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      Chapter 1: Labyrinth City and a Comrade’s Past


      “So this is the labyrinth city...”


      Roughly a week after the demon attack, we arrived by horse-drawn carriage at the labyrinth city of Velhen to complete the trial Fam had given me. Within three months, I had to retrieve the holy sword that was hidden in the depths of the labyrinth.


      “It’s a big town,” Kuruta said.


      “Yes. There’s something intimidating about it,” I agreed.


      The town was surrounded by a giant protective wall. It was so tall, it kind of looked like an arena from afar. Rajah had its own defensive wall, but this one was more imposing.


      “It’s almost like a fort. Are they that afraid of the monsters in the mountains?” Raiza asked curiously.


      Kuruta shook her head. “You’ve got it the wrong way around. The wall isn’t for outside attack—it’s to defend against the monsters on the inside.” She shaded her eyes and gazed up at the wall. “A long time ago, monsters overflowed from the labyrinth and ravaged the land. That giant wall was constructed by the nations that understood the threat.”


      “I see. So it isn’t to prevent them from getting in, but to stop them from getting out. But doesn’t that mean the residents within the walls are—”


      “The town was originally located outside the walls, but it was so inconvenient, everyone eventually moved inside.”


      “Good grief. Humans never learn, do they?” Rouga muttered in disgust.


      It wasn’t so easy to change one’s behavior just because of a bad experience. Rouga himself was a walking example of that.


      “There are tax cuts for residents who can fight in an emergency and a lot of autonomy for businesses to prosper,” Kuruta explained.


      “Fiore must have used that to establish themselves here,” I said.


      “So it seems.”


      I’d known Aeria’s business dealt with adventurers but had no idea it was such an important presence in the labyrinth city. Now that I thought about it, she was always taking trips out of Winster for some reason or another. She never told me what exactly she was doing—probably out of fear I’d say I wanted to go with her to the labyrinth city.


      “For now, let’s take care not to stand out once we get to town,” I suggested.


      “Right. It’ll be hard to move around if we cause a commotion,” Raiza agreed.


      “Especially you, sis. Make sure you don’t go overboard.”


      “I’m not a child; you don’t need to worry about me,” she said with a shrug. She had the confident air of an adult, but that just made me all the more worried. Raiza had never pulled off being a calm and mature adult before.


      “Knowing you, you’ll probably try to break through the labyrinth floor as a shortcut.”


      “Is that not allowed?”


      “Absolutely not!” we all snapped in unison.


      That wasn’t reassuring to hear just as we were about to walk into Aeria’s territory! I had three months’ time to conquer the labyrinths and was hoping to stay out of her sight for at least a month of that. At this rate, we wouldn’t even last a week.


      “Please, please lie low for a while!” I pleaded.


      “Oh, fine. I get it,” Raiza replied.


      “We’ll be at the gate soon. Please get your cards ready,” Nino, who had been driving the carriage, said to us.


      We immediately took our guild cards out and offered them to the gatekeeper who came up to our carriage. Being an adventurer was quite useful in times like this. The guild card could be used as an identity card in most nations.


      “Wow, what an impressive group we have here. Are you guys also here to conquer the thirteenth labyrinth?” the gatekeeper asked.


      “No, we’re here on other business,” Raiza replied.


      “I see. Sorry for assuming.”


      “Wait, what do you mean by thirteenth? Aren’t there only twelve labyrinths in the labyrinth city?” Kuruta interrupted.


      “Hm? Haven’t you heard?” The gatekeeper looked surprised by her question. It must’ve been a famous topic already. “The thirteenth labyrinth was discovered just recently. The monsters are powerful, but everyone’s attention is on the valuable artifacts that have been found. It’s been the talk of the town.”


      “Whoa! Hasn’t it been a hundred years since the last labyrinth was found?!”


      “Actually, it’s been more like two hundred years. That’s why it’s such a major topic,” the gatekeeper said. He seemed to be pleased by the prospering economy.


      Now that I thought about it, there were quite a few adventurer carriages waiting to enter the town. Those who had heard the news were already gathering here.


      “All right, you’re all clear to go. There’s a long line after you, so get moving quickly.”


      “Thanks. See you later.”


      We safely passed through the gate and entered Velhen. The town was constructed to make the most of limited land, resulting in taller buildings that made the sky feel a bit farther away than in Rajah. Every now and then, an unfamiliar mechanical object ran past us. The labyrinth city was flourishing as much as the adventurer hub of Rajah. In fact, the population density might be even greater here.


      “There’s a lot of things I’ve never seen before here,” I said.


      “Velhen is also famous for its magic tools. Many adventurers come all the way here to buy them,” Nino explained.


      “I see. They must process the magic stones retrieved from the labyrinth here in town.”


      “More importantly, let’s go to the labyrinth already!” Raiza interrupted impatiently. The mention of powerful monsters had her raring to get going. She was a bit of a combat junkie, so there was no helping that.


      “All right. But we have to finish registering first,” I said.


      “True. Then let’s go!”


      “Raiza, the trading company isn’t that way!” Nino hurriedly stopped my sister from marching in the opposite direction.


      And so, our life in the labyrinth city was off to a slightly shaky start.




      “Hello! Welcome to Fiore!”


      The Velhen branch of Fiore was located on the busiest street at the center of town. We were immediately greeted by a receptionist upon entering the three-story building. I’d heard that the trading company acted as the guild for this town, but this was even more familiar than I’d expected. There was a reception area and a tavern just like the guild, and even the people gathered there looked similar. The only difference I could find was the bulletin board on the wall being smaller. There were probably fewer requests to receive here compared to Rajah. The main income for adventurers in this town was from the labyrinths, not job requests.


      “Um, this is our first time here. Do you operate the same as the guild?” I asked.


      “Are you an adventurer from another town?”


      “Yes. We’re all from Rajah.”


      “Oh, the famous mecca for adventurers! In that case, you should have no problem treating us like the guild. Fiore handles almost all of the guild’s operations in Velhen,” the receptionist said proudly. The bouquet emblem of Fiore shone brightly.


      “So how is it different from the guild?” Kuruta asked. I had just been wondering the same thing.


      The receptionist took out a map of the town and showed us. “This is a map of Velhen. The dungeons are marked with red and blue crosses. The blue ones are managed by the trading company, while the red ones are managed by the guild or lord directly.”


      “Wow, most of them are blue,” Raiza said.


      “Yes, we’ve spent the past three years purchasing the rights to them. The company currently owns eight of the thirteen locations.”


      Raiza nodded proudly. “That’s Aeria for you. She doesn’t work all year for nothing!”


      Looking back on it now, Aeria was always busy. I hadn’t seen her take a single day off since she’d inherited the business from our father. So, the fruits of her efforts had been here all along. In contrast, Raiza always looked so carefree...


      “Hm? What’s that look for? Were you thinking something rude just now?” she asked.


      I laughed nervously.


      “Jeez. I’m glad you’re not scared of me anymore, but aren’t you underestimating me a bit too much?”


      “N-Not at all!”


      “Excuse me,” the receptionist said. “You mentioned Aeria just now. Are you acquainted with our president?”


      Oh no, Raiza slipped up already!


      I immediately shot her a pointed look, upon which she stammered nervously. “Oh, not closely, just in passing! We, uh...worked on a job together before!”


      “I see. Now, regarding your earlier question, if you wish to enter labyrinths not managed by the company, you’ll have to submit an application form.”


      “Is that all?” I asked.


      “There are also differences in trade-in prices, but it’s better to ask each time you’re selling. It’s quite a long list to receive in one go.”


      “Makes sense. Is there a labyrinth you’d recommend? It’s been a while since we’ve gone into one,” Rouga said. He rolled his shoulders and stretched, preparing to go into his first labyrinth in a while.


      The receptionist thought for a moment before pointing to one on the edge of town. “In that case, how about the third one? It’s the easiest to clear out of all the labyrinths in town and is recommended for beginners.”


      “Hmm. What’s the suggested rank for it?” Kuruta asked.


      “D-rank.”


      “That’s a little low. We’re all B-rank or above,” Rouga said.


      “Huh? But I’m...” I began.


      “The equivalent of B-rank or above!” Kuruta corrected me before things could get more complicated. I quickly swallowed my words at her firm tone.


      The equivalent of B-rank or above... Maybe in pure combat power, but I was still lacking in real-world experience. It hadn’t even been that long since I’d become an adventurer.


      “In that case, perhaps the seventh labyrinth—”


      “Hold it right there!” a loud voice suddenly shouted behind us.


      We turned to see a woman with tan skin and a large build watching us. She looked to be around thirty years old, with a pretty face and confident eyes. She exuded the kind of temperament that made one look up to her as an older sister. Her light armor seemed to be designed for ease of movement, but the amount of exposed skin made it difficult to know where to look.
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      “Don’t go suggesting the seventh labyrinth to beginners. It’s a different world in there, so start from the third if you value your life!”


      “We appreciate the warning, but I— Hm?” Rouga froze in the middle of arguing back and looked at the woman in surprise.


      She had a similar wide-eyed look on her face. “Is that you, Rouga?”


      “I could say the same...Lana!” Rouga replied, calling her name back.


      Judging from the air between them, they were old acquaintances. Raiza and Kuruta exchanged a look as the two approached each other.


      “Hah! You actually came back! Didn’t you get sick of labyrinths and run away?”


      “I can’t believe you’re still alive! Daredevil woman!”


      “What?! Useless shield coward!”


      “What did you just call me?!”


      “You looking for a fight?”


      “Whoa there! Calm down!” I grabbed them both by the shoulders and pulled them apart. I’d thought Raiza would be the first to mess up, but trouble had appeared from an unexpected source!


      I grimaced as I held Rouga back.




      “So, what’s the story?” I asked.


      We had settled down at a table in the tavern to question Rouga and Lana. They had both reflected on their sudden fight and quietened down sheepishly, finally acting their age.


      “I mentioned how I’ve explored labyrinths before, right? Well, I was paired with Lana at the time,” Rouga said.


      “Oh yeah, you said you were trying to strike it rich.”


      “He ended up losing money instead and ran back to Rajah,” Lana added.


      “Hey, they didn’t need to know that!” Rouga argued, then shrugged helplessly. He’d previously said he’d given up on exploring and come back to Rajah pretty quickly, but judging from his interaction with Lana, they’d been together for a reasonably long time. They were close enough to bicker yet understand each other.


      “But really, I’m shocked you’re back. Are you after the thirteenth labyrinth too?” she asked.


      “Nah, that’s got nothing to do with it.”


      “Oh? And here I thought you were back for revenge.”


      “I’m here for him this time,” Rouga said, patting me on the back.


      “Hmm.” Lana leaned over to stare at me. Her appraising gaze bored into me mercilessly.


      I tensed nervously in spite of myself. Perhaps it was my natural instinct after many years of being a tormented little brother, but I just couldn’t shake off the feeling of discomfort I got around older, strong-willed women.


      “This kid, huh? Is he new to your party?”


      “No, I’m the one who joined his party,” Rouga answered.


      “What? That makes it sound like the party is centered on him.”


      “That would be right,” Rouga said with a vexed look.


      Lana blinked a few times, then burst into hearty laughter. I guessed it was hard to believe I was the leader. Well, it was only natural to assume Rouga was in charge of our group. He was the oldest, had the longest career, and even had the personality for it.


      “Ha ha! You’ve gotten better at jokes, I see! Try something more believable next time.”


      “And yet, it’s the truth.”


      “Really? What, is this kid stronger than you?”


      Rouga frowned at Lana’s question. “Yeah.” His response was nearly inaudible. Even though he approved of me, his pride was still conflicted about it.


      But Lana just laughed harder at him. “That’s hilarious! Don’t tell me you’re still C-rank? I fully expected you to hit B by now!”


      “How rude! Of course I have!”


      “So that means this kid is higher than that? I don’t believe it...” Lana’s eyes narrowed at me in doubt. I didn’t blame her. Rouga was clearly a veteran, and I was still a newbie. It hadn’t even been a year since I’d become an adventurer.


      “Despite appearances, Sieg is ridiculously strong. He could easily beat an S-rank.”


      “Ha ha! No way! Don’t make fun of adults!”


      “Well, excuse me for being an adult! I’ll have you know I’m an A-rank!” Kuruta said, taking out her guild card and showing it to Lana. She must have felt truly offended to react so childishly.


      Lana took the card and confirmed that Kuruta was really A-rank. “Well, I’ll be damned!”


      “Hmph! I wouldn’t lie about that!”


      “That makes me all the more curious.” Lana suddenly leaned toward me with a flirtatious look. Her bold and hearty demeanor from moments before had vanished. She turned her thin waist at an angle to emphasize her chest, looking strangely bewitching. The allure of an older woman made me blush deeply. “Sieg, was it? Why don’t you throw this dreary old man aside and join me? I’m quite experienced in labyrinth exploration, so I should be a help to you.”


      “Hey! Stop seducing my comrade! Jeez, you really haven’t changed at all,” Rouga interjected.


      “Big words coming from someone who fell for my sex appeal so easily.”


      “Hm... He fell easily, did he?” the women in our party muttered coldly.


      Nino in particular looked extra disgusted. Rouga tried to laugh off the cold gazes, but Nino wasn’t about to let him off so easily. “Good grief. You really never learn, do you?”


      “It’s none of your business! Men can only grow by being deceived by women!”


      “You sound like you’re saying something smart, but you evidently haven’t grown enough to stop being deceived.”


      “That’s because... Either way, there’s no point in digging up the past!” Rouga said loudly, forcefully ending the conversation. He looked away from Lana in a huff and fell silent.


      “Now he’s sulking. What a pathetic excuse for an adult,” Lana said.


      “Moving on, what were you aiming for with Rouga?” Raiza asked her. “From the sound of it, it has something to do with the thirteenth labyrinth?”


      “The thirteenth labyrinth itself isn’t directly related. It’s just that during the labyrinth upheaval period—”


      “That thing appears,” Rouga suddenly said.


      What thing? Rouga’s serious tone made us all a bit nervous.


      He continued in a hesitant tone. “Have you heard of a monster called the red-eyed bull?”


      “What’s that?” I asked. The name was unfamiliar to me, and judging from the confused looks on everyone else’s face, they all felt the same. Was it an uncommon monster limited to the labyrinths? Kuruta and Raiza knew pretty much all there was to know about strong monsters.


      “Well, that’s not surprising. It’s a monster that rarely appears as it is, and it’s said that coming across the bull is one of the worst ways to die.”


      “Is it some kind of curse?” Raiza asked, sounding unusually anxious. Her voice was trembling a little. Come to think of it, she’d said she didn’t like things that couldn’t be cut with a sword. Maybe curses were particularly scary to her? Despite her rough appearance, she was actually pretty religious.


      “No, it’s not like that. How should I put this? It’ll be a long story,” Rouga warned, taking a swig of his alcohol. Sensing the heavy air around him, we naturally fell silent. He was usually the loudest of us, so it was rare to see him like this. “It’s said that labyrinths were originally created by the gods to imprison evil deities. Magic is slowly drained from the body of the evil gods and purified by being turned into monsters.”


      “I’ve heard that before. Similar legends are heard in the East,” Nino commented.


      “Around a thousand years ago, in the ancient era, there was a mage who abused this system. He altered the magic flow of the labyrinth and created an army of monsters that obeyed him.”


      “I think I’ve read about that before. The Great Mage Gregor, right?” Kuruta asked.


      “Yes, Gregor. He created a treasure room for himself inside the labyrinth, then created the red-eyed bull to guard the room.”


      “Does that mean defeating the bull would allow access to Gregor’s treasures?” I asked.


      Rouga nodded slowly. What a wondrous story. The treasures of an ancient sorcerer had to fetch a hefty price—maybe even enough to rival an entire kingdom. But no matter how grand the tales of the labyrinths were, did such a legendary monster really exist? Honestly, it sounded kind of fishy.


      Raiza and Kuruta seemed to be thinking the same, as they didn’t look convinced either. Sensing our disbelief, Lana burst out laughing. “We explorers think of it as a fairy tale too,” she said. “But in the labyrinth upheaval ten years ago, eyewitness accounts of the bull came in one after another.”


      “Are you sure they weren’t just minotaurs?” I asked.


      Minotaurs were half-human, half-cow monsters that lived in the labyrinths. They were famous creatures that even non-explorers like me knew about. There were quite a lot of them as well. They normally had blue eyes, but it wouldn’t be that difficult to mistake them for another color.


      “Everyone thought the same at first. But there were a few accounts from extremely early floors. The rumors claimed it was the sign of the real one.”


      “And after hearing those rumors when I was younger, I came to Velhen,” Rouga said, staring into the distance as he recalled his past. He made it sound like he had gone through hell, but it didn’t seem to be all bad memories. His expression was peaceful as he continued speaking. “I was full of myself back then, determined to defeat the rumored bull. This one here became my comrade in that goal by chance.”


      “By chance? You demanded I join your party the second you saw me,” Lana said.


      “No, you were the one who came to me.”


      “What? That’s impo—”


      “Hey, okay! I’m sure it doesn’t matter anymore!” I cried. Why were they always so quick to fight?!


      I sighed as Rouga cleared his throat and resumed his story. Unlike earlier, he had a grim expression. “At any rate, we formed a party and went into the fourth labyrinth, where all the rumors were coming from. That’s where we met the red-eyed bull.”


      “You met it?!”


      “Yeah. I can still remember that day. We were on our way out—there were more monsters than usual that day, so we’d turned back early—and saw it. I’ll never forget those bloodshot eyes,” Rouga said in a trembling voice. There was a faint sheen of sweat on his brow. “We fought against it, but we were no match for it. Regular minotaurs are D-rank at most, which we could handle easily back then. But that thing had a bottomless well of power.”


      “Would you consider it too strong for you even now?” I asked.


      “Yeah. I still don’t think I’d stand a chance.”


      “How did you get away from it?” Kuruta asked.


      “I used a teleportation gem. With it, we just barely escaped alive,” Lana answered.


      “Then she billed me for it and sent me to the brink of bankruptcy!”


      “What else was I supposed to do? I’d borrowed the item myself, so I was penniless after that too. You knew I was poor back then.”


      “Yeah, but who bills their partner for something like that?”


      They began bickering again. Right, so that’s what happened to Rouga back then. It hadn’t been anyone’s fault, but the humiliating defeat and severe expenses had led to them falling out with each other.


      “The witness accounts of the bull continued after that, but for some reason, the monster leaves no traces in the labyrinth. When the guild tried to investigate it, they couldn’t find any evidence of its existence. Then the labyrinth upheaval period ended, and the rumors eventually died out. When management shifted from the guild to the merchant, even more documents were lost.”


      “A monster that leaves no trace...”


      “But it definitely exists. That’s for sure,” Rouga muttered, frowning and more grim than I’d ever seen him.




      “Are we sure about going to the seventh labyrinth?” I asked.


      That night, after bidding farewell to Lana, we’d immediately made our way to the seventh labyrinth. I wanted to go into the third one for beginners, but Rouga was insisting the seventh was fine.


      “Yeah, it’s better from the seventh,” he said.


      “But Lana heard our ranks and told us to go to the third, right?”


      “Hey, are you trusting that woman over me?”


      I had nothing to say in response. Although Lana was a veteran explorer, it wasn’t right to believe her over my own comrades. Rouga was more familiar with our abilities too.


      “If you and Raiza entered the third labyrinth, you’d be a nuisance to the others inside. The seventh might not even be tough enough for you,” he explained.


      “Really?” I asked skeptically.


      “Have more confidence in yourself. It’ll be fine, I guarantee it!” he said, thumping his chest. Was he being a little more stubborn than usual after seeing Lana? He was definitely being much bolder, which was a little worrying.


      “Is that it?” I asked.


      A small square at the end of the street came into view. There was a stone building like a shrine in the center with a large hole in it. That seemed to be the labyrinth entrance. The surface of the shrine was engraved with strange pictographs. The legend about the gods making the labyrinths didn’t seem so far-fetched anymore.


      “I see. That’s a nasty wind,” Raiza muttered. She narrowed her eyes at the air rising from the gloomy passage leading downward. The air that wafted up had the scent of damp mold and lightly tingled the skin. It wasn’t miasma, but it was definitely something similar.


      “The monsters in the seventh labyrinth are mostly E-rank or D-rank. But don’t let your guard down. The labyrinth itself is the greatest monster of all. You’ll be consumed if you’re not careful,” Rouga warned us.


      “Aptly said. I won’t hold back, then,” Raiza answered.


      “Actually, I think you can hold back, Raiza,” Rouga muttered.


      Kuruta and Nino nodded silently in agreement. If Raiza went all out in the labyrinth, she’d probably break through the floors. Not good, especially when we didn’t want attention.


      “Just to make things clear, that includes you too, Sieg,” Kuruta added.


      “Yeah, you’re not allowed to use your full strength either,” Rouga agreed.


      “Huh?”


      “Clueless as ever, I see. You’d give Raiza a run for her money,” Nino said with a sigh.


      I didn’t think I’d ever be as bad as my sister, though. I was practically harmless compared to her ridiculous strength. In terms of pure combat power, I was half as strong, at most.


      “At any rate, let’s hurry onward. There isn’t much time before nightfall,” Rouga said, cutting off the conversation.


      We descended into the labyrinth, following him through the passages for over half an hour. Just as we turned a corner, a skeleton soldier appeared. Skeletons were undead monsters that wandered aimlessly, and this one seemed to be a former adventurer, armed with a dagger and wearing worn-out light armor. We’d probably end up like them if we died here.


      “I’ll handle this,” Kuruta offered.


      “Do you need support?” Nino asked.


      “I’ll be fine alone.”She drew the dagger at her waist and twirled it in her hand. The practiced movement was like that of a trickster. “Here goes!”


      As soon as she was done with her warm-up, Kuruta took a forward-leaning stance. She closed the distance to the skeleton in no time at all and sliced off its head. The blade weaved between the monster’s joints to separate its head from its body without any resistance. It was a superhuman feat aimed with precision, as one would expect from an A-rank adventurer.


      But immediately after...
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      “Whoa?!” An arrow shot past Kuruta’s cheek, grazing it.


      A skeleton wielding a bow was staring at us from around the corner. It had aimed for the exact moment Kuruta finished attacking—a rare show of teamwork for monsters.


      “Huh, this doesn’t happen outside... Wah!” Kuruta had been trying to analyze the situation calmly when a sword suddenly shot out of the floor.


      Oh no, it’s a trap!


      We froze in shock at the sudden attack, but Kuruta immediately twisted her body to evade it. The tip brushed against her armor, leaving a white scratch and missing her by a hair’s breadth.


      “Tch! Now I’m mad!” Kuruta clicked her tongue, bent her arm, and threw her dagger. It curved elegantly through the air before striking the skeleton right in the head with a dull thunk. The skeleton’s skull shattered, and the rest of the bones fell to the ground. Once Kuruta confirmed it was down, she checked the other side of the corner. “All right, it’s all clear now.”


      “How’s your wound, Kuruta?!” Nino cried.


      “I’m fine, it just scratched my armor. Do you think this can be fixed with some polish?” Kuruta asked with a chuckle, but her eyes were dead serious. She had just experienced the danger of the labyrinth in person—a single step in the wrong direction could have resulted in that sword stabbing into her. Even we were shocked having only watched it happen.


      “Do you get how bad the labyrinth can be now?” Rouga asked.


      “If you knew that could happen, you should’ve said something sooner. Kuruta could have been injured,” Nino complained.


      “I was going to step in before it was too late, but I knew she would be able to handle it. Even though it was a little nerve-racking to watch.”


      Nino reluctantly nodded. There were some things you just had to experience in person to understand. Rouga couldn’t be faulted for his decision...but Nino still seemed upset that it had been Kuruta who was exposed to danger.


      “I’ll detect the traps next time. It should make it a little easier to walk around,” she offered.


      “In that case, wouldn’t Noa’s magic detection be better?” Raiza asked.


      “No, there was no magic in the trap just now. I’m more suited to things like this.”


      “I see. I’ll just keep an eye out for monsters, then,” I said, gathering my magic energy to cast a detection net. Dozens of shadows immediately appeared in my head. They weren’t very strong monsters, but there were quite a few of them. In terms of density, it was on par with the border forest.


      “Oh?”


      “Something wrong, Sieg?” Raiza asked.


      “There was a powerful magic signal just now...”


      It had only been for a brief moment, but it felt like a giant magic source had passed through the back of the labyrinth wall. But this labyrinth shouldn’t have monsters that strong...and especially not behind the walls. There were no passages there.


      Rouga laughed at my confusion. “That’s because the labyrinth is alive. Magic energy flows through it like circulating blood. That’s probably what you detected.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “Let’s keep moving. We might have three months, but it’s better to get used to the labyrinth sooner rather than later.”


      “Right. The labyrinth Fam mentioned seemed pretty difficult too.”


      “The depths of the twelfth labyrinth, down a hidden passage only church members can enter, right? That’s a first-class danger zone. This place is nothing in comparison,” Rouga warned me.


      I pulled myself together once more at his words, and the five of us descended deeper into the labyrinth.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Big Sister Conference #5


      Aeria had finally arrived at a mansion in the center of Velhen. She was exhausted from the long chain of carriage rides from the capital, and she’d already been working for several days without sleep before that. The fatigue was catching up to her.


      But as soon as she took her seat at her office desk, she pressed the switch on her crystal orb. A live image of her sisters—other than Raiza, that is—was projected onto the wall. The fifth big sister conference was about to begin.


      “You’re certain Noa’s headed for Velhen, right?” Aeria asked.


      “Yes, I made sure to direct him there,” Fam replied with a confident smile. She was the one who had given Noa his trial.


      Aeria returned her smile. “Velhen is one of the biggest branches of the company. It’s basically my backyard. I’ll catch Noa in no time.”


      “It’s all thanks to your hard work,” Fam said in appreciation.


      But Ciel and Ecrecia didn’t look convinced. Luring Noa into town didn’t automatically mean successfully bringing him home. Three sisters in a row had already failed. They couldn’t take this lightly.


      “Do you have a plan to bring him back? With Raiza on his side, brute force won’t work,” Ciel pointed out.


      “Don’t worry. I have an idea,” Aeria said. “Fam told him to obtain the holy sword to continue adventuring, right? I just have to prevent him from doing that.”


      “How? Are you going to use Fiore’s authority to ban him from entering the labyrinth since the twelfth labyrinth is under the company’s management?”


      “Shameless,” Ecrecia added.


      Even for a free-for-all sibling fight, that was a little too malicious. Aeria shook her head at the disapproving looks on their faces. She clenched her fist and raised it with a burning look in her eyes. “You don’t get it. We no longer have the leisure of being picky! And Ciel, don’t forget this all started with your failure!”


      “That’s because Raiza sided with Noa...”


      “No excuses! I would have brought Noa back no matter what Raiza said!”
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      “But what will you do if Raiza snaps at your crafty tricks?” Ciel asked.


      Swordmaster Raiza’s military prowess rivaled an entire kingdom’s army. If she decided to throw a fit, retrieving Noa would become extremely difficult. Even a sage with immense magic power like Ciel preferred to avoid a direct confrontation with her. While Aeria had the wits and sense for business, she herself had no combat power.


      Aeria elegantly covered her smile with her fan. “You don’t need to worry about that either. I have many ways of suppressing Raiza.”


      “It’s kind of scary when you’re the one saying it,” Ciel muttered.


      “She must have a nasty understanding of Raiza’s weaknesses,” Ecrecia agreed.


      “Well, I am mad at Raiza. Heh heh...” Aeria chuckled softly. A black aura began rising from her as she muttered under her breath about fairness and sneaking around. Half a year had passed since Noa had run away from home to become an adventurer. The stress she had accumulated in that time was now surging out as negative energy.


      This is bad!


      Ciel and Ecrecia sensed danger through the projected image of their sister and immediately backed away from it.


      “Never mind Raiza; the bigger problem is Noa,” Ecrecia said slowly.


      “Good point!” Ciel agreed in a hurry. “Raiza can be absent-minded, but Noa is clever.”


      Raiza looked well put together, but when it came to anything other than the sword, she was actually pretty careless. In contrast, Noa appeared to be fainthearted but could do pretty much anything flawlessly. Though it was possible to grasp Raiza’s weaknesses, it would be extremely difficult to find flaws that could render Noa powerless. He also had some combat power, although it wasn’t as much as Raiza’s. Even if Aeria hired mercenaries using the company’s resources, it would be impossible for her to force Noa to come home.


      “I have a backup plan for that too,” Aeria said. “That thing is located in Velhen. When push comes to shove, I’ll use it.”


      “What thing? Was there anything useful in the town?” Ciel asked.


      “You helped me develop it. Did you already forget?”


      “What? Don’t tell me...” Ciel winced.


      Ecrecia tilted her head at her sister’s reaction. What exactly was Aeria planning on bringing to bear? “Is it that bad?” she asked.


      “If it’s what I’m thinking of, yes. Aeria, do you really intend on mobilizing it?” Ciel asked.


      “Only if I have to.”


      “But Velhen might be in danger if you use it. It also requires a ton of magic stones as fuel...”


      “At full power, it could take down a nation in a day,” Aeria casually agreed, dropping the outrageous statement like it was nothing.


      Back when Fam had mentioned calling together the holy army, Aeria had opposed such an overreaction. Yet now she was intending to do something of the same scale. Perhaps the extended period away from Noa had numbed her senses.


      Ciel sighed tiredly. “Aeria, please don’t raze Velhen into the ground.”


      “It’s an invaluable branch of Fiore, so I’ll do my best.”


      “That’s not a reassuring answer.”


      “I will do whatever it takes to bring Noa home. And if that means sacrifices need to be made...well, you know?” Aeria said with a wink, then got out of her chair. She looked out of the window at Velhen’s scenery and declared loudly, “Just you wait, Noa. I will see to it myself that you come home!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: A Sister’s Special Move and the Shocked Explorers


      “Once we get past here, it’ll be the boss room,” Rouga announced.


      Three hours after entering the seventh labyrinth, we had made good progress thanks to my magic detection and Nino’s search skills. Our combat power was more than enough to handle enemy encounters, so we had no reason to struggle unless we were careless. On top of that, the surface level of the seventh labyrinth wasn’t that large, so it didn’t take us too long to get through it.


      “What kind of monster is the boss here?” I asked.


      “It’s an ogre skeleton. As its name implies, it’s the skeleton of an ogre,” Rouga replied.


      “I’ve never heard of that before.”


      “I’ve fought one before, but it’s pretty tricky,” said Kuruta. “It’s strong, but its bones are light, so it’s fast as well.”


      So, it had the strength of an ogre and the dexterity of a skeleton. I’d figured it had to be stronger than the other monsters to be considered a boss. Still, a simple ogre was only a D-rank monster. At best, this boss was C-rank.


      “Defeating the boss is meant to open a shortcut, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah. You can use the warp gate to teleport straight to the next floor the next time you visit,” Rouga replied.


      “There are also bosses on lower floors that drop special artifacts, aren’t there?” Kuruta asked.


      “That’s right. I’m surprised you know.”


      “I studied all this,” Kuruta answered smugly. As an A-rank adventurer, she always made sure to prepare beforehand.


      Rouga laughed. “For Sieg’s sake, yeah. Of course you’d be motivated.”


      “Rouga! That was unnecessary!” Kuruta snapped.


      “Just so you know, I still don’t approve of you,” Raiza warned her.


      “Hmph! That’s not what this is, but I’d prefer you liked me!”


      The air between them had turned awkward again. They really didn’t care that they were inside a dungeon. Unable to watch, Nino broke the tension by changing the topic.


      “Come to think of it, we haven’t seen many monsters for a while now. Are they all gathering somewhere?” she asked.


      “Hmm. I don’t detect anything,” I replied.


      As I’d said, the seventh labyrinth wasn’t that large. I sent a wave of magic energy across the floor and detected sparsely scattered monsters. It was nothing like the teamwork they’d shown in that first battle.


      “There do seem to be fewer than normal. Best to be cautious,” Rouga warned us.


      “Is that your years of experience talking?” Raiza asked.


      “Yeah. You be on guard too, Raiza.”


      Raiza placed her hand on her sheathed sword, ready to draw it at any time. The atmosphere naturally grew more tense. In response, Nino and Kuruta also took their weapons out.


      “Labyrinths may look like independent dungeons, but they’re actually linked,” Rouga explained. “When one goes through an upheaval period, the others can sometimes be affected.”


      “Meaning the recently emerged labyrinth...”


      “Might have created an abnormality here.” Rouga smiled to ease the tension. I was seeing the composure of a man backed by extensive experience and was lured into smiling back before continuing deeper into the labyrinth.


      “This is troubling,” Rouga said.


      “It’s huge. Isn’t it more like the skeleton of a giant?” I asked.


      “Possibly. There seem to be more blended in.”


      “It’s kind of disgusting to look at...”


      Past a heavy set of doors was a large open space. Standing in that space was a huge skeleton that was easily five times the size of a human. It was far larger than any ogre, and its bone structure had the features of all kinds of monsters. Sharp shoulder blades, twisted horns, swordlike fangs, a coiled tail bone... It was like it had been put together from the best parts of other monsters. Based on its size, the base skeleton was that of a giant.


      “All right, I’ll handle this. I can split opponents like this in one blow,” Raiza said, stepping forward. She drew her sword and instantly released a slashing attack. It was so fast, I couldn’t tell when her sword had moved. I just heard the sound of air being sliced as the giant mass of bones was split down the middle.


      “Groooh!” A dying scream unimaginable for a skeleton shook the room, and the skull hit the ground with a dry sound.


      I’d expected nothing less from my Swordmaster sister. She could end a battle with an unknown enemy in mere seconds. The monster had probably been closer to B-rank too.


      “That was no big deal,” Raiza said.


      “Well, yeah, not for you,” Kuruta and Rouga muttered. They seemed disappointed about how easily it had gone. But my sister didn’t sheathe her sword.


      “No, it’s not over yet,” I said.


      “So it seems,” she agreed.


      As soon as Raiza and I said that, the skeleton rose once again. I’d had a feeling that would happen since its magic energy hadn’t faded at all. It seemed to have powerful healing abilities, discarding only the smashed bones and regenerating from the parts that were still unharmed.


      “Looks like I have no choice but to smash its entire body,” Raiza observed.


      “Do you want me to do it? It looks like it’s resistant to swords.”


      “It’s fine. I can handle it.”


      No sooner had she said that than Raiza launched into a furious attack. Repeated slashes whittled at the skeleton’s huge frame, smashing its bones. But the enemy was just as impressive. When it started running low on bones, more reappeared out of nowhere. It was using the accumulated miasma of the labyrinth to create new bones.


      “There’s no end to this,” Kuruta murmured with a furrowed brow.


      “Raiza’s not a good match for this one,” Rouga agreed.


      My sister laughed. “I’ve already got a strategy for opponents that can’t be sliced to death.”


      “Huh?”


      “It was humiliating losing to that slime last time, so I came up with a plan.”


      She sheathed her sword. What in the world was she going to do? We watched curiously as she closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Our surroundings fell silent, and the air was tense.


      “Magic rend!” Raiza drew her sword at lightning speed. It was like something invisible had shot through the air.


      The skeleton collapsed as my sister sheathed her sword again. Did she just cut the flow of magic energy itself? The skeleton writhed eerily, unable to regenerate itself.


      “I won’t lose again,” Raiza declared with more confidence than ever.


      “Wow! When did you learn that?!” I cried.


      Cutting the flow of magic itself was a ridiculously advanced technique. There was no way Raiza could have learned it overnight. Had she gone through harsh training while I wasn’t looking?


      I asked her as much, and she looked at me blankly. “I just practiced a little instead of sleeping,” she said casually.


      “How much is a little?”


      “Let me think... I got about five hours’ sleep this past week.”


      Not five hours per night, but five hours for the whole week? That was less than one hour a day! How was she able to function on so little sleep? Most people would have collapsed long ago, if not perished completely. Was my sister really human?


      “You’re training way too much. You’ll ruin your health like that.”


      “Heh. Do you think I can’t take care of myself?”


      “What if that lack of sleep is why you failed to settle things with Arca?” I suggested pointedly.


      Raiza flinched before shaking her head with an awkward grin. She was a terrible liar. “Of... Of course not!” she stammered. “The Swordmaster would never fail to go all out over some lost sleep!”


      “Really...?”


      Although her opponent had been part of the upper echelon of the demon side, Raiza was the Swordmaster. She shouldn’t have struggled so much to win their fight.


      “More importantly, are you interested in learning this move, Noa? It might come in handy someday,” Raiza said nervously, trying to change the subject.


      To be fair, the move did seem handy. My black blade was capable of absorbing magic energy, but it couldn’t cut the flow of energy completely. If I could use this sword technique, I’d be able to move around more freely in combat.


      “It does seem useful...”


      “Right? I can teach it to you just like the good old days.”


      “I’d be grateful for that, but sis...can you teach it properly?”


      “Hm?”


      “I mean, it’s a fairly advanced move, right? I won’t understand if you tell me to just go wham and pow like you usually do.”


      Training with Raiza always went that way. There were so many sound effects, I never quite knew what I was supposed to do. If I pointed it out, she just got angry about it. She was a genius because of her intuition, so it was a little troubling.


      My sister looked at my expression and puffed out her cheeks sulkingly. “I can’t help it if that’s the best way to express it!”


      “I’m just saying you need to use your words better!”


      “What?! Do you have a complaint about your sister, the Swordmaster?!”


      “That’s not what I mean...”


      “All right, both of you, calm down!” Rouga interrupted. “We have other things to think about first. Save it for later, okay?” He bent down and picked up the magic stone that had fallen to the floor. The burning crimson stone was the size of a small child’s head. A powerful magic energy swirled within it, releasing some kind of aura. “Judging from the size of this stone, the monster Raiza just defeated was A-rank. How do we report this to the trading company or guild?” he said.


      “Can we secretly take the stone?” Nino asked quietly, aware that it wasn’t the right thing to do.


      Rouga shook his head. “The labyrinth is shifting. We have to report it or the parties that come after us might be exposed to danger.”


      “Of course.”


      “But reporting this will definitely attract attention,” Raiza said, crossing her arms with a deep frown.


      Indeed, a report like that would put the spotlight on us. It’d be like begging for Aeria to notice us. I knew she’d find us eventually while we were staying in the town, but I was hoping it wouldn’t be on our very first day.


      “What do we do? If we can’t ignore it,” Kuruta mumbled.


      “Could we ask someone to report it on our behalf?” I suggested.


      “Oh! That’s a good idea!” Kuruta clapped her hands together brightly. However, that would require actually finding someone to ask, and only one of us had an acquaintance here.


      Rouga had a clearly reluctant look on his face. “Fine. I’ll kiss up to her,” he grumbled.


      “Thank you very much. You’re the only one who can do this,” I said.


      “You owe me a drink.”


      Rouga stored the magic stone in his pocket. At the same time, the floor of the area we were in began glowing. Rays of light connected, creating a large magic circle. A glowing ring appeared above it—the warp gate that showed up after a boss was defeated.


      “We can leave through here. The next time we come back, we’ll start at the floor below,” Rouga explained.


      “It won’t connect here?” I asked.


      “No. That’s just how it works.”


      Huh, how convenient. Ciel would be delighted to see something like this. Wondering if the structure could be analyzed, I cast magic detection out of curiosity and noticed another strange response nearby.


      “Hm? What’s that?”


      “What’s up?” Rouga asked.


      “There’s a strange energy source passing beneath the floor.”


      “Isn’t it just the warp gate’s effect?”


      “Oh, I guess so.”


      I tried to detect the magic again, but this time there was no reaction. Maybe it had just been a temporary flow of magic energy from the gate’s deployment.


      With that conclusion, we all passed through the warp gate after Rouga. The scenery around us distorted and was followed by a weird floating sensation.


      “We’re here,” Rouga announced.


      Before I knew it, we were back at the shrine outside the seventh labyrinth. It really was instant teleportation. Now we just had to go and see Rouga’s contact before it got too late at night.


      I glanced over at Rouga, who ruffled his hair in exasperation. “Damn it. I didn’t think I’d have to beg Lana for another favor,” he muttered.


      And so, we headed for the tavern to find Lana.




      “Even with that guy around, can beginners really handle the seventh labyrinth?”


      In the tavern attached to the trading company, Lana was nursing a drink. She had called it a day early, as she had been bothered by other things on her mind. Rouga was an old friend of hers who had parted ways with her after a big fight a while back. Their reunion and his comrades had been on her mind the whole day, and she’d figured it was better to wrap up early than to wander through the dungeon absentmindedly. Explorers had the leisure of managing their own schedules that way.


      “They’re kind of late. They said they were just going to check things out.”


      When she looked out the window, it was already dark. The tavern was full of explorers who had finished their days. A first-day warm-up should normally take a few hours at most. Even if things went smoothly, exploring too much could be risky. Rouga should have been aware of that. But Lana couldn’t shake the bad feeling she had.


      “Is he trying to scare me?” she muttered.


      Ten years ago, when they had worked as a team, Rouga had had a tendency to be stubborn and push himself. What if he did the same today? With a party of beginners in tow, that could be extremely dangerous.


      Lana’s worries swirled in her head until a familiar face appeared among the returning explorers.


      “Rouga. How far did you go for a first-day trip?” she asked.


      “Pretty far. We defeated the boss.”


      “Huh?” Lana blinked, uncomprehending. When she finally processed what he had said, she burst out laughing. Just because Rouga was leading the exploration didn’t mean it was possible to defeat the boss in a single day. At most, they’d have to turn back before the boss room. “Ha ha ha! Don’t make me laugh!”


      “Why would I lie about that?”


      “Do you have the magic stone to prove it?”


      “Yeah, but about that... I can’t show it to you here. Come out with me,” he said in a hushed voice, glancing around.


      Lana smirked knowingly. “Trying to make a move on me, huh? Hah! I won’t fall for that.”


      “What? Who’d want an old hag like you—?”


      “Hey! Who are you calling a hag? I’m still in my twenties! You’re the geezer here!”


      “What?! I’m still a young man!”


      They began bickering pointlessly. Sieg, who had been watching from a distance, hurried over to stop them. “Both of you, calm down! There’s actually a good reason for it!”


      “I have no idea what you’re up to, but you seem to be serious,” Lana said.


      “Yes, I’m dead serious.”


      She gave him a doubtful look, then got up from her seat with a sigh. “All right, let’s see it, then,” she said.


      They led her to a quiet alley with no one else around, then showed her the magic stone from the ogre skeleton.


      “Whaaaaaat?!” Lana released a hysterical scream that no one would have expected, given her normally calm demeanor.




      “Talk about a surprise! You guys really are strong, huh?” Lana said, looking shocked.


      It was a natural reaction to seeing a beginner suddenly produce a magic stone. We were lucky she hadn’t taken it badly. If she’d accused us of lying, we’d be in trouble. But thankfully, she knew Rouga long enough to trust him.


      “But are you sure about this? I’ll be stealing your credit if I do this,” she said.


      “Actually, doing so would help us out a lot!” I insisted.


      “Huh?”


      “We want to avoid the spotlight for several reasons,” Kuruta said.


      “Yeah. We can’t let Aeria—” Raiza began.


      “Sis!”


      She closed her mouth in a fluster. That was close! She almost let the cat out of the bag! Who knew what would happen if Aeria’s name was mentioned in this town? An uproar could break out.


      “I see. So you’ve got special circumstances?” Lana asked.


      “Yes, unfortunately.”


      “Well, you wouldn’t be the first. There are plenty of people like you around here. I’m not bothered by it,” she replied with a hearty laugh.


      She sure was accepting—or maybe just kind. Rouga had probably been drawn to that side of her in the past.


      “But regardless of the circumstances, it’s pretty serious for a monster of that rank to appear on the top floor of the seventh labyrinth,” she said.


      “Yeah. At this rate, the bull might appear too,” Rouga muttered.


      “I can’t believe you. You said you weren’t here for that!”


      “I was just mentioning the possibility. I don’t plan on fighting it.” Rouga seemed to greatly regret his past fight with the red-eyed bull. His voice was low and bitter, as though he were recalling a resentful memory.


      In contrast, Lana seemed bright and optimistic. “Well, I plan on fighting it again.”


      “Are you crazy? You might have improved a little, but that’s not an opponent you can beat.”


      “I know that much. I’m not stupid. But I’ve got a plan.”


      “Hmm... Well, what you do is none of my business.”


      “Same here. You’ve got good comrades with you, so don’t go dragging them down.” After saying that, Lana gave us the money for the magic stone and departed.


      Should we really just be letting her go?


      Sensing my concerns, Rouga laughed. “Don’t mind her. She knows what she’s doing. She won’t throw her life away recklessly, and anyway, the bull isn’t a monster you can easily find.” He patted me on the shoulder reassuringly.


      And so passed our first night in Velhen.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Sister and Fortune Teller


      “Oh? Well, well...” Raiza muttered.


      Roughly two weeks after defeating the ogre skeleton, we were back in the seventh labyrinth, facing a huge moving suit of armor on one of the middle floors. This was the boss of the floor: a monster called an armor general. Its heavy armor was black with gold lining, giving it the appearance of a veteran warrior. Each step it took shook the floor with its weight.


      “Come! My knight captains!” the armor general screeched ominously, stabbing its greatsword into the floor.


      Dark miasma rose from the tip of the blade, forming the shape of armored knights. This boss wasn’t called a general for nothing—it specialized in group combat strategy. The armored knights lined up in a horizontal formation and thrust their lances forward.


      “Now this is what I call unusual! Ha ha ha! How fascinating!” said Raiza.


      “This isn’t the time for that!” I yelled at her.


      “I’ll stop them! You guys back up!” Rouga shouted, stepping in front of us and lowering his shield.


      The knights’ lances collided with his shield, sending sparks flying. Rouga tried to hold his ground, but his feet were scraping against the floor heavily. However, the boss wasn’t the only veteran fighter here. In a fine display of B-rank skills, Rouga withstood the attack and boldly shifted to offense.


      “Hiyaaah!”


      He stepped forth with all his might. The knights’ feet lifted slightly into the air.


      Now’s our chance!


      Kuruta and I exchanged a look and made a pincer move on the knights. I stuck my sword into the gaps of their armor, using leverage to separate them. This was the best way to defeat armor-type monsters that were resistant to slashes.


      “That’s two!” Kuruta called out.


      “Got it!” I replied.


      We continued toward the third and fourth knights, taking advantage of the chaotic fight to get up close to our enemies before they could make use of the long range of their lances. Then, I stuck my sword into the gaps in their helmets.


      “Burn!”


      I sent magic energy through my blade, creating a pillar of fire inside the suit of armor. The knight let out a soundless scream. Just because it was hollow didn’t mean it could resist being burned from within.


      Just like that, the charred knight crumbled to the ground and stopped moving.


      “Pesky brats!” the armor general hissed. It stuck its sword into the ground again.


      “Don’t even think about it!” Nino shouted, hurling a throwing star at its hand. The fire magic in the throwing star exploded on contact, forcing the armor general to flinch for a brief moment. Raiza used that opportunity to leap forward.


      “Cheap tricks!” the armor general roared.


      It seemed our enemy was just as formidable as my team. The armor general straightened itself just in time to block Raiza’s sword. It was awfully lithe for such a large monster.


      Even my sister made a sound of admiration. “Not bad.”


      “Don’t underestimate me! Behold my swordsmanship!” The armor general must have deemed Raiza a powerful opponent as well. It lowered the tip of its sword and took a unique stance, watching my sister silently.


      Is it trying to counter?


      Raiza had once mentioned something about elite swordsmen who could deflect their opponents’ exact moves back on them—with several times the might. The stance she had shown me back then was similar to this.


      “Sis, that stance—”


      “Hiyaaah!” My sister released a slashing attack before I could finish warning her.


      Oh no!


      The armor general swung its sword up as I braced myself for the worst. “What?!” it screeched.


      “You’re a thousand years too young to be returning my slashes!”


      “Graaaaaaaah!”


      Unable to withstand the weight of the attack, the greatsword snapped. The armor general was sent flying helplessly and slammed into the wall. The gleaming black armor was reduced to a dust-covered lump of metal.


      I should have expected as much from Raiza...countering a counter with brute force. The greatsword that snapped just now was no flimsy blade either.


      “Wow! Are you in a better condition than normal today, Raiza?” I asked.


      “Hm? Oh, maybe. I’ve been luckier than usual lately, so I’ve been in a good mood.”


      Ooh, that is rare. Raiza normally had terrible luck. There was something about her character that tended to attract trouble. It had been years since she’d last had a lucky streak to be happy about. I’d pretty much always been dealing with her grumpy moods back home.


      “At this rate, we’ll be ready for the twelfth labyrinth in no time,” Rouga commented.


      “Our goal’s almost in sight!” I cheered.


      “The twelfth is an extremely difficult labyrinth. Don’t let your guard down,” he warned me.


      “Don’t worry, you have nothing to fear with me around,” Raiza declared, thumping her chest reassuringly.


      Indeed, the monsters weren’t a problem with her around. In fact, we had a far bigger concern.


      “Aeria hasn’t made a move yet,” I mumbled.


      “Maybe she hasn’t noticed we’re here?” Raiza suggested.


      “Impossible. We’ve done our best to lie low, but there’s no way Aeria would sit still for a whole month.”


      The town of Velhen was as good as Aeria’s backyard. Her trading company, Fiore, was rooted in all parts of life here and controlled a significant portion of the town. There was no way she’d be oblivious to our presence after a whole month. She definitely knew we were here.


      “You’re overthinking it! Besides, what can she do with me here?”


      “Well...I guess she can’t use force.”


      “See? There’s nothing to worry about.” Raiza laughed heartily as she passed through the warp gate.


      We followed her and returned to the surface. The plan for tomorrow was to try the depths of this labyrinth, so we had to prepare well and rest up tonight. Or at least that was our plan, until we reached the front of our inn.


      “Ah, there you are! There’s trouble, Raiza!” The receptionist we usually saw at the trading company rushed over in a clear panic.


      “What happened?” I asked the pale-faced woman.


      She placed a hand over her chest and tried to catch her breath. She had been in such a hurry, her uniform was completely disheveled. For a job where appearances were so important, it must have been a grave matter for her to look like this.


      “Listen to me calmly. First, it seems that Raiza’s account has been frozen. This means we can’t withdraw the payment for her tavern tab, which is troubling.”


      “Frozen? Was there some kind of problem?” Raiza asked.


      “About that...” The receptionist mumbled inaudibly, finding it difficult to get to the point. What could have happened?


      Raiza gave the receptionist a serious look. “Just tell me. What’s wrong?”


      “Well...it seems it’s been levied for a debt.”


      “A debt?!” we all repeated in shock.


      I’d known she’d always been a little sloppy with her finances, but to think it was so bad...


      We all shot Raiza a reproachful look, but she just shook her head furiously.


      “That’s impossible! There has to be a mistake.”


      “No, there’s no mistake. There are records of everything.”


      “That can’t be... My funds should have at least doubled by now!”


      Should have at least doubled? The ominous phrase that left my sister’s mouth made me groan. Did she fall for an investment scam?


      Raiza promptly defended herself. “They said it was sure to increase! And that bad things would happen if I didn’t buy it...”


      “That just sounds suspicious,” I said.


      “Indeed, no investment can be ‘sure’ to increase,” the receptionist agreed.


      “Wha?! Really?”


      “There’s no such thing as a free lunch.”


      At my words, Raiza bit her lip with a vexed look. She really was a lot more careless than her appearance let on. But there was no crying over spilled milk. My sister probably had a high enough income to quickly pay everything back anyway.


      “So, how much was it?” I asked the receptionist.


      “About that...”


      She paused with a grimace. I waited for her to continue with bated breath. Surely it wouldn’t be over one hundred million gold. Raiza wasn’t careless enough to dump millions upon millions into an unknown investment...


      “Approximately three hundred million,” the receptionist said flatly.


      “Three hundred million?!” My knees nearly gave out in shock.


      Kuruta and the others were as wide-eyed and dumbfounded as me.


      “That’s enough to live at an inn for a lifetime...” Nino muttered.


      “It’s three times what my house cost,” Kuruta said.


      “I could have fun with a new woman every day if I had that much!” Rouga added.


      “What exactly happened, sis? Tell us in detail, please.”


      This wasn’t a matter we could brush off without further investigation. We all drew close to Raiza, who looked awfully embarrassed. It was a rare look of weakness on the great Swordmaster’s face. She was almost on the verge of tears when she finally fessed up.


      “Well, you see... A fortune teller urged me to try magic stone futures trading.”


      “A fortune teller... We’re already off to a bad start,” Nino said.


      “Magic can’t read the future! That’s common sense!” I snapped.


      To be precise, fortune magic wasn’t absolutely impossible, but the cost was so great, it might as well be. It would take someone with an extremely special talent and national support to do anything, and even then, the most that could be read was the weather for the year. It was not something the average fortune teller could do.


      But my sister sounded strangely confident for some reason. “This fortune teller was the real deal. Look at this.”


      “What is that? It looks like a creepy doll,” I commented.


      “An oversized bug?” asked Nino.


      Raiza was showing us a doll that looked like a small caterpillar. It had a mean look on its face, as though just holding it would attract weird things. What was so special about it?


      We looked at it in confusion while Raiza said proudly, “This is the doll of fortune that the fortune teller gave me. It’s called Gnocchi!”


      “This thing? It looks more like a doll of misfortune,” Rouga said.


      “Don’t be rude to Gnocchi. Good things have actually happened since I started carrying it around with me.”


      Come to think of it, she had said she was on a lucky streak recently. It still sounded like a coincidence, but maybe her claims had some basis?


      Nino immediately questioned her about it. “What good things?”


      “Let’s see... Picking up a wallet and getting rewarded for it, winning first place in a lottery, getting a room upgrade due to the inn’s circumstances, getting a free meal from being the three hundredth visitor to a restaurant...”


      “Hmm. That’s quite a lot. When did this all start?” Kuruta asked.


      “About a week ago.”


      “It does sound more credible if all of that happened in a week,” Rouga said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


      It wasn’t strange to credit all those events to the mysterious doll if they’d happened in quick succession. In fact, some kind of power had to be at play here. But could a doll really bring someone good luck? I quickly cast my magic detection, but there was no reaction. It wasn’t being caused by a spell on the doll, then.


      “Hmm. It just feels like a normal doll to me,” I said.


      “But can so many coincidences happen at once?” Raiza asked.


      “Can you tell me more about this, Raiza? Like the day you met the fortune teller and what happened afterward.”


      “All right. It was in the evening, exactly one week ago.”


      And so, Raiza began relaying her recent experiences.




      One week ago, after a day in the dungeon with everyone, Raiza was walking through town by herself. Though she had been with Noa a lot recently, she was originally a lone wolf who liked to wander into pubs and drink by herself.


      “Noa sure has a long way to go if he’s so worn out after a little exploration,” she muttered to herself.


      Noa, who was still unfamiliar with labyrinth exploration, had gone straight to bed after returning to the inn. Raiza, who was still brimming with energy, wanted to point out how pathetic that was, but she was worried if she was too harsh with her words, he could end up running away again.


      “At least it’s better than him having enough energy left to have a nightlife,” she said, recalling how Rouga had marched into town in high spirits earlier. He was getting on in years, yet he had not given up on living his life of excess.


      Raiza wanted Noa to work on his stamina, but she didn’t want him to end up like Rouga. He already had a parasite by the name of Kuruta hovering around him. If he started playing around at night too, Raiza would be sick with worry.


      “Oh? This looks like a nice store.”


      While she was walking through the back alleys, lost in her thoughts, the scent of a sweet wine wafted over to her. She looked up to see a sign that said “The Dwarf’s Cup.” Judging from the name, this store specialized in alcohol. The interior looked calming, like a hideaway, but clean and well managed at the same time.


      “I’m intrigued. Let’s try it out.”


      “Hello, young miss over there,” someone called out behind her.


      She turned around to see a suspicious woman with her face hidden by a hood. Her build was slender, and her elegant figure was visible through the thin fabric. She was awfully bewitching, yet there was an air of danger to her. Raiza warily watched the woman, suspecting her to be up to no good.


      “What do you want?”


      “You must not enter that store.”


      “What? Why not?”


      “Because something bad will happen if you do.”


      As soon as the woman said that, there was a loud crash behind Raiza. The sign of the shop had come loose and fallen to the ground. If she had tried to enter the store at that moment, it would have struck her head. Raiza stared at the broken pieces of the sign thoughtfully. She wouldn’t have been hurt even if it had hit her, but she was fascinated by the woman’s accurate prediction.


      “What are you? It seems you’re no normal person.”


      “I’m just your average fortune teller.”


      “Fortune teller? And you read the future like that?”


      “Exactly. But my readings are only vague images.”


      It was hard to believe such a thing. Raiza was aware that the future couldn’t easily be predicted, but this woman had guessed correctly. It couldn’t have been mere coincidence—the timing was too perfect.


      “There is an ominous shadow over you. At this rate, it may spread to the people most important to you.”


      “The people most important to me?”


      “Yes. I see...a young man, many years your junior.”


      “Wha?!”


      There was only one person who came to mind fitting that description. It had to be Noa. This fortune teller had to be the real deal if she was able to make such accurate statements. Despite her doubts, Raiza began listening to the woman’s words earnestly.


      “At this rate, you will both end up in the pits of darkness...a labyrinth, I assume. The young man will suffer a grave injury in a battle with a formidable opponent—and potentially lose his life.”


      “What did you just say?!” Raiza’s expression changed when she heard that Noa could die. She grabbed the woman by the shoulders and gave her a ghastly look.


      The woman let out a small shriek at the pressure Raiza was exerting, which was enough to send a dragon running. But she soon took a deep breath and calmed herself. “Please, calm down. There is a way to avoid the worst!”


      “You should’ve led with that! My heart nearly stopped.”


      “I could say the same to you, Rai... Ahem, I mean, you scared me too.” The fortune teller took a small doll out of her pocket. It was shaped like a caterpillar and looked oddly creepy, as though it could curse someone just by touching them. “This is Gnocchi, a doll of fortune. If you carry this with you, you’ll be able to avoid all misfortune. It’ll even bring you good luck instead.”


      “This weird thing?”


      “Do not make fun of Gnocchi! It will curse you!” the fortune teller snapped abruptly.


      “S-Sorry. But still...” Raiza automatically apologized, but no matter how she looked at it, this Gnocchi was just a regular fabric doll. She couldn’t believe it had any special powers.


      Seeing the skeptical look on her face, the fortune teller added, “I know it’s hard to believe offhand. That’s why I won’t ask for payment.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Yes. Instead, come back here in three days’ time. We can talk again then.”


      “In three days, huh? Sure.” Raiza agreed readily, seeing there was no cost involved.


      She shoved Gnocchi into her pocket and turned to walk away. The fortune teller gave her one last piece of advice before she left.


      “I almost forgot. Please do not mention what happened today to anyone else.”


      “All right. I wasn’t planning on it anyway,” Raiza said.


      Would her luck truly change? She was still doubtful...




      The day after she met the fortune teller just so happened to be the party’s day off. They had been in the labyrinth every day for the past week, and Raiza was in the mood to do some casual shopping that morning.


      “As is to be expected of the labyrinth city... It’s got all the top-end stuff.”


      Raiza looked satisfied as she picked up a sword in the weapon shop she’d happened to drop into. Many explorers gathered in this city, so the quality of the weapons here reflected that. Even in the eyes of the Swordmaster, the magic swords that used magic stones were especially impressive. This was probably the top place for magic tool technology as well.


      “That dagger is nice. Adamansteel with increased toughness, huh?”


      She put down the sword she had been studying and picked up the small dagger. The gleaming blue blade was made of rare adamansteel and magically enhanced with extra durability. There was a small magic stone embedded in the handle that could boost the effectiveness of the spell for a small amount of time. It was perfect for Raiza, who found that most weapons couldn’t withstand the force of her attacks.


      “Hmm... Three million.”


      She looked at the price tag, which indicated a cost of three million gold. She could afford it, but it was on the pricey side for a dagger. It wasn’t something she needed immediately, so she was hesitant to make the purchase. Raiza pressed a hand to her chin in careful consideration.


      Just then, the shop owner approached her, wringing his hands. “Oh! You must have a good eye, dear customer. That blade was made at the best workshop in the labyrinth city.”


      “Hmm...”


      “It even comes with a whetstone for maintenance if you purchase it today!”


      He brought a large whetstone out from the back of the shop. It was a good-quality stone that would cost hundreds of thousands just by itself. Raiza had just been thinking about getting a whetstone, so the offer was more tempting than the discount. She crossed her arms and hummed in thought.


      To buy, or not to buy.


      Her body naturally started swaying like her wavering mind, causing a doll to fall out of her pocket. Of course, it was the Gnocchi doll, which the strange fortune teller had given her yesterday. The foolishly honest Raiza had carried it with her like she’d been told.


      “Oops.”


      Raiza hurriedly bent down to pick it up. But when the owner caught sight of the doll, his attitude completely changed.


      “Dear customer! I completely forgot to tell you!”


      “Huh?”


      “You just so happen to be the ten thousandth customer to visit our store! So your purchase today is entirely free!”


      “What?! Are you sure?!” Raiza yelped, unable to hide her shock. A three-million-gold freebie was amazingly generous. There had to be a catch to it—even the usually carefree Swordmaster could sense something was weird.


      But the store owner just beamed at her. “Of course! You can even take the whetstone.”


      “You’re not going to come after me afterward, are you? I can fight back, you know?” Raiza said in a menacing tone, narrowing her eyes.


      The store owner flinched at the pressure she was exuding. “I-I’m not your enemy! I really won’t ask for anything.”


      “Fine! I’ll take it!”


      “Thank you very much! Come again soon!”


      And so, Raiza obtained a dagger worth three million gold without paying anything. She then happily made her way to a restaurant that caught her eye. It was clearly a high-class establishment, but she was in a good mood after what had happened and wanted to celebrate a little.


      “Welcome! Our store is currently celebrating its thirtieth anniversary!”


      The waitresses bowed deeply as soon as they spotted Raiza. She was actually put off by their overly reverent attitude, but one waitress grabbed her hand and pulled her into the store before she could protest, leading her to a lottery machine. There was already a group of people in varying emotional states gathered in front of it. It was a commotion unthinkable for a high-class restaurant.


      “All customers who visit our store can participate in our lottery campaign. The grand prize is a super luxurious delicacy: dragon meat!”


      The waitress pointed to the display of a large block of meat on the bone. Whoever owned it had to be a big shot—the block was so big, it’d take more than one person to move it around. Dragon meat was well known for its exquisite flavor and performance-enhancing qualities, but there was much less supply than demand. A block this large was rarely ever seen even in the royal palace.


      “Whoa, that’s a big one!”


      “And it can be yours!” the waitress said brightly. “If you win against the abysmal odds, that is,” she muttered.


      The men standing before Raiza nodded solemnly. They had come in a group, but they had all lost the draw. Seeing the dejected looks on their faces, Raiza realized reality was harsh. She slowly approached the lottery machine and pulled down the lever.


      The machine started spinning, then ejected a gold-colored ball.


      “Gold?”


      Wasn’t this the grand prize?


      Just as Raiza was about to ask the man in charge of the lottery, he began yelling. “Grand prize! The grand prize of dragon meat has been won!”


      It was a completely unexpected turn of events for Raiza, who stood there blankly for a long moment. But when she eventually processed what had happened...


      “Yay! I won!”


      She thrust her fists into the air and cheered with all her might.




      “So that’s why you called us all to the restaurant that day,” I said, recalling the dinner a few days ago. We had all been resting on our day off when my sister had suddenly gathered everyone for a feast. We’d been lured by the promise of all-you-can-eat dragon, but to think there had been such a story behind it...


      “I assumed you hunted the dragon yourself, sis.”


      “Yeah. That’s what I thought too,” Kuruta said.


      “Why would I go hunting dragons on my only day off?”


      “That makes it sound like you’d go if you had more than one day,” Nino mumbled.


      “I mean, yeah.”


      “Ridiculous...”


      Well, training was more of a hobby to my sister. She liked fighting more than anything else in the world.


      “Then when I returned to my inn that night, there was a double-booked reservation that resulted in me getting an upgraded room. I stayed in the special royal suite!”


      “That sounds like an awfully fancy room,” I said.


      “Was there even a room like that in our inn?” Rouga asked.


      Now that he mentioned it, in this town, Raiza was staying at the same inn as all of us. We were in an unfamiliar place, so we figured it’d be more convenient to stick together. The inn was fairly large, but I hadn’t seen any mention of such a special room. It was just a normal inn for the average commoner.


      “Yes, I was moved to the hotel next door on short notice.”


      “Huh? Why would they go that far?” I wondered.


      “It does sound suspicious,” Kuruta agreed.


      Such treatment was almost unheard of, making our suspicions even stronger. It definitely wasn’t a case of simple luck anymore. There had to be someone behind it.


      “Was there anything else after that?” I asked.


      “I picked up a wallet the next morning. There was a million gold in it.”


      “Who would drop that?!” I cried.


      A million gold was a small fortune. One would normally notice right away if they dropped something like that—the weight of the coins alone would cause a loud sound upon falling. Our suspicions were only increasing further when my sister put another nail in the coffin.


      “Just as I picked it up, the owner appeared. He generously gave me everything in it,” she said.


      “All of it?!”


      Come on now, that was clearly strange! Who would give the entire contents of a wallet to the person who picked it up?! It made no sense! It was unusual for the owner to be found so quickly too.


      “That’s abnormal, sis!”


      “There’s clearly something else going on!”


      “I found it strange too, but the man looked really rich. I figured he didn’t mind giving away that much gold.”


      “Don’t just dismiss it!”


      She was so good at picking up the slightest change in battlefield conditions, so why was she like this when it came to her daily life? I clutched my head at her careless answer. But at least it was clear now. There was someone pulling the strings behind all of this.


      “There’s definitely more to this,” I said.


      “Yeah. But who could’ve done it, and how?” Rouga asked.


      “Maybe there’s a special spell on that doll. One of mind control or something,” Kuruta suggested.


      “But I didn’t feel any magic on it,” I said. I searched one more time, but there was no magic energy on the doll. Spells that could control people were extremely rare, and it was basically impossible to have them work through a regular old doll. Even Ciel would agree with me on that.


      “Hmm. It’s a mystery, but I think the fortune teller was behind it,” Kuruta said.


      “What if it’s really just a good luck charm?” Raiza mumbled.


      “Absolutely not!” we all replied in unison.


      There was no way that kind of luck was natural. There had to be a trick to it we were missing. How could it be possible without using magic? I thought for a moment but couldn’t come up with anything.


      “Let’s move on for now. After experiencing all that good luck, you went back to the fortune teller, right?”


      “Yes. That’s when she mentioned the magic stones futures trading. She said she didn’t want any money for Gnocchi, just some investment help.”


      “Didn’t you find it strange that she has the power to read the future and attract fortune, but she has to ask others for investment funds?” I asked.


      Raiza gasped in realization. Guess not.


      She turned red under our fed-up gazes and tried to argue back. “But... But anyone would believe in a lucky power if so many good things happened at once! You’re not sure of the secret of the doll either!”


      “That’s true. But why would they go after your assets if they could do such a thing?”


      Huh? Hold on a minute. What if it wasn’t gold that the culprit was after? Raiza was the Swordmaster, so she could have been targeted for other reasons...such as making her go into debt and asking her to take on a dangerous job or mobilizing her for a war. It’d be worth going so far for something like that.


      Various ideas came and went through my head, until one possibility made me freeze in my tracks. “That has to be it! Everything makes sense now!”


      “Did you figure it out?” Raiza asked.


      “Yes! We’ve been in Aeria’s trap all along!”


      “Wait, what?! What do you mean by that?!” Raiza lunged toward me hastily for an explanation.


      I spread my arms, desperately trying to keep her in check. Just then, I heard a familiar laughing voice.


      It’s her!


      “Long time no see, Noa!”


      A young woman stood with a fan over her mouth, several guards in tow. There was no mistaking that queenly aura. Aeria was finally making her appearance!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Eldest Sister’s Plot


      “Aeria?!” Raiza yelled in utter shock.


      The receptionist seemed to recognize her too, as she had frozen in place, her eyes round as saucers. Meanwhile, Kuruta and the others were watching curiously.


      “Is that the infamous sister?” Kuruta asked.


      “Yes. This is our oldest sister, Aeria,” I said.


      “Sister?! You’re related to the president?!” the receptionist yelped.


      “Well, yes.”


      There was no point in lying at this point. I admitted the truth with a nod—and the receptionist immediately flung herself at our feet. The rest of our party stared at her in confusion.


      “Another big shot, huh?” Kuruta muttered.


      “Wow. Is this what it’s like to have friends in high places?” Rouga said in wonder.


      “What kind of family do you even have, Sieg?!” Nino asked.


      “My sisters are pretty successful,” I replied with a laugh.


      As I was answering her, Aeria walked up to us. She glanced at Raiza’s dumbfounded face and giggled mischievously. Raiza’s brows furrowed at her triumphant expression.


      “Wait...were you the fortune teller all along?!”


      “Yes, I was. I used a magic tool to change my voice and appearance, and you fell for it entirely.”


      “Argh! How could I fail to notice! But how did you change my luck? Did you learn to use magic?!”


      Aeria sighed tiredly and shook her head. “I can’t believe you still haven’t figured it out. Everyone else has caught on already, you know?”


      “What?!”


      “Tell her, Noa,” she said with a smug smile.


      There was a murderous gaze deep within her narrowed eyes, but I chose to ignore it for now and cleared my throat. “Through the power of money, basically.”


      “Exactly. Well done, Noa.”


      “What...does that mean?” Raiza asked blankly. She was still at a loss, but at least Kuruta and the others had caught my meaning. They were staring at Aeria with their jaws hanging down. That was probably the normal reaction to have to such a preposterous revelation.


      “In short, you bribed all the shops in town to get them to cooperate with you?” Kuruta eventually asked hesitantly.


      “That’s right. My company has provided funding to most of the stores in town, so it wasn’t that difficult.”


      “Don’t tell me the customers at the lottery were also—”


      “Of course, they were all paid actors. I also provided the prize,” Aeria answered. Her tone was light and casual, but how much money would that have cost to arrange?


      Rouga seemed to have the same question. “Hold on. How much gold would it take to do that? We’re not talking about a million or two, are we?”


      “Let me think... If we include all the labor costs, it was at least a hundred million.”


      “A hundred million?!”


      Rouga leaped back as though he had been struck by lightning. It really was an insane number to spend on simply scamming Raiza. A hundred million gold was easily enough to live on for several years. It was a figure the average person could only dream of.


      “I’m just glad I pulled it off so cheap,” Aeria said nonchalantly. “I had all kinds of things planned if it didn’t work out.”


      “Apologize! Apologize to all commoners now! I only have fifty thousand in my savings, you know?!” Rouga shouted.


      For some reason, the receptionist joined him in yelling. “That’s right! I’ve already used up all of the bonus money I received last month!”


      She must have had lots she wanted to say to Aeria as an employee. But wasn’t the cause of their problems their excessive spending? Especially Rouga, who I knew had a habit of going on a spending spree every payday. If not for that, he would have been living a fairly comfortable life as a top-tier adventurer. Judging from their exasperated expressions, Kuruta and Nino felt the same.


      “You just waste too much of your money, Rouga,” Nino said.


      “Why don’t you learn to budget? Give your wallet to Nino and have her allocate an allowance for you instead,” Kuruta suggested.


      “Ooh! That’s a good idea, Kuruta!”


      “Hey, give me a break!” Rouga protested. He hadn’t expected the conversation to take such a turn. I agreed he was better off having Nino manage everything, but I felt too bad for him to say it out loud. Squandering his money after returning from a job was a source of joy for him.


      “At any rate,” Aeria interrupted, “Raiza can no longer defy me like this.”


      She took out a piece of paper and showed it to us. It was the contract Raiza had signed, and it appeared to be an acknowledgment of debt. Whoa... There was a lot of magic energy packed into the contract. It was so dense, I could sense it without even casting a detection spell. Aeria must have had it custom-made so that Raiza couldn’t break it with brute force. That alone had to have cost an extra ten million gold. These kinds of measures were rarely used even for international agreements.


      “Gaaah! There’s no debt between siblings! It’s invalid!” Raiza snapped.


      “There’s no such law for that. Besides, you just have to behave for a while and I’ll write your debt off.”


      “Hmph! As if I’d listen to—”


      “Wait! Defying her now would be a bad idea!” I said to Raiza in a panic.


      Aeria held the contract high above her head. The magic energy embedded in it restrained Raiza, freezing her in the middle of her attempt to flee.


      “Wha?! What is this?! I can’t move!” she cried.


      “It’s a magic contract. You cannot defy me until your debt is repaid, Raiza.”


      “This is nothing to me!” Raiza tried to break through the restraints with brute force. Sparks flew from her body as the invisible chains creaked.


      That spell is strong enough to restrain a dragon, you know?!


      I watched nervously, wondering if Raiza could succeed with her overwhelming strength, but she eventually ran out of energy and flopped down on the ground.


      “Ugh! I should have trained more!” she wailed.


      “Now the most annoying sister is trapped! Oho ho ho!” Aeria looked down at Raiza and laughed elegantly.


      I gulped in spite of myself. She was going to be quite the troublesome opponent.


      “Now... Do you know what I’m about to say, Noa?”


      Aeria’s tone was gentle, but there was an imperious echo to her words. I could feel her determination to bring me home no matter what. That was why she had spent a fortune on trapping Raiza. I didn’t know why she was so particular about me, but her emotions were quite extraordinary.


      “Come home?” I guessed.


      “Yes. The adventure ends here.”


      “No, I’m not going home yet,” I said, bluntly refusing her order. This was probably the first time I’d ever rebelled against my sister so plainly. I’d always avoided arguing with her because I knew I couldn’t win. Whenever our opinions clashed, I was always the first to fold.


      “Why won’t you listen to me?” she asked.


      “Because I want to continue adventuring with everyone.”


      “I heard about the incidents in Rajah. It’s too dangerous.”


      “I’m not willing to back down because of some danger.”


      If I ran away from every danger, I’d never be able to grow. There’d be no meaning to leaving home to live like that. Besides, everyone in Rajah had become important comrades of mine. I’d never abandon them like that.


      “It’ll be okay,” I added. “I’m going to get the holy sword to protect myself from such dangers. There’ll be nothing to worry about.”


      “Are you serious?”


      “Of course. You know I don’t joke around, Aeria.”


      “Then answer me this,” she said, then paused.


      The tension in the air rose, and I inhaled shallowly. She normally had a harsh blow ready at times like this...


      As I expected, such questions came flying my way.


      “Are you strong enough to defeat a demon in your current state? Do you have the strength to get yourself out of any peril?”


      “Not right now. But I will be strong enough someday.”


      “Someday isn’t good enough.” Aeria suddenly glanced over at Kuruta. Her next words had a harsher tone. “What would you do if your lack of strength resulted in the death of your comrades? Like her, for example.”


      “That’s... I’ll work hard to avoid it.”


      “Working hard doesn’t guarantee anything.”


      “But...”


      “Noa. Deep down, there’s a part of you that thinks your sisters will save you from anything, isn’t there?”


      I responded with a noise of surprise. She had pinpointed the dependence that remained deep in my heart. What she said was true—I couldn’t completely deny her words. That was Aeria for you. She always knew how to strike a nerve.


      I somehow managed to reply with a grim expression. “No. I can do everything myself.”


      “Are you sure?” She leaned forward, pressing the question. She exerted a different pressure from Raiza and Ciel, and it sent a cold chill down my spine.


      How could I get out of this one? I racked my brain for a good idea, but nothing came to mind. I’d always been weak in these kinds of situations. It felt like she had an argument for everything I could throw at her, making me give up on thinking entirely.


      “No, I agree with her. What you said just now was wrong, Sieg,” Kuruta interjected.


      “Huh?”


      A follow-up blow struck me from an unexpected source. Wasn’t Kuruta meant to be on my side? I looked at her in shock as she puffed out her cheeks angrily.
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      “Why would you do everything yourself? Have you forgotten about us?” she asked.


      “That’s right. We’re your comrades. You can rely on us,” Rouga agreed.


      “Don’t act like a stranger, Sieg,” Nino added.


      Everyone gently placed their hands on my back. Their warmth seeped into me, giving me courage. That was true—I didn’t have to do everything alone. I could overcome it with the others. In fact, it was a little arrogant of me to think I could do it all alone. After everything with Wayne, I must have started thinking of myself as someone special.


      “You’ve got quite the fan base,” Aeria commented.


      “We’ve been through a lot of adventures together these past few months.”


      “I see you’ve grown a little in your time away from us,” she muttered in a soft voice.


      Beside her, Raiza crossed her arms and nodded. Why did she look so proud about that? I found her actions questionable, but I turned back to Aeria and said, “I want to grow more. That’s why I want to continue adventuring.”


      “No matter the dangers that might await you?”


      “Yeah.” I nodded firmly at her.


      Aeria pressed a hand to her forehead and sighed. “How stubborn. Fine. I will leave for today, but I’m taking Raiza with me.”


      “Okay. Thank you, Aeria.”


      “Urk... You better take care even without me around, Noa!” Raiza wailed.


      “I’ll be fine, Raiza.”


      “No slacking off on your training. Take a bath every day, and eat all your vegetables!”


      “I get it already!”


      And so, Aeria left with Raiza. Once she was out of sight, Rouga burst into laughter.


      “Huh. Your sister’s actually pretty understanding!” he said heartily.


      “That’s our president for you. So tolerant for a bigwig!” the receptionist said.


      “She basically gave you her approval. All’s well that ends well!” Kuruta cheered.


      “Raiza’s gone now, but it looks like things will work out,” Nino said.


      Everyone else reacted with optimistic relief, but this was clearly a bad sign. I knew my big sister, and there was no way she would back down so easily. She’d only take such an action if she knew for sure there was a way of bringing me home in the long run.


      “Hmm. I have a bad feeling about this,” I muttered to myself gloomily.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: The Two Oldest Sisters


      “I can’t believe I was fooled by you, Aeria,” Raiza grumbled unhappily.


      In the labyrinth city of Velhen, a little ways from the center of town, was Aeria’s secondary residence. The magnificent mansion was as large as the local lord’s residence, showing off her wealth and influence. In a meeting room on the top floor, the two sisters were facing each other.


      “You should be glad it was only me who fooled you,” Aeria said tiredly.


      Raiza held the title of Swordmaster. If she didn’t act more thoughtfully, she could end up causing trouble for Aeria. It would be a disaster if she was ever fooled into joining a war.


      “You need to be more careful from now on. Don’t listen to the words of strangers. Don’t follow them anywhere either.”


      “What am I, a child?”


      “If anything, children these days have much better instincts than you.”


      “Grr!”


      Since Raiza had been the one who was fooled, she couldn’t argue. On top of that, Aeria was currently in possession of a contract that could control her. Raiza’s face turned red as she tried to suppress her anger.


      “But in this case, I’m glad you were simple enough to fall for it,” Aeria said.


      “What will you do next? Noa won’t back down just because I’m gone.”


      Their brother already had the ability of an S-rank adventurer. He didn’t need Raiza’s help to explore the dungeon with his comrades, and he would eventually obtain the holy sword anyway. But Aeria was oddly confident.


      “That won’t be a problem. Without you, Noa cannot obtain the holy sword.”


      “Oh?”


      “Fam explained it to me. There’s a special barrier cast by the hero around it. Noa won’t be able to break it.”


      “I see! So that’s why you backed down so easily!”


      As the president of her company, Aeria was an eloquent speaker. Even when she was outnumbered, she was known for never backing down. Raiza had been wondering why she’d retreated so quickly, but it turned out the trial was rigged from the start.


      “Don’t you think that’s a little immature as the oldest sister?”


      “All that matters in war is the outcome. Those who fuss about methods will lose.”


      “I believe there’s an art to war, though,” Raiza argued, unconvinced.


      Aeria turned on her angrily. “And that’s why you failed to bring Noa back, isn’t it?”


      “Well...”


      “Or were you just trying to monopolize him yourself?”


      “Eek!” Raiza flinched.


      Sensing her guilt, Aeria pressed her further. “Three months ago, you bought a house in Rajah.”


      “N-No I didn’t!”


      “Yes you did. I’ve got reports on it all.”


      “That can’t be! I made sure to buy it under a different name!”


      Raiza knew that purchasing a property under her own name would attract the attention of her sisters. She’d had enough wits to make the purchase under an alias—although she’d actually got the idea from Noa going by the name of Sieg. But that level of deflection wasn’t enough against her eldest sibling.


      Aeria sighed again. “A single name change isn’t enough to hide you,” she chided. “Anyone would have realized it was you.”


      “What?!”


      “A swordsman going by the name Zaira, wasn’t it? Were you even trying?”


      “What’s wrong with Zaira?! It’s cool! Like a beast name!”


      “That’s what you care about?!” Aeria snapped at the unexpected response. She leaned closer to Raiza with an exasperated look. “At any rate, the fact is, you tried to get the jump on us and keep Noa to yourself. I can’t believe you went as far as buying a house for it.”


      “Guh!”


      “And bad little sisters must face their punishment.”


      “Do as you please. I’ll take whatever you can dish out,” Raiza said boldly, sitting back on the sofa in resignation. With the contract in place, she couldn’t run anyway.


      Aeria reached into her pocket and took something out. “Then I shall do exactly that. You’ve always been weak to this.”


      “That’s...”


      Clutched in Aeria’s hand was a stick with a fluffy end. It was almost like a cat toy, but its original purpose was for cleaning dust around the house. The sight of the swaying fluff sent images of agonizing torture through Raiza’s mind. To her, it was a pain greater than being wounded in war.


      “Wait! Anything but that!”


      “I’m not going to let you off easy.”


      “No! Nooo... Aha ha ha! Stop it!”


      Aeria stuck the fluffy end of the stick under Raiza’s chin and tickled her neck. Raiza bent backward while laughing with all her might. She was able to endure the most painful wounds, but she was terribly susceptible to tickles.


      “Aha ha ha! Stop! Please!”


      “No, I don’t think I will. Let’s see...” Aeria looked up at the grandfather clock by the wall. She then looked down at Raiza, who was clutching her stomach in pain from laughing, and grinned. “My work starts at noon tomorrow. After deducting the hours I need for sleep, I can go for another three hours like this.”


      “Three?! I’ll die!”


      “Humans can’t die from this. Heh heh...”


      And so, Aeria’s tickle attack continued for the next three hours to the sound of Raiza’s laughs and cries.
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      Chapter 5: A New Labyrinth


      “So, what do we do now?”


      The day after Aeria took Raiza away, we were gathered in her company’s tavern to discuss the future. Of course, there wasn’t much to discuss. Our goal was still the same: conquer the hidden route in the twelfth labyrinth and obtain the holy sword. This was the first step.


      “We have to get the holy sword as soon as possible,” I said.


      “What about Raiza? Shouldn’t we try to get her back?” Rouga asked.


      “Aeria will probably release her once I have the holy sword. She’s always kept her promises.”


      “Is there any need for her to come back? Sieg can live more freely without her,” Kuruta commented, smoothly entangling her arm with mine.


      Now that she mentioned it, it had never been my intention to adventure with Raiza. She was basically a member of our party now, but it might be better not to have her around. I couldn’t help but depend on her when she was here.


      “Hmm... But just abandoning her is a little...”


      Raiza’s pouting face flashed through my mind. It was annoying when an adult sulked like a child, but it was even more annoying when that adult was Raiza. It never ended at just sulking. I shuddered at the memory of her throwing one of her tantrums. If I didn’t go get her after we were done with everything, things could get scary.


      “What’s wrong? You look pale,” Nino said.


      “It’s nothing. I was just imagining my sister throwing a tantrum. We should go and get her afterward.”


      “Too bad. It’s easier to do things without her around,” Kuruta muttered.


      “Huh?”


      “Nothing, just thinking out loud,” she said before losing herself in her thoughts.


      I wasn’t quite sure what that was about, but if she said it didn’t matter, then I guessed it didn’t. What was more important at the moment was conquering the labyrinth. I glanced over at Rouga and asked for his opinion.


      “Well, we’ve reached the bottom of the seventh labyrinth already. We can head to a new one soon,” he replied.


      “How about the thirteenth one?” I asked.


      Since we were here already, I figured we might as well try out the newest labyrinth. We probably wouldn’t see another new one discovered in our lifetime. There was still time until the deadline my sister had set, so I thought it might be worth going.


      I was an adventurer, so my heart soared at the thought of an unknown labyrinth. And it was new, so there was still a high chance of finding undiscovered treasures within.


      “Yeah. It’s a good opportunity, so let’s do it,” Rouga agreed.


      “Then let’s go!” I cheered.


      “I wonder what it’s like inside,” said Kuruta.


      “Just so you all know, we’re leaving immediately if I think it’s too dangerous for us. Got it?” Rouga warned us before we could eagerly walk away.


      We smiled and nodded in agreement. And then, we headed for the thirteenth labyrinth.




      “So, this is the thirteenth labyrinth. I’m surprised it’s right in the town,” I said.


      The entrance was at the border of the residential and shopping districts. It had only recently been discovered, so I’d expected it to be somewhere less populated, but it was right in the middle of town. Both explorers and local residents walked along the busy streets. Why wasn’t it discovered earlier?


      Kuruta looked at my confused face and laughed. “Labyrinths appear out of nowhere.”


      “What?”


      “They just materialize out of thin air.”


      “Huh. With no warning?”


      “Yup. From what I heard, the thirteenth labyrinth appeared in a vacant lot. There were plans for a house to be constructed there, but an accident delayed construction and the labyrinth appeared.”


      “That...must have been troubling for the owner.”


      If I were the land owner, I’d be up in arms about it. The appearance of a labyrinth meant they couldn’t build a house anymore. But at least it had happened before construction was completed. I’d hate to wake up to a labyrinth in my bedroom.


      “Oh, the owner received a large sum for the land from the city,” Kuruta clarified.


      “That’s nice. But is it safe to have a labyrinth suddenly appear?”


      “There are special barriers that can create zones where labyrinths won’t appear. But most houses don’t bother, since it’s a once-in-several-centuries phenomenon. They just write it off as bad luck.”


      With those rates, I guessed it did make more sense to dismiss it as an accident.


      “Oh...?” I murmured.


      While we were talking, a familiar face walked past us. It was Rouga’s old acquaintance, Lana. Was she headed for this labyrinth too? She was a lot more heavily armored than when we’d seen her in the tavern.


      “Lana!”


      “Wait, don’t!” Rouga tried to stop me from calling out to her in a fluster. It seemed he didn’t want to get involved with her, but his voice was a little too loud.


      Lana noticed us and came over with an amused smile. “If it isn’t Rouga’s gang! So, you’re here after all?” she asked.


      “Yes, we figured we might as well try,” I replied.


      “Makes sense! You might not get another chance soon.”


      “Didn’t think we’d run into you, though,” Rouga muttered sullenly. He looked over at the labyrinth entrance, where many explorers were making their way in. The odds of meeting Lana in such a crowd had been pretty low.


      “Don’t look so unhappy about it! You should consider yourself lucky to run into a beauty like me.”


      “Self-proclaimed beauty. No one would consider an old hag—”


      “Who are you calling an old hag?!”


      Lana lunged at Rouga. At this rate, they’d start throwing fists in the middle of the road. We really couldn’t take our eyes off them for a second! I quickly stepped between them to mediate.


      “Both of you, calm down. You’re both adults, so act like it.”


      “Fine...” Rouga muttered.


      “Yeah, there’s no point in trading blows with this guy now,” Lana agreed.


      “So, what are you doing here, Lana?” I asked.


      She laughed heartily and pressed a hand to her chest. “Bull hunting, of course!” The glint in her eyes was awfully sharp.




      “This is the inside of the labyrinth?”


      Ten or so minutes after we’d parted ways with Lana, we reached the first floor of the labyrinth at the bottom of a long staircase. There, we were met by a sight I could never have imagined. Faint light shone down from a vast ceiling onto the field of dark grass below. A gentle gust of wind blew from somewhere.


      “It’s like a grassland,” I said.


      “Yeah. Is that glowing moss on the ceiling? What a sight,” Kuruta commented.


      We were all shaken by the stark difference between this labyrinth and the seventh one. The other had been like a building, while this one was more like a re-creation of nature outside. I’d heard about the range of environments inside labyrinths, but I hadn’t expected something this different.


      “This is just the beginning,” Rouga said.


      “Huh?”


      “Some even have lakes in them. You’ll get used to it soon.”


      “I see. Labyrinths are amazing,” I muttered, once again awed by the mysteries of the labyrinth. No wonder they were called creations of god. How many years would it take for a human to make something like this?


      While I was lost in wonder, Nino looked around. “I don’t see Lana anywhere.”


      “I’m here for bull hunting!”


      Lana had disappeared into the labyrinth with that declaration, but she was nowhere to be seen in the grassland. She must have previously defeated a lower-floor boss and teleported straight there this time. I didn’t know when exactly this labyrinth had first appeared, but it would have been strange for a veteran explorer like her to start from the first floor.


      “I wonder how she plans on defeating the bull,” I wondered aloud.


      “Who knows? It’s got nothing to do with— Whoa, watch out!” Rouga shouted.


      A monster shaped like a black buffalo had appeared before us. Its distinctive horns were large enough to kill someone, and this one seemed to have an aggressive personality, breathing heavily through its nose as it stared us down.


      “Careful! Black buffalos can hurt a lot!” Rouga warned as the buffalo started charging.


      We quickly scattered to avoid it, but the buffalo continued chasing us.


      “How persistent!” Nino snapped. She took something out of her pocket and spread it across the ground. They were caltrops used by the ninjas of the East.


      The black spikes scattered across the ground dug into the buffalo’s feet. It was unable to endure the pain and stopped in its tracks, rearing with a roar.


      “Mrooooooh!”


      “Now’s our chance! Hiyah!”


      I closed the distance to the buffalo while evading the caltrops, drawing my sword and taking aim at its neck. My black blade sliced through its skin without a sound. It seemed this monster’s defense wasn’t as threatening as its offense. Its huge body collapsed to the ground.


      I checked that there were no more enemies around us before wiping my brow. “Phew.”


      It was a pretty formidable enemy to appear on the first floor—a sign that the monsters on lower floors would be even worse.


      “The monster rank in here seems rather high,” Kuruta said.


      “Yeah, just like the rumors said. There might be high-ranking beasts on the lower floors,” Rouga agreed, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


      Beasts were monsters with particularly tough bodies. They weren’t the ideal opponents for us without Raiza around, as the easiest way of dealing with them was firepower.


      “At least they’ll put up a fight,” Kuruta replied. “Besides...” She had an awfully bright grin on her face. Was there something else to them? She drew her dagger and approached the corpse, then slashed at its body and cut it into manageable blocks. “Black buffalo meat tastes great!”


      “Huh. I’ve never had it before,” I said.


      “It’s a relatively rare monster. But its marbled meat is soft and tender.”


      Kuruta seemed to really like buffalo meat, as she was practically drooling at the thought of it. The marbled block of meat in her hand did look delicious. It’d probably make a great steak once it was cooked properly—preferably crispy on the outside and juicy on the inside.


      My stomach started growling. Kuruta laughed.


      “Hey, didn’t you just eat?” Rouga asked.


      “Sorry, it just happens when I think about delicious food,” I replied.


      “Nothing wrong with that. Sieg’s still growing,” Nino said.


      “I know! Why don’t we grill and eat this later? We can save our packed lunches for tomorrow, since they’ll be fine in the magic bag,” Kuruta suggested.


      “I don’t mind that, but won’t we be attacked if we do that in the labyrinth?” I asked.


      “It should be fine at the rest stop. Monsters can’t get in there.”


      Rest stops were safe zones set up on each floor. They were protected by barriers that kept monsters out and also served as a watering hole to quite literally rest at.


      “Won’t we cause trouble by cooking there?” I asked.


      “Cooking is normal there,” Kuruta explained. “Most labyrinth expeditions span several days. No one else takes day trips to the boss and back like we do.”


      “Oh...”


      Thanks to Raiza, we’d never struggled with clearing floors. We’d been able to rush to the boss room and take the warp gate back in a single day. But that wasn’t possible for normal parties. When it came to the middle floors and beyond, it’d take a whole day just to get through the floor.


      “Since we’re here already, let’s stay the night. I’ll teach you the basics of camping in the labyrinth,” Rouga said.


      “Good idea! That’s what adventuring should be!” Kuruta nodded.


      “I agree. The hidden passage for the trial is located on the deeper floors, so we’ll have to camp sooner or later,” Nino agreed.


      Hearing that, I had no reason to object. If anything, I was a little excited about camping in the labyrinth myself. And so, after a day of exploring, we decided to spend the night at the rest stop before taking on the boss room on the ninth floor. We had no idea that this decision would lead to something truly unexpected...




      “Whoa, it’s pretty busy here!” I exclaimed in surprise.


      The rest stop before the boss room on the ninth floor was filled with explorers bustling at a level seemingly unimaginable for the labyrinth. What shocked me the most were the stalls selling ingredients and cooking utensils. From the looks of it, the stall owners were normal people, not explorers. A merchant’s spirit couldn’t be underestimated.


      “It’s almost like a tourist spot,” Rouga commented.


      “Yeah. I didn’t think it’d be like this,” Kuruta said.


      “It’s a newly discovered labyrinth. There’s no helping the crowds,” I said.


      “But this might be better for us. We won’t stand out grilling meat in this atmosphere,” Nino muttered, looking at the other explorers holding their own feasts. They were probably motivating themselves before facing the boss.


      She had a point. It’d be hard to enjoy a barbeque in a tense atmosphere. If anything, this raucousness made it much easier for us to enjoy ourselves.


      “Huh? Is that you, Rouga?” an explorer camping nearby suddenly said. He seemed to be quite friendly with Rouga.


      Rouga grinned back at him. “If it isn’t Bans! Long time no see!”


      “Damn right! Hasn’t it been ten years? I can’t believe you’re alive.”


      “Hah! I wouldn’t drop dead that easily.”


      “You were always on the verge of death when you were here.”


      “You sure you don’t mean yourself?”


      The two laughed at each other warmly. Eventually, they looked over at the rest of us.


      “Are they your new comrades, Rouga?”


      “Yeah. Let me introduce you guys. This is my old acquaintance, Bans.”


      We all bowed politely to Bans. “It’s nice to meet you.”


      He looked at our faces with mild surprise. “They look like good kids. I’m surprised you found comrades like these.”


      Rouga laughed. “All thanks to my favorable reputation!”


      “Yeah, right. You, the one who’s always sulking about being swindled by women?”


      “Hey now, no need to bring up the past,” Rouga said with a frown.


      Lana had said the same thing. It seemed he really hadn’t changed a bit. Well, Rouga wasn’t getting on in years yet, so in a way, that was to be expected.


      “Why don’t you join us for barbeque, Bans? We have black buffalo meat,” I said.


      “Oh, from the first floor? Sounds great!”


      “There’s more than we can finish by ourselves,” Kuruta added.


      “Well, I’d be glad to return the favor,” Bans said, taking a large leaf out of his backpack. It was freshly harvested from the labyrinth, still shiny with dew. He must have been planning to use it in a side dish to have with his alcohol. “This is a tus leaf from the seventh floor. Your meat will taste better wrapped in this!”


      “Ooh! Great idea! It really leaves a fresh taste in your mouth,” Rouga agreed.


      “Let’s start cooking right away! I’m starving!” Kuruta said, hurrying off to prepare the ingredients. She must have been really hungry—she was moving at least three times as fast as normal.


      Before long, we were staring at thin slices of meat spread out on an iron plate.


      “Mmm! Smells amazing!”


      “Nothing beats the scent of grilled meat!” Rouga said.


      I grilled the surface of my meat and threw it into my mouth. Delicious! The juices that spread through my mouth had an exquisite taste. The texture was tender, soft enough to fall apart on my tongue. The only seasoning was simple salt and pepper, but that just made it even better. The flavor of the meat was even more pronounced this way.


      “Next, I’ll wrap it in the tus leaf as recommended, and... Ooh!”


      I made a sound of admiration at the change—the flavor of the tus leaf was refreshing, yet it matched the flavor of the meat perfectly. The rich taste of the oil was diminished, creating a sensation I couldn’t get enough of. I couldn’t thank Bans enough for introducing me to this.


      Everyone else seemed to be thinking the same, as we all bowed to him in unison. “It tastes so good! Thank you, Bans!”


      “No need to thank me. You’re all treating me to meat!”


      “Ha ha, that’s true!” Rouga laughed.


      And so, our meal continued with bright and cheery laughter. Eventually, the area around us grew dark. I looked up to see that the light being emitted from the ceiling had dimmed. Apparently, the concept of day and night existed in here. I didn’t know how it worked, but it seemed to be pretty faithfully re-creating nature.


      “It’s about time I retired for the night,” Bans said.


      “All right. See you around,” Rouga replied.


      “Oh, that reminds me. Have you run into Lana yet, Rouga?” Bans asked.


      The sudden mention of her name made Rouga tilt his head. “Yeah, I have. What about her?”


      “There’ve been some weird rumors lately. I was just wondering if she’s been well.”


      “Weird rumors? Did she take another loan to go gambling?”


      “Not that,” Bans said sharply.


      The tone of his voice was awfully serious. Was Lana involved in something bad? We were indebted to her for the magic stone incident, so hopefully we could help her out.


      “What kind of rumors? Tell me everything,” Rouga demanded.


      “Well, you see...she’s been spotted going in and out of the Conron building recently.”


      Rouga’s face twitched at the mention of Conron. And he wasn’t the only one—Nino and Kuruta also had disapproving frowns. What, was it some kind of evil organization? I immediately leaned in toward Kuruta beside me.


      “What’s Conron?” I asked her.


      “Haven’t you heard of it? It’s the company run by the worst black marketer in the land.”


      I gulped nervously. It seemed things were worse than we thought.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: The Busy Day of the Eldest


      “Now...it’s time to get to all this work that’s piled up,” Aeria said with a sigh.


      It was the morning Noa and the others had set out for the thirteenth labyrinth, and Aeria was sitting before the mountain of documents on her desk. She had been absent from work for a few days to deal with Raiza, and the documents had piled up in that time. It was clear how hard she worked on a daily basis.


      “Today’s schedule is document processing in the morning, three meetings in the afternoon, and dinner at the lord’s residence in the evening. The dinner will be followed by business discussions with the lord, after which you will return to your mansion...” Aeria’s secretary read her schedule for the day out loud.


      Once the secretary finished, Aeria immediately began giving out orders. “The afternoon meetings are for the budget review and branch manager, right?”


      “Yes, that is correct,” the secretary replied.


      “Compress them into one meeting and make it short. I’ll use the free time to review the business discussions.”


      “Understood.”


      “What happened to the lumber procurement discussions the other day?”


      “I will check right away.” The secretary hurried out of the room, returning a few minutes later with papers in hand. “I’ve confirmed it with the relevant parties. At present, approximately seventy percent of the requested amount has been prepared.”


      “That’s too slow. The plan was to have it done by now.”


      “Bandits appeared on the transport route, causing delays.”


      “That’s not enough time for the rest of the process. For a deal with the kingdom, it’s not ideal.” Aeria brought a hand to her chin in thought. She then reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a number of documents to flip through.


      The room fell silent, waiting for her next words.


      “According to this document, there’s an old ship due to be retired soon, right?”


      “Yes, there is.”


      “Load the lumber on the boat and deliver it together.”


      “Do you mean...to sell the ship as lumber?”


      “That’s right. There should be enough to cover the missing amount after dismantling.”


      “But selling the ship as lumber...” the secretary muttered with a frown. Although the ship was close to retirement from Fiore, it was still a perfectly functioning vessel. Selling the ship itself would be much more profitable than selling it as lumber. It was a difference no good merchant could ignore.


      But Aeria shook her head, disappointed. “Our relationship with the kingdom is the highest priority. It doesn’t matter if we go into the red to maintain that trust.”


      “Understood.”


      “Besides, the situation in the East has stabilized, so there’ll be less need for ships in the future. It’d be better for us to get rid of it sooner.”


      “I hadn’t thought that far, but I’d expect nothing less of our president.”


      The secretary praised Aeria’s thinking, but her expression didn’t change. This was just a matter of course for her. She quickly moved onto the next task at hand.


      “These documents don’t need to be approved by me. Don’t place them on my desk next time,” she said.


      “Understood.”


      “I’ve checked from here to here already. There were no major problems other than the proposal for the new store. I’ve rejected it for having too many expenses. Check the funds aren’t being wasted anywhere.”


      “Understood. I will arrange an investigation immediately.”


      “Just to be sure, approach the investigation from two routes. Someone may be inflating the numbers on purpose.”


      “I will make sure the management team and audit team are both involved.”


      “Good, please do.”


      Aeria continued handling her work like this for several hours. Once her twenty-minute lunch break arrived, she had pretty much finished up all the morning tasks. She leaned back and stretched.


      “Phew. Looks like I should be able to finish today’s work early.”


      “That’s no surprise for President Aeria. Normal people would take a week to get through so much work,” the secretary said.


      “If I couldn’t do this much, the company wouldn’t function.”


      The secretary quietly poured Aeria some black tea in response.


      Aeria took a sip, then suddenly frowned. “By the way, I heard a rumor recently.”


      “What is it?”


      “That merchants from Conron have been spotted in town. Is this true?”


      “Oh, that matter is already under investigation. But the rumors seem fairly credible.”


      “That might be troublesome...” Aeria pressed a hand to her forehead. She stood up and walked over to the window so that she could look at the townscape past the garden. “As you know, Conron is a black-market arms dealer. We do not want them to get their hands on this town’s magic stones.”


      “Indeed. There’s no doubt they’ll use it to create a tremendous weapon.”


      “We must prevent that from happening,” Aeria said firmly. She clenched her fists and swung them down. “I’ll take responsibility. Do whatever it takes to identify those in town who are affiliated with Conron.”


      “Right away!”


      “And increase the security around the vault. Double the number of personnel.”


      “Huh? Double would be around a hundred people...”


      “Yes, such an increase is necessary. If this technology leaks, there’ll be big trouble.”


      After giving the order, Aeria had another big stretch. She checked that there was still some time before lunch, then asked her secretary to leave the room.


      “The troubles never cease... At times like this, there’s only one solution.”


      Aeria reached into her desk drawer and took out a small doll. It was a custom doll made at a workshop that partnered with Fiore, and it was designed to look like Noa. The attention to detail in it was so tremendous, it practically looked like a miniature version of the real thing.


      On top of that...


      “Do your best today, Aeria!”


      When she pressed a button on the doll’s back, it spoke. The voice wasn’t that similar to the real Noa’s, but Aeria smiled in bliss upon hearing it.


      “Of course I will!” she replied to the doll with a giggle, leaning forward on her desk. She gazed at it for a few minutes, basking in happiness. “If only the real Noa were this honest.”


      She recalled his face from when she’d reunited with him and sighed heavily. Had he finally hit his rebellious phase? Before running away, he’d seemed to avoid her a lot more compared to when he was little. When she invited him out on trips, he’d find a reason to decline. When she invited him out to eat, he’d always say he wasn’t hungry. Then he’d run away from home.


      “Wait...could it be that Noa hates me?”


      Aeria shook her head furiously to dispel the terrifying thought. She’d gone through every effort to make him like her. While it was true she had been strict with him, that had been an extension of her kindness. She had thought Noa would understand her, but now that the thought had entered her mind, she couldn’t easily shake it off.


      She pressed the doll’s switch again.


      “Do your best today, Aeria!”


      “Aww! You’re so cute!” Aeria beamed in satisfaction. Then she lightly slapped her cheeks and pulled herself together. “Okay, time to finish up the work in front of me. I’ll come and get you soon, Noa! Wait for me!”
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      She softly kissed the Noa doll. The next second, the door to her office opened, and her secretary walked in.


      “President, it’s almost time for lunch...”


      “Gah! Don’t just barge in like that!”


      Aeria shut her doll back in the drawer with a flushed face. Her secretary sensed she had come in at a bad time and bowed her head deeply.


      “Be more careful in the future,” Aeria said before getting up to go to the cafeteria.


      Her day had only just begun.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Smashing Walls


      “Are you sure? Conron isn’t a name to be brought up as a joke, you know?” Rouga said worriedly. He couldn’t believe his ears.


      I didn’t want to believe Lana would be connected to a black-market dealer either. With her personality, I would have thought she hated those kinds of people the most. She seemed to like things that were clear and straightforward.


      Kuruta and Nino also seemed to think the same, as they looked equally shocked. But Bans continued speaking.


      “I didn’t want to believe Lana would associate herself with Conron either,” he said.


      “Sounds like you’ve got evidence,” Rouga muttered.


      “Yeah. I saw it myself. Lana was talking to some suspicious people.”


      “Suspicious people...” Rouga folded his arms thoughtfully. He seemed reluctant to take Bans’s words at face value. With the labyrinth city being what it was, there were plenty of people with all kinds of appearances. Speaking to some suspicious-looking people wasn’t enough evidence. I wanted to believe it was some kind of mistake, but Bans was awfully sure of himself.


      “Lana’s been struggling for money recently. She’s started taking on jobs she normally wouldn’t touch. But the day after she spoke to those strange people, she was back to being generous to everyone again.”


      “You think she made some kind of deal for quick cash?” I asked.


      “Yeah. She might have sold some artifacts marked for sealing.”


      “That would be bad,” Rouga said, paling.


      Artifacts marked for sealing? What did that mean? I could take a guess based on those words alone, but it sure seemed dangerous.


      Kuruta immediately stepped forward with an explanation. “There are lots of dangerous artifacts that come out of the labyrinth, but the particularly bad ones are designated as sealed artifacts. They can only be sold to the kingdom.”


      “I see. So if she illegally sold them...”


      “At worst, she could be executed.” Kuruta drew a finger across her neck.


      Even though it was only a rumor for now, this was no laughing matter. I definitely didn’t want to see an acquaintance of mine sentenced to the gallows.


      “Either way, it’d be best to stay away from Lana,” Bans said.


      “We’ll keep that in mind,” Rouga replied.


      With that, Bans walked away. Rouga remained standing with his arms crossed in contemplation. His brows were furrowed in quiet distress. Despite all his bickering with Lana, he had known her for a long time. Hearing bad rumors about her couldn’t be easy.


      “Rouga...”


      “It’s not like I’m worried about her. Even if something happened, it has nothing to do with me anymore.”


      “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Besides, it’s not confirmed yet. Not to mention the history Lana has with Conron—Bans didn’t seem to know about that.”


      “History?”


      “Yeah. Her parents took out a huge loan from Conron. She became an explorer to repay that, so there’s no way she’d rely on Conron if she was in need of cash,” Rouga said bitterly.


      That did sound like a convincing argument. No one struggling for money would go to the source of all their hardships for help. Maybe it really was just a rumor after all? But Bans didn’t seem to be lying. Perhaps it would be best to meet up with Lana and ask her in person.


      “Whatever, let’s just get some rest today. Next time we meet Lana, we can indirectly ask her about it,” Rouga said.


      “Yeah, we won’t be solving it right now,” Kuruta agreed.


      “I’m tired. Rest is important,” Nino added.


      With the conversation wrapped up, everyone relaxed. Nino stretched and rubbed her eyes. We had more of the labyrinth to explore tomorrow, so it was time to call it a day. I looked around to see the other explorers packing up and preparing for sleep.


      “I’ll stand guard today. You can all rest first,” Rouga said.


      “Thank you very much.”


      But just as I lay down in my sleeping bag, I suddenly felt a strange sensation. A chill ran down my back, as though the floor were writhing. Was this...magic energy moving around? There was a massive lump of magic energy slowly moving inside the labyrinth floor! It had to be at least A-rank...possibly even S-rank!


      I sat up in a panic, placing my hands against the ground to detect the energy properly. There was definitely something there inside the floor!


      “What is this?!” I yelped.


      “What? Did you feel magic energy again?” Rouga asked.


      “Yes! But I can see it much clearer this time. It’s far closer than before... No, wait!”


      The mass of magic energy shifted slowly within the labyrinth walls. But when it reached a certain point, it suddenly changed course, accelerating until...


      “It’s out!”


      “What is?”


      “The mass of magic left the wall!”


      “That doesn’t sound good. If someone was where it came out...”


      “Let’s go and see! It’s probably on the eleventh floor!” I shouted.


      But Rouga and the others paused with looks of exasperation. The eleventh floor was past the boss room. It wasn’t somewhere you could just walk through without thinking. Even if we had enough power to defeat the boss relatively easily, it’d take us over an hour to get there.


      “Hold on. We can’t just run off like this,” Rouga scolded me.


      “If you want to go to the boss room, you have to prepare properly,” Kuruta said.


      “It’d be better to set off tomorrow...” Nino grumbled.


      “It’s okay, we won’t fight the boss,” I said.


      The others looked at me in shock. In Nino’s case, her jaw had even dropped in confusion, unable to process my words.


      “You can’t just slip past the boss,” Rouga said.


      “That’s right,” Kuruta agreed. “What will you do?”


      “We’ll smash through the floor,” I announced.


      “Huh?”


      “I didn’t want to do it before because it’ll attract attention, but...” I walked out of the resting area and took a deep breath, refining the magic energy within my body. I tensed my muscles, lowered my center of balance, and took aim. “Hiyaaaaaah!”


      I released a punch with all my might toward the floor.


      Around five years ago, I had asked Raiza, who had just become the Swordmaster, if there was anything she couldn’t cut. Looking back on it now, it had been a silly question, but at the time, I had been really curious about it...




      “I can cut anything that has a shape,” Raiza answered my question with surprising certainty.


      I’d never forget the look on her face at that moment. Her smile was utterly blinding. She must have gained confidence by becoming the Swordmaster.


      “Listen up, Noa. No matter how hard something is, everything in this world has a weakness,” she said.


      “Weakness?”


      “That’s right. There is no such thing as perfection. If you focus on the weakness, you’ll be able to cut it.” Raiza held up an index finger and approached the wall of the training grounds. She closely observed the stone arrangement there. “Look at this wall. Do you think I could cut it with my finger?”


      “Cut it...with a finger?” I stared at her blankly, unsure of what she was saying. Could a human finger cut anything? Even if the finger was ridiculously sturdy, the most it could do was crush, not cut. A finger didn’t have a sharp edge like a blade. I wouldn’t even be able to cut cheese with my finger.


      “You think it’s impossible, don’t you?”


      “I can’t imagine doing such a thing. It’s impossible.”


      “Impossible, you say?! That’s why I’m always telling you that you lack guts!”


      “What do guts have to do with this?! It’s irrelevant!”


      “It’s very relevant! Just watch.”


      Raiza shushed me and turned to face the wall. She extended her arm as though being drawn to something, then swiped her pale fingertip down in an elegant motion unusual for the Swordmaster.


      Her finger sank into the stone like it was water. My eyes widened at the incredible sight. I almost thought it was magic until I realized I couldn’t detect any magic energy coming from her. Raiza didn’t like to use magic anyway, always saying it was too complex.


      “Haaah!”


      Her fingertip drew a white line, and the wall shattered. A lush green mountainscape could be seen through the resulting crack in the wall.


      No way!


      This training ground was made from extremely thick stone materials. On top of that, Ciel had used all kinds of magic to reinforce it. According to her, a giant could charge at it and have no effect. Yet Raiza had cut it with her finger. Her power was truly limitless... Was she really a human? I’d probably have believed it if she’d told me she was the Demon King in disguise.


      “And there you have it.”


      “Amazing!”


      “You can do it too with enough practice. Shall we start training right away?”


      “Yes, please! Thank you, sis!”


      I bowed my head deeply. Raiza nodded in satisfaction, then clenched her fists and began her passionate lecture.


      “First, the most important thing is ascertainment! Look closely at the object, find the weakest point, and focus on it! These are the basics!”


      “Okay! So how do you ascertain where the weak points are?”


      “Intuition!”


      “Intuition?!”


      “That’s right! It’s the spot that feels most eeehhh!”


      “Eeehhh?”


      “That’s right. If you look closely, you’ll see it’s like eeehhh!”


      “No, I don’t see it... What do you mean by ‘eeehhh’?”


      Here we go again... Another one of Raiza’s weird examples...


      The more I grumbled to myself, the deeper the wrinkles in Raiza’s brow grew. Uh-oh, she was getting grumpy! Just as I sensed the incoming trouble, a cold voice called out behind me.


      Ah!


      “Did you break the wall again, Raiza?”


      “Ugh! Aeria!”


      “Do you know how much the training ground walls cost?”


      “I just wanted to show Noa an example...”


      “No excuses! Looks like it’s time for punishment.” Aeria reached into her pocket and took out a fluffy stick that looked like a cat toy.


      Raiza’s face froze. “No! Anything but that!”


      The scream that echoed through the training grounds was nothing like that of a Swordmaster.




      The walls and floor of the labyrinth were presumed to be indestructible. The special material called labyrinth stone had defied the challenges of countless heroes. But right now, I could see the weak point of that seemingly perfect material.


      Back then, Raiza had called it an “eeehhh feeling”...but it indeed felt something like that. When I sharpened my senses to the limit, I could see the weak point of the floor glowing faintly. It was a single point as small as the tip of a strand of hair. I aimed my sword at the floor and stabbed the point with precision.


      “Pierce!” I yelled.


      I recalled Raiza’s pale finger from that day and moved my black blade into the floor just like she had done. But the labyrinth stone was a tough opponent—the vast magic energy flowing within it pushed back, trying to expel the contaminant. It was almost like a living creature.
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      “Do as I say!”


      I used the black blade to convert the resistant magic energy into my own—something that was only possible due to the meteoric iron’s affinity with magic. Eventually, a crack appeared in the floor, spreading out from the weak point. I sent all my strength into my arms and proceeded to draw a circle.


      “Are you serious?! That’s crazy!” Rouga yelled.


      “He made a hole in the floor of the labyrinth!” Kuruta gasped.


      “He really cut it! How?!” Nino shouted, bewildered.


      A hole had been gouged into the floor, revealing a black abyss below. Kuruta and the others froze at the sight. They weren’t even able to feel shock—they looked more fed up than anything else.


      “Let’s hurry! We’re going to skip the boss of the next floor too!” I demanded.


      “H-Hold on!” Kuruta yelped.


      “Hey! Don’t leave us!” Rouga shouted.


      And so, we rushed for the eleventh floor with no idea what lay in wait.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Showdown with the Legendary Beast!


      “Whoa, the ceiling’s so tall!”


      The eleventh floor of the thirteenth labyrinth was a tall space a little smaller than the first floor. The thick stone pillars and winged devil designs on the walls made the place look like ancient ruins. I didn’t know what the designs depicted, but they were very creepy. On top of that, the light from the ceiling was so weak, the entire place was a little gloomy.


      I somehow landed on the floor safely before looking up and warning everyone. “Be careful! Don’t get hurt!”


      “Leave it to me!” Rouga said, falling with his shield below him. What a tremendous feat of strength. So, a shield could be used in such a way! It was a shield capable of taking a charge from a large monster, so using it this way wasn’t that wild.


      “Phew! My arm got a little numb there,” Rouga said.


      “That was so cool, Rouga!”


      “Nah, it was nothing. You two drop down too! I’ll catch you!”


      Rouga spread his arms, but neither Kuruta nor Nino came down. Were they hesitating out of fear? Rouga yelled their names a few times until eventually, a rope fell down through the hole.


      “There we are!” Kuruta said.


      “Thanks for waiting.” Nino followed.


      “Why didn’t you jump down?!” Rouga complained.


      They had slowly descended using a rope. Rouga immediately protested about how he had waited in vain, but the two looked at him coldly.


      “Because you reek, Rouga,” Nino said.


      “I’ll pass too,” Kuruta agreed.


      “Is this the time to be saying that?!” Rouga shouted.


      “It’s important to us! We’re girls!”


      “But we’re meant to be hurrying right now!”


      I stepped in to put a stop to their bickering. “At any rate, let’s get moving! The magic energy emerged over here!”


      Just as I said that, a horrific, unfamiliar roar could be heard. It sounded like a devil from hell screaming. There was no doubt this was the mass of magic I had detected earlier. Its presence was far greater than any of the surrounding monsters’. What kind of beast could have appeared?


      While I was frowning to myself, Rouga looked shocked. “It’s the bull,” he said gravely.


      “Huh? You mean the red-eyed bull you mentioned before?”


      “There’s no mistaking it. This ear-piercing roar can only be it.”


      His tone was awfully serious as he spoke. I could almost see something like fear in his eyes. I’d never seen such weakness from a veteran adventurer like him. He’d been more relaxed when we were fighting demons.


      “Are you okay?” I asked.


      “Tch. I know it’s pathetic of me to be so scared.”


      “Here it comes!” Nino shouted nervously. She had one hand on the ground for enemy detection.


      I immediately resumed my magic detection and confirmed there was a large mass approaching us.


      “Groooooor!”


      Before long, a red-eyed minotaur towered before us. What was this abnormal aura?! Its body wasn’t that much bigger than the other large enemies we’d fought until now. It was, at most, twice our heights. But its body emitted a presence that was out of this world. If you’d told me this monster had come from another world, I’d have believed it.


      “It’s got a nasty aura,” Kuruta said.


      “Yes. This is no normal monster!” I agreed.


      No sooner had I said that than the minotaur raised its axe. The giant axe that was more like a lump of iron hurtled toward us rapidly. I quickly tried to block it with my sword.
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      “Guh!”


      “Sieg?!”


      It was strange. The axe, which should have struck my sword, continued moving, striking me across the abdomen. I managed to jump back at the last second to eliminate the bulk of its strength, but the heavy impact made me gag.


      Damn it! What was that?! I know I blocked it, so how did it pass through?! Something’s clearly wrong! Is it using magic?!


      “It really is no ordinary monster!” I shouted.


      “It’s just like back in the day. We were defeated before we knew what happened,” Rouga said.


      “We’ll help buy time. You investigate it, Sieg!” Kuruta shouted.


      “Got it. Will you be okay?”


      Kuruta looked a little annoyed by my question. She thumped her chest. “I’m an A-rank. I’ll last long enough!”


      “I will help you, Kuruta!” Nino offered.


      “Yeah! Let’s stop that thing together!”


      They stepped in front of the minotaur, using eye contact in an incredible display of teamwork. They rapidly swapped positions every so often, confusing the huge minotaur.


      Right, left, right... They both moved so fast, I could barely follow them with my eyes. It was a series of moves they could only pull off with extreme confidence in their speed.


      “Hiyah!”


      “Take that!”


      Eventually, they had the minotaur sandwiched in the corridor between them. They threw their daggers and throwing stars at the same time, aiming for the monster’s weakest point: its eyes. Their aim was perfect, and the beast had nowhere to run.


      “What? It passed through?”


      It happened in the blink of an eye. If I hadn’t been on edge, I wouldn’t have noticed it, but it looked like the dagger and throwing star had passed straight through the minotaur’s body. Kuruta’s and Nino’s own weapons rained back down on them.


      “Yowch!”


      “Ugh!”


      They managed to protect themselves, avoiding the worst-case scenario, but it seemed this guy was capable of blinking in and out of existence. It was so fast, I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t been carefully observing it. What a terrifying ability! It was like we were fighting against thin air.


      “Did you see that just now, Rouga?” I asked.


      “No... I couldn’t see what happened.”


      “For a brief moment, its body vanished.”


      “What in the...? How do we defeat that?”


      “For now, let’s test the extent of its vanishing trick.”


      If it was turning into smoke, there would be plenty of ways to deal with it. But if it was completely vanishing into nothing...


      Just as I was thinking that, a new voice suddenly shouted, “That’s my target! Out of the way, all of you!”


      With an assertive tone, Lana appeared.


      “Lana?!”


      We all yelled in shock at her unexpected arrival. We’d known she was after the bull, but her timing was too perfect. Did she have some artifact that could detect its appearance?


      While we were slowed down by our confusion, she held her lance at the ready. It must have been a weapon she’d used for many years as an explorer, as she handled it with familiarity. The veteran aura around the steel lance rushed toward the bull’s body like a bolt of lightning.


      “It’s no good! Regular attacks won’t work on this guy!” I yelled.


      The dull glow of the lance end definitely pierced the bull’s neck. But no blood flowed. It seemed the bull really did have some kind of evasion ability. Lana continued attacking without fear, but all her blows passed through it.


      “Guh!”


      Eventually, the bull grabbed her lance. Its arm was as thick as a log, and it lifted her and her lance easily. Lana had a larger build for a woman, but she was swung around like she weighed nothing. She slammed into the wall and groaned in pain.


      “Lana!”


      “Go away! This is my opponent!”


      “And how do you intend to defeat it?!” Rouga shouted.


      Lana grinned fiercely. The look on her face chilled him into silence. It seemed she had come prepared in terms of both tracking the bull and killing it. What was she going to do? We watched closely as she took a dark-purple dagger out of her pocket.


      “That’s...” I began.


      The dagger was emitting a dark, sinister aura. I frowned at the faint miasma I could detect coming from it. It clearly wasn’t a safe weapon to be using. It seemed more like a magic sword, and Raiza had warned me to avoid magic swords at all costs. Now that I could see the real thing up close, I understood why. That weapon was capable of ruining a person.


      “Lana, that sword!”


      “I didn’t want to resort to this... Now, time to awaken!” Lana pressed the blade against her thumb, cutting it until blood flowed. The dagger she was holding seemed to throb like a heartbeat. She held it in a reverse grip and rushed toward the bull, aiming a sharp thrust at its shoulder.


      “Mroooooor?!”


      A terrible scream rose up as the dagger stabbed into the bull’s body. The attack had worked! We were wide-eyed at the turn of events. The dagger Lana had seemed to have been specially prepared for facing the bull.


      “This is just the beginning!” she shouted, repeatedly stabbing the beast’s body again and again. No blood flowed, and no wounds were left, but the bull’s life was definitely being whittled away. The abnormal presence I had originally sensed was growing fainter. It was almost like the dagger was directly absorbing its soul.


      “Wow... The bull is completely overwhelmed,” Rouga muttered.


      “Yeah. We might be useless here,” Kuruta said.


      “I’m more worried about that weapon. It feels like a demon sword,” Nino said, eyes narrowed with a frown. Was a demon sword a type of magic sword in the East? She seemed to sense the danger in the weapon too. Considering how it had reacted to blood, I figured it was bad news...


      “Gwah!”


      Just as we voiced our concerns, Lana coughed up blood. She grabbed at her chest and fell to her knees. Her face had turned pale as a sheet, as though her blood were being drained from the hand holding the dagger.


      “That weapon is consuming the wielder’s life! I’m sure of it!” I shouted.


      “Stop, Lana! You’ll die at this rate!” Rouga roared.


      “Shut up! I have to defeat this thing no matter what!” Lana snapped back, struggling to her feet. There was a dangerous look of obsession in her eyes. Why was she so fixated on the red-eyed bull? Why did she have to go so far to defeat it?


      With no idea of the answer, Rouga shouted in confusion, “Why?! What happened while I was gone?!”


      “It’s just an unreasonable grudge,” she said with self derision and a sneer. She turned to look at Rouga. “Why do you think I was chasing the bull ten years ago?”


      “For money, right?”


      “Then why do you think I wanted money?”


      “You said you were living in poverty after recently repaying your loan... Was there another reason?”


      Lana didn’t respond immediately. She took a deep breath and paused before replying, “It was to buy my older sister back.”


      “What?”


      “I told you about my loan from Conron, right? There was a second part to that story. My moronic parents sold my sister to them.”


      “My goodness...” Rouga was speechless.


      We were all equally shocked by the unforeseen explanation. Lana had never shown any signs of such a dark history. She’d always been bright and considerate to us. You really couldn’t judge someone by their appearance.


      “Why didn’t you say anything?! If I’d known, I would have helped—”


      “I didn’t want your pity, so I hid it. And you were just a beginner. It wasn’t a loan you could do anything about,” Lana said with a look of grief. She then sighed as though she had given up on everything. “That’s why I set my sights on the treasure of the red-eyed bull. If I had that, I’d be able to buy my sister back. But we were utterly defeated, and my sister was sold to some faraway noble, never to be seen again.”


      “So why are you still...?” I couldn’t help but ask, but Lana cut me off with a loud laugh.


      “That’s why this is just me venting my anger,” she said quietly, almost like a whisper. She looked unusually small and vulnerable.


      “Since I couldn’t save my sister, I thought, if I had more strength, would I have been able to defeat the bull?”


      Her agonizing confession continued, wrung from the bottom of her heart. We listened to her in silence. Whether it was reading the room or focusing on its wounds, the minotaur was also glaring at Lana silently. It had its axe in its hand, but it wasn’t attacking.


      “I had to defeat the bull. That single thought was my greatest regret. When I heard the rumors about the bull appearing in the labyrinths again, I couldn’t stop myself.”


      “But...”


      “I know. Defeating it now won’t make any difference. But that’s not the point. If I don’t defeat it, I won’t be able to move forward!”


      Lana swung her dagger once again. This time, I was able to see the flow of energy I had missed before. As I suspected, it was using her life force. The white aura was flowing down her arm into the dagger.


      “Stop, Lana! If you use that weapon, you’ll die!” Rouga shouted.


      “Shut up! I—”


      Unable to wait any longer, the minotaur interrupted Lana with a powerful attack. She was slashed by the axe and went flying back helplessly. Her body was already at its limit from having her life force drained by the dagger.


      Rouga wailed as he watched her trace an arch in the air. “Lana!”


      He started running, sliding between her and the wall to catch her body just in time. Was it a feat of sheer will? His movement was fast enough to leave an afterimage, something I would never have imagined from him.


      “Never thought I’d see you saving me.”


      “We’re even now. It’s always bothered me too, you saving me before,” Rouga said gently.


      Come to think of it, he’d said that the last time he and Lana had faced the red-eyed bull, they’d gotten away thanks to Lana’s teleportation gem. He complained about being charged a usage fee, but he must have been grateful on the inside. At the end of the day, Rouga had a strong sense of duty.


      “That was still preying on your mind? It doesn’t matter anymore,” Lana murmured.


      “It matters to me.”


      “Stubborn old man...”


      “Stop flirting and watch your surroundings! It’s not looking good!” I yelled.


      The minotaur threw its head back and roared. The deafening sound was like a tidal wave, nearly splitting my head open. I could feel an indescribable wrath, hatred, and bloodlust. It had fully healed itself and was ready to bring us down.


      “This is bad! Lana, lend me that dagger!” I shouted.


      “No way! I can’t give this to you!”


      “Please! I won’t use it!”


      “You better know what you’re doing!”


      Lana threw the dagger to me. As soon as I caught it, I was overcome by an intense feeling of exhaustion. Had she been fighting like this the whole time?! I grimaced at the unexpected side effect. It was like there were iron balls chained to my limbs. Every time I tried to muster my strength, I could feel it draining away.


      “Are you okay, Sieg?!”


      “I’m fine! Right, so this is how it works...”


      How was this dagger dealing damage to the minotaur? I investigated it using magic detection and quickly found the logic behind it. The weapon was compressing the absorbed life force and hurling it directly at the opponent.


      Life force was an extremely primitive and pure source of power. This method would be effective against anyone, not just the minotaur. But it just wasn’t a very good method, since it shortened the user’s life. Whoever had made this obviously had no qualms about throwing away human lives. Just the thought of it made me sick.


      “Well? Did you get it?” Rouga asked.


      “It’s tough. If we try to defeat the bull with this dagger, someone will end up dead,” I said.


      “Figures. Tch, guess we’ll have to retreat... Guh!”


      “Rouga?!” Lana yelled.


      The monster had moved in front of Rouga in the blink of an eye.


      Instantaneous movement?! It can do that too?!


      Having taken actual damage, it was finally getting serious.


      “Run...everyone!” Rouga shouted.


      “We can’t do that— Gah!”


      The minotaur blinked again, appearing in front of me next. The giant axe came swinging down. I twisted my body at the last moment, somehow avoiding the hit. A heavy thud shook the labyrinth floor. If it had hit me, I probably wouldn’t have survived. A chill ran down my back as I started sweating profusely.


      “What are we supposed to do?!” I yelped.


      Once again, the minotaur rushed toward me with a roar. What would Raiza do in this situation? As my thoughts accelerated, that was what suddenly crossed my mind. Would my Swordmaster sister be able to defeat that beast? In my head, I could vividly picture her cutting it down. Against my sister, it wouldn’t stand a chance.


      “That’s right! Maybe I can use that one special move!”


      In the seventh labyrinth, my sister had used a move to defeat the first ogre skeleton we’d encountered. If I could replicate it, I should be able to slice this monster apart. The technique severed the flow of magic itself, so there shouldn’t be anything it couldn’t cut. Theoretically, it should work!


      “I have no choice but to do it!”


      It was a powerful move that my sister had taken several months to learn—and I was about to attempt it with no practice!

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: The Eldest Sister’s Intuition


      While Noa’s party was facing the red-eyed bull, Aeria had finished her day’s work and was reading in her room. Accumulating knowledge like this was another part of her job. She turned the pages of the thick book titled Merchant Theory in quick succession—she had already read through it many times before. There were sticky notes and tabs throughout the text, proving how studious she was.


      “Oops. It’s getting late.”


      Before she knew it, it was almost the next morning. If she stayed up any later, it’d affect her work tomorrow. Aeria stretched with a big yawn. Then, just as she was about to walk over to her bed, the door to her room flew open.


      “There’s trouble, Lady Aeria!”


      “Business for today is over,” she said calmly to her panicked secretary.


      Unless there was a truly urgent matter, she refused to do work in the late hours of the night when she was most tired. That was one of her personal rules. If she didn’t set boundaries, she’d end up working so much that she’d get no sleep.


      But this time, it truly was an urgent matter.


      “An emergency has occurred in one of the company’s labyrinths.”


      “Is it a mass monster migration? The appearance of a new variant species? Either way, the detailed report can wait until morning.”


      “About that...” The secretary faltered.


      Aeria lost her patience. “What is it? Spit it out already,” she snapped in a slightly harsher tone.


      “The matter involves the special surveillance subject.”


      The special surveillance subject. That was the codename for Noa, Aeria’s little brother. She had ordered her subordinates to report anything regarding him with maximum priority.


      “What?! Don’t tell me he was attacked by monsters!”


      “Um, he’s diving through the labyrinth right now, so that’s kind of inevitable...”


      “Then what is it?! Tell me already!”


      When it came to Noa, Aeria was unable to contain herself. She screamed despite the late hour, demanding the report immediately. Her secretary broke into a cold sweat at her tone of voice but tried to remain as calm as possible.


      “Um... It seems he broke through the floor of the labyrinth.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “He used his sword to break through the floor of the labyrinth.”


      “He what?!” Aeria shrieked in shock.


      The floor and walls of the labyrinth were practically impossible to destroy in the modern era. She could maybe understand if it were Raiza, but Noa was still developing. It defied belief for him to achieve such a feat.


      “That’s a surprise. I didn’t think Noa was that capable...”


      “He destroyed the floor near a rest stop, so there were many witnesses. It’s already caused quite a stir.”


      “Which rest stop?”


      “One in the thirteenth labyrinth.”


      “One of ours, then. Immediately impose a gag order and get the situation under control. It’ll be a bother if the uproar gets bigger.”


      “Understood.”


      “Come up with a reason and close off the labyrinth for a while. If possible, repair the hole in the floor too.”


      As soon as she received those orders, the secretary began contacting the relevant parties. Meanwhile, Aeria started thinking. Something felt off about the whole thing.


      “Why would Noa do something so conspicuous?”


      Unlike Raiza, who acted purely on impulse, Noa was able to think before doing. It was hard to imagine him making such a bold move in the labyrinth city Aeria kept such a watchful eye on. He was so careful, he had used mediators for all his transactions until now. So why would he suddenly act this way?


      Aeria slumped over her desk in thought. “Something major must have happened within the labyrinth... Come to think of it, what happened to that rumor?”


      “You mean the one about the red-eyed bull?”


      “Yes. How are investigations going?”


      The secretary frowned at Aeria’s question. He took a breath and said hesitantly, “We’ve put every effort into the investigation, but we haven’t yet confirmed the truth.”


      “It’s been so long already. Is there no evidence to be found?”


      “Unfortunately, there hasn’t been any progress since the last guild investigation.”


      “So we can’t say for certain that it doesn’t exist either.”


      “Considering the circumstances, we should probably assume it does.”


      Aeria paused after hearing that answer. When she eventually made up her mind, she looked up. “Okay. In that case, there’s a high chance Noa has encountered the bull.”


      “Isn’t that rather unlikely?”


      “No. That boy has always been prone to getting dragged into things like that.” Aeria sighed and stood up from her chair. “You know where exactly the commotion occurred, right?”


      “Of course.”


      “Then we’re going out right now. Get everything ready.”


      “But it happened within the dungeon. It’s far too dangerous.”


      “Not a problem. If push comes to shove, I’ll use my secret weapon.”


      “Inside the dungeon?”


      “Yes. The thirteenth labyrinth is quite spacious on the inside. It’ll work out,” Aeria said with a knowing smile.


      The thing she was referring to cost quite a lot to move, but such facts had already slipped from her mind.


      “Just you wait, Noa. I’ll be right there!” Aeria muttered with a more panicked expression than ever before.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Magic-Severing Sword Burst


      “Phew... Haaah...”


      I took deep breaths while trying to focus on myself, as quietly and as deeply as possible, while the bull rampaged about roaring. I sank into the depths of my consciousness and observed my surroundings as calmly as I could. My sense of time naturally slowed until the bull’s movements appeared sluggish to me. But I needed to go deeper—quieter.


      Eventually, all color faded from my surroundings until all I could see was a faint outline of the bull like an aura. This was the true essence of its existence: an unstable but powerful mass of strength.


      “All right.”


      I held my black blade low, staring at the bull’s neck. Then I shifted my weight smoothly, leaping forward in one motion. I recalled my sister’s movement from when she’d done it and carefully copied them.


      “Magic Rend!”


      Light abruptly burst from the black blade, drawing a white curve.


      It worked!


      Although it was faint, I felt resistance against the tip of my sword. My blade was definitely cutting into the bull. I nearly yelled out loud at the success of my impromptu move. I just had to continue this way! I increased my strength, attempting to split the bull’s body into two.


      “Grooooooooorrr!”


      As soon as my sword passed through it, the bull let out a horrifying roar. It didn’t seem to have weakened in the least.


      This isn’t effective at all!


      The unexpected turn of events delayed my reaction. The roar echoed directly in my ears, shaking my brain and freezing my body.


      “Urgh!”


      “Sieg!”


      I went flying from the powerful blow. The impact was so great, the pain arrived only after a moment’s delay.


      Damn it, my attack must have been too shallow! And I didn’t mean physically shallow. I had only cut the theoretical surface level of my opponent’s existence.


      “Is it impossible after all?!”


      Even my Swordmaster sister had needed time to learn the move. It was probably impossible for someone with no talent to copy it through observation and try it on the spot. No, not probably—definitely. It was reckless to think I had any chance of success.


      “Are you okay?! Any injuries?” Kuruta yelled, running over with a worried look.


      I accepted a potion from her and drank it in one go. The pain faded, making my body feel lighter again.


      “Thank you very much!”


      “Don’t push yourself. Let’s run away.”


      “No. I’m going to defeat it.”


      “Why?!” Kuruta screamed, staring at my face. She was probably worried about me, but I couldn’t stop now.


      “After hearing Lana’s story, I can’t just do nothing.”


      “I mean, fine, but still—”


      “That’s right. We’re strangers. You don’t have to worry about me,” Lana cut in, purposefully distancing herself through her words. She really didn’t want me to sacrifice myself. I knew she was a kind person.


      I looked at her and smiled. “It’s not just for you. I’m interested in the treasure vault this thing is guarding.”


      This bull wasn’t a naturally born monster. It was a being created by the Great Mage Gregor, who had taken over the labyrinth, for the purpose of protecting his treasure vault. Although magic technology had been better developed in ancient times, this creation was proof that Gregor was an amazing mage. The vault of such a person had to be packed with all kinds of wonders. It wasn’t an excuse; I was genuinely interested in that vault.


      “That’s not the reason. You just can’t stop, can you?” Lana said.


      “Typical of an adventurer, don’t you think?” Rouga replied with a lighthearted chuckle.


      “Yeah. Being all gloom and doom doesn’t suit me,” I agreed, firing myself up.


      In the end, war was nothing but a clash of willpower. Having a purpose was fine, but too heavy a burden could end up crushing someone. That’s why my reason was enough for me to fight. I’d do my best for my own sake.


      “But what can you do? Your attack didn’t seem to work on it...” Nino pointed out.


      “If it doesn’t work the first time, I just have to keep slicing!” I said. I ran toward the bull and cut the same spot as before.


      Too shallow!


      Once again, I had only cut the surface of its existence. I hadn’t reached its source. But it felt like it was a little deeper than before. If once didn’t work, then twice. If twice didn’t work, then three times. As long as I had the willpower, I’d cut it eventually!


      “Groooooorrr!”


      “The bull is in pain?!” Lana exclaimed.


      “Go again! Just a little more!” Kuruta shouted.


      “Hiyaaaaaah!”


      One final push. I instinctively knew that was what it would take, and I gathered the rest of my willpower. The bull was slowly being chipped away by the shallow wounds I had carved. I aimed my strongest strike at that wound with precision.


      It’s so heavy!


      My sword sank deep into the enemy’s existence. The blade was weighed down like it had caught on something. But that was proof I had cut the beast. I couldn’t lose now after coming this far!


      “Go, Sieg!” my party members shouted.


      “Cut it up! Show that thing who’s boss!” Lana yelled.


      “Raaaaaagh!”


      With everyone’s cheers, I pushed beyond my limits to muster all the strength I could. Then, I cut it.


      The red-eyed bull’s body split into two, and its upper body slid to the floor.


      I did it. Yes! I can do it too! It wasn’t as elegant as Raiza, but I definitely cut it!


      The joy of victory and sense of accomplishment surged from deep within my body.


      “I won! I did it!!!”


      And that was how I defeated the legend of the labyrinth.




      “I can’t believe you actually beat it. That was amazing,” Lana muttered, sounding almost exasperated. She approached the bull’s corpse and looked down at its gradually fading body. Was the hint of grief in her expression because she had failed to do it herself? Or was it because she realized how futile revenge was? Her mood hadn’t completely brightened, but for now, this was the end of one chapter.


      “Now we can finally relax. But Lana, where did you obtain that thing?” Rouga asked, glancing at the dagger at my waist with a suspicious look.


      Come to think of it, how had Lana gotten this weapon? Was it a drop from a dungeon?


      “I bought it.”


      “Where?”


      “Do I have to spell it out for you? There’s only one place dealing in such risky goods.”


      “Don’t tell me!” Rouga’s jaw dropped at what Lana was implying.


      Judging from his reaction, this dagger had come from the Conron trading company. It wasn’t strange for the biggest black-market dealers to have a weapon like this in stock.


      “Why them?! They’re the ones who hurt you in the first place!” he shouted.


      “It’s complicated. They kept coming to me with deals after I paid off the loan. Of course, I refused them all until now, but...”


      “When you heard the rumors of the bull, you needed a more powerful weapon.”


      “Yeah. That’s when I bought this dagger. Just to make it clear, I didn’t sell them anything illegal.”


      Oh right. Bans had mentioned Lana was struggling for money. She must have been saving to buy this dagger. Although it shortened the user’s life, it was a weapon with formidable power. It would have cost a small fortune. Any evil organization would love to get their hands on such a weapon.


      “You should let the guild investigate you for that later,” Kuruta said.


      “I won’t run or hide.”


      “At worst, they’ll only suspend your card for a while, I think,” Nino said.


      Lana smiled at her weakly. A guild card suspension was the third-heaviest punishment possible. On the long end, a suspension could last several months, which was career-ending for a new adventurer. Of course, it wouldn’t be that bad for someone of her level.


      “All right, let’s get going,” Rouga said.


      “Hold on a minute!” I called out and hurried over to where the bull’s corpse had faded. There, I cast search magic. Where was the treasure vault the bull was guarding? I’d expected a hint from defeating it, but there didn’t seem to be any sign of that.


      “Hm? What’s this?” Nino asked.


      “Ah! That’s it!”


      She had picked up something by the wall. It seemed like someone had kicked it to the side by mistake. I rushed over to take it. It was a small key. There was no mistaking it! This was the key to the Great Mage Gregor’s vault!


      “Wow! It actually exists!” I said in awe.


      “Could it be... Is that the key to the treasure vault?!” Lana exclaimed.


      “Yes, it has to be!”


      “We did it! This is the find of the century!” Kuruta cheered.


      “I can’t believe we actually found it!” Rouga added.


      Deep down, everyone had doubted if the vault actually existed. We all looked at the key in my hand with astonishment. To us modern-day adventurers, the treasure of a mage from ancient times was basically a fairy tale.


      “But we don’t know where it is,” Rouga pointed out.


      “Now that you mention it...what do we do?” Kuruta wondered.


      “Is there a hint anywhere?” Lana asked.


      “Maybe there’s a hint on the key itself... Hmm...” I studied it closely, but there was no hint provided. There seemed to be a spell cast on it, but it wasn’t enough to know where the vault was located. The design was also extremely simple, revealing nothing about the location.


      “What if it’s on the last floor of this dungeon? That’s where treasure vaults are normally located, right?” Lana suggested, then frowned in disappointment at her own words.


      The last floor of this dungeon had yet to be reached by anyone. Even if the vault was there, we wouldn’t be able to get to it. We’d gone through all our pains in vain.


      “Ah, I’m such a fool. I should have realized that earlier,” she muttered.


      “This is hilarious. A key with no vault is meaningless!” Rouga laughed.


      “Well, at least the key’s pretty enough to sell for a decent amount,” Kuruta joked, looking at the object in my hand.


      A trinket collector might pay up for its winglike design. It should at least cover today’s troubles, even if it was nothing compared to the treasures that were stored in the vault.


      “We should head back for today. We broke through the floor to get here. There has to be a wild uproar by now,” Rouga said.


      “You’re right. Let’s go before my sister gets wind of this,” I said.


      “If we use the rope we descended from, we should be able to return to the tenth floor.”


      “But what about the boss? We skipped it on our way down by falling, but on the way up...” Rouga muttered, frowning at the thought of the return trip.


      The skipped boss wasn’t an opponent we couldn’t defeat, but everyone was tired. If possible, we would all prefer not to fight it.


      “Well, it can’t be helped. We need to defeat the boss to use the warp gate,” I said.


      “I’ll help out,” Lana offered.


      “No, you should rest. You haven’t fully recovered yet,” Rouga said, turning his back to her and gesturing to himself. “I’ll carry you.”


      “Are you sure? You’re tired too.”


      “I’m better off than you.”


      “Fine. But you better not touch my ass.”


      “I have no interest in your ass!”


      They bickered gently as he carried her over to where the rope was. We all climbed up and entered the boss room. But the moment we set foot inside, the magic circle on the floor started glowing even though we hadn’t defeated the monster. Was this because of the vault key?


      I quickly took out the key to see that it was glowing with a blue light. It was reacting to the warp gate! Right... This way, it was easy to access the vault from anywhere. That Great Mage had sure planned everything meticulously.


      “We can go to the vault!” I yelled.


      A light surrounded our bodies and whisked us away.




      “So, this is the vault of the Great Mage Gregor... Isn’t it a little dank?” Kuruta muttered.


      Once the characteristic floating feeling of teleportation had faded, we found ourselves standing in a space like a basement. We were probably the first ones to come here since Gregor’s death. The dark room was filled with dust and smelled heavily of mold. Was there a groundwater leak somewhere? The air was also damp, moist against our skin.


      “It’s more like a laboratory than a vault,” I commented.


      “So it seems. There are weird objects all over the place.”


      There were bookshelves lining the wall, packed with documents and books. There was enough to fill a small library. There were also weird tools and apparatuses scattered about the place, as well as shelves of bottled potions with some kind of preservation spell cast on them.


      “What part of this is a vault? The rumors were wrong after all,” Rouga muttered.


      “No. Everything here is a treasure,” I said.


      I picked up one of the books from the shelf to find it was a grimoire written in ancient runes. The contents had something to do with alchemy. It seemed to be about the creation of an eternal servant. I didn’t have enough knowledge to decipher it completely, but it was definitely top-grade information. It had far more value than a gold nugget of the same size. An expert would cry at the sight of it.


      “If we sold everything here, we’d be able to buy a country.”


      “Are you serious?!” Rouga exclaimed.


      “When you put it that way, it suddenly looks like a mountain of treasure...” Lana said.


      “You’re both so money hungry,” Kuruta muttered. She shook her head in disgust at the sparkle in their eyes.


      Well, they were both struggling for money...though in Rouga’s case, it was his own fault. He drank nearly every day, calling alcohol “the water of life.”


      “But we’re not going to sell it,” I said.


      “Huh?”


      “From the looks of it, it’s all dark magic. It’d be a disaster if they got out.”


      “So...we’re not going to bring any of it with us?” Lana asked.


      “Unfortunately, no. Some of the potions seem fine, but that’s about it.”


      “Aw... That’s barely anything.”


      “We’d get a million each at most, I’d say.”


      “Hmm... Better than nothing,” Rouga said, looking slightly relieved that he was getting something for his troubles. He immediately began planning how to use his cut of the payout.


      “You’re not allowed to use it for pleasure, by the way,” Nino said.


      “Shouldn’t it be up to me how I use it?”


      “You need to send your shield in for maintenance. How about you upgrade it while you’re at it?”


      Now that she mentioned it, Rouga had pushed himself rather recklessly this time. He reluctantly agreed to her suggestion with a nod. He must have noticed his shield’s wear and tear as well.


      “What’s this thing?” Kuruta asked.


      “Which thing?”


      “This lever thing.”


      She pointed at the strange lever in the corner. We were suddenly filled with hope. Was there another room connected to this one? But even if there were two rooms, it was possible that one was for experiments and one was for materials. A mage with this kind of laboratory had to have all kinds of valuable materials stored. Maybe we’d even find gems used in ceremonial magic.


      I checked the lever for any traps with magic detection, then pulled it down. The wall moved with a heavy sound.


      “What’s that?” someone asked.


      “It looks like a lot of magic circles...”


      I had been expecting a room for material storage, but beyond the first room was more like an open space. The floor had slightly different steps in elevation, forming pedestals. There were thirteen in total, and each had a magic circle for teleportation carved into them.


      “They seem to be warp gates...but I don’t know,” Rouga mumbled.


      “What are they connected to?” I wondered.


      “Maybe the other labyrinths?” Kuruta suggested.


      Now that she mentioned it, there were exactly thirteen labyrinths. The thirteenth one had only been discovered recently, but Gregor had probably known about it earlier...which meant this was a shortcut to all of the labyrinths.


      “Maybe there are even greater treasures beyond this!” Rouga cried.


      “Nah, it has to lead to a formidable boss!” said Kuruta.


      “Or maybe it goes straight to the bottom floor,” Nino suggested.


      They all pointed at the pedestals and discussed the possibilities. Their ideas sounded a little far-fetched, but I was curious about where the gates led. What if it was an area no one had been to before? That thought piqued my curiosity.


      “Can we go?” I asked eagerly.


      “Huh?” said Rouga.


      “Aren’t you curious? It’s a teleportation circle out of the vault room!”


      “I mean, yeah, but...” He hesitated.


      “Why not? But you better not push yourself any harder today!” Kuruta warned him.


      “I know, I know.”


      The potion I had gulped down earlier made me feel a lot better. I should be able to flee from any dangerous monsters that appeared wherever we arrived. Besides, these circles were most likely safe routes that Gregor had personally used.


      After nodding deeply at Kuruta’s words, I stepped onto the pedestal. The light of the magic circle intensified, distorting our surroundings.


      “Hm? Where are we?” Rouga muttered.


      Before long, we’d arrived in a space that resembled a white church. The pedestal I stood on was the twelfth one, so we were probably within the twelfth labyrinth...but it was clearly different from the areas of the labyrinth we had been to before. It looked like the cathedral of the Holy Cross Church that Fam had often brought me to. The sacred and solemn air was similar. The tall, arched ceiling naturally made me stand up straighter. There was no sign of any monsters nearby, and the silence was comfortable.


      “Could this be the hidden path?” I asked.


      The hidden path of the twelfth labyrinth was our goal for this journey, and I suspected that this was it. The holy air that flowed through the space was identical to the church, and everything made sense.


      “If so...”


      It should be here—the holy sword the hero had once entrusted to the saint, sealed and stored here. I walked around the room slowly. I didn’t know what the holy sword looked like, and it wouldn’t be lying around haphazardly, but I checked everywhere just in case. There was always the possibility it had taken a different form than expected.


      “Is this it?”


      After walking along the path for a few minutes, we found a giant door that opened to a single sword waiting silently within.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Clash of Eldest Sister and Little Brother


      “Phew! I’m beat!”


      After returning to the surface for the first time in several hours, I spread my arms and took a deep breath.


      The upper floors of the thirteenth labyrinth were modeled after nature, but the air outside just didn’t taste the same. The cool night breeze was comfortable against my worn-out body.


      “I’m glad we got out without a hitch,” Rouga said.


      “Yes. We were also able to achieve our goal,” Nino added.


      “That’s right!” Rouga looked at my magic bag and grinned.


      We’d thought it would take another month to obtain the holy sword, yet we’d stumbled upon it so easily. It was no wonder he was in a good mood. But for some reason, Kuruta looked bothered by something.


      “Are you sure that’s the holy sword? It’s covered in rust,” she noted.


      The holy sword I’d retrieved from the hidden path was...well, how should I put it? Really, really old. It looked like it had been left in the wild for a hundred years straight. A holy sword shouldn’t rust that easily. Perhaps it had been left alone for more years than it could withstand.


      “But I don’t think it’s a mistake. This was the only sword in the passage.”


      “Maybe it wasn’t the hidden passage?”


      “No, it definitely was. The entrance had a super powerful seal over it.”


      There had been an awfully powerful barrier placed over the entrance. The church members of old had probably placed it there. It was so large and complex, even Ciel would have struggled to release it. There’d be no reason to prepare such a powerful seal over a passageway that didn’t have the holy sword.


      “Either way, let’s call it a day here. I’m tired,” Rouga said.


      “Agreed,” I replied.


      “But where will we stay? There are no inns open at this hour,” Kuruta pointed out.


      “In that case, you can all come stay at my place. I’ve known the owner for a long time now, so he’s a bit more flexible with me,” Lana suggested with a laugh.


      Thank goodness. It was pretty hard to get an inn at this time of day. Just as we all sighed in relief, a screaming voice across the street made us all jump.


      “Noa!”


      “A-Aeria?!”


      To my surprise, it was Aeria who came running across the street. What was she doing here? Had she already found out about the commotion we’d caused in the labyrinth? But we had only just gotten out ourselves, so it was way too early for that...unless she was capable of watching us inside the labyrinth too?! I imagined my sister staring at us from the shadows of the labyrinth and shuddered. I would absolutely hate that.


      “You’re safe! Thank goodness! I was so worried. I heard you broke through the floor of the labyrinth.”


      “Aha ha... You already heard about that?”


      “This is no laughing matter! Something terrible must have happened for you to make such a rash decision!”


      “Well, I guess...” I faltered at the unexpected interrogation.


      “Who’s this pretty lady? Your family member?” Lana asked cheerfully.


      “I beg your pardon? Who are you?! You’re dressed so indecently!”


      “Ack! Don’t make things more complicated!” I yelped.


      Lana had stripped off her battered armor and was dressed very casually right now. Her revealing outfit was even more provocative thanks to her nice figure. Seeing that figure, Aeria reacted furiously.


      Oh no, this is bad!


      My sister had always been relentless toward women who approached me. She was especially loud about the pretty ones with nice figures. She didn’t say much about Kuruta or the others she already knew, but... This wasn’t going to end well!


      “Indecent? You’re not one to talk,” Lana snorted.


      “Don’t lump my attire in with yours! Do you know how much this cost?”


      “What does the price have to do with it?”


      “Always with an excuse ready... What an irritating woman!” Aeria pressed a hand to her forehead, clearly annoyed. She took a deep breath to calm herself and looked back at me. “At any rate, I’m glad to see you’re safe. What happened in there?”


      “A powerful monster appeared, so we fought it.”


      “Wait... Was that monster a minotaur with red eyes?”


      I flinched at her words. She knew about the bull. Well, she was the president of Fiore, which basically controlled the town. I should have expected as much, but I was a little surprised. She’d always avoided such topics back at home.


      “Yes. You knew about it, sis?”


      “Of course. I’m surprised you were able to fend it off without Raiza. I was told it was a fairly formidable monster.”


      “Oh, we didn’t fend it off. We defeated it.”


      “Excuse me?” Aeria said, dumbfounded.


      Uh-oh...


      Sensing I had messed up, I struggled to explain myself on the spot. I looked to my friends for help, but they just looked back with lukewarm smiles.


      “What do you mean, ‘defeated’?”


      “I mean...we defeated the bull like any other monster hunt.”


      “The legendary monster?!”


      “Yes.”


      “Without Raiza?!”


      “Yes,” I replied nervously.


      Aeria froze again. This was bad! She was going to explode! She always got mad when I did something dangerous. She was the most vehemently opposed to my dreams of becoming an adventurer.


      “You’re too clumsy to be an adventurer. Give up on such dangerous dreams and work at my company.”


      They were words I had heard at least a thousand times over the course of my life. I had even seriously considered giving in for a while—until Aeria had started telling me off for not taking business seriously enough. Honestly, what did she want from me?


      “Um, Aeria?”


      She continued to stare at me blankly.


      “What’s wrong?” I called out to her, but for some reason, there was no reply. Huh, that was weird. Feeling suspicious, I approached her and shook her shoulders. “You passed out?!” I cried.


      Aeria fainted and fell backward. Seeing that, I screamed in spite of myself.




      “I can’t believe Noa’s grown so much. I never even considered the possibility,” Aeria muttered after regaining consciousness.


      She slowly sat up and stared at me with a wholehearted shock in her eyes. I guessed I was still a child to her. Well, I had done most of my growing after leaving home. I hadn’t seen her since then, so it wasn’t her fault that she didn’t know.


      “It means I’m grown up now,” I said.


      “Grrr... I guess I have to accept that.”


      “Well then, if that’s all for today—”


      Dragging out the conversation any longer would just make it more complicated. I tried to wrap things up quickly and leave, but she cut in front of me with abnormal speed. She was so fast, I could almost see an afterimage. It was unimaginable for a normal person to move like that. Even my friends were shocked.


      “Wow...”


      “Hmph. Don’t think you can escape from me.”


      “I-I wasn’t trying to escape. Aha ha...”


      “Good grief. You’ve always been so excessively scared of me.”


      That was because Aeria always interrogated me about every little thing. Personally, I found her even scarier than Raiza. At least Raiza could be placated by reasonable answers. We could even joke together sometimes.


      “So, how was the vault?” she asked.


      “Huh?”


      “The vault the bull was protecting. Judging from your reaction, you went inside, right?”


      That was Aeria for you. She could see through anything. Well, I guessed it was obvious from everyone else’s bright expressions—especially Rouga, who was clearly more excited than usual. Even the normally cool Nino was about three times more expressive and high-spirited.


      “The vault of the Great Mage obviously contains dangerous artifacts. As the president of the company managing the town, I have a duty to check if you’ve brought anything strange out with you,” Aeria said, demanding a more detailed report.


      In that respect, she was right. That vault—or rather, laboratory—had contained all kinds of dangerous things that could destroy a country. Of course, we had avoided taking any of that stuff out. I explained what was inside the vault to my sister in detail.


      “I see. It sounds like it’ll require a proper investigation.”


      “Yes. Here’s the key.”


      “I’ll take care of it. Everything you left behind will belong to us as the company that owns the thirteenth labyrinth. Do you all agree?” Aeria asked, addressing not only me but everyone around us.


      Treasures within the labyrinth were considered the property of the explorer who retrieved it. However, treasures that were discovered but not retrieved were exempt. In our case, we had given up possession of the treasures by leaving them behind. Ownership of those objects was then passed on to the owners of the labyrinth.


      “Yeah, I don’t mind. Those grimoires are more trouble than they’re worth,” Lana said.


      “Right. It’d be a disaster if their contents spread,” Kuruta agreed.


      “It’d be more reassuring to have Fiore handle them,” Nino added.


      “I wouldn’t say no to a little compensation, though!” Rouga chimed in, casually requesting a cut of the profits.


      I mean, I could sympathize, but wasn’t it a bit petty to ask right here? Just as I was thinking that, Nino stomped down on his foot.


      “Ouch! What was that for, Nino?!”


      “Read the room, Rouga.”


      “Just a little wouldn’t hurt! I’m poor, you know...”


      “We will pay a small bounty,” Aeria said with a smile.


      “Ooh! That’s the president of Fiore for you! So generous!” Rouga immediately praised her. He was so obvious...


      Well, at least it was good news for all of us. We’d worked hard to get to the vault, so we deserved a little reward.


      “Oh, that’s right!” I told Aeria. “Since you’re going to investigate the vault, you’ll probably see. Um. I was going to tell you another day, but...”


      “What is it? Just say it.”


      “You might be surprised to hear this.”


      “Get to the point. You know I don’t like people who beat around the bush.”


      “There was a teleportation circle in the vault. We went through the warp gate and arrived at a hidden passageway,” I said, taking the holy sword out of my magic bag.


      The moment Aeria saw it, she froze. She slowly reached out for it like a creaky doll, then held the blade in her hands and observed it closely.


      “Could this be...?”


      “I believe it’s the holy sword Fam mentioned.”


      “This shabby sword...is the holy sword?”


      “Yes. It was the only one there, so that should be it.”


      Aeria took out a magnifying glass from somewhere and examined the design on the hilt with a serious look. I didn’t understand symbols like that, but she was different. She was muttering to herself about similarities to ancient symbols and runes that represented the gods. Ever since inheriting the company from her father, she had focused on business and management. But before that, she’d often worked in-store as an appraiser, and her appraisals were as good as those of a top-tier professional.


      “It does appear to be the item in question.”


      “So I’ve cleared my goal!”


      “No,” Aeria replied for some reason.


      Huh? What’s wrong with it? I made a noise of confusion as she continued speaking in a half-hysterical tone.


      “This is just a sword that resembles the holy sword!”


      “What...do you mean?”


      “There’s no proof that this is the holy sword.”


      “What?! That doesn’t make sense!”


      “If you don’t like it, then show the proof.”


      Of course, I couldn’t show her any proof. Aeria knew that as well. It was clear she was in a hurry to push me into accepting her terms.


      “You have to have proof or I won’t accept it.”


      “What am I supposed to do, then?!”


      “Nothing. You’re coming home with me!” she declared, beaming from ear to ear. She wasn’t even bothering to keep up appearances anymore. Ugh!


      If she was going to be like this, then I had a plan too! I wasn’t going to let her have her way so easily!


      “Fine! I don’t care anymore! I don’t need your permission!”


      “What?! You dare defy me?!”


      “You’re the one being unreasonable! I followed everything you said, so I’m not listening to you anymore!”


      “Hold it right there, Noa!”


      I turned my back on her and walked away angrily. I wasn’t going to listen to her anymore! Everyone started walking with me.


      Then, my sister suddenly shouted, “I’ll drag you home by force!”


      “How?” I asked, pausing in spite of myself. Was she going to get her guards to act? But she should know they can’t beat me...


      My friends also looked curious, but my sister seemed confident.


      “I’ll show you right now. My absolute power... No, the absolute power of Fiore!”


      Aeria took a strange button out of her pocket and pressed it. As soon as she did, the ground started shaking. The sounds of heavy footsteps thundered closer and closer. What was that?!


      “Did you just release monsters, sis?!”


      “You’ll see soon. Just wait,” Aeria said smugly, hands on her hips.


      Eventually, something large emerged from the shadow of a building.


      Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me!


      It... It was...


      “A dragon?!”


      Something shaped like a dragon was blocking our way!


      “Whoa! What is that?!”


      “A dragon...made of steel?”


      We all stared up at the bizarre object and gulped. Was this some kind of golem? It was shaped like a dragon, but its body was mostly made of metal. It was five times the height of a human, making the surrounding buildings appear tiny beside it. Its offensive form had many sharp angles, and its bladelike claws shone in the moonlight.


      “This is my company’s secret weapon: the president’s personal dragon-type magic doll!” Aeria declared proudly, puffing up her chest.


      I mean, it certainly was an amazing golem...but why had she made such a thing?! Was she planning on starting a war?! Fiore was a large company, but this was way more power than any business needed. If she wasn’t careful, she could ruin a whole kingdom!


      “Why did you make this?!”


      “Shouldn’t it be obvious? It’s to protect you from danger, Noa!”


      “H-Huh?!”


      Her reason was even worse than expected! I mean, she had a golem of immense scale. Even if item production flourished in Velhen, it was an impressive work of craftsmanship. I couldn’t imagine how much money and technology had gone into it. I stared at it dumbfounded as my sister began ranting enthusiastically.


      “This golem was created from an artifact discovered in a labyrinth. We turned it into the strongest golem ever with Ciel’s assistance! Development took three years and ten billion gold...but the results were worth it!”


      “T-Ten billion?!”


      Everyone jumped back at the outrageous number. Although I had predicted it, I almost fell over too. Ten billion was crazy!


      I hadn’t expected a number that large. That much money could fund a life of luxury for the next thousand years...though a human wouldn’t even live that long. It was more gold than anyone could use in a lifetime.


      “Now, behold! I will demonstrate the power of this machine! Hah!”


      The dragon’s back shifted, revealing an entrance. My sister turned nimbly and went inside with a flourish. It was a type of golem that could be controlled from the inside! As I stood there shocked by the unfamiliar system, a light suddenly glinted in the golem’s eyes. At the same time, a unique mechanical sound began whirring.


      “It... It moved!” Rouga shouted.


      “Hey, this seems really bad!” Lana yelled.


      “It’ll be a disaster if that golem goes on a rampage!” Nino warned us.


      The golem leaned back and roared at the sky in an animalistic way. The impact was on par with a real dragon’s roar. No, it was even scarier! The sound was so loud, the ground shook and windows cracked. We were barely able to remain standing without passing out.


      “Now, Noa! Prepare yourself!”


      “Wha?!”


      Claws came swinging down, emitting a brilliant glow. The stone pavement of the street shattered easily. The ground was ripped apart, creating a small crater. What power! If that thing rampaged, the town would be destroyed in no time! I stared into the golem’s eyes in a panic and called out to my sister inside.


      “Let’s move elsewhere! You’ll hurt people here!”


      “Fine! How about the central square?”


      “Sure! Let’s go!”


      And so, my sister and I began moving. The others followed us out of concern.


      “Are you really going to fight that?!” Kuruta asked.


      “I have no choice.”


      “Can you even defeat such a thing?”


      The golem was crushing the stone pavement with every running step it took. Kuruta watched it with a worried expression. The impact of the giant body running through the streets was stupendous. Its shining armor looked like it could deflect any attack.


      Above all, Aeria had summoned it with her confidence. She was probably assured of her victory. Kuruta was right to be worried, but I had an idea of my own.


      “Don’t worry. If it’s Aeria I’m up against, I have a way.”


      Just as I said that, the townscape came to an end. We had reached the largest square in Velhen, the central square. It had several labyrinth entrances, so the spacious area was normally packed with explorers during the day.


      “Let’s settle this, Noa!”


      “Okay. Let’s do it.”


      In the middle of the square, I faced the golem Aeria was controlling. Its huge body gleamed in the moonlight, emphasizing its strange and bizarre form. It was actually pretty impressive that mankind could create such a thing. While it was based on an artifact, the technological power of the company that had restored it was amazing. Ciel must have assisted with her full strength. She was surprisingly interested in things like this.


      “I’m warning you now, neither swords nor magic will work against this machine’s armor. It uses a special liquid metal to regenerate no matter what,” Aeria said, going out of her way to explain the golem to me. She must have really wanted to brag about its abilities. Thanks to that, I was able to gain information before the fight, but...


      Hmm. This could be troublesome... I could probably break it if I tried really hard, but doing so would put my sister at risk. Which left only one option.


      “Fine. Then I won’t use swords or magic,” I said.


      “Huh? What will you use instead?” she asked.


      “This.”


      I sent magic energy through my whole body and took a step forward. My foot hit the ground with a loud thud that was more of an explosion than a footstep. At the same time, I learned forward and started running, clenching my fist.


      “Hiyaaah!”


      “Guh?!”


      I slammed my fist into the golem’s abdomen. The dragonic body suddenly tilted.


      “So tough!”


      My fist creaked. She’d said it was made of special liquid metal, so I’d imagined something softer, but it was actually the opposite. It was extremely hard, like punching a diamond wall. The impact echoed through my bones, reaching all the way to my own abdomen. This was gonna be tough on my barely recovered body!


      “Of all the things you could have done, you chose to punch? There’s no way that would work on my golem!”


      The tail of the dragon shot out.


      It’s fast!


      I evaded it at the last moment, and its claws came slamming down instead. When I evaded that, a magic projectile of some sort came flying from its mouth. This dragon had all kinds of features installed! Realizing I wouldn’t be able to dodge the attacks forever, I kicked it away instead.


      Hot!


      The magic projectiles were made of fire, burning my skin. I succeeded in sending them back, but a second round would be impossible!


      “Sieg!”


      “I’m fine! You guys make sure no one gets close!”


      I couldn’t let the others get involved in this battle between me and my sister. I quickly held out a hand to stop them from rushing over. I had to settle this by myself!


      “Noa. If you come back now, I won’t do anything more.”


      “No. You’re the one who should give up, sis.”


      “I’ll never give up!”


      “Then I’ll never go home!”


      At this point, it all came down to a clash of stubbornness. The scale was getting bigger and bigger, but in the end, it was just a sibling fight. Someone had to fold first for it to end. But I would never give up!


      “Do as you’re told!”


      “No!”


      The golem’s attack gradually got faster, reflecting the state of Aeria’s heart. I barely managed to evade them while launching my own attacks. I focused my blows on the weakest points—the machine’s joints—as much as I could, but they didn’t break easily.


      “It’s no use! You cannot destroy this golem!”


      “In that case...”


      I had mostly been running so far. The golem itself was powerful, but my sister, who was piloting it, was an amateur. There definitely had to be an opening somewhere. If I could aim there, I should have a chance of victory. But the golem was surprisingly nimble as it chased after me.


      “There’s no use running! This golem can fly as well!”


      “What?!”


      A tornado formed as the golem floated up into the sky. A mass of metal that size, floating... It was probably made possible by wind magic circles in the wings, but it was still an amazing feat.


      “Here goes!” Aeria shouted.


      The golem folded its wings and dove at me. Gah! It could do that too?! Even for a sturdy golem, this was ridiculous!


      I managed to dodge as the golem struck the ground headfirst. A small crater formed, splitting the ground apart. If that had hit me, I would have been flattened!


      “It’s not over yet!”


      “That’s crazy!”


      The golem rose into the air for another dive. At this rate, the central square would be ruined. I continued evading the dives while thinking about my next move. A golem made by mankind had to have a weakness. Think!


      “Give up already! You’re coming home!”


      “No way! I brought the holy sword back like I was told! Accept it already!”


      “Then show me the proof!”


      I had already lost count of how many blows we had exchanged. It was then that I realized the golem’s movements had slowed down a little. Was it running low on fuel? No, this was more like...


      “Hah! You’re so stubborn!” Aeria’s panting could be heard through the wind artifact.


      I see! Even if the golem couldn’t tire, my sister could. It had to be exhausting piloting a machine that could move so nimbly. Aeria was just an ordinary person, so it was only normal for her to tire out.


      “Right... Which means...” There was no need to defeat the golem at all!


      A bright idea came to mind, and I began running in circles around the machine. It began spinning to chase after me.


      “You can’t catch me!” I yelled.


      “Don’t you dare! Mock! Me!” Aeria fell for my taunts and chased me. She was so worked up, she hadn’t noticed my plan. Or maybe she simply had too much faith in the golem’s abilities.


      If Raiza had been the one piloting this, I wouldn’t have stood a chance. Well, Raiza was formidable enough on her own. If anything, the golem would probably weigh her down.


      “Take that!”


      “Hold it right there!”


      After running for a while, I leaped into the sky for the finisher. Using wind magic, I went as high as I possibly could. Seeing me leap for the clouds, Aeria made her golem fly up once again.


      “I know what you’re trying to do. You want me to fall down and slam into the ground, right?” Aeria said to me once we had reached the highest point we could.


      I silently nodded in response. She wasn’t entirely wrong.


      “Too bad! It won’t break this golem!”


      As I began falling, she dived fiercely after me. At this rate, we would both crash into the ground. She probably believed I’d avoid a direct hit, but she was counting on the fall to deal some damage to me. Below us, voices rang out.


      “Sieg!”


      “They really fell! Are you serious?!”


      The golem’s giant body hurtled toward the square, and chaos erupted.


      “Ack... What a mess,” I said, coughing as I stared from the edge of the square. I had barely avoided the golem’s fall at the last moment.


      Dense clouds of dust rose into the air. It looked like the disastrous ground zero of a fierce explosion. Stone pavements were turned up, and a large hole had been created. If I had been a little slower, I would have been in trouble! Aeria had really gone too far this time.


      “Ha ha ha! You did well!” Rouga shouted.


      “Surely that will stop it from moving,” Kuruta muttered in relief. They seemed to believe the fight had been decided.


      At the center of the hole was the overturned golem—but its eyes were still glowing.


      “It’s not...over yet! I won’t lose from this!”


      “Gah! She’s still going?!” Lana cried.


      “How tough is that thing?!” Rouga shouted.


      The golem got back up on its feet. Its armor was dirty, but there was no notable damage. Aeria hadn’t been kidding about the golem being able to withstand the fall. What kind of metal was this thing made of? Crashing into the ground at such a speed should have left one or two marks. Was this the effect of the “special liquid metal”?


      “Now, let’s settle this, Noa— Gyah!”


      The golem suddenly toppled off-balance. Aeria tried to straighten herself, but it wasn’t going well. The golem’s huge body was swaying like it was drunk.


      Looks like my plan worked well!


      Severe motion sickness. Aeria was normally careful about everything, but she had forgotten about this one thing.


      “Ugh! My head’s spinning... Ow, my back!” she cried, feeling pain in her whole body.


      “You pushed yourself too hard, sis,” I said to her softly.


      The golem was invincible, but the body piloting it wasn’t. If she moved about too recklessly, her body would have to bear the brunt of it. I’d had to move around a lot myself to target that weakness...but I’d felt her extraordinary obsession in the way she’d tried to keep up with me. It must have been tough for a normal person like her to spin around so much. I would’ve struggled to endure such movements as well.


      “Grr... I won’t lose here!”


      “Stop being unreasonable, Aeria!”


      “Shut up! I will definitely bring you—”


      “Abnormality detected in pilot body. Emergency shutdown activated.”


      A robotic voice suddenly spoke. It didn’t sound human—was it the golem?


      While we were all shaken by the abrupt interjection, the golem stopped moving. The back of its armor slid open, and Aeria came crawling out.


      “Urk... I feel sick...”


      “Are you okay, sis?!”


      Her face was awfully pale. I hurriedly ran over to her and took out a potion. Her nausea must have been terrible, because she had to choke it down between coughs.


      “I can’t believe you stopped this golem...”


      “I told you I’ve grown.”


      “So it seems. Ugh, I didn’t plan for this.”


      Her usual self-assured attitude was nowhere to be seen as she muttered furiously to herself. Was that because she’d been weakened by the motion sickness? She looked so lonely, I called out to her gently.


      “Say, why do you want me to go home so badly?” I asked.


      “Because I’m worried about you, of course. Besides...”


      “Besides?”


      “It feels like you’ll go somewhere I can’t reach,” she muttered. Illuminated by moonlight, her face looked awfully vulnerable. She ran one of the largest trading companies on the continent, but she was still young. The weakness she normally hid was out in the open.


      “I don’t have the strength to fight. I don’t have any aptitude for swords or magic. All I have is a little business sense...but that’s all.”


      “I wouldn’t call it a little...”


      I couldn’t help but correct her, but Aeria ignored me. She was lost in her own world, talking to herself.


      “That’s why...if you became an adventurer, I feel like I’d be left behind. I can’t fight, so I can’t follow you where you go.”


      “So that’s how you felt... Is that why this golem...?”


      “Yes. I made it so I could protect you in an emergency, even if I couldn’t fight.”


      I see, so that was why she’d developed such a high-performing golem. When she put it that way, I felt a little bad about what I’d done. Well, it wasn’t like the golem was destroyed, so it was all right.


      “But now that it’s come to this, I guess I have no choice. I’ll accept it,” she concluded.


      “Which means...”


      “Yes, you can continue being an adventurer.”


      “Yay!”


      Having received her permission, I shouted in happiness. I felt so elated, I could have jumped in joy, but I suppressed that feeling for now. I turned to Aeria, who looked like she was about to cry.


      “Thank you, Aeria.”


      “I lost, so it’s only right.”


      “Don’t worry too much. When I’m done with my adventure, I’ll come home.”


      Hearing my words, her expression immediately brightened. She leaned toward me and grabbed my hands.


      “Wait, is that true?!”


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “Thank goodness! That means I can keep my plan of having you inherit the company.”


      “Huh? What did you just say?”


      “Nothing at all! Just thinking out loud!”


      “Oh... Okay. But more importantly...”


      I quietly looked at her clothes. She must have moved around a lot within the golem—her outfit had been revealing to begin with, but after all that movement...some of it had shifted, revealing more than what was probably intended. Some parts were barely hanging on by a thread...


      She was probably feeling too unwell to realize it before, but why hadn’t she noticed yet?


      “Noa? Do you have a fever?” Aeria asked. She came closer to me without realizing what was wrong. Her senses were usually sharp, so why was she so dull at times like this?


      Wait, don’t come any closer!


      I tried to back away, but unfortunately, there was rubble blocking my way. I bent backward to get as far away from her as I could, but she brought her face right up to mine.


      We touched foreheads with a soft thump. My heart was racing so fast, I couldn’t speak.


      “Doesn’t seem to be a fever. Hm?”
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      After taking my temperature, she finally noticed the disheveled state her clothes were in. She looked down at herself and how she was almost stripped bare. Then, she took a deep breath...


      “Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!”


      ...and screamed loud enough to echo through the labyrinth city.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Aftermath Cleanup


      “Phew! This is the best!”


      Several days after the incident, we were at the fanciest restaurant in the labyrinth city: the Dinner of the Heavens. The social status—and price—of this place was first-rate. It could only be entered with a referral, and reservation wait times were several years long. Yet Aeria had reserved the whole place for us “as an apology for the trouble.”


      That was the president of Fiore for you—she really did run this town.


      “I’ve never seen these dishes before. Even their names sound like poetry,” I muttered.


      “Cage-grilled labyrinth-sourced tonerico shrooms with a hint of plateau freshness... Yeah, what’s ‘plateau freshness’?” Kuruta asked.


      “Maybe the herbs used are from some plateau?” Nino guessed.


      “Hmm. Isn’t that a bit too literal?”


      “Who cares as long as it’s tasty!” Rouga chimed in.


      “Ugh. You’re so boorish, Rouga,” Kuruta said, disgusted.


      Rouga was ravenously wolfing down gourmet dishes that cost tens of thousands of gold per person. Even though the whole place was reserved strictly for us, it was a little embarrassing to watch him.


      In contrast, Kuruta was eating with good table manners. Apparently, A-rank adventurers often attended dinners with various important figures. She had learned all her basic manners for that. Nino must have learned from her, as she was also eating politely, albeit a little slowly.


      “If only Lana had come as well,” I said.


      “Well, there was no helping that. She got off light with just a three-month suspension.”


      After my battle with Aeria, Lana had immediately gone to the guild to report herself for dealing with Conron. The punishment she received was a three-month suspension. It was quite a lenient punishment, considering her adventurer license had been at risk. The fact that Lana had turned herself in played a big part in it.


      “Thanks to her testimony, Conron’s under investigation by the guild and Fiore,” I said.


      “No surprise there,” Kuruta replied. “They sold such a dangerous weapon.”


      “Apparently, the Black Tower was involved in its production. It might be a huge lead,” Rouga added, biting into the hunk of meat and humming.


      The Black Tower was the name of a group of mages that researched taboo dark magic. Ever since the large-scale explosions they’d caused ten years ago, they had faded from the spotlight. But they were said to still be active underground.


      Times were already tense with the demons, and now another troublesome group had shown up. Hopefully there would be no other strange developments.


      “Well, at least it’s not something we have to get involved in,” I said.


      “Yeah. We have the demons to worry about,” Rouga agreed.


      “Right. We should focus on what to do with that holy sword,” Kuruta said, looking at my magic bag, which had the holy sword stored inside. The rusty sword wasn’t usable in its current state. It felt like it could snap at any time.


      “Shall we get Barg to look at it once we get back to Rajah?” Rouga suggested.


      “Yes, hopefully he can fix it.”


      “That might be difficult. If that’s the real holy sword, it should be made of orichalcum,” Kuruta said.


      “Wait, really?”


      “Don’t tell me you didn’t know! Have you never read Tales of the Hero?”


      “Ah... I only got partway. My sisters confiscated it.”


      Tales of the Hero was—as the name implied—a large collection of stories about the hero and his party. It was basically a bible for every boy who lived on the continent. My dream of becoming an adventurer had started with that book, even though I hadn’t been able to read it all, as my sisters had taken it away from me.


      “Orichalcum, huh?” I mumbled.


      Orichalcum: the metal of the gods. It was said to be the strongest metal in the world—and the rarest. If this holy sword was really made of it, it would be extremely difficult to repair. At worst, we’d have to source a large amount of the metal.


      “Orichalcum would mean...the Canaria Mines?” Rouga asked.


      “Yeah. That’s the only place to get it,” Kuruta replied.


      “First the labyrinth, then the mines. So much time underground,” Nino said, frowning.


      Come to think of it, she was often complaining about the lack of sunlight in the labyrinth. I thought being a ninja meant she specialized in fighting in the dark, but she personally preferred sunnier places. I guessed all humans loved basking in the sun.


      “At any rate, we should go back to Rajah to get the sword checked out. They’re the pros when it comes to swords,” Kuruta said.


      “Then once we’ve said goodbye to everyone, let’s leave town. Is there anything else we wanted to do here?” I asked.


      “Hmm... We finished up earlier than expected, so I didn’t get to eat everywhere I wanted,” Rouga replied.


      “That’s so trivial! Does it really matter?!”


      “Hey now, food is important! When you reach my age, you don’t know how many more meals you’ll be able to eat...”


      Rouga began rambling about life. He normally denied being old, yet he liked to act like a wise old man at times like this. He’d be so much cooler if he didn’t behave like this...


      Just as I was shooting him a cold glare, Aeria quietly entered the room. “Sorry to disturb you. I’m glad it looks like you’re enjoying yourselves.”


      “Aeria! Did you finish work?”


      “Yes, everything’s been settled now.”


      She looked a little more tired than usual. Apparently the cleanup of her rampage through town had been quite exhausting. I hadn’t helped either, breaking through the dungeon floor... At least the broken floor had repaired itself quickly, so there was no need to intervene. It was no wonder the labyrinths were called creations of god.


      “What will you guys be doing next?” Aeria asked.


      “For now, we’re thinking of returning to Rajah to consult our usual blacksmith about the holy sword.”


      “I see. That’s a good idea.”


      Was it because our battle was over? Aeria’s attitude seemed softer than usual. The waiters immediately tried to bring out a meal for her, but she held out a hand to stop them.


      “But there’s something to think about before that,” she said in a soft but serious tone.


      “How to report things to Fam?”


      “I’ve already done that,” she said proudly.


      She sure was quick to act! I was still thinking about what to say to Fam.


      “What else is there?” I asked.


      “Shouldn’t it be obvious? It’s Ecrecia.”


      That’s right, there was still Ecrecia! I recalled my last remaining—and most troublesome—sister and groaned.




      “Ecrecia... Do you mean the great artist Lady Ecrecia?” Nino asked excitedly.


      Was she a fan? Ecrecia was a world-renowned artist, so she had avid fans everywhere. Had her name reached the East as well?


      “Yes.”


      “Does that mean you’re related to her too?!”


      “She’s my older sister.”


      As soon as I said that, Nino’s eyes began sparkling. Meanwhile, Kuruta looked more exasperated than surprised.


      “Another one?” she muttered.


      “Say, what’s up with your family, Sieg?” Rouga asked.


      “Yeah, there’s definitely something strange about it... Are you the secret love child of the emperor?” Kuruta said.


      “Would our attitude until now be considered impiety?” Nino wondered aloud.


      “Don’t be silly! I mean, I know my sisters are amazing...but I’m normal!”


      Everyone looked puzzled by my declaration. Aeria also looked like she was holding back a comment.


      Um...huh? Was I not normal? No no, that couldn’t be it. Everyone’s senses had just been altered by seeing my sisters. I was definitely, definitely normal.


      “At any rate, things will get problematic if Ecrecia makes a move,” I said.


      “Yes. She’s probably the worst against human opponents,” Aeria agreed.


      She folded her hands with a serious look. My expression was similarly grim. If Ecrecia was going to come after me, I had a lot to consider. Meanwhile, Kuruta and the others looked confused.


      “Is she that bad?” Kuruta asked.


      “Yes,” Aeria replied.


      “But she’s just an artist, right? That doesn’t sound particularly dangerous...”


      Aeria and I sighed in unison. Indeed, there was nothing to fear from a normal artist. But Ecrecia was special in many ways. How could I explain it?


      As I was thinking, Aeria answered first. “A talented artist can move hearts. You understand that, right?”


      “Yeah. I’m not well-versed in it, but it’s that feeling of awe when you look at beautiful art, right?”


      “A truly talented artist can not only move hearts but control them.”


      “I...see?” Kuruta nodded hesitantly. She couldn’t believe Aeria right away, but I didn’t blame her. Still, there was no better way of describing Ecrecia. There was something truly captivating about her works.


      “She’ll head to Rajah eventually, so make sure you’re prepared,” my sister warned me.


      “Got it. Thanks, Aeria.”


      “You can come home whenever you feel like it. I’ll be waiting,” she said, smiling brightly.


      Of course, she wasn’t just exchanging pleasantries—she was dead serious. I returned the smile with a twitch in my face, but she wasn’t done yet.


      “I mean it. Don’t even hesitate to come back.”


      “Aha ha ha... By the way, what happened to Raiza?”


      I quickly tried to change the subject. Aeria glanced at the clock on the wall and blinked in surprise. “Oh, that’s strange. I told her to meet up with us here.”


      “Noaaa!”


      “Whoa!”


      Speak of the devil...


      The door slammed open, and Raiza charged in with incredible speed. She ran right up to me and hugged me. I was so shocked by her sudden appearance, I ended up falling to the floor along with my chair.


      “R-Raiza?!”


      “Oops!”


      Everyone’s lukewarm gazes were focused on her. The vibe was so awkward, even Raiza noticed it. She hurriedly stepped back and cleared her throat.


      “Um, have you been well, Noa—I mean, Sieg?”


      “I’m glad to see you’ve clearly been well, Raiza.”


      “Heh! I have indeed!”


      “Of course she was. She was under surveillance, but I placed her in the best suite,” Aeria interjected.


      Ooh... Aeria was always thoughtful about those kinds of things. Raiza was family, so in a way, that was a given. She hadn’t done anything bad either.


      “Oh, and I’ve erased your debt now. Your money should be back in your account.”


      “Ooh!”


      Raiza accepted the notice of her repaid debt and jumped up and down on the spot. She took a deep breath and laughed brightly. “I’m free! There’s nothing to fear anymore!”


      “Try not to get deceived next time.”


      “Of course. I’ve learned from my mistake!”


      “That’s what I’m most worried about.” Aeria pressed a hand to her forehead and sighed.


      Well, that was Raiza’s problem resolved, at least. Her money was back, and everything had been settled peacefully.


      “Now I can adventure with everyone again!” she cheered.


      “Yeah!”


      “There’s nothing more reassuring than having the Swordmaster back on the team,” Rouga said.


      “We’ll be counting on you,” Nino said.


      “Oh, that’s right.” Aeria clapped her hands as though remembering something.


      Hm? What else was there? And what was this bad feeling I was getting?! As I started shaking, she beamed from ear to ear.


      “I’ve sent that golem in for upgrades, so help me out again sometime.”


      “Huh?”


      “I’ll keep remaking it until it can beat you, Noa. Let me test its abilities on you from time to time,” she explained.


      Good grief. It seemed her competitive spirit hadn’t changed after everything. At this rate, she’d really end up making the strongest golem in the world. I wanted to refuse, but doing so would create more trouble, so I nodded for now.


      “Fine. On another day, much later.”


      “I’ll contact you through our Rajah branch when it’s ready.”


      “Sure.”


      “All right, shall we get going?” Rouga asked. He stood up, rubbing his stomach.


      I got up as well. “Let’s go back to Rajah.”


      Thus, our adventures in the labyrinth came to an end, and we set out back to Rajah.

    

  

  
    
      Extra: Kuruta’s Shopping Trip


      “I can’t believe the carriage is late. How unlucky.”


      After our adventure in the labyrinth city ended, we got ready to return to Rajah. But in a stroke of bad luck, our carriage’s departure was delayed. Apparently the goods that were meant to be loaded into it were yet to arrive.


      “Looks like it’ll be quite a delay,” Raiza said.


      “I know. Why don’t we do some last-minute shopping?” Kuruta suggested.


      It did seem like a better option than just sitting around waiting.


      “You go ahead. I’ll wait here,” Rouga said.


      “Huh? You’re not coming along?” I asked.


      “I ate too much and can’t move.”


      “Good grief. You should have held back more,” Nino muttered with a sigh before offering to stay with him.


      When I first met them, I’d thought Rouga was like Nino’s guardian, but that view was completely reversed now.


      “Be more careful next time,” I said.


      “Sorry, sorry.”


      “Then let’s go!” Kuruta grabbed my hand and began pulling me.


      “Wait, I’m going too!” Raiza said, hurrying after us.


      We headed into town and stopped in front of a certain shop.


      “I wanted to check this place out!” Kuruta announced.


      “Huh. A clothes shop?” I asked.


      “That’s right. This town has a bunch of places with cute clothes.”


      As a man, I didn’t get it, but apparently they had trendier fashions than Rajah. Maybe it was because Fiore ran the place? My sister put a lot of energy into women’s products, probably because she was a woman herself.


      “Why do clothes matter?” Raiza asked dismissively.


      “They matter a lot! They can change your impression dramatically,” Kuruta replied.


      “Hm? Really, now?”


      “Fine, I’ll show you an example. Wait here!” Kuruta went into the store.


      I guessed we just had to wait for now? Raiza and I exchanged a look.


      “What do we do?”


      “What can we do besides wait?”


      “Right.”


      We waited for a while like that. Time flowed in an awkward silence until Kuruta emerged from the store.


      “Well? Completely different, right?”


      “Whoa...”


      She usually wore shorts for ease of movement, but she had changed into a one-piece dress. The shade of green was elegant, making her look like a daughter of a rich family. Her hairstyle had also been adjusted, and the silver hair clip suited her well.


      “It does make quite a different impression. Like an air of elegance?” I said.


      “Right? Rajah doesn’t have many clothes like this.”


      “Grrr!”


      As I was expressing my shock to Kuruta, Raiza’s mood suddenly fell. What’s wrong? Did something offend her?


      I tilted my head in confusion as Raiza seemed to make up her mind about something.


      “Wait here! I’m going to change too!”


      “Huh? Hey!”


      Raiza rushed into the store before anyone could stop her. She wanted to compete with Kuruta and change as well. What was she going to wear? Now that I thought about it, I barely ever saw her out of her armor.


      Kuruta and I waited somewhat expectantly, until...


      “How’s this! Different from normal, right?!”


      “Wha?! Y-Y-You—!”


      We were both rendered speechless by her outfit. Where in the store had she found that? Of all things, my sister had chosen...


      “Underwear?!”


      “No! This is proper armor!”


      No matter how I looked at it, it was more swimsuit or underwear than armor.


      How could this happen?!


      My pained scream echoed throughout Velhen.
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      Afterword


      Hello, everyone. This is the author, kimimaro. Thank you for purchasing this book.


      We’ve finally overcome the three-volume wall and reached the fourth volume. Given the state of light novels right now, I’d say I’ve been putting up a good fight. This is all thanks to you readers.


      The manga adaptation has also begun serialization. It’s being published in Manga UP! so please check it out sometime. Masashi Suzuki’s wonderful illustrations bring a different kind of charm to the characters than the novels. The combat scenes in particular have an impact that can only be seen in manga. Novels have their own charm, but scenes with lots of movement are just flashier when they’re drawn! This is my second manga adaptation, but I was absolutely moved by how the characters came to life and moved so vividly.


      Back to the topic of the novel, I struggled quite a bit with writing this volume. How should Aeria’s brilliance as a merchant be depicted? I thought about this question a lot, and the result is this volume. I hope you all enjoy reading it.


      Finally, I’d like to extend my gratitude to everyone involved in this work.


      kimimaro


      February 2022
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