared at the exit of the subway. Though it appeared to be a pitch-black sludge, it was immediately clear it wasn’t any kind of ordinary sludge.


      “Oh,” said a mysterious new voice, “we’ve got some uninvited guests and...cute ones, at that.”


      A woman suddenly emerged from the wall of the exit, one with dark skin, red eyes, gray hair, and horns on her head. Sasha knew what she was immediately.


      “A demon!” Sasha yelled out.


      “That’s right!” the demon said, snapping her fingers.


      In the next minute, the sludge engulfed everything but Robin’s face. “Ew!” Robin yelled. “What is this! It’s so gross!”


      Robin tried to struggle, but there was no point. Sasha unsheathed her sword while the rest of Sacred got ready for battle, but the demon just grinned and pointed her finger at Robin.


      “Move and I melt her,” the demon said.


      The remaining members of Sacred froze. Robin squeaked with fear as the sludge spat out what used to be the breastplate Robin had been wearing. It’d been melted so badly that it was unrecognizable.


      “This cutie is now inside the strongest slime of this world, the Shoggoth Noire Ooze,” the demon said. “It’s one of the Seven Catastrophes that destroyed this ancient city. Heh heh. Now it’s my adorable little pet.”


      “The Seven Catastrophes?” Tycoon asked, guarded.


      Then the demon grinned. “Oh, you’re a handsome one... Well, I’m bored, so I don’t mind answering. Oh, but before that...”


      “Huh? Eek!”


      “Pianora!” Sasha yelled.


      Suddenly, a Shoggoth appeared behind Pianora and swallowed her whole. It had burst out of the ground, swallowed Pianora, and then dragged her to where the other slime was restraining Robin and fused with it. It then spit out what looked like an article of Pianora’s clothing.


      “Heh heh, how many centuries has it been since we’ve had girls down here?” the demon said with glee. “We’re gonna have lots of fun!”


      “No! I want it to be with Sasha! Not a magic beast!” Pianora said, trying to flail around.


      “Y-You’re a lot more okay about this than I thought. Ugh, this is so gross...” Robin said, furrowing her brow.


      The demon giggled. “Oh, right. I should introduce myself. I’m the guard here. Name’s Noctes,” she said, elegantly bowing, and then added, “Follow me,” beckoning them to follow her out of the subway.


      As they exited they passed quite a few trains.


      “Is this where the trains are stored?” Tycoon asked.


      “Oh, I’m surprised. You can read their language?” Noctes asked, suddenly appearing next to Tycoon.


      Raynold tried throwing his round shield at Noctes, but the Shoggoth batted it away with a tentacle.


      “Heh heh. I’m surprised,” she said, enveloping herself with the Shoggoth and disappearing into the ground.


      “She can fuse with the slime and travel through the ground!” Raynold yelled. After his round shield automatically returned to him, he moved to defend Tycoon. “Be careful. She’s on a different level from that other demon!”


      “Tch.”


      With all the trains around, the area was like a maze.


      “So, about the Seven Catastrophies...” Noctes’s voice rang out from somewhere in the area. “These slimes are one of the seven monsters that destroyed the Ancients. Back then they suffered great casualties in order to seal all seven monsters away. So much so that afterward they ceased to exist.”


      Suddenly one of the slimes froze, and then swallowed a train whole. Everyone could see inside the slime’s clear body as the train crumbled and fell apart.


      “The slime...froze it?” Tycoon said.


      “That’s right. When my pets eat large things, they freeze them so they can break them down inside their bodies and eat them.”


      With some of the trains gone, the area was a little clearer, and Noctes and the Shoggoth became visible. Robin and Pianorra also became visible. Their limbs were restrained and their clothes and equipment had all been dissolved, leaving their upper bodies completely exposed.


      “Heh heh. You two have such beautiful bodies,” Noctes said.


      “Ugh...” Robin groaned.


      “D-Don’t look!” Pianora screamed at Raynold and Tycoon. “I’ll kill you dead if you do!”


      Robin was struggling from her embarrassment, while Pianora, on the other hand, was so angry to be exposed that a vein was popping out of her head. But regardless of their feelings, they were all in the middle of a battle, and it frankly wasn’t the time to care about being naked. Tycoon, on his part, didn’t care at all about Robin and Pianora being exposed.


      “Tell me... Are the seven monsters you talk about each sealed in one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths? Are the dungeons their cage?”


      “You...really do surprise me,” Noctes said, genuinely impressed by Tycoon’s sharpness.


      “That’s right. The Six Forbidden Labyrinths are cages for the Seven Catastrophes,” Noctes said. “We demons are both the ones protecting the seals that keep the Seven Catastrophes inside the labyrinth and the ones who take the pieces of this ancient civilization back to the demon realm. Do you know why the demon realm and the human realm are separated?”


      “Due to the war between humans and demons,” Tycoon answered, “a human used their Ability in order to split apart the continent, creating the two realms. Then an ocean also appeared between the two realms, making traveling between the two realms impossible.”


      “Heh heh. That’s actually a lie.”


      “What?!”


      “The real reason the realms were separated was so that five of the Seven Catastrophes could be sealed in the human realm. We demons destroyed one of the Seven Catastrophes and sealed another into our own realm, but split off from the human realm to avoid incurring any further damage to our realm. The other five were sealed away in the human realm so that even if they broke free, the demon realm would be safe.”


      “Then what about the war?”


      “There was a war, but it was all a little act that we put on. It was the quickest way we could separate the two realms without anyone finding out why.”


      “That’s not possible...”


      “But we messed up a little,” Noctes said. “At the time we didn’t have Teleportation Magic, so going back and forth between the demon and human realms was really difficult. Bringing back relics from the Ancients was always such an ordeal. We’ve finally been able to use Teleportation Magic more recently, but it can’t bring back large numbers of objects.”


      “That’s ridiculous! Don’t you care about the lives you destroyed?!” Tycoon yelled.


      “No, not really. But don’t worry. It’s not so easy to undo the seals of the Ancients. The Shoggoth I have serving me now is actually just one of tens of thousands of slimes that make up the real Shoggoth. If it were the real thing, then it’d probably take over this entire country.” Noctes giggled. “Did you know that the real Shoggoth swallowed the town you saw whole and froze it in an instant?”


      “So that’s what happened... The strangely carved out paths, the reason the town was the only place without ice on it—it was all due to your Shoggoth, wasn’t it?”


      “That’s right. I needed a path to get around, after all.”


      “You...” Tycoon growled.


      “Tycoon, are you done?” Sasha asked, stepping forward, silently unsheathing her sword and thrusting it toward Noctes.


      “Huh?”


      “Oh, the prettiest girl of the bunch. Why are you pointing your sword at me?” Noctes asked.


      A Shoggoth then rose up from behind Sasha in a wavelike shape and tried to swallow her whole, but Sasha released her golden Fighting Spirit to its maximum potential and wiped out the Shoggoth in an instant.


      “Oh my. How impressive!” Noctes said.


      “Shut up,” Sasha said.


      “What was that?” Noctes asked.


      “I don’t care about the Seven Catastrophies, the meaning behind the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, what the demons are after, the Ancients, or anything else.”


      “S-Sasha? What do you mean you don’t care ab—” Tycoon tried to say before Raynold covered his mouth.


      “Your name’s Noctes, was it?” Sasha said. “Stop flapping your gums and release Pianora and Robin!”


      “Oh, how scary,” Noctes cooed. “But cheeky girls like you are just my type.”


      The tentacles of a Shoggoth began shaking behind Noctes. Raynold readied his shield.


      Tycoon just sighed. “I was hoping we could talk for a little bit longer, but I guess there’s no helping it.”


      “Let’s go!” Sasha yelled.


      The final battle of Sacred in the Great Lake of Diroromanth had begun.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Eight-Headed Hydra and the Black Ooze


      Roshnante the demon toyed with his beard while looking at Hyse and Chocolat.


      “Heh...” he chucked, “I’ve been down here for a while, but I never thought I’d see a human and a Chaos Goblin together. The world is much more fun than I could have ever imagi—”


      But before Roshnante had a chance to finish his sentence, there was a bang. Hyse had shot him without any hesitation, hitting him right in the shoulder.


      “Gah! Aaaaah! Wh-What?!” Roshnante gripped his shoulder, trying to stem the bleeding.


      “H-Hyse?! What are you doing?!” Chocolat asked, horrified.


      “I mean...he’s our enemy,” Hyse said. “Someone who doesn’t mean us harm wouldn’t suddenly tell us to become food for their pet, right?”


      “Huh?!”


      But Hyse ignored Chocolat’s reaction, dematerialized his Desert Eagle, and brought forth his shotgun to continuously fire at Roshnante. As he did, Roshnante brought his right hand forward and drew metal in front of him to create a shield. Realizing that his bullets weren’t penetrating the metal shield, Hyse materialized a rocket launcher.


      “Wait! Wait! Those are guns, right?! How do you have... Ugh. Never mind!” Roshnante said, summoning a nearby automobile to him to use for cover.


      Hyse fired his RPG-7, which caused a massive explosion upon hitting the automobile. He then threw the rocket launcher away and drew his Desert Eagles again.


      “Is he really a demon?” Hyse asked. “Demons use ‘Skills,’ right? I guess his Skill allows him to use magnetism to manipulate metal.”


      “Now you’re asking questions?” said Chocolat. “But yeah, with his dark skin, gray hair, red eyes, and horns, this guy’s a demon.”


      “Good to know. Let’s do this.”


      “I’m really happy that I’m not your enemy...” Chocolat said, and followed Hyse as he went to chase after Roshnante, who had fled in the direction of the central plaza.


      As they got closer to the central plaza, they saw an impossibly massive snake. With a thick body covered in rugged gold scales and eight heads, it seemed much more like a dragon than any snake. After a closer look, Roshnante could be seen standing on top of the largest snake head, still gripping his shoulder where he’d been shot.


      “You’re gonna pay for this! You hear me?!” Roshnante roared, glaring at Hyse through bloodied eyes.


      “Can’t blame him for being so mad...” Chocolat said under his breath.


      Hyse ignored what Chocolat said and materialized a new RPG-7, aiming it at Roshnante and then firing it.


      “You fool!” Roshnante yelled.


      One of the snake heads smacked the rocket away, making it explode against the ground. Hyse tossed the rocket launcher away.


      “Wait! Before I kill you... Tell me where you got those weapons,” Roshnante said.


      “Is there a point to me telling you that?” Hyse asked.


      “Of course there is! But aren’t you even curious as to why there’s a demon all the way down here?! Or where this monster came from?!”


      “I couldn’t care less.”


      “H-How are you so unfazed by all of this, Hyse? How does someone like you exist...” Chocolat said.


      “Grr... If we demons had guns, our military technology would have progressed by leaps and bounds already!” Roshnante growled.


      “You want these? I’m the only one who can use them though,” Hyse said before summoning the anti-material rifle, aiming it at the snake’s head, and firing. Yet the bullet only bounced off its skin.


      “Even that won’t pierce it?” Hyse muttered.


      “Heh... Ha ha ha! You fool! This beast is one of the Seven Catastrophes—Yamata no Orochi Junior. No physical attack can pierce through its skin. Now, Junior, on behalf of your parent sealed here, go forth and devour that insolent human!”


      All eight heads released a fearsome shriek, which exerted such unbelievable pressure that even Hyse broke out into a cold sweat hearing it.


      “What do we do, Hyse?” Chocolat asked, readying his shield.


      “As much as I’d like to defeat it...we’re kinda screwed. If both my anti-material rifle and rocket launcher don’t work on it, then...”


      “W-Wait... Were those your strongest weapons?”


      “Yeah. At least, they’re the strongest ones I use,” Hyse said. He gritted his teeth as the cold sweat only got worse.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Meanwhile, at the Great Lake of Diroromanth, Sasha was swinging her sword while enveloped in her golden Fighting Spirit. Though the tentacles of the Shoggoth touched her, they couldn’t get past her Fighting Spirit, so she wasn’t in danger of being melted. But the same couldn’t be said for Tycoon and Raynold.


      “This damn sludge bastard!” Raynold growled.


      “My magic isn’t getting through to it!” Tycoon yelled.


      “Raynold! Tycoon!” Sasha yelled back at them, concerned.


      “Sasha, don’t worry about us! Just kill that demon!” Raynold yelled.


      Half of his large shield had been melted along with some of his skin, making him bleed. Though Tycoon was using magic to support them both, the tentacles had stopped him midincantation more times than he could count. Meanwhile, both Pianora and Robin were still being restrained. Noctes simply stood by them all, laughing, without moving a single step.


      “Come on, you three can do it!” she said, cheering them on with clear sarcasm.


      “Rrgh! This bitch! Get this sludge the hell off of me!” Pianora yelled.


      “Oh, what a foul mouth you have,” said Noctes. “I think you need to be punished.”


      Then, at Noctes’s order, the Shoggoth restraining Pianora moved, making Pianora yelp and her body jump slightly.


      “Heh heh. If you keep speaking with such a foul mouth...I’ll have it enter you from below and tear your stomach apart.”


      “Grr... This humiliation... I’m gonna...” Pianora turned red with anger as tears streamed down her face.


      Robin gritted her teeth and glared at Noctes. There was nothing she could do right now, and that vexed her more than anything.


      “Golden Blade... Ha... Ha...” Sasha panted.


      Tycoon then noticed that Sasha had broken out into a cold sweat and her breathing had become more ragged. It was clear she was starting to become fatigued from overusing her Ability.


      “Sasha!” Tycoon yelled.


      “I know!”


      It took Sasha everything in her to yell back. Sasha had learned how to use her Fighting Spirit to enhance only specific parts of her body in order to preserve her stamina. This way, she could use it for longer. But she couldn’t do that while fighting this Shoggoth. If she didn’t use her Fighting Spirit across her entire body, the slime would melt any part of her body it came in contact with, and so she was currently fighting while forcing herself to use Fighting Spirit all over her body. But because she was doing that, she couldn’t preserve her stamina and fight at full strength at the same time. Her stamina was, as a result, totally depleted. No matter how many times she used her blade to cut through the Shoggoth, it’d always come back together—but that’s when Tycoon noticed something.


      “Wait... It’s constantly separating and increasing its numbers!” Tycoon exclaimed.


      “Bingo!” said Noctes. “Leave it alone and it’ll multiply endlessly, but with my Skill, I can stop that to a certain degree.”


      “Dammit... Any bright ideas, Tycoon?!” Raynold asked.


      Tycoon went silent, just looking at Sasha, but that one look was enough for Sasha to guess what he was thinking. Then Tycoon looked at Pianora.


      “I-I told you not to look at me!” Pianora yelled.


      Though he was looking at her intently, he was looking at something other than her naked body. That’s when Pianora figured it out, and very slightly nodded.


      Noctes, not noticing any of this, simply grinned. “Come on, you can do it! Aha ha! Once you run out of energy, you’ll all be my playthings. I’ll make sure the handsome boys get plenty of playtime too.”


      Their battle was coming to a close.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      While Hyse began to run away, Chocolat held his shield up, barely defending against the fang attacks of the Yamata na Orochi Junior.


      “Hyse! My shield’s not gonna last much longer!” Chocolat said.


      “Dammit!” Hyse cursed.


      Yamata no Orochi Junior opened its mouth and fired out its own venomous fangs from its mouth. A simple touch was enough to dissolve its target completely, and Chocolat’s shield was almost totally eaten through. Hyse stopped running to turn and fire his Gatling gun at the giant beast, but all the bullets he shot bounced off its scales.


      “Ha ha ha!” Roshnante cackled. “Not even a scratch! Now then, my pet, aren’t you getting bored of using your fangs? Sweep them away!”


      One of the heads dove toward them. Hyse tried summoning a rocket launcher to intercept the strike, but he didn’t make it in time.


      “Hyse!” Chocolat yelled.


      He scooped up Hyse and tried to jump away as far as he could, but the head of the Yamata no Orochi Junior caught him and flung them over a hundred meters away straight through a house, Chocolat’s armor shattering in the process.


      “Ha ha ha! You weaklings!” Roshnante said with relish. “Your torment’s only just starting! Stand back up and continue with your futile challenge! You will pay for the pain you’ve inflicted on me!”


      Thanks to the large number of stuffed animals cushioning their impact, Hyse and Chocolat survived what could have been a fatal collision. Pure luck had saved them.


      “Guh...”


      “G-Gah...” Chocolat spat up blood.


      Judging by even more blood on his sides, Chocolat’s internal organs were most likely damaged. Hyse also felt intense pain coming from his right arm and leg. Though they didn’t seem broken, they felt like they had definitely been at least heavily bruised.


      “G-Get it together!” Hyse frantically yelled.


      “Ugh... D-Don’t underestimate the regenerative power of a Chaos Goblin... As long as I don’t die, injuries like this are...”


      But Chocolat couldn’t stand up. He’d been too badly hurt from protecting Hyse, even though Hyse himself hadn’t come out completely uninjured. With both his right arm and leg hurt, he could neither move well nor hold a Weapon. And with not only a demon, but also the boss of the dungeon here with them, they were in the worst possible situation they could’ve been in.


      Hyse took deep breaths. “Are you...prepared to die?” Hyse asked Chocolat.


      “Huh?”


      “Are you?” Hyse asked again.


      “Yeah. I’m prepared to die with you.”


      “I don’t wanna die with a goblin, or even a guy, for that matter,” Hyse said with a weak smile, strain stark and clear on his face.


      He had decided, then, to use the ace up his sleeve. “I’m betting our lives on this.”


      Suddenly Roshnante yelled out to them. “Come on! Where are you! Get out here!”


      Moments later, Hyse slowly appeared, and in obviously poor shape—much to Roshnante’s great delight.


      “Boy...” he said to Hyse, holding out his arm toward him. “A question before I kill you: Where’d you get those guns from?”


      “My Ability.”


      “Your Ability?” Roshnante repeated. “Oh. Like our Skills. I see now. In that case, how about a deal? If you accompany me to the demon realm and let my people study your guns, I’ll spare your life.”


      Hyse said nothing to that, but Roshnante only kept talking. “For the sake of fighting both the Seven Catastrophes and the humans that will eventually attack us, we demons desire power. So come with me to the demon realm. No matter how much research we’ve done, we can’t wrap our heads around guns. Though we know that the humans of the past invented them, no blueprints remain on how to make them.”


      Though Hyse stayed silent, a small smile crept over his face. Roshnante, seemingly upset by that smile, glared back at Hyse.


      “I’ve got a question for you,” Hyse said.


      “Huh?”


      “Five of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths are in the human realm, right?”


      “That’s what you’re asking?”


      The Six Forbidden Labyrinths were each considered impossible to clear in their distinct way: The Delmadrome Grand Maze stretched endlessly underneath the earth, while the Great Lake of Diroromanth was submerged underneath a lake with its own unique ecosystem; the Great Magnet Void Forest of Madness possessed a mysterious magnetism that confused the senses, and the Dolena De Stahl Sky Castle flew in the sky while being seen only once in the entire history of the world. In the demon realm the Necrophantasia Mountain remained a mysterious mountain range, and then finally, there was the Holy Miniature Garden, which nobody was sure even truly existed.


      “The Necrophantasia Mountain is the only one in the demon realm,” Roshnante said. “The other five are in the human realm.”


      Hearing this Hyse could feel that his path to being the strongest in the world was just made clear, and the thought made him smile.


      “Since there’s no reason for you to lie to me, I can trust what you’ve said,” Hyse said. “Thanks. So there’s three more in this realm and one in the demon realm. I’m gonna clear them all.”


      “Are you an idiot?” Roshnante asked. “What you humans refer to as the Six Forbidden Labyrinths are cages that the humans of old sealed the Seven Catastrophes in.”


      “So what? Ha ha ha! Man, am I motivated right now,” Hyse said, laughing.


      But this only served to upset Roshnante even further. “I don’t know what your goal is, but whatever it is, it’s utterly meaningless.”


      “It isn’t.”


      “What?”


      “Clearing the Six Forbidden Labyrinths brings me to the end of my personal road, and that’s where she’s waiting for me.”


      “I have no idea what you’re talking about...”


      Hyse raised his right arm. “I promised her... I promised Sasha that the next time we’d meet, I’d be an adventurer who cleared the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sasha’s Fighting Spirit had died out, and she was blue in the face, out of breath, and using her own sword to keep herself upright and able to look Noctes in the face.


      “Oh no, dear. It looks like you’ve reached your limit,” Noctes taunted.


      “Ha... Ha... Ha...” Sasha panted.


      “Finally giving up? I’ll take real good care of you and those boys over there.”


      “No thanks,” Sasha said, shakily pointing her sword at Noctes.


      Raynold and Tycoon hadn’t given up yet either. Robin and Pianora were glaring at Noctes, the latter muttering something under her breath.


      Noctes wryly smiled. “Why don’t you all just give up? No matter how you struggle, you can’t win. There’s nothing you can do.”


      “No...” Sasha said.


      “Yes. You’re all finished.”


      “We’re not. I...still need to prove myself...” Sasha steadied her breath and held her blade. “I promised that I would clear the Six Forbidden Labyrinths with the strongest team in the world! Just as he’s fighting alone to be the strongest in the world, I’ll keep going to make the strongest team! I won’t lose to him! I’ll keep going, and going, all the way to where he’s waiting for me!”


      Noctes, not sure what Sasha was talking about, only tilted her head in confusion. But Sasha didn’t care if Noctes understood.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “I...” Sasha said.


      “I...” Hyse said.


      And simultaneously, separated by many, many kilometers, the two of them said, “I’ll keep walking the path of an S-rank adventurer!”


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      For a moment, Hyse thought he had heard Sasha’s voice. He gripped his hands together in a tight squeeze, and then, with all his strength, opened them.


      “Here’s my ace in the hole!”


      Hyse brought his right hand down as hard as he could, and at the exact same moment, Chocolat picked up Hyse and started running as fast as he could.


      “Ha ha! Your ace in the hole is to run?! Let’s wrap this up, Junior! Kill that br—”


      But then, above Roshnante’s head, something appeared.


      “Huh?”


      It was a massive tube of steel about five meters long, with “GBU-28 Bunker Buster” written on it. The moment Hyse had summoned it was the moment he experienced the true awakening of his Ability, allowing him to use a completely new arsenal. Up until now, his most powerful Weapons had been his rocket launcher and anti-material rifle, but those had been usurped by the Bunker Buster. After the stampede and watching Sasha and Hijiri’s duel, Hyse had matured enough to obtain this new Weapon.


      With his awakening, he’d gained a total of seven aces in the holes, which he collectively named the Seven Exalted Arms.


      “Wha—” Roshnante exclaimed.


      The metal pipe crushed the demon and pierced through the skin of the Yamata no Orochi Junior in one blow. Once it finally reached the ground, it released a fearsome flash of light, shock waves, thunderous noise, and vicious gale force winds.


      “Rrrgh Ahhh!” Chocolat yelled.


      Under the protection of Chocolat’s shield, Hyse covered his ears and released a large number of magic beasts behind them, their tough bodies becoming further defense between them and the bomb. But the bomb was able to send buildings flying, naturally making the corpses fly away as well as Hyse and Chocolat.


      “No, you don’t!” Chocolat yelled, pulling in a corpse and grabbing Hyse as he lost consciousness.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Give me strength!” Sasha yelled.


      She swung her sword while Tycoon, completely disregarding his own safety, cast his magic.


      “Super Fortification! Gah!” he yelled, using his strongest support magic as the slime tentacles immediately attacked him, sending him flying.


      Following up after Tycoon, Raynold, no longer able to withstand the Shoggoth’s attacks, yelled as he was thrown away.


      “Not looking good for you all,” Noctes gloated, and opened her mouth to give a new order to the Shoggoth.


      But before she could say a word Robin had bit down on her own teeth so hard she shattered them and immediately used Failnaught to send the shards flying at Noctes. The shards were razor sharp and lodged themselves right into Noctes’s eyes.


      “Agh! You—”


      “Pia-oh-wa!” Robin, through her broken teeth, yelled at Pianora.


      “Hear my prayer for you: Salvation!”


      Pianora then used her strongest healing spell on Sasha. It was a miracle-type of spell that not only restored one to full health from any sickness, but also fully restored one’s stamina and willpower as well. The spell was Pianora’s ace in the hole, and she could only use it once every thirty days.


      Sasha, now back in top form, was brimming with her golden Fighting Spirit. With it amplified by Tycoon’s Super Fortification, the body fortification she received from her Fighting Spirit became ten times as effective. Combined with Pianora’s blessing erasing all of her fatigue, Sasha was currently at a level above her very strongest, with zero drawbacks.


      “Golden Blade: Secret Technique!” Sasha yelled as she raised her sword, releasing her Fighting Spirit at its maximum output before swinging it down at the Shoggoth and Noctes. “Golden Holy Blade!”


      Her golden Fight Spirit filled the area, completely engulfing the Shoggoth and Noctes in light.


      “Th-This can’t be— Ahhh!” Noctes screamed as both she and the Shoggoth were erased, freeing both Pianora and Robin from the slime. As they fell, Raynold and Tycoon ran in to catch them.


      “Are you all right?!” Raynold said.


      “Yeah... But I can’t believe I got saved by you,” Pianora growled at Raynold.


      “Don’t be like that. Oh. Not a bad view.”


      “Grr! You pervert! Don’t look!”


      Though Raynold had peeked at Pianora’s naked body, he quickly got out a blanket from his item box and covered her with it.


      “You okay?” Tycoon asked Robin.


      “Yeah... Ow. My heef broke.”


      “Have Pianora heal your teeth. Oh. Sorry.”


      “Oh...” Robin quickly covered her breasts out of embarrassment. Tycoon took out a blanket and carefully covered Robin with. “Thanks...”


      “Don’t worry about it,” Tycoon said. “I think we won.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Sasha, Robin and Pianora are safe. Are yo...”


      But right as Tycoon called out to Sasha, his support magic ran out, and Sasha collapsed to the ground.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Collapse of the Forbidden Labyrinths


      “Ugh...”


      “Oh, Hyse. You’re awake?” Chocolat asked.


      “You...”


      Hyse gradually opened his eyes, slowly realizing that he was in a bed inside a particularly run-down house, with the walls falling apart, the door frame and tables knocked down, and shards of broken window glass scattered across the floor.


      As he tried to sit up, he felt intense pain from basically everywhere. “Urk. Ow...”


      “Don’t push yourself. You’re bruised all over. But you don’t have any broken bones, at least.”


      “What about you?”


      “I was pretty much in the same boat, but since I’m not human, I’m already fully healed.”


      Chocolat flexed his muscles to show Hyse how healed he was. Since his armor, shield, and helmet had all broken in the fight, he was just wearing a loincloth, just like how he looked when he and Hyse had first met. In the corner of the room, however, Hyse could see a set of black armor and a black sword propped up against the wall.


      “Did you...make new armor?” Hyse asked.


      “Oh that? Yup, I did. Can you sit up? Let’s go outside.”


      When they exited the house, Hyse was met with a very surprising scene. The aftermath of the bomb had left vehicles completely destroyed. The ferris wheel was no more, bits of it scattered everywhere. Only a handful of buildings in the entire vicinity were still standing. The scene was, in one word, disastrous. Eventually Hyse noticed a golden head among the wreck.


      “That thing was called Yamata no Orochi Junior, right?” Chocolat said. “After everything six of its eight heads were on the ground, so I took some of its scales to make new armor. But when I put the scales through the fire, they all turned pitch-black. It’s still a lot more durable than the armor I had before though.”


      “Wow...”


      Hyse took six of the snake’s heads and stored them in his item box. He then did a sweep of the area but couldn’t find a single trace of Roshnante the demon.


      “What was up with that demon anyway?” Chocolat said. “He seemed pretty interested in you, Hyse.”


      “Doesn’t matter anymore,” Hyse said, “since he’s probably been blown to bits.”


      “True. So what now?” Chocolat asked.


      “Everything here’s in pretty bad shape, but I wanna look around still. And, well...despite beating the dungeon’s boss, the dungeon itself hasn’t collapsed. But we would’ve probably died if that had happened. I’m guessing that since this is one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths and all, there might be something else still here.”


      “Oh, I might’ve seen a path past where the demon was. It’s pretty far away, so thankfully it wasn’t damaged from that god of destruction you unleashed.”


      “God of what? Oh. You mean the Bunker Buster.”


      “The god of destruction: the Bunker Buster. I’ll remember that.”


      “No, it’s... Yeah, whatever.” Hyse felt it’d be too annoying to correct him, so he let it slide. “But I’m surprised you know about that path.”


      “Well, you’ve been unconscious for three days, so I’ve been doing some looking around.”


      “Three days?! Now that I think about it, I’m thirsty and hungry...”


      So with that, the next thing Hyse decided to do was eat and drink.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Ugh...” Sasha groaned.


      “Sasha!”


      “Whoa!”


      The instant Sasha woke up, Pianora—who’d been leaning over her—embraced her tightly.


      “I’m so glad!” Pianora said.


      “Pianora... I’m glad you’re safe too. But what were you just about to do?”


      “A wake-up kiss, of course,” she said with absolutely no shame or guilt.


      Sasha moved away from Pianora at once. Though Sasha still found it a little hard to move around, she saw that Raynold, Tycoon, and Robin were okay.


      “Status?” Sasha asked Tycoon.


      “It’s been about one full day since our battle. The demon and the Shoggoth have been erased. We’re currently in a place akin to a warehouse that was a bit farther down from where we fought. It’s been our base of operations while we’ve scouted the area. Pianora healed our injuries.”


      “I see...”


      “Are you feeling okay?” Raynold asked Sasha.


      She nodded. “All good. Tycoon’s Super Fortification and Pianora’s blessing—our aces—were really powerful. Really good job figuring out my intentions in that situation, Tycoon. You too, Pianora.”


      “It was easy,” said Tycoon. “That magic beast, the Shoggoth, was only affected by your Fighting Spirit. If we hadn’t been able to use our strongest spells on you...we might all be dead.”


      “At first I thought that the way Tycoon was looking at me was him trying to feel me up with his eyes,” Pianora said.


      “Like hell I’d have those intentions in a moment of crisis,” Tycoon replied. “Besides, I don’t have the slightest interest in your body regardless of whether you’re bundled up or completely naked.”


      “Huh?! Say that to my face, you bastard!”


      “You should really fix this duplicitous personality of yours,” Tycoon said.


      “Bastard! I’m gonna kill you!”


      “Wait, wait, wait! Calm down! Tycoon, don’t throw oil onto the fire!” Raynold said.


      “By telling the truth?” Tycoon asked.


      “You saw my naked body too, Raynold! Don’t think I’ll forget that!” Pianora yelled.


      “I at least enjoyed it. Ha ha ha.”


      “Grr! I truly hate men!” Pianora spat. “You feel the same, don’t you, Robin?”


      “W-Well, in that situation, I don’t think there was anything we could really do about it? I mean, sure, it was embarrassing...”


      Everyone was acting like their normal selves, which made Sasha feel happy and relieved.


      Then Robin passed her a cup. “Let’s have some tea,” she said.


      “Good idea,” said Sasha.


      “Everyone’s exhausted, so it’s okay if we rest a bit, right?”


      “Yeah. I’m not sure why, but the dungeon hasn’t collapsed even though we defeated the boss. If what Noctes said was true, then maybe this entire labyrinth truly is a cage for one of the Seven Catastrophes.”


      “Heh heh heh. We really have found the ultimate treasure,” Tycoon said. “It’s why the Six Forbidden Labyrinths were created in the first place, as well as the existence of the Seven Catastrophes and the demons. I’ve got to categorize everything I’ve learned! I’ve gained a treasure more valuable than anything in the world!”


      “Shut up, Tycoon!” Raynold said.


      “Kick him out. He’s making my head hurt,” Pianora said.


      Sacred was finally able to take a day off and rest, before resuming their expedition the next morning.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Chocolat led Hyse forward, past where they’d fought Roshnante until they arrived at a large entrance leading downward. Even after experiencing the explosive might of the Bunker Buster, the stairs didn’t even have cracks in them. As Hyse and Chocolat descended the stairs, they were met with a metal door, which opened automatically as they approached.


      Behind the door was a sparkling metal box and lots of weird wiring around it that made whirring sounds.


      “What is this place?” Hyse asked.


      “Now that I think about it, didn’t the demon say something about a seal?” Chocolat said.


      “I don’t remember.”


      “L-Look at that door, Hyse,” Chocolat said, pointing toward a massive door.


      It was on a completely different scale from the other doors in the labyrinth. Though the technology was completely different than anything they’d seen, both Hyse and Chocolat could instinctively tell that they shouldn’t touch it.


      “Let’s not go in there,” Hyse said.


      “Y-Yeah. Something tells me we shouldn’t even touch it,” Chocolat said.


      “Oh, look. There’s a room over there too.”


      They moved toward the door of the other room and it opened automatically, revealing what seemed to be a rest area, equipped with a bed and a table. Farther inside, there was another door. Behind that door was a large metal door with “Special Materials” written on it.


      “Is it a safe? I guess I’ll try opening it,” Hyse said.


      “Can you?”


      “It looks like it needs a key. Maybe I can’t... Huh?”


      Hyse found that the door to the safe was unlocked, and inside was a glass case with a gem that sparkled rainbow colors. Hyse picked it up and examined it.


      “I’ve never seen a gem like this. Eh. It’s probably this dungeon’s treasure,” Hyse said, putting it into his item box.


      “Hyse, I think there’s another door back there.”


      “Oh yeah. Looks pretty tough. Is it unlocked?”


      “Let’s see... Hngh!” Chocolat grunted as he opened the heavy metal door, revealing a large number of safes and a box with a lot of buttons on it. There were also a good number of glass boxes embedded in the walls.


      “What is this room? Is there some kinda weird trick in here?” Chocolat asked.


      “Hey, don’t touch anything.”


      But as soon as he said that, Chocolat touched the box that had a lot of buttons on it, pushing the button labeled “Enter.” Alarms suddenly began ringing.


      “Wh-What is that?” Hyse asked.


      “D-Did I do that?! I-I’m so sorry, Hyse!”


      “L-Let’s get out of here!”


      As they exited, they heard a voice.


      “Activating final safety measures,” said the voice. “Activating final safety measures. Now initiating final freezing seal of the Yamata no Orochi. Following the implementation of the final freezing seal, Yamata no Orochi will be sealed within the Underground Seal Shelter for all eternity. Upon completion of the final freezing seal, this facility will self-destruct. Employees should immediately vacate the premises. Transporters to the surface have been activated.”


      The ground near them opened, revealing a glass, tubelike object.


      “Wh-What is that?” Hyse said.


      “Freezing in process. Freezing in process. Freezing in process,” the voice said.


      “H-Hyse... I-It’s getting cold...” Chocolat said.


      “Wait. Everything’s being frozen here?!” Hyse exclaimed.


      “All employees should vacate the premises immediately. All employees should vacate the premises immediately.”


      “Screw it! Chocolat, we’re getting in that tube!” Hyse said.


      “Huh?”


      “I don’t really know what’s going on, but we can’t stay here!”


      “O-Okay!”


      As soon as Hyse and Chocolat jumped into the tube, they were engulfed in light, and felt suspended in the air, as if they were flying.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “What the...” Sasha said.


      The members of Sacred had headed deeper into the dungeon and found stairs taking them to a room filled with metal. Inside that room they found a massive circular door with the area around it frozen.


      “It’s definitely frozen over...” Pianora said.


      “You think there’s some treasure in there?” Robin asked.


      “This is amazing...” Tycoon remarked.


      “Uh... Are you crying, Tycoon?” Raynold asked.


      Tycoon, apparently overcome with emotion, wiped his teary eyes with a handkerchief. Since everyone else in the party knew that engaging with Tycoon in this state would only lead to him talking until the end of time, everyone ignored him, and looked around the room until they found a small shack nearby to go in.


      “Is this a rest area?” Sasha asked.


      “It’s pretty spacious,” Raynold said. “We should’ve rested here instead of that storage area.”


      “L-Look!” Tycoon explained. “Look at these boxes. There’s writing on the glass! Or wait, no. Maybe the writing is reflected onto the glass? Are these boxes sealed by an Ability? This is amazing...”


      “Sasha, can we knock Tycoon unconscious? He’s being really annoying,” Pianora said.


      “Wait a second. Tycoon, is this the end of the dungeon?” Sasha asked.


      Tycoon wiped away his tears and cleared his throat.


      “From what that demon named Noctes said,” he said, “I can speculate that this is where the body of the Shoggoth Noire Ooze is sealed away. If we open that massive door, it may burst out from behind it, taking not only us but this entire dungeon with us, and then eventually all of Frizid itself.”


      “What?! Th-That’s awful!” Robin exclaimed.


      “It’ll only be bad if we undo the seal. Look there. It looks like it’s been completely frozen over,” Tycoon said.


      “What about the treasure? Is there really nothing for us after coming all the way here?” Pianora asked, pouting.


      Tycoon adjusted his glasses. “If this place truly is just a cage meant to seal one of the Seven Catastrophes, most likely not.”


      “Oh come on...” Pianora said sadly.


      “But we can probably sell the magic beasts we collected in here for a lot,” Tycoon said. “That’ll be more than enough to keep our clan running for several years.”


      “Ugh... I just want something tangible. Something we can use to remember all this,” Pianora said.


      “Hey, all of you, come over here,” Raynold yelled, calling them over.


      He opened a small door, revealing the thick door of a safe. When he opened that door, many jewels sparkling in an iridescent rainbow tumbled out.


      “I haven’t seen this kind of jewel before. Is this the treasure?” Raynold asked.


      “Raynold! This is the first time I’ve thought to myself that you aren’t a good-for-nothing!” Pianora said excitedly, hugging Raynold’s arm while picking up a jewel. “It’s so beautiful... The shine alone makes it worthy to be the jewel my engagement ring with Sasha will be made from.”


      “Get off of me already,” Raynold grumbled. “This is too much ‘nice Pianora’ for my comfort.”


      “Hmph. That was merely my way of showing thanks. Don’t get the wrong idea,” Pianora said, quickly removing herself from Raynold.


      After collecting all the jewels, they stored them in Pianora’s item box. Then Raynold leaned over to Tycoon.


      “So, what are we gonna do now?” Raynold asked. “It’s normal for a dungeon to collapse after its boss is beaten, but that demon said this was a cage or something, right? So how do we get outta here? I know this should’ve been brought up way, way earlier, but how exactly are we gettin’ back to the surface?”


      “I understand your concern,” said Tycoon. “There are a lot of things even I still don’t understand. What should we do, Sasha?”


      “Hmm...”


      As Sasha began thinking, something caught Robin’s attention.


      “Huh? Hey, Sasha, there’s a door over here too. Can you open it, Raynold?” Robin asked.


      After Raynold had opened the metal doors Robin had pointed out, they found a room with a lot of metal boxes. Robin walked inside even as Tycoon warned her not to touch anything, but soon enough she found herself at a table with a panel of only buttons.


      “What a pretty box... I wonder what all these squares on this panel are... There are characters on them, but they’re all the weird ones that those Ancients used.”


      Then she pressed the “Enter” button. An alarm instantly went off.


      “Wh-What?!” Robin spluttered.


      “What did you do, Robin?!” Tycoon said.


      “H-Huh? U-Uh, I just pressed a squarey thing!”


      “Activating final safety measures,” said a voice. “Activating final safety measures.”


      “Final safety... Oh no!” Tycoon dashed out just as cold air began blowing from the door. “Is it freezing the Shoggoth again?!”


      “Now freezing. Now freezing.”


      Then a translucent tube appeared from the ground.


      “Th-The room’s talking to us?!” Pianora exclaimed.


      “All employees should immediately vacate the premises,” said the voice. “Employees should immediately vacate the premises.”


      “Vacate? Oh! Sasha! Everyone, this place is gonna be destroyed!” Tycoon yelled.


      “Wh-What?!” Raynold exclaimed.


      “Most likely... No, I’m sure that right now the final sealing of the Shoggoth is being activated! After that, this facility will be destroyed. This labyrinth isn’t just a cage; it’s a place meant to prevent anyone from accessing any of the Seven Catastrophes! We all need to get inside that tube that just came up out of the ground, now!” Tycoon yelled.


      “I-Is that really safe?!” Raynold asked.


      “No clue! But we have no other way up to the surface. We can’t walk back! If the Ancients planned a self-destruct mechanism, they must have planned for an escape mechanism as well!”


      “Th-That’s just your own theory!” Pianora yelled.


      “What other choice do we have?!” Tycoon shouted.


      “Everyone! Get in!” Sasha ordered, running to the clear tube.


      Robin ran to it, then Raynold after scratching his head with indecision, then finally and with much hesitation Pianora followed them.


      “The Ancients most likely were able to seal it down here, but weren’t able to complete the final step...” Tycoon muttered as he watched the door freezing over.


      Then the tube flew upward.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Ugh...” Hyse moaned.


      “Whoa...” Chocolat said.


      As they opened their eyes, they found themselves outside, at the observatory built for prime viewing of the labyrinth. After entering the tube there’d been a bright light, a feeling like they were floating, and then, not even ten seconds later, they were at the top of the observatory. Hyse had no clue what was going on, but he surveyed the area regardless.


      “Wh-What the...” Hyse said.


      “Whoa...” said Chocolat.


      The area where the ruins of the Delmadrome Grand Maze began was crumbling into a massive hole in the ground, crumbling until it disappeared entirely. In other words, they’d cleared the dungeon.


      “Is it...over?” Hyse asked, but Chocolat didn’t say anything. “What’s wrong?”


      “Nothing...” Chocolat closed his eyes after watching the Delmadrome Grand Maze disappear.


      To Chocolat, the maze had been his homeland, the only place he’d lived in since he was born. But now it was all gone.


      “Probably can never go back there,” Hyse remarked. “Then there’s that thing...the Yamata no Orochi, right? It’s frozen and is at the bottom of the maze.”


      “Yeah...” Chocolat said.


      Now back on the surface after all this time, Hyse took a deep breath of fresh outside air. “So what’re your plans now?” Hyse asked Chocolat.


      “There’s something I told myself I would do if I ever got out of there.”


      “It’d better not be following me around.”


      “It’s not. I’m...thinking about going on a journey. Ever since I met you, I’ve been thinking about seeing the world.” Chocolat took off his helmet, revealing his face, and then knelt in front of Hyse. “And now, after meeting you, I’ve learned about the world. Thank you.”


      “You don’t know a thing about the world yet,” Hyse said. “But that’s why you’re going on a journey, right? Here. A parting gift.”


      Hyse handed Chocolat a bag of gold coins.


      “This is money, right?” Chocolat asked.


      “You know how to use it?” said Hyse.


      Chocolat put his helmet back on, sheathed his sword, and put his shield and his spear on his back. With his full armor on, not an inch of his skin was exposed, so nobody would suspect that he was a goblin at first glance. He was simply a traveling adventurer, or maybe a mercenary.


      “Farewell, Hyse,” Chocolat said. “Let’s meet again.”


      “Yeah,” said Hyse. “I’ll see you around.”


      Hyse watched Chocolat walk away, then turned to walk as well. From now on, what adventures and meetings Chocolat would have after they parted ways would not even be a thought in Hyse’s mind. For that would be Chocolat’s story, not Hyse’s.


      Gradually, step by step, Hyse made his way back to town. 




      On the way back to town, he passed by a number of adventurers who were swarming the town after hearing about the collapse of the Delmadrome Grand Maze. They all knew that a collapse meant the maze had been cleared, and everyone wanted to know who had accomplished such a historic feat. This mystery was solved once Hyse arrived at the adventurers guild.


      “H-Hyse?! I-It’s really you!” Shantae exclaimed, looking at him with disbelief.


      Hyse nodded. “Hyse, the S-rank adventurer known as the Dark Stalker, has cleared the Delmadrome Grand Maze.”


      Shantae took a step back, bracing herself on the counter. Then Balgan, the clan master of Cave King, stepped forward.


      “You did it?” he asked.


      “Yeah. And...here’s the proof,” he said, taking out a rainbow-colored gem from his pocket. He then took out one of the heads of the Yamata no Orochi Junior, which thudded on the ground. It was so big that it completely filled the entrance of the guild to the receptionist counter. Some adventurers exclaimed with surprise at the sight of it, while others stepped back, were paralyzed with fear, or looked at Hyse with clear curiosity.


      “This was the boss of the dungeon. The whole place came crumbling down after I killed it,” Hyse said.


      Though this wasn’t technically the truth, explaining exactly what’d happened was more than Hyse could be troubled to do, so he said this instead.


      “We got a report from the watchers at the Delmadrome Grand Maze about its collapse. So that was you?” Balgan said.


      “Yeah.”


      “Sorry, it’s just hard to believe this. Shantae?” Balgan said.


      “R-Right. And so...are you trying to sell this to us?” she asked.


      “Yeah. I have four more heads. This one I’ll gift to your guild.”


      “L-Like a donation?” she asked.


      “Yeah. It’s to pay for whatever mess the maze caused by collapsing. Since it was also a sightseeing spot, this will also make up for losing that too.”


      “O-Oh...”


      Shantae had yet to fully accept that Hyse had truly cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, and she could only muster awkward responses as a result.


      Hyse let out a huge yawn. “Well, I’m gonna go sleep. I’m beat.”


      “R-Right...” Shantae was more confused than she was surprised.


      Hyse exited the guild, making his way to the inn he’d stayed at before leaving for the dungeon. But as he arrived, there was someone standing there.


      “Huh? You...”


      It was an elven girl. She had a bow slung around her back and, despite being in a desert country, her skin was white as snow. If asked, anyone would say that she was beautiful. Hyse knew it was Prescea, even though her hair had grown out much longer than it was the last time he’d seen her. The moment Prescea saw Hyse she stomped over to him.


      “Hey, wait. Why are you he— Whoa!” Hyse said, but he was interrupted by her slapping him as hard as she could.


      It was all so sudden that he couldn’t react.


      “Now we’re even for making Sasha complete that weird request you made of knocking me unconscious.”


      “Wh-Why did you...” but before he could say anything else, tears began streaming down Prescea’s face, and she clutched Hyse in an embrace.


      “I thought... I-I thought you were dead,” Prescea wailed. “You idiot... You absolute jerk...”


      “Let go,” said Hyse. “You’re causing a scene.”


      “Wanna go to your room?”


      “Yeah, I’m tired.”
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      Prescea let go of him, allowing Hyse to walk into the room and then up to his room. Upon entering his assigned room, he closed and locked the door before Prescea could come in.


      “Really?” she asked indignantly.


      “Sorry, but I’m really tired, so I’m gonna sleep now. It’s been forever since I’ve slept in a bed.”


      “I don’t mind sleeping with you.”


      “I do. Come into my room and I’ll knock you out. Night.”


      “Rude...”


      After hearing Prescea enter the room next to his, Hyse lay down on the bed and let out a small exhale.


      “Thanks for worrying about me... Good night,” he said.


      After that, Hyse fell into the best sleep of the past six months of his life.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: The Triumphant Return of the Hero-Adventurers


      A few days had passed since the collapse of the Great Lake of Diroromanth, which had left a huge hole in its place—the lake itself gone without a trace. In Frizid, Sasha sat in an inn while reading a newspaper with the headline “The Adventurer Sasha Clears One of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths!”


      Sacred had been nearby the Great Lake of Diroromanth before it collapsed. They’d entered a tube that some brought them to the surface while making them feel like they were floating, and after that, they returned to the adventurers guild in Frizid and reported their success. The adventurers from the guild went to confirm that the dungeon had collapsed and they accepted the rainbow gem as proof of Sacred having cleared the dungeon.


      Now that they were able to relax, they took a few days to heal up and recover from their fatigue, but even so, many nobles and adventurers came to the inn to greet them. Sasha was kept busy meeting all of them, but after a few days, things finally settled down.


      “I’m so tired...”


      “I know it’s been pretty hectic, but hang in there. We just cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths,” Tycoon said proudly. “We’ve made history. It’s no surprise that the nobles of Frizid and the clan masters would want to connect with you.”


      Since they’d cleared the dungeon, they’d received over a hundred requests from people wanting to join Sacred. After learning where Sacred was staying, the inn’s reception counter was overrun by people trying to talk to them about joining.


      “When can we go back to Heiberg?” Robin asked, bored.


      “After we learn the value of the materials we’re exchanging,” Tycoon replied. “The dwarves in this town literally fell to their knees when they saw just one of the rainbow gems we put out. Apparently one of their old texts call it a Seven Star Light.”


      “Whoa, that’s cool!”


      “My shield broke, so maybe I could use it to make a new one,” Raynold said. “You could probably do the same with your sword, right Sasha?”


      “Yeah. Maybe it’s because I pushed it too hard, but it broke,” Sasha said.


      “Since we’re about to have a big windfall and all, we can have both my shield and your sword reforged in Heiberg,” Raynold said, grinning as he sat next to Sasha.


      “I heard this not too long ago, but apparently they’re gonna throw a parade for us in Heiberg. Sheesh, they’re really intent on giving us the hero treatment,” Tycoon said.


      “A parade?” Sasha said.


      “Yeah. A parade honoring us as the team who cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. There’s even people saying that our team stands above even the Four Great Clans.”


      “What an exaggeration...” Sasha murmured.


      “It’s not at all!” Pianora exclaimed. “Heh heh. Hey, Sasha, do you remember your promise to listen to my request?”


      “Y-Yeah,” said Sasha.


      “We all came up with a request for you, so you should think of one for all of us.”


      “You want me to do that?” Sasha asked.


      “Of course. Ask anything! But before that, will you listen to my request?” Pianora asked, smiling.


      Sasha and the rest of Sacred would be in Frizid for just a little while longer.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      After getting a good night’s sleep, Hyse headed over to the adventurers guild. Upon his arrival, Shantae greeted him and guided him to her office.


      “It took a day, but I’ve finally accepted the truth. Congratulations Hyse on...clearing one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths,” she said.


      “Thanks,” Hyse said. “Well, now that I’ve cleared that dungeon, my work here is done. The guild’s also in agreement about me being the one who cleared the dungeon, right?”


      “Yeah, but it’s not just the guild. Cave King also agrees. Once we report to the kingdom of Dizara, your name will probably be immortalized in history.”


      “Cool. Well, I’ll leave the rest to you.”


      “Uh... Huh?” To Shantae’s disbelief, Hyse stood up and began to leave.


      “W-Wait. Wh-Where are you going?” she asked, stopping him.


      “Home. I finished what I wanted to do here.”


      “B-By home, you mean Heiberg? Seriously? You need to have an audience with the king of Dizara and—”


      “I’ll pass on all that formal stuff. I didn’t clear the dungeon for the country’s sake. How about you let me off the hook this time? Consider it my payment for the Yamata no Orochi head.”


      Shantae let out a heavy sigh. “Seriously, you’re so...”


      “Well, thanks for everything. I’ll be back. Oh, and can you tell Balgan that I’ll come back for the huge party he talked about some other time?”


      And with that, Hyse left Shantae’s office and made his way through the guild, where every adventurer present was gossiping about him.


      “Apparently this guy’s an S-rank adventurer who cleared the Delmadrome Grand Maze all by himself!”


      “For real? That can’t be...”


      “No, it’s true! He brought in some crazy monster head and everything.”


      “The dungeon boss’s head.”


      Even today, there were still a lot of adventurers who didn’t know what Hyse looked like. Having them fuss over him was more trouble than Hyse wanted to deal with, so he quickly left the guild, only to immediately run into Prescea.


      “Where to now?” she asked.


      “Back to Heiberg,” Hyse said.


      “Already?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Well, I’m just about to leave for a quest.”


      “Yeah? Good luck.”


      “Wait for me. I’ll finish it real fast,” Prescea said, and then at incredible speed dashed away.


      Though it was obvious Prescea wanted to join Hyse on his return to Heiberg, Hyse departed anyway. As he leisurely made his way through Dizara’s castle town, he couldn’t help but feel a sort of nostalgia when wading through the crowds. During his walk, he stopped by a stall and bought some meat skewers, which he ate as he continued to walk. Once he reached the entrance of the castle town, he stretched.


      “Man, that weak, black tea from my usual inn would be really good right now.”


      For the next few days, Hyse continued leisurely making his return until he caught sight of Heiberg, his first time seeing it after six months away. As he did, he noticed that the roads were much better maintained than before. A half year was longer than one might have expected. There were people like the old man at his usual inn and Geist who he wanted to see, but something caught his attention the closer he got to Heiberg’s main gate.


      “What?” he said.


      There was quite a bit of fuss on the way to the main gate. About a kilometer away from the gate itself, he noticed soldiers posted along the road.


      “Sorry, there’s a parade going on here,” one of the soldiers said. “You’ll have to use the western gate to get into Heiberg.”


      “A parade?” Hyse asked.


      “Yeah! Are you a traveler? This is gonna knock your socks off. A team led by the S-rank adventurer Sasha has cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths—the Great Lake of Diroromanth!”


      “Huh?”


      “There’s a parade right now to celebrate! You should join in!”


      Then Hyse was ushered off to the western gate, where it was just as festive as it was near the main gate. As he got closer, he heard a newspaper boy yelling out the day’s headline.


      “Extra! Extra! Read all about it! Sasha, the S-rank adventurer, has cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths!”


      “I’ll take one,” Hyse said to the boy.


      “Here you go.”


      After buying a newspaper, Hyse walked down an alleyway to get to his inn. Though everything in Heiberg looked a little different from what he remembered, the inn looked just as beat up as he last saw it. Seeing it truly made him feel as if he were home.


      He opened the door, the old man looking up at the noise with a surly look. Upon seeing Hyse, the old man’s eyes widened slightly, but then he simply cleared his throat.


      “You owe me three months...” the old man said gruffly. “Make sure you pay up.”


      “Yeah, sorry,” Hyse said. “Here’s money for three months and one extra. Oh, and I’m having dinner here tonight.”


      “Got it,” the old man said.


      “I’ll be in your care again.”


      “Yeah...”


      Hyse went to his room, which he was surprised to see had been cleaned and was not dusty at all. It looked just as he’d left it six months ago, a clear sign that the owner had diligently taken care of it while Hyse was away. Hyse happily sat down in his usual chair and began reading the newspaper he’d bought.


      “Sasha...so she did it too.”


      Just as Hyse had cleared the Delmadrome Grand Maze, Sasha had cleared the Great Lake of Diroromanth. The Great Lake of Diroromanth was no longer available for Hyse to clear, but that still left three more labyrinths in the human realm. Hyse tossed the newspaper away and lay on the bed.


      “Hmm... I guess I’ll say hi to Geist tomorrow. There’s still some time before dinner, so I’ll sleep a bit.”


      Hyse shut his eyes and let himself relax into the creaky bed. And with that, he had finally returned to Heiberg.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      The first thing Sasha did after entering the clan house of Sacred was take a single deep breath. As part of the parade, Sasha had gone to the castle to greet the king, Cless, and Miuanne, with the parade continuing as she returned to the castle town. The parade had ended not too long ago, but despite her stamina, Sasha was exhausted.


      “Phew... I’m beat...” she said.


      “Me too...” said Robin.


      “Same...” Pianora added.


      “Yeah...” said Raynold.


      “I guess we’re done for today,” Tycoon said. “Excellent! It’s finally time to organize everything I’ve learned about the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. Heh heh heh, I’m gonna be so busy! Sasha, we’re going to the guild tomorrow, right? I’ll be holed up in my room until morning, so make sure you get me before you go. Farewell!”


      Then Tycoon energetically dashed back to his room, leaving everyone surprised.


      Soon after Tycoon’s departure, Aibis, the clan master of Ygdrassil, came down the stairs.


      “Nice to see you again, Sasha,” she said.


      “Lady Aibis!” Sasha said. “Thank you very much for watching over things while we were gone.”


      “Don’t worry about that. It’s been a while since I’ve managed a fledgling clan, so I had fun. But...you’ve finally done it, huh?”


      “Yes... We’ve cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. The Great Lake of Diroromanth is no more.”


      “Wonderful! Both you and Hyse truly are making things so interesting. With how the younger generation of adventurers is moving things along, perhaps it’s time for me to retire.”


      “Huh? Hyse?” Sasha asked.


      “Hmm? Oh, right. I suppose none of you would know yet, but Hyse returned not too long ago,” Aibis said.


      Sasha’s eyes flew open along with Raynold’s, Pianora’s, and Robin’s.


      “It seems he returned during the parade and went straight to his usual inn. He’s sleeping very soundly at the moment.”


      “W-Wait, does that mean that...” Sasha said.


      “Indeed. The information hasn’t formally reached Heiberg yet, but he’s cleared the Delmadrome Grand Maze all by himself.”


      “I...see...” Sasha clutched a hand to her chest, already on the verge of tears.


      Raynold wryly smiled while Pianora snorted, looking away with a sulky look.


      “Hyse...” Robin said softly, putting her hands together.


      “Well, I’ll report this to the guild for him,” Aibis said. “Sheesh...he’s cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, but that boy is just so... I can’t believe he essentially left Dizara immediately after clearing it.”


      Elsewhere, in Dizara, Shantae was dealing with the aftermath of Hyse’s sudden departure with tearful fervor.


      “I’m sure you’ll be able to see him at the guild tomorrow. But Sasha...you’re about to get very busy.”


      “Huh?”


      “In the months you were gone, you’ve received applications from over five hundred people wanting to join Sacred. It was quite the ordeal managing that, if I may say as much.”


      “F-Five hundred?” Sasha said, baffled.


      “Don’t relax just yet. Listen Sasha, adventurer teams who want to join clans are precious opportunities. When I started running my clan, I was so busy that I wasn’t able to be an adventurer myself for several years. But Sasha, you shine the most during quests and in dungeons. So once again, don’t relax just yet. Make sure you run your clan well. Of course, this is all just a bit of advice from an old lady.”


      “Lady Aibis...”


      “Trust me, you will be busy. I’ll lend you some of my administrators. Also, in about three days there’ll be a party at the castle; make sure you dress up,” Aibis said, and then left the clan house.


      “So Hyse cleared one of the labyrinths too?” Raynold said.


      “Hmph. I don’t like it,” Pianora said, pouting.


      “Aw, calm down. But Lady Aibis is reporting to the guild now, right? That means Hyse clearing the dungeon will be nationwide news tomorrow?” Robin said.


      And she was right. News of Hyse, the S-rank adventurer known as the Dark Stalker, clearing the Delmadrome Grand Maze spread across Heiberg like wildfire.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Hyse... You seriously skipped reporting to the king of Dizara?” Geist asked as he and Hyse sat in his office.


      The moment Hyse entered the guild the receptionists made a big fuss, which then alerted the other adventurers to Hyse’s presence, which caused them to fly into such a commotion that Geist had to grab Hyse and essentially whisk him away to his office.


      “That’s the first thing you say to me, after all this time?” Hyse asked.


      “Look, I want to praise you for what you’ve accomplished, but... Hyse, as the first and only adventurer to clear the Delmadrome Grand Maze, the kingdom of Dizara wants to throw a party in honor of your achievement.”


      “Hard pass.”


      “I figured you’d say that... Just so you know, Shantae covered for your absence and said you had to return to Heiberg due to your injuries.”


      “Huh... They actually believed that?”


      “The clan master of Cave King also helped to cover for you. But you must know that to leave after clearing a Dizara-managed dungeon without even greeting Dizara’s king is frankly inconceivable.”


      “Oh...”


      It’d been a while since Hyse had been lectured by Geist, and this one felt particularly biting. However, after saying all that, Geist smiled.


      “But seriously, you did really well, Hyse. It’s hard to believe you were able to do it all on our own...”


      At that moment Chocolat’s face flashed through Hyse’s mind. He felt that it would be all right for him to say that he had cleared the dungeon with the help of a magic beast, but he also got the sense that doing so would cause much more trouble than he ever intended. That being said, he didn’t want to lie about it, and especially not to Geist of all people.


      “I didn’t do it alone” was what Hyse ended up saying.


      “Huh?” said Geist.


      “Someone else was with me. Without him, I might have died.”


      “A teammate?” Geist asked.


      “No, more like an enemy who just started following me.”


      Actually explaining the situation would be far too difficult, so Hyse decided to leave it at that. A knock then came at the door, and the junior receptionist—who was not so junior anymore after half a year had passed—came in. Hyse remembered her name was Mina.


      “Sorry for the intrusion!” Mina said. “I just wanted to let Hyse know that the appraisal for the golden magic beast has finished...”


      “Thanks,” said Hyse.


      “Uh... So, since all the materials were things we’ve never seen before, the reward amount is really crazy... You got an appraisal in Dizara too, right? How much did they give you?” Mina asked.


      “Dunno. I gifted them a head.”


      “Y-You gifted it to them? A-Anyway, if we gave you what you’re owed, the guild would go completely bankrupt and still not fully pay you what you’re owed.”


      “That snake was that valuable, huh? I have three more heads.”


      “Huh?!”


      After killing the eight-headed Yamata no Orochi Junior, only six heads were left. Chocolat had used one of them for his equipment while Hyse took the remaining five. The two missing heads had most likely been destroyed by the Bunker Buster.


      “W-Well, with that being said, the kingdom of Heiberg will actually be purchasing the head instead of the guild. They’d like to use the golden scales to forge exclusive armor and swords for the royal family. Is that okay?”


      “Whatever. Do what you want,” Hyse said.


      “So with all that in mind, you’ll need to wait a little more for your money, okay?”


      “Got it.”


      “Um... So now that you’re about to receive more money than you could possibly spend over multiple lifetimes, what are you going to use it for?” Mina asked.


      “Dunno. Don’t have any plans.”


      “Oh, well then, take me out for dinner first! Sharing a meal with the talk of the town would be really special! Just to be clear, I mean this as a date.”


      “Hey Geist, do you wanna grab a drink with me tonight?” Hyse asked.


      “You’re ignoring me?! Hyse, you’re so mean!” Mina exclaimed.


      “F-Fine! I get it! Don’t pull me!” Hyse exclaimed as Mina tugged on him.


      Geist wryly smiled at the two of them.


      “Geist, seriously, wanna grab a drink? I don’t wanna be alone with her,” Hyse said, with Mina still tugging on him.


      “Excuse me?! You’re so mean!”


      “Sure, I don’t mind,” Geist said. “Also, Mina, if you’re trying to marry rich, I suggest you look elsewhere.”


      Hyse shot her a long stare, making Mina leap away from him.


      “O-Oh, it’s not like that. Of course that’s not what I’m doing!” Mina said frantically.


      “Yeah...how about we get that drink, Geist. Just the two of us,” Hyse said.


      “No!” Mina wailed. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” She then grabbed Hyse’s again and started tugging on it.


      Then there was another knock at the door.


      “Pardon the intrusion. We’ve come to report our return...” Sasha said as she entered.


      “Hey...” Hyse lightly waved while Mina still clung to him.


      Behind Sasha was Raynold, Tycoon, Pianora, and Robin.


      “You two certainly seem close,” Sasha said, glancing at Mina.


      “Yeah, we’re besties!” she said.


      “Shut up,” said Hyse. “Get off of me already and go back to work. Scram.”


      “Rude! But I will go back to work! I’ll see you tonight then, Hyse!”


      Mina politely bowed before leaving the room. After she was gone, Sasha took a good look at Hyse, whom she hadn’t seen in six months.


      “It’s been a while, Hyse,” she said.


      “Yeah.”


      “Heh heh. Look at Mr. Big Shot already making evening promises with women,” Pianora said with a wide grin.


      “Oh... You’re still alive, Pianora? I thought you might have died. Since you’re weak and all,” Hyse said.


      “Huh?! You lookin’ down on me, punk?!”


      “Pianora...” Sasha said.


      “Mmgh!”


      “Sorry about her. Uh... It’s a relief to know you’re alive,” Sasha said.


      “Thanks.”


      As Hyse stood up, his and Raynold’s eyes met.


      “Hey, Hyse,” Raynold said.


      “Hi, Raynold.”


      “Your hair’s grown out.”


      “Couldn’t cut it by myself. I’ll get a haircut soon.”


      “I see. Oh, right.” Raynold turned to Sasha. “Hey Sasha, could you cut my hair for me, like you did when we were in the dungeon?”


      “Huh? Wouldn’t it be better to ask a professional?” she asked.


      “Nah. I like the way you cut it.”


      “Well, if you say so...”


      “Great! Oh, sorry, we were in the middle of a conversation,” Raynold said to Hyse.


      “All good. I’ll see you later, Geist.” With that Hyse turned to leave the room, but Robin grabbed his hand before he could go.


      “Wait, Hyse!” she said.


      “Huh?” Hyse said. “Robin?”


      “So we’re gonna have a party sometime soon to celebrate clearing one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. You should come!”


      “Huh?”


      “Party with us! I wanna celebrate with you!”


      “You might, but I doubt the others do.”


      “That’s not true. Right?” Robin said, looking at the rest of Sacred.


      Unsure of what to say, Hyse turned to look at Tycoon, who was holding something in his hand.


      “Hmm? Tycoon... That book you’re holding... Old Journal of Travels?” Hyse asked, reading the title of the book out loud.


      “What?! You can read this, Hyse?!” Tycoon exclaimed.


      “Y-Yeah. I can, why?”


      “That’s amazing! I know our relationship is what it is, but even so, would you be willing to teach me how to read this language? And could you tell me how you learned to read it in the first place? And I’ll pay you, of course! How much do you want?”


      “Wait a minute! Sheesh, calm down, Tycoon,” Raynold said, butting in. But just as Sasha moved to stand next to him, Raynold spoke up again. “Sorry, Hyse, but we have a report to give to Geist. Could you leave?”


      “Yeah...”


      “Oh...” Sasha trailed off, hand reaching out to Hyse as he left the room.


      It’d been half a year since they’d all seen each other. It was more than enough time for the cracks in their relationship to reopen.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      “Hahh...” Hyse sighed.


      “Why so glum, Hyse?” Mina asked.


      “I’m guessing it has to do with running into Sasha this afternoon,” Geist said.


      The three of them were currently in a private room at the tavern that Geist liked to frequent in the castle town, having drinks. Soon after they clinked their cups together and said cheers, Hyse had let out a heavy sigh.


      “Hyse,” Mina said, poking Hyse in the arm. “This is your first time seeing Sasha after half a year, isn’t it? Why are you acting so weird?”


      But Hyse stayed quiet.


      “Good grief. You might be the S-rank adventurer who cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, but you’re still just a seventeen-year-old kid,” Geist said, drinking his ale and then taking a bite of a chicken skewer.


      Mina opened the door to their private room and called out to a waiter holding a tray. “Excuse me, another one please!”


      Hyse stabbed a piece of stewed chicken and ate it. “Before I left...I was able to say goodbye without any problems. But...seeing her then after half a year had passed, I couldn’t say anything.”


      “Oh, is that what’s going on? I’m gonna take one of these skewers by the way...” Then Mina began munching on it. After, she left to call out to the waiter for another order of the skewers, then returned while munching on another one.


      “I think I more or less get what’s going on,” Mina said around a bite of skewer. “In other words, you’re embarrassed!”


      “Huh?”


      “I’ve got experience in this kind of thing. I’m from a farming village west of Ryuzen, but there’s a boy there who I’ve been friends with since we were kids. When I was hired to be a guild receptionist in the capital, he was really happy for me. But when I came back to visit after about six months, he was acting all gross and fidgety. My guess is that he’d been with the fact that I’d turned into a total knockout while I was away, so he went into ‘I’m scared of talking to girls’ mode like a total teenager.”


      “Geist, do you want another round?” Hyse asked.


      “Yeah,” Geist replied.


      “Y-You’re ignoring me?!” Mina exclaimed.


      Mina’s opinion aside, it was true that Hyse found it hard to speak to Sasha. In his mind, he’d been set up by his teammates and had almost lost his life because of them. Even after learning the truth that they hadn’t actually done that, and even after Sasha apologized for it, the fact remained that he’d almost died because of their information. It wasn’t easy for him to come to terms with that.


      And regardless of how friendly they could become in the future, Hyse would forever only have one eye. Despite all that Hyse still recognized Sasha as an adventurer and as someone walking toward the same goal as him. But for some reason, seeing her for the first time in six months was strange. It seemed that the same went for Sasha.


      “Hyse,” Geist said.


      “Yes?”


      “Both you and Sasha are really terrible at communicating. Is it really so hard to be honest with each other?” he asked. Noticing that Hyse wasn’t answering, he continued with, “Well, do what you want. I won’t say anything more about you and Sasha.”


      “Huh?”


      “You two have a lot of history. You grew up together in the same village, both trained under me to become adventurers, formed a team together, and then had a decisive break. You’ve rejected Sasha before, and now out of guilt she’s trying to gauge the appropriate distance between the two of you. But little by little, it looks like you two are taking steps to reconcile.”


      Geist then looked at Hyse with the pride and warmth a father would look at his son.


      Soon after their next order of skewers came, Mina gobbling them down immediately while Geist followed.


      “It’s been half a year and you’re meeting each other again for the first time after both clearing one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. I’m sure neither of you are sure how to interact with each other or what space to give each other,” Geist said, making Hyse go silent again. “Hyse, it’s gonna get noisy around the two of you from now on.”


      “What do you mean?” Hyse asked.


      “You’re both seventeen, which means the two of you are right in the middle of your growth period. Both you and Sasha are gonna make a lot more acquaintances from here on out, especially romantic ones.”


      “Me too?”


      “Yeah. Everybody’s gonna want to be involved with the two of you. And if your relationship with Sasha continues in this uncertain way it’s been going, it’s only natural that you’ll end up drifting apart. Hyse, what do you want your relationship with Sasha to look like? Do you want to go back to being close friends like before?”


      “That’s not possible. I...cut those ties with her. The only thing left between us is our shared goal of clearing the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “That’s good enough.”


      “Huh?”


      “If that’s the tie you want to have with Sasha, then that’s fine. I don’t know what’s going through Sasha’s own head when she interacts with you, but you should walk with Sasha from a distance that’s comfortable for you.”


      Hyse fell silent at Geist’s words, but he listened to them, or at least as best as he could. Part of him rejected what Geist said instantly, while another part had no issue accepting it.


      “Next place!” Mina said as the three of them left the tavern. “Let’s drink more!”


      “You have work tomorrow,” Geist said, and with that took Mina straight home.


      Now alone, Hyse took a walk through Heiberg’s castle town. He briefly thought about returning to his inn, but since a part of him wanted to drink some more, he decided to look for a quiet place where he could do just that.


      “Oh...”


      On his way, he found a small brick building with a sign of a snake coiled around itself swinging above a sturdy-looking door. Hyse could tell he had come across a small bar.


      “Welcome. Take a seat at the bar counter,” the owner, a woman, said with a smile as Hyse entered.


      She seemed fairly young. The bar was smaller than he’d expected and only had four bar seats, with an additional two seats that could seat two people each. Behind the owner was a large tank filled with blue snakes swimming underwater, while next to the tank was a shelf completely stocked with alcohol.


      “Aren’t you going to sit? You’re here to drink, aren’t you?” the bar owner asked.


      “Y-Yeah...” Hyse said, and took a seat at the bar.


      Then she placed a small wine glass and a clear bowl of cooked beans in front of him. “Here is your welcome drink—a one-hundred-forty-year-old Snake’s Blood,” she said.


      “Huh?”


      “Are you not a fan of wine?”


      “I don’t usually drink anything too strong.”


      “Oh, don’t worry. This is a welcome drink, so it’s more like juice if anything.”


      Hyse downed the glass and was surprised by an unexpected but refreshingly sweet flavor. He then had a handful of the beans, which paired very well with the wine. The beans almost tasted like candy.


      “Good, isn’t it?” she asked, smiling.


      “Yeah, I’m impressed... I never knew a place like this was here.”


      “You’ve never been curious despite passing by all the time?”


      “Huh?”


      “Heh heh. I know that you’re the S-rank adventurer staying at Hoenheim’s inn, right?”


      Hyse hadn’t heard the name of the run-down inn’s owner in a while.


      “Once again, welcome to my bar, Blood Stark. I’m the owner, Hermine. I’m actually half naga and half succubus,” she said with a bewitching smile.


      She looked to be in her early- or mid-twenties and was quite the beauty, with long, wavy black hair kept neat by an expensive-looking hair tie. Nagas were males (females were called lamias) with snake bottom-halves, while succubi were a female-only type of species that fed on the life energy of humans and possessed bat wings and a tail. All brothels in Heiberg were run by a succubus group, and men could visit these establishments to exchange their life force for a variety of services.


      In Ryuzen there was only a small population of nonhuman species like nagas, succubi, elves, or dwarves. There were even fewer mixed ones.


      Hermine rolled up her sleeves. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I have legs. I only inherited some scales on my arms from my naga father. And maybe because I’m half succubi, but I didn’t get wings or a tail from my mother at all. Heh heh. I also don’t feed off of life force and can eat human food just fine.”


      “O-Oh,” Hyse said, slightly relieved to hear her explanation.


      “So what are you having?” she asked.


      “Dealer’s choice. Just nothing too strong.”


      “You got it,” she said.


      Right after she said that, the door opened to the bar, with Prescea and Hijiri walking inside. Their eyes widened when they saw Hyse.


      “Hyse? What are you doing here?” Prescea asked, surprised.


      “Whoa, Hyse!” Hijiri said. “Wait, you’re back?! At least say hi!”


      “Oh, do you two know him?” Hermine asked.


      “We do. Could we order some food?” Prescea asked.


      “I want meat! I’m starving!” Hijiri said.


      “You got it,” Hermine said.


      Prescea and Hijiri sat on either side of Hyse, which Hyse frowned at, but both girls ignored him.


      “It was really horrible of you to leave without me,” Prescea said.


      “I never promised I’d leave for Ryuzen with you,” Hyse said.


      “Hyse...you’ve gotten stronger, haven’t you? Well, so have I!” Hijiri said.


      “Good for you. You’ve probably been doing nothing but extermination requests.”


      “I mean, yeah. I did all the high-level requests when you were gone. Heh heh. I bet you really wanna fight me now,” Hijiri said.


      “Not really. Hey, don’t cling onto me,” Hyse said as Hijiri grabbed his arm and rubbed against him like a cat.


      But once Hermine placed a plate of steak in front of her, she quickly let go of him and started eating. Hermine then placed a clear glass in front of Hyse, which had a clear fruit liqueur in it topped with a cherry.


      “Are you two regulars here?” Hyse asked while taking sips of his new drink.


      It was sweet and had only a faint taste of alcohol. As he continued to drink it, a salted fish was placed in front of him.


      “We are,” Prescea said, answering Hyse. “We like her food. I never thought I’d see you here though.”


      “I was on my way home and decided to stop by. But when did you and Hijiri become friends?”


      “Well, after a half a year of knowing each other, we’re close enough that we can at least eat together,” Prescea said.


      Then, a salad was placed in front of Prescea as well as a meat sandwich.


      “Another, please!” Hijiri said as she finished her steak.


      “Hyse?” Prescea asked.


      “Hmm?” said Hyse.


      “Everyone’s talking about you in Dizara, and how you cleared the Delmadrome Grand Maze all by yourself... You’re really amazing.”


      “Where’s this coming from all of a sudden?” Hyse said.


      “Never mind... Oh, right. Are you going to the party at the castle?”


      “What party?”


      “The one Dizara is putting on to celebrate the clearing of one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “Not going.”


      “But the guild master of Dizara said that if you wouldn’t celebrate there, then you should at least have a big celebration here.”


      “Huh?”


      “There are going to be a lot of big name adventurers coming. You’re going to be there too, aren’t you, Hijiri?” Prescea asked.


      “Hmm?” Hijiri said. “Well...an invitation did come to my room, but I don’t think I’ll go. I don’t like wearing dresses or going to stuffy formal occasions. I like the yummy food they serve there, but I like drinking and eating the cheap stuff here just as much.”


      Ignoring an invitation from the king was very on-brand for Hijiri. And the following day, an invitation to the party was delivered to Hyse.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: A Black-and-Silver Waltz, a Transparent Chord


      Sasha and Raynold were at a meeting room inside Sacred’s clan house, marveling at the items just placed on the table.


      “Whoa!” they both exclaimed.


      “These are my masterpieces, if I do say so myself,” their clan’s dwarven blacksmith, Danvan, said, proudly puffing out his chest. “Heh heh. I used those legendary stones you brought me to make this sword and shield.”


      “This is amazing! Danvan, thank you so much,” Sasha said as she picked up the long sword, which had an almost transparent, prismatic blade. She gave it a test swing, and the blade left behind a mesmerizing trail of rainbow light which faded soon after.


      Raynold, meanwhile, picked up the large shield on the table with his left hand and fastened the smaller round shield to his right hand. He swung arms lightly a few times and immediately noticed the difference.


      “These are half the weight of any shield I’ve ever used. How’s its durability?” Raynold asked.


      “Are you really asking me that, you fool? These shields are at least twenty times as strong as your current shields. Not even a dragon’s breath attack will dent this. In fact, these shields will nullify practically any magical or physical attack. Same story with your sword, Sasha.”


      “For real? That’s insane...” Raynold said, amazed.


      “This is incredible,” Sasha said.


      “Make sure you handle the Rainbow Spouse Shields and the Rainbow Holy Blade Nanatsusaya well...not that I think you could break them, even if you tried. Ga ha ha!” Danvan heartily laughed.


      “Thanks, Danvan,” Raynold said, showing off his shield.


      “If anything I should be thanking the both of you. I never thought I’d live to even touch a Seven Starlight stone, let alone forge it into something. To be honest, I can pretty much die happy now.”


      “Whoa, whoa, you can’t go dying on us. We need you. Let’s get drinks tonight,” Raynold said.


      “Oh, you got me there. Ga ha ha!”


      Raynold and Danvan laughed together.


      “By the way,” Sasha said, sheathing her new sword. “What happened to my old sword?”


      “Oh, the one that broke? Sorry, it can’t be fixed.”


      “Oh...”


      “That’s not all,” Danvan said. “I used that old blade you love so much to forge the hilt and sheath of your new sword. Usually we hold a service to honor and lay to rest broken blades, but...did I overstep, using it for your new sword instead?”


      “You truly are the best blacksmith in the world,” Sasha said.


      “Ga ha ha! You’re ticklin’ me pink. Well, Raynold, let’s get that drink! I’ve been here watchin’ over you all since you were penniless, and it’s time I hear the story of your rise.”


      “You got it. You should come too, Sasha.”


      “Yeah, of course.”


      Sasha, Raynold, and Danvan left the clan house for their regular tavern. A few hours of drinking and chatting with Danvan later, Sasha and Raynold left. The sun had already set, leaving Raynold and Sasha to walk back to their clan house through the nighttime streets of Ryuzen. Raynold glanced over at Sasha.


      “Phew... I haven’t had that much to drink in a while,” Sasha said.


      Starlight glinted off Sasha’s silver hair and illuminated the enchanting pink across her cheeks. Her outfit for the day had been chosen by Pianora and was slightly more revealing across the chest than Sasha usually went for, revealing the beautiful porcelain skin of her neckline and cleavage. It hit Raynold then that he was quite drunk, so he did his best to act as normal as possible.


      “Hey, Sasha. The party at the castle’s tomorrow, right?” Raynold said.


      “Yeah. And since Tycoon’s already finished the official report for the labyrinth, it’ll actually be a regular old party and we won’t need to check in any further when we’re there,” she said.


      “You think Hyse’ll come?”


      “Yeah. Apparently Geist very sternly told him that he better show up. Heh heh. After all, Hyse doesn’t like these kinds of stuffy parties,” Sasha giggled.


      Raynold went quiet, his expression souring. Without fail, talking about Hyse would always bring a genuine smile to Sasha’s face.


      “Hey, Sasha, do you remember our promise?” Raynold asked.


      “Huh?”


      “The one where you promised to listen to our requests. Did Pianora already tell you hers?”


      “Not yet. Tomorrow I’ll take care of Tycoon’s request about entering the palace library. I’ll take care of Robin’s request when I see Hyse tomorrow too.”


      “Can I make my request now?”


      “Sure. Ask away.”


      Raynold then stood still and mustered a serious expression on his face. “It can be whenever we’re not busy, but I’d like to have a meal with you.”


      “Huh? That’s it?”


      “Yeah. Just the two of us.”


      “The two of us... O-Oh. Okay, sure.”


      “Thanks. It’s a date,” Raynold said with a grin, and then resumed walking.


      Regardless of how dense Sasha could be, she more or less sensed Raynold might have feelings for her.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      One day after drinking with Geist and Mina, Hyse was called to Geist’s office.


      “The party’s tonight,” Geist said. “You’re coming with me, Hyse.”


      “Uh... Do you think I’m going to run away or something?” Hyse said.


      “Of course I do.”


      “You had that answer locked and loaded, huh? Look, I don’t like parties, but I won’t skip this one.”


      “I still don’t trust you. Now come with me.”


      “Huh? Where?”


      “To change.”


      Geist then dragged Hyse off to a nearby clothing store. It seemed he was a regular customer; as soon as Geist entered the shop, attendants immediately rushed to his side.


      “We’re going to a party. Can you pick out some clothes that’ll suit him?” Geist asked, and then brought out his special metallic black guild master’s adventurer card.


      In what seemed like seconds five female shop attendants had surrounded Hyse and were taking his measurements.


      “Whoa!” Hyse exclaimed. “Hey, wai—”


      “Style his hair too,” Geist said. “And get a new eye patch for him while you’re at it. The party’s not until tonight, so there’s no rush. Price isn’t a concern either.”


      “Um, Geist, I can pay for all this by myself.”


      “Don’t worry about it. This is my way of congratulating you.”


      “Uh, are you sure this isn’t just you enjoying the situation?! Hey, my pants! Wait!”


      Before he knew it himself Hyse had been unclothed all the way down to his underwear. A parade of formal clothes came next, piece after piece until the employees decided on an acceptable ensemble, new eye patch included. They then dressed Hyse in the outfit they had selected, styled his hair, and applied some makeup to his face.


      “Hmm. Not bad,” Geist said.


      “Y-You’re so hot, Hyse!” Mina exclaimed.


      “Hmm...”


      After Hyse came out of the changing room, he found that both Mina and Prescea were there waiting for him, and, for some reason, wearing dresses and makeup.


      “What are you two doing here?”


      “Heh heh. Allow me to explain!” Mina said, but Geist quickly spoke up.


      “Tonight’s party is to celebrate both you and Sasha clearing two of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths,” he said. “Nobility from abroad will be attending as well. And once people find out that you cleared one of the labyrinths alone, you’ll be practically overrun by every noble girl there. So I brought someone for crowd control.”


      “I wanted to say that!” Mina pouted.


      “So she’s here by my request,” Geist said, looking at Prescea.


      Prescea was wearing what was apparently traditional elf garb, a green patterned dress which exposed her shoulders. In the half year since Hyse had been gone, she had grown out her hair so it reached past her shoulders, and it was currently tied up by an emerald hair accessory. With some light makeup to finish off her look, she was undeniably quite the beauty.


      “I don’t remember asking for any help,” Hyse finally said. Prescea puffed her cheeks, pouted, and stomped on Hyse’s foot.


      “Ow!” he howled.


      “I already got paid. Are you seriously going to just ignore the kindness that your own mentor’s showing you?” Prescea asked.


      “Ugh...”


      “Hyse, don’t underestimate unmarried noble women who aren’t engaged. Right now, you’re the most valuable marriage partner in the country—more than any nobleman,” Geist said.


      “Huh? Me?”


      “Of course you are. Since you’re so dense, I’ll be blunt and say this: The amount of wealth you have is at least ten years’ worth of the royal family’s annual budget. Maybe even twenty. There will, without a doubt, be noblewomen eying that fortune.”


      Hyse went silent at Geist’s words.


      “Heh heh, Hyse? I’m very open to marrying you, by the way. I’ll manage all your wealth,” Mina said.


      “I understand why Prescea’s here, but why Mina?” Hyse asked.


      “You’re just ignoring my proposal?! You really don’t care about me, do you?” Mina said dejectedly.


      “She’s mostly there as my assistant,” Geist said. “I think this kind of party will be a good experience for her.”


      “I see... H-Hey,” Hyse stammered as Prescea took his arm.


      He briefly thought he had imagined the sensation, but a quick look confirmed that Prescea had firmly pressed her breasts against his arm.


      “Make sure to escort me properly,” she said with an emotionless expression.


      Hyse let out a single deep sigh. Like this, he was ready for the party.




      Hyse and Prescea were in a carriage on the way to the party, but they weren’t alone. Since it was a carriage from the adventurer’s guild, both Geist and Mina were there with them. Hyse was looking outside aimlessly, his mood noticeably murky and ambiguous.


      “You don’t want to go that badly?” Prescea asked.


      “Mmm... Yeah. I don’t really wanna get involved with nobles.”


      “I’m a former princess,” Prescea noted.


      “Emphasis on former,” Hyse said.


      “I see. So you’re okay with me now then.”


      “Huh?! You were a princess?!” Mina exclaimed.


      “Former princess,” Prescea said.


      Hyse looked at Prescea, noting how different her clothing was now than what she usually wore. As a former royal, she was most likely used to wearing these kinds of clothes; she had a grace about her a commoner like Hyse just simply didn’t have. Geist also seemed comfortable, as if everything happening was simply second nature to him. As for Mina, she was idly kicking her legs against the carriage seat like a hyperactive little kid.


      “Mina, stop that. Act like a proper lady,” Geist said.


      “Okay. Wait, since I’m sixteen and still a young maiden, and since this is my first time going to this kind of party... What should I do if a handsome nobleman talks to me?! What do you think, Hyse?”


      “Ha ha ha,” Hyse dryly laughed.


      “Why is that your response?!”


      Eventually, the carriage stopped outside the part of the castle that the party was being held at. While Geist rebuked Mina for being overly hyper, Hyse exited the carriage. As he did, Prescea eyed him.


      “What?” he asked.


      “Did you perhaps forget that you’re my escort tonight?” she asked.


      “Right...” Hyse said. He had genuinely forgotten.


      Realizing he was being rude toward Prescea, he very stiffly offered his hand to her. With a light giggle, she took it in hers.


      “Thank you,” she said.


      “I don’t really know proper etiquette or anything, so give me a break, okay?” Hyse said.


      “All right. At least you certainly look the part.”


      At around that time, a carriage bearing Sacred’s crest arrived. Out of it came Sasha, with Raynold as her escort. Then Tycoon came out, escorting Robin. Then Pianora exited by herself, outwardly seething about how she’d wanted to be Sasha’s escort.


      Sasha took Raynold by the arm and walked until the two of them were behind Hyse and Prescea. She began silently staring at Hyse’s back.


      “Sasha?” Raynold asked.


      “Y-Yes? Sorry, Raynold.”


      “All good. Let’s shift gears.”


      “Right...”


      Sasha took a deep breath, let it out, and then walked with Raynold into the party.




      Upon entering the party venue, Hyse was greeted by thunderous applause.


      “Presenting Sir Hyse, the S-rank adventurer known as the Dark Stalker,” the party facilitator called out to even louder applause.


      The people clapping weren’t just the noble ladies and gentlemen, but scarred men and women who seemed a little unused to wearing formal clothes. Hyse figured that these were the other adventurers who’d been invited.


      Hyse lightly bowed to the crowd, and then Sacred lined up next to him. As a group they walked to the end of the room where the king, queen, Cless, and Miuanne were sitting in lavish thrones. Once they were sufficiently close enough, they all knelt before them.


      “You may raise your heads,” the king said, grinning at them. “Hyse, Sasha, and comrades, I was truly surprised by your tremendous feat of clearing two of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths. Congratulations to you all.”


      “Thank you for your kind words,” Hyse and Sasha responded while Raynold and the others bowed their heads.


      “Hyse, the beast you felled was called the Yamata no Orochi Junior, was it? The swords and armor that we will make from its remains will be talked about for generations to come. Though a platinum coin would be an appropriate payment for the materials...you already possess a vast fortune. As such, I will grant you not wealth, but status.”


      “Huh?” Hyse asked, surprised. The last thing he expected from this event was receiving something that would sure cause him a number of headaches.


      “By status, I don’t mean that you will lord over a territory. Such a thing will only burden you. So I hereby give you the status of Heiberg Divinity.”


      “Th-Thank you,” he said, while thinking, What the heck is that?


      As far as Hyse knew, from highest to lowest, status went from duke, to marquess, then count, viscount, and baron. But as Hyse looked at the faces of the stunned nobles around him, he understood that he’d just been elevated to an unbelievably high status. Much, much higher than a duke.


      “You will also eventually receive territory, somewhere you can take it easy once you retire from being an adventurer.”


      “I-I cannot thank you enough...”


      Truthfully, Hyse hadn’t expected to get so much. He’d handed over the heads of the Yamata no Orochi Junior just to prove he’d defeated it, but in exchange he’d received a status he didn’t understand but seemed incredibly prestigious and a territory that he could retire to.


      “Sasha,” the king continued. “The Seven Starlight stones you brought are truly amazing. Combining them with the materials we harvested from the Yamata no Orochi Junior will most likely make the best swords and armors this country has ever seen.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      “For your reward... From what I’ve heard, you have over five hundred people who’d like to join your clan. How about this? I will give you territory, somewhere outside of the royal capital. There, you can create what you can call Sacred’s main branch. As for its size... Hmm... Let’s work under the assumption that you’ll have at least a thousand teams. The clan house you currently have here can be considered the Ryuzen branch.”


      “Th-Thank you for your graciousness,” Sasha was just barely able to squeak out.


      Raynold, Tycoon, Robin, and Pianora were all trembling. Outside of the Four Great Clans, there were no other clans which had their own dedicated territory. Though there had been much talk of Sacred joining them and becoming the Five Great Clans, up until recently their size hadn’t been anywhere close to matching the others.


      But with this new territory, they could move all their training and team dispatches outside the capital while still maintaining a presence inside Ryuzen.


      The king then gave his chancellor, Bonett, relevant instructions, to which Bonett bowed and promptly exited the party venue. Being the exceptional chancellor that he was, he most likely had gone to work on both Hyse’s status and the preparation for the territory for Sacred immediately.


      “That’s enough talking. Now then, let’s begin the celebration. Everyone, raise your glasses!” the king said, raising his glass and thus, beginning the party.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      After meeting with the king, Hyse and Prescea went to Geist. With the party officially underway Hyse was instantly ogled by many young women, but Prescea cuddled up on his arm, deterring anyone else from getting close to him. Hyse began speaking with Geist as a way to get his mind off of Prescea’s softness.


      “Um, Geist?” said Hyse.


      “Oh, Hyse? Sheesh, that status you got really surprised me,” Geist said.


      “Oh yeah? So what is it anyway?”


      “Hmm...” Geist said, folding his arms and falling into thought. “Well, put simply, it’s a ducal-adjacent status that does not include a manor or territory. Only four families in Heiberg have ducal status, but you rank higher than all of them. But you cannot pass your status down. Even if you get married and have a kid, that child won’t inherit your status. Regarding territory, that will most likely be something that the royal family manages, not you. So essentially you’ll pretty much be given land and a mansion to live in in their territory.”


      “I see... So that’s my reward? I don’t know how I feel about it...”


      “You fool! Listen, His Majesty was thinking ahead. Even though you cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, your rank as an S-rank adventurer won’t change. Now there will be high-ranking members of the nobility who will try to recruit you and make you one of their own. You might try to refuse them, but when it comes to the nobility it’s not as easy as it sounds. It’d be one thing if you had a clan like Sasha’s though...”


      “O-Oh, okay?”


      “But now you have the highest status of them all, meaning that not even the highest-ranking nobles can make requests of you at their leisure.”


      “Oh, that’s what he was plotting?” Hyse asked, glancing at the king.


      Seemingly having noticed Hyse look his way, the king winked and raised his glass.


      “Barbaros is playing around... Good grief,” Geist said with a wry smile.


      Now understanding the king’s intentions, Hyse sighed. “So I can just keep living the way I have been and keep taking whatever requests I want?”


      “Yeah. But some things will change. For starters, I recommend you leaving that inn you’ve been staying at.”


      While Hyse thought Geist’s words over, the music began to play. Prescea tugged on Hyse’s arm.


      “It’s time for the first dance,” she said.


      “Fine...”


      Hyse and Prescea stepped forward to dance, but so did Sasha and Raynold. As soon as Sasha’s and Hyse’s eyes met, Hyse looked away.




      Geist had taught both Hyse and Sasha how to dance when they were younger, saying that one day, when they became famous adventurers and were invited to royal parties, they wouldn’t have to worry about accidentally embarrassing themselves when asked to dance. Though many years had passed since those lessons, Hyse and Sasha still remembered the steps they’d been taught.


      As a former princess, Prescea knew how to dance. Raynold had also learned how to dance due to his gentlemen studies, or whatever he called them. The four of them easily moved in accordance with the music.


      “You’re not bad,” Prescea said, smiling as she and Hyse danced.


      Hyse slightly smiled as well. “I’m surprised I still remember how to dance.”


      He glanced over at Raynold and Sasha, who were dancing perfectly in sync without a hint of awkwardness in their movements. Sasha danced with Raynold seamlessly.


      “Pretty good, Sasha,” Raynold said.


      “As long as I match my movements with yours,” Sasha said, “I’m doing okay.”


      “Heh heh. It’s natural for the guy to take the lead,” he said.


      The song then changed, their dance changing with it. Now the other nobles began joining in. After the second song, Hyse, Sasha, Prescea, and Raynold stopped dancing. Hyse got some water and passed it to Prescea.


      “Here,” he said.


      “Thanks,” she said, accepting the glass from him.


      Hyse then got his own glass, and they lightly clinked them against one another before drinking.


      “You’re being targeted,” Prescea said.


      “Huh?”


      “Look at the noblewoman over there. She glares at me, and then looks at you with such passionate eyes.”


      “Freaky...”


      “Do you have any interest in girls at all? You seemed interested in my naked body, at least.”


      “Don’t be stupid. I’m just not in a flirtatious mood right now.”


      “Uh-huh... And when would you be?”


      “Who knows.”


      While Prescea still had some water left, Hyse downed his own glass, put his cup down, and then walked away. The moment he was far enough away, Prescea was swarmed by men, adventurers and noblemen alike.


      “Please allow me this dance, beautiful lady.”


      “I’d be honored if I was able to dance with someone as beautiful as you.”


      “Don’t say anything. Just take my hand...”


      Prescea ignored all of them, but because a large crowd had gathered around her, she lost sight of Hyse. Hyse took advantage of the crowd to slip outside, where he felt like he could finally breathe again. He took a single deep breath, but then spotted a girl with unmistakable silver hair sitting next to a small fountain.


      “Ah...”


      She was wearing a beautiful silver dress which exposed her shoulders and subtly showed off her body. Hyse might have been imagining it, but he also got the sense that she had gotten taller as well.


      “Hyse? Heh heh. What brings you here by yourself?” Sasha asked.


      “That’s my question. Where’s Raynold?”


      “Some noble ladies pressured him to dance and he couldn’t say no. I hid my presence and slipped out here for a breather. You too?”


      “Yeah. But I don’t wanna get in the way when you’re trying to relax, so I’ll just—”


      “Wait,” Sasha said, stopping him, tugging on his sleeve. “Could we talk?”


      “Sure...”


      Hyse sat down on the bench next to Sasha. In the past, he could sit next to her without even thinking about it, but after all this time, doing so now felt strange. Perhaps due to their new proximity, silence fell between the two of them. But eventually, Sasha began talking.


      “Hyse. Um... C-Congrats again on clearing the Delmadrome Grand Maze.”


      “Yeah. Congrats to you too.”


      “Thanks...”


      Another silence fell between them before Hyse spoke up.


      “I guess I should tell you this since it’s not fair to keep it to myself. In the bottom level of the labyrinth, I fought against a demon who told me that five of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths are in the human realm, while one of them is in the demon realm. So three of the labyrinths remain in the human realm.”


      “O-Oh.”


      “Yeah, since you cleared the Great Lake of Diroromanth, there are just three...”


      “R-Right. U-Uh... Hyse, congrats on your status.”


      “O-Oh. Thanks. Congrats on your new territory.”


      As they kept taking turns to speak and try to spark conversation, inevitably they would fall quiet not too soon after. By this point, Hyse grasped the side of his head with one hand, while Sasha turned away and started fiddling with her hair. They could no longer deny the slight embarrassment they felt around each other.


      “Hyse?” Sasha asked, after letting out a breath.


      “Hmm?”


      “We’ve both become adventurers who’ve cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths.”


      “Yeah.”


      Then once again their conversation ended, but this time the silence felt comfortable. The only sound they could hear was music from the party.


      Sasha suddenly stood up. “Hyse...there’s still music playing. Would you like to dance?”


      “Huh?”


      “Just for now is okay, but I’d like to ask you to dance. Not as a childhood friend or a former teammate, but as a fellow adventurer who’s cleared one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths...”


      Sasha held her hand out to Hyse, and he stood up.


      “What was the phrase again... May I have this dance?” he asked.


      “Heh heh. Gladly.”
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      The two of them then started to dance. It was a strange feeling for the both of them. For Hyse, he had yet to fully forgive Sasha, but he had no trouble accepting her as a fellow adventurer who wanted to reach the same heights as him. Yet this was the same person who had kicked him out of their own team and carelessly gave him bad information which had maimed him for life. The person he was with now, sharing a dance with, was all those things.


      “Hyse...”


      Hyse looked at Sasha as she was now: lit by moonlight, the stars behind her, wearing a beautiful dress with her lovely silver hair. It was as if he were dancing with a goddess. For right now...he felt it might be okay to indulge this sweet dream.


      A waltz began to play. Hyse took Sasha by the hand once more. “I’m pretty bad at dancing, just so you know.”


      “Don’t worry, I can’t even remember how many times I was close to stepping on Raynold’s feet.”


      The two of them then danced to the slow waltz. They looked at each other, slowly moving to the music.


      “You’re good at this,” Hyse said.


      “Don’t tease me. You’re dancing well, Hyse.”


      They weren’t sure if the song playing was actually perhaps geared toward beginners, but they found it easy to dance to. As the song came to a close, they still had one big finish to the dance. But that was when Sasha lost her balance.


      “Ah...”


      “Whoa,” Hyse said, catching Sasha so that she fell in his arms, flush against his chest.


      They looked into each other’s eyes, keenly aware of the years that had passed since they’d been so close to each other like this. Hyse’s eyes fell on Sasha’s lips. Time seemed to slow, and then stop. They were still caught in an embrace, Sasha’s body close and pressing against Hyse.


      “Hyse...” Sasha said.


      “Sa—” Hyse began to say, but he was drowned out by the sound of Raynold yelling.


      “Hey, Sasha?! Where are you?! Sasha?!”


      Hyse and Sasha separated from each other instantly.


      “I’m going back inside. I’ll...see you,” Hyse said.


      “Y-Yeah. See you later,” Sasha responded.


      Yet neither of them had truly said a goodbye; it was clear there was an underlying promise that they would see each other again. Hyse made sure to slip back into the party from the opposite direction that Raynold was coming from, so that Raynold didn’t see him.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Prescea was finally able to free herself from her crowd of admirers and then used her Spirits to see where Hyse was. She was shocked still to see Hyse and Sasha dancing. She saw them get so close that they could kiss.


      “Don’t...”


      But then Raynold appeared, making the two separate. Hyse quickly ran back to the party and as soon as he did, Prescea rushed into his arms.


      “Wh-Whoa, what’s the matter?” Hyse asked.


      “You dummy...”


      “Huh?”


      “You’re my partner, remember? Don’t leave me.”


      “O-Oh. I’m sorry...”


      “You big dummy...” Prescea said, clinging onto Hyse’s arms.


      For some reason, Hyse sensed something lonely about those words.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: The Continuing Path Forward


      A few days had passed since the party and Hyse had finally returned to his normal life. He woke up, washed his face, got his equipment ready, and then went down to the first floor of the inn he always stayed at. He sat down at the table where breakfast was waiting and silently ate his meal. Then he drank the black tea that the owner had poured for him and read the newspaper.


      After reading the newspaper, he walked to the counter.


      “I’m gonna have dinner outside today, but I’ll still need breakfast tomorrow,” he said.


      “Got it,” the owner said, still reading the newspaper. He didn’t even try to look at Hyse.


      Despite half a year passing, their relationship hadn’t changed one bit. Most likely it would never change, so long as this inn existed.


      Hyse left the inn for the adventurers guild. On the way, he saw Hijiri and Prescea walking together. Though he tried to ignore them, at some point Hijiri turned around and saw him.


      “Morning, Hyse!” she said very energetically.


      “Ugh, keep it down. It’s too early,” Hyse groaned.


      “Morning, Hyse. Keeping to your usual schedule, huh?” Prescea asked curiously.


      “Uh-huh...” Though he tried to walk away from them, the two of them quickly caught up and moved to walk on either side of him.


      “Are you doing an extermination request today? How about doing a harvesting request for a change of pace?” Prescea asked.


      “Hey, let’s go to a dungeon together and clear it together!” Hijiri said.


      “Stop clinging onto me,” Hyse complained as he was tugged on either side by Hijiri and Prescea.


      With each day, Hyse’s daily life was becoming more and more lively.


      ◇◇◇◇◇◇


      Sasha was standing alone in a large space outside of the royal capital. She was in the territory Sacred had received for clearing the Great Lake of Diroromanth, a swath of land about an hour from the capital by carriage. After getting it ready for development, they were going to build their home base here.


      Tycoon was spending every day very excitedly drawing up blueprints while Raynold was using his free time to train his fellow Guardians. Robin and Pianora were apparently helping Tycoon with his work.


      Sasha took a look at the massive land before her and took a deep breath. “Sacred’s come this far...”


      But this wasn’t the end of Sacred. Most likely, the clan would continue to grow. There would probably be more difficulties in the future, and work would keep them easy, but Sasha wasn’t going to run away from any of that. She’d decided long ago that as an S-rank adventurer, this was the path she was going to take. Sasha turned around and began her return to the capital.


      When she arrived at Ryuzen’s entrance, she ran into Hyse.


      “Sasha... You’re alone?” he asked.


      “Yeah. I went to check out the land we got from His Majesty. Are you heading out on a request?”


      “Yeah, I am.”


      Their conversation then ended, but the two of them both looked up at Ryuzen’s main gate.


      “Now that I think about it, our adventures began here. And now we’ve been able to each clear one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths,” Sasha said.


      “Yeah...”


      Sasha then looked right at Hyse. “Hyse. Would you like to go back to our village?”


      “Go back?”


      “Yeah. We should show our parents what we’ve become. Nobody lives there anymore, but I hear that the gravestones are still there.”


      The village that Hyse and Sasha had grown up in had joined a few other nearby small villages a few years ago. As a result the village itself had been abandoned, leaving just gravestones.


      Sasha’s cheeks turned red and she started messing with her hair. “Um... So, the village is pretty far away. It’ll take about two weeks to get there, and it’ll be just the two of us... Um, if you’re okay with that...”


      At first, Hyse was stunned, but soon enough he let out a snort. “Heh. Why are you acting like that?”


      But the mention of his parents had prompted memories of them to well up from within his mind. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to visit them before he completely forgot about them.


      “If our parents could see us now, what do you think they would say?” Sasha asked.


      “They’d probably say that we’ve changed. Both of us are walking our own paths with all kinds of baggage on our backs. Since they only knew us as innocent kids, I think they’d be surprised.”


      “That’s probably true, but...” Sasha weakly smiled, but then she looked up, her expression warm. “I think they’d say that we’ve grown.”


      “We’ve...grown?” Hyse repeated.


      “Yeah. A lot’s happened, and we’ve been through all kinds of things. We’re on different paths now, but we’ve managed to be back together like this. I don’t doubt that our paths will have more hardships in store for us, but...we’ve overcome them, and are here now. We’ve grown such that we can overcome hardships. I think our parents would praise us for that growth.”


      Hyse went quiet, his lone eye falling shut as he thought of the path he’d taken until now. He’d met all kinds of people, and had undergone times of struggle and suffering. Taking on one of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths hadn’t been a walk in the park at all, but most likely wasn’t the last difficult thing he’d have to face. He’d probably continue to meet new people and say farewell to others.


      “As long as we don’t stop moving forward, we’ll keep growing. At least, that’s what I think,” Sasha said.


      “Yeah...” Hyse opened his eye and looked at Sasha, a peaceful smile on his face. “Thanks, Sasha.”


      “Huh? Yeah...” Hyse’s smile had made Sasha blush, making her look away.


      Hyse began to walk off, with Sasha passing by him.


      “I might go visit our parents’ graves in the near future,” he said. “If you want to go too, make sure you give the guys in your clan a good excuse for your absence.”


      “Huh? W-We can go together?!” Sasha exclaimed.


      “Do whatever you want. But in exchange, if anybody else from Sacred comes, it’s off. Definitely don’t want any pests like Pianora coming with.”


      “O-Okay! What route should we take to get there? What tourist spots should we stop by?”


      “Anything annoying like sightseeing is a hard pass,” Hyse said.


      Before they realized it, the two of them were walking next to each other, continuing to walk the path of S-rank adventurers.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for buying this book. I’m the author, Satou. Recently, I’ve been going around Shikoku on my motorcycle. I’ve passed through the Shimanami sea route, going to Ehime, Kochi, Tokushima, and Kagawa. The smell of salt is very strong when you’re riding next to the ocean, but the worst part is the seafood donburis I can’t help but buy at every station, the delicious local food in the towns, and just in general all the delicious food, which makes staying thin impossible.


      Did you enjoy the second volume of The Path of an S-rank Adventurer? This time, I tried to highlight the Six Forbidden Labyrinths and a rivalry. There was the rivalry between Sasha and Hijiri and then a challenge of the Six Forbidden Labyrinths, which were touched upon in the first volume. Overall, it was focused on battles and adventurers, with a much richer story than the first volume.


      So, let’s talk about the characters. There were a decent amount of new characters in this volume. First, let’s talk about the martial artist who appears on the cover, Hijiri. She has a light-purple motif, and is a completely different kind of beauty than Sasha. She’s very quick to fight and her favorite food is meat. I think she’s a character that hasn’t been represented in this story yet.


      Then there’s Shantae, from the adventurers guild in Dizara. I mostly wrote her with an image of a mature, older woman in mind. She’s an adult in a different sense than Geist. I wrote her to be a kind of guide to Hyse while he was in Dizara.


      Then there’s Balgan, the clan master of Cave King, one of the Five Great Clans. I wanted him to be a silent blacksmith. As a peak behind the scenes, Balgan is a dwarf, who are usually shorter than humans at about one meter or so tall. But Balgan suddenly changed and grew over two meters tall. He’s several times more powerful than normal dwarves. I think he served his purpose of giving Hyse advice.


      Then there’s the Chaos Goblin, Chocolat. Hyse typically works alone, but this time he has a companion going through the dungeon with him. When I wrote the part about Hyse deciding his name, I was drinking a chocolate latte and thinking how crazy it’d be if someone got a name like that.


      Lastly, I’d like to thank everyone involved with this book. Thank you to Hitakiyuu for the illustrations. I really love the way they drew Hijiri! She really looks amazing! Thank you so much! I hope that we’ll be able to meet again. Thank you all!
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