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  Prologue: Before The Storm


  On the second floor of the bottomless labyrinth, surrounded by a wall of trees, the Gluttonous Glutton, the guardian of the floor, howled loudly.


  “““Grooooo!”””


  “Wooo! It actually evolved!”


  Watching Glutton’s head split into three, the well-known magic swordsman Wiesel of the “Plunderers” clan screamed in excitement as his face turned red.


  “On the verge of death, it ran away and ate the wall of plants to evolve. It’s just as the princess told us.”


  The female magician Aibis, also known as the Magic Stone Witch, looked at Glutton with a very intrigued expression.


  “But the guardian doesn’t drop any magic stones, right?”


  “And no magic items, either.”


  The large warrior Rino dropped his shoulders in defeat but quickly followed with a smile.


  “But, more medals. I’m happy.”


  “I asked the Dark Knight to show us his medal, but the emblem on it sadly didn’t change into three heads.”


  Met with the terrifying guardian in front of them, the 6th-floor ranker members of the Plunderers had more than enough time for idle talk. Glutton must not have liked that humiliation, as it roared once again and stormed towards the group.


  “““Grwooooo!”””


  “Damn, what a sight to behold.”


  The magic swordsman closely inspected the approaching three heads, as the female magician began casting a chant.


  “O Stone, turn into shackles to bind their freedom—Stone Bind!”


  A light of aura emitted from the female magician’s wand, which created several large and thick chains of soil and stopped Glutton from moving.


  “““Gohh!”””


  “Like I thought, it still can’t counter against all types of magic.”


  The chains bit into the monster’s flesh because of its momentum, as the female magician commented with a confident tone. After the 7th princess of the Empire had turned adventurer and reported on the change with Glutton, this group of the Plunderers came to the 2nd floor to investigate this fact. They also heard of the fact that it swallowed up Rufa’s Fire Wall and had prepared countermeasures.


  “Hey, can I let him eat a Fireball?”


  “Later, yeah?”


  The magic swordsman wished to continue his experiment right away, only to be stopped by the female magician, as the male warrior slammed his greatsword into Glutton’s back legs.


  “Hmph! Hmph!”


  “““Guuuuuuuh!!”””


  Not bothered by the ear-splitting scream of pain, the warrior then sliced Glutton’s four limbs clean off.


  “Now that should take care of—Oh, right. It can still move by breathing in air, right.”


  “Good point.”


  Receiving a reminder from the magic swordsman, the female magician cast another Stone Bind spell and tightly shut off Glutton’s mouth.


  “““Grmmm!”””


  “Hee hee! I’m gonna start with a full-body sketch!”


  The magic swordsman grabbed the sketchbook he carried on his back, as well as some charcoal, and began drawing Glutton’s current appearance at immeasurable speeds.


  “A simple evolution isn’t so bad, but an unbalanced three heads has its own charm…Anyway, time to get a good look at the insides.”


  After the full-body sketch was finished, he jumped onto Glutton’s back and sliced its skin open to grab a bit of meat from his neck.


  “““Gruuuuuu!!!”””


  “I see, I see. Just like with our dear Cerberos, the thoracic vertebrae connected to the cervical vertebrae are all separated!”


  Ignoring Glutton’s roars of pain and terror, the magic swordsman carefully looked through the wound and continued to draw in his sketchbook.


  “Man, monsters like these are so weird, right? They’re simply lumps of mana, completely different from regular animals, and yet they possess regular bodies, almost as if they had existed at some point in the past.”


  “Wiesel, I hate to ruin your fun, but if you’re too rough with it, our dear little piggy will kick the bucket eventually.”


  “Oh, that is right. Can’t rush things.”


  Receiving this warning, the magic swordsman stopped his investigation and got off Glutton’s back.


  “Finding out how many injuries it can handle before death is a juicy factor to research, but we also need to see what happens to all sorts of magic spells after it gets swallowed by them.”


  As this information will be valuable to all the adventurers that come after them, they couldn’t be slacking off—or so was the logic he made up. But in reality, this fanatic simply loved unidentified and non-researched monsters so much that he was willing to die for it.


  “Now…show me what you truly are.”


  “““Mghuuuu!”””


  Glutton should not be able to feel fear and terror, and yet the magic swordsman’s bottomless grin made him howl nonetheless. This entire scene was watched from afar by a specific group.


  “…They’re all nuts.”


  They were a group of six people, currently 2nd-floor rankers. They happened to walk in on this surreal scenery and decided to watch it unfold for future reference but quickly regretted it.


  “To think the day would come where I would show sympathy for a monster.”


  Watching Glutton have his four limps sliced off, brought to the brink of death for “research” as it was forced to swallow magic spell after magic spell, it felt like genuine animal cruelty was unfolding in front of them. If they hadn’t gone through countless battles prior to this and acquired some level of resistance, they probably would have thrown up at this sight.


  “Also, the story of the guardian evolving mid-battle turned out to be true, huh?”


  Even though this fact, seen as a rumor, had only begun making rounds two days ago, the majority of adventurers knew of it. And since the Plunderers were currently verifying this information, it would soon be official, making huge rounds. In fact, the group of adventurers currently observing this was shaken.


  “Could we…win against that?”


  “…”


  The leader’s question was met with silence by the other five members. Their interests and hobbies were one thing, but these three members of the Plunderers were all 6th-floor rankers, so they were plenty strong. That’s why it made it easy to misunderstand, but Glutton was still a terrifying floor guardian nonetheless, even more so if it was in its evolved form when it can swallow magic.


  “…We should probably train some more.”


  They may have had to give up today, but they would not retire from being adventurers. However, they couldn’t shake away this creeping anxiety filling them.


  “What is going to happen to this labyrinth now?”


  With the appearance of a new type of monster and the aggressive evolution of a guardian, it was clear that the ancient rules of this labyrinth were slowly breaking apart. And who could guarantee that this would be the worst of it? And yet, the only thing filling their ears were the cheers of the Plunderers who finished researching the new Glutton.


  “Man, I’m satisfied. Things are starting to get exciting!”


  “More monsters means more magic stones.”


  “And more magic items. I’m happy.”


  The group of 2nd-floor rankers turned their back towards those three and started walking.


  “Let’s go.”


  They may be riddled with worries, but they would continue working as adventurers, no doubt. However, one thing was certain in their minds.


  —We won’t be able to become 6th-floor rankers.


  Only those who’d be filled with excitement and curiosity in the face of a life-threatening situation, those who could find their human instincts in trying to preserve themselves, would be able to reach such an absurd level of strength. That was what they understood during that scene. Unknowing that they had broken the spirits of several adventurers, the three from the Plunderers grabbed Glutton’s medal and kept on laughing gleefully.


  Chapter 1: Hometown of Life Is the Territory of Death


  After being attacked by Glutton and Eclair’s team, together with my duel against the black-haired female samurai Chidori-san, we all opted to take a day off. Now that this day had passed, I, the Dark Knight Alba, went down to the bottomless labyrinth with my two allies, now reaching the third floor.


  “Whoa!”


  Ultramarine color filled my view, urging me to let out a voice of admiration. I was a bit shocked to see a sea of trees on the second floor, but this third floor was even more surreal. The ground was made of white stone, but the walls and ceiling were made of water. It’s like we were passing through a tunnel in the middle of the ocean. Either way, this was a sight you’d rarely get to experience in life.


  “This beauty must be seen rather than be told, yes?”


  “If we weren’t inside the labyrinth, I’d be bringing out some lunch right now.”


  The elf magician Rufa and dwarf warrior Garnet were equally taken in by this beauty and forgot themselves. Still, this sure is a weird passage. My curiosity got the better of me, as I reached for the blue wall with my finger. As a result, it got sucked into the wet wall.


  “Wah?!”


  I frantically pulled back my fingers. I thought it was just a translucent wall, but that wasn’t it. Is there some weird power at work that keeps the water in shape like that? This time, I pushed my whole hand inside, as water started dripping out of my armor’s gaps. It’s cold…But there’s no pain, so it’s probably not poison and just regular water. Now you might be able to swim inside of it. But as I was thinking that, Garnet and Rufa pulled me away from the wall of water.


  “Alba, I understand how you feel, but you should not get too close to this.”


  “I heard the pressure of the water isn’t too dangerous, but your dead body could get washed away in the current.”


  So then you can actually get inside of this? Since I was living on an island surrounded by water, I’m confident in my swimming skills, but I should probably refrain from showing off here. And this jet-black armor I received from Gramps—the Fairy King Oberon—might protect me against most attacks and dangers of the labyrinth, but there wasn’t much to save if I suffocated and died.


  Death…


  I felt a shiver run down my spine. It’s been around two weeks since I began wandering the labyrinth, but this might be the first time I felt the genuine terror of death. The previous two guardians were plenty strong, too, but I still had the upper hand. And I may very well have died during my battle against Chidori-san, but we ensured our revival there, too. However, if I were to suffocate inside this giant mass of water, my corpse rotting away without ever being recovered, I would turn into a genuine Lost.


  And winning against this fear…is what it means to be an adventurer, huh.


  I always held a naive thought that, as long as one person would survive, they could save the rest of their party, but I may have never even stood at the starting line of this profession in the first place. But when I was reflecting on my determination, Garnet poked her finger into my hip.


  “I don’t mean to burden you further, but if anything happens, I’m counting on you. I cannot swim.”


  Wait…were dwarves known to be bad swimmers? I see! Maybe because they are smiths!


  “Well, dwarves’ muscles are known to be heavy, so they’re simply not made out to be good swimmers, but I myself am a bad swimmer.”


  “There may be a river near the capital, but the absence of swimming lessons probably contributed to that.”


  Garnet delivered an explanation, with Rufa following up accordingly. I’m a bit sad that they just ignored my joke like that, but what can you do? But from the looks of it, I doubt that Rufa’s that good of a swimmer, either. I’m doubtful royalty like her would be allowed to swim in the nearby river. In other words…I’m the only one who can save those two in case we get decimated. Guess I gotta focus up.


  We progressed along the pathway, when the wall of water ahead of us started bubbling, followed by several shadows leaping out at us. Just like humans, they stood on two feet, holding tridents with both their arms. However, their whole bodies were covered in bluish-black armor, dorsal or tail fins growing from them, glaring at us with deadpan eyes.


  “Sahuagins, I presume.”


  They must have reacted to Garnet’s comment, as all the Sahuagins attacked us simultaneously. I immediately readied my greatsword and swung it horizontally. Kurokage Style Sword Technique—Rice Mowing. A wave of black aura filled the path, making it virtually impossible to evade the attack—or so I thought, but the two enemies to the left and right jumped into the water to avoid it, as their three friends were split in half, turning into particles of light.


  “What?!”


  I was utterly bewildered, as the two Sahuagins leaped out of the water once more to jump at me with their tridents.


  “Hah!”


  “O Flame, roam free and burn everything to ash—Fireball!”


  Garnet swung her mace in one fell swoop, as Rufa’s magic fired at the attacker, sending them both flying.


  “Thanks for that.”


  I thanked the both of them for coming to my aid as I finished off the incapacitated enemies. Like this, they turned into particles of light all the same, leaving behind only their magic stones.


  “Who could have imagined they would dodge Alba-sama’s technique like that.”


  “It seems like we can’t just proceed as we usually have.”


  “Yeah.”


  Rufa and Garnet’s expressions grew clouded, to which I nodded along. I guess the third floor is where things start to change up a bit. We went to recover the magic stones dropped by the monsters and made our way deeper into the floor.


  This is slowly wearing me down…


  Walking down this floor completely different from the previous one, we had to be wary of all our directions at the same time, gradually dropping our speed. Even though the water around us should make it chilly and comfortable to walk around, I could feel drops of sweat on my forehead. And the fact that we can clearly see inside the water only makes it worse. The water swaying in the distance could easily be mistaken for an approaching monster. With things like this, I’d prefer this floor to be filled with mud.


  “Are you two okay?” I turned around to ask the two, with Rufa answering me with a pleasant smile.


  “Thank you for your consideration. But, since we have you by our side, there is nothing to be afraid of.”


  Oh geez, you’re gonna make me blush…Seeing me flustered, Rufa showed a teasing expression.


  “Hee hee, I guess that earned me a lot of points.”


  “I can’t tell if you’re being calculative or just hiding your embarrassment, but you always say one word too much.” Garnet sighed in disbelief as she rammed a chop onto Rufa’s head, which had me burst out laughing.


  “By the way, how about we split up directions we pay attention to? Since Alba takes the front, he should look ahead of us, Rufa checking left and right, with me being careful of behind us. That way, we won’t be too exhausted when being on guard.”


  “I see,” I nodded.


  That method sounded a lot more efficient than what we were doing.


  “The fact that we didn’t come up with this from the beginning presumably shows our inexperience.”


  “We just relied on Alba, I dare say. And this shows our lack of experience as adventurers.”


  Rufa and Garnet sighed in unison as we split up our directions and made further progress down the path. Finally, we reached an intersection, when Garnet screamed.


  “They’re coming from behind!”


  “Got it!”


  I hurriedly turned around, when I saw three more enemies jumping at us. However, they looked completely different from the Sahuagin we previously encountered. They had long blond hair with blue and translucent eyes, lush and red lips, and a feminine, charming face. Not to mention they didn’t wear anything, boldly revealing their well-endowed chest. And with that in itself, they looked like your average beauty, but instead of legs, these women had tail fins with scales.


  “So now it’s Mermaids…” Garnet grumbled with a complex expression.


  Since they looked close to the average human instead of a vile monster, she probably held some level of resistance to fighting them. I felt the same way, I don’t like fighting women like this. Also, since they’re basically on full display, I don’t know where to look. Then again, the majority of fairies at I-Rapsel were living naked, so it’s not like I wasn’t somewhat used to this. However, I was worried if Rufa felt the same way and turned towards her—


  “…So even monsters are now making fun of me?”


  Her eyes were blood-shot in rage, as she glared at the Mermaids’ voluptuous breasts…Well, I somewhat expected this to happen, but I have no clue what to even say to cheer her up.


  “Leave her be. Any weak sympathy will only hurt her more,” Garnet commented after she presumably read my thoughts, but that seemingly didn’t work well either.


  I heard a vein pop in Rufa’s head, as she swung her staff in anger.


  “O Flame, stir up, run wild, and cut through everything—Firestorm!”


  ‘All huge breasts should be burned!’ — is what I heard her scream alongside that, but it was probably just my imagination. The aura fired off from the tip of her staff turned into a large storm of fire roaring through the path, attacking the Mermaids. However, the enemy seemed to have anticipated this, as they kicked off the ground with their fins and jumped back into the wall of water, watching the storm of fire pass them by.


  “Tsk!”


  “What a troublesome arena this is.”


  Rufa clicked her tongue as Garnet voiced her discontent, but the Mermaids didn’t wait long to attack us again. And before we could fight back with our own methods, they all roared in unison.


  “““RAAA!!”””


  Three overlapped explosive sounds reaching our eardrums.


  “Ugh…!”


  Suffering an attack not even my jet-black armor could defend against, I was assaulted by severe dizziness, as I ran towards the enemy. However, when they saw that, the mermaids once again escaped into the water. Damn it! How about this then?! I stabbed my sword into the wall of water and fired off a wave of aura. Kurokage Style Sword Technique – Explosive Needles. Several tens of black needles headed for the enemy and exploded. They probably let down their guard because they thought they were safe, but after being riddled with holes, the two mermaids who attacked us immediately separated into particles of light.


  However, one of them managed to escape just in time, presumably because the water slowed down the needle’s speed. A bit close…Ah, wait. Now we can’t recover their magic stones! This realization hit me a moment too late as I was careless enough for the mermaid to once again leap at me from the water and scream.


  “HAAA!”


  Because it was just one out of the three, the damage to our ears wasn’t as strong as before. Or maybe this was just a different type of scream? I was lost in thought pondering about its implications, as Rufa swiftly cast another spell of magic.


  “O Flame, stand tall and cover their path—Flame Wall.”


  Walls of fire stood tall all around the mermaid, leaving her unable to run.


  “Well done!” Garnet didn’t let this chance go to waste and slammed her mace right onto the mermaid.


  They may be difficult to handle if you give them too many opportunities, but just as they looked, they didn’t hold much danger if you knew what to do. Crushed under the mace, the mermaid quickly dispersed and left behind the magic stone. I know I’m not one to talk with my own attack, but this just looks grotesque. The sight had my face tightening up, but Rufa just wiped the sweat off her face with a beaming smile.


  “Phew! The enemy has been dealt with!”


  …Well, it’s their fault for attacking us, so I shouldn’t be questioning Rufa’s motives.


  “You’re sounding more and more desperate now,” Garnet retorted and picked up the magic stone at her feet.


  All that hard work, and she’s kicking the stone around…


  “—?!”


  Immediately after, I felt a shiver run down my spine. Is there another enemy?! I frantically looked left, right, ahead, and behind us, but couldn’t find anything.


  “What happened?” Garnet looked at me with a dubious expression.


  Right after, a shadow dropped down on her.


  “Run!” I screamed but at the same time, a giant jaw appeared and swallowed Garnet, disappearing back into the water ceiling.


  “Garnet?!”


  “Tsk!”


  Hearing Rufa’s scream behind me, I kicked off the ground and jumped into the water. Water gushed inside my mask, leaving me unable to breathe, but I didn’t have time to bother with that. Luckily, the monster that swallowed up Garnet was still nearby. Its body was at least a hundred feet (30m) long, resembling a large snake or eel.


  So that’s a Sea Serpent, huh?


  The monster caught on to my arrival and headed my way. Thanks for that, you’re saving me a lot of time. To not waste any air in my lungs, I just let the giant monster chomp on me. It probably struggled a lot more since I wasn’t as tiny as Garnet, as its fangs bit into my armor. However, my armor was stronger than that to give in. Meanwhile, I rammed my greatsword into the Sea Serpent’s head, sending off needles of aura. As a result, the giant sea snake convulsed once and turned into particles of light, revealing Garnet.


  “Garnet!”


  I screamed in the heat of the moment, as water filled my mouth. So it wasn’t seawater…Wait, this isn’t the time for that. Garnet seemed conscious, as she frantically flapped her limbs up and down. She won’t make it back to the path like this. And honestly, I’m starting to reach my limit here, too. I was reaching my limit as my view turned darker, still frantically making my way towards Garnet, when I was suddenly able to breathe again.


  “Huh?!”


  I was gasping for air out of sheer shock, but even as water entered my mouth, I didn’t suffer. I could breathe just fine. Looking ahead of me, the same seemed to be the case for Garnet, as she stopped struggling and just looked at me with a troubled expression. What even…Ah, it must be Rufa! I looked below me, finding Rufa pointing her staff at me.


  Must be Water Breathing magic. That’s a huge help.


  I made my way towards Garnet, gently grabbed her body, snacking the Sea Serpent’s magic stones on the way, and headed back down. After making it out of the water, gravity took care of the rest and let me land on the ground. Argh, my legs are feeling numb…I should have gone in from the side walls. At the same time, Garnet left my arms and apologized.


  “Sorry about that. I guess I owe you one.”


  “You sure do. I thought my heart was about to stop.” Rufa ran towards us and slammed her head on Garnet’s drenched head, only to follow up with a passionate hug.


  “I don’t mind if you die for my sake, but I will not allow you to become a Lost, you hear me?”


  “You’re the real monster here,” Garnet retorted, but her hands were quivering slightly.


  She was probably feeling the terror of dying a death which won’t allow you to come back to life. It’d be even weirder if she wasn’t terrified. Even I tried to reach for her with my hand, but she just bluntly brushed it aside.
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  “Can you not? More importantly, we should get away from here. There’s no guarantee this is the only ally the mermaid called for.”


  The mermaid called for that thing? Ah, that explains why that final scream was different from the rest. It probably had some Alarm effect that could summon other monsters.


  “That’s right. I should have known that mermaids could control other monsters, and yet…” Rufa bit her lip in regret.


  It’s probably because she’s lacking experience. When being met with a stressful situation, you sometimes forget the simplest of things. That being said, this pain will turn into a great experience, so I should leave it at that for today. With that thought, I went ahead and tabbed Rufa on the shoulder.


  “What do we do now?”


  Should we proceed or get out? It was all up to her answer, which she delivered instantly.


  “We should retreat. I used too much magic, leaving me with barely half of my initial aura.”


  
“Got it.” I nodded.


  Unlike previous floors, we’ll definitely be in trouble without Rufa’s magic. And if she runs out of it, we’ll get decimated for good.


  “Then let’s do that,” Garnet agreed, and we went back the way we came.


  On the way there, we happened to encounter a few more Sahuagins, but we managed to deal with them just fine.


  *


  After sending off the exhausted Rufa and Garnet to their apartment, I made my way to the Eternal Maiden to take a break, grabbed my wooden sword, and headed to the corner of the 8th district. After doing a few swings there, Chidori-san arrived, holding a wooden sword of her own.


  “Let us begin.”


  “Yeah.”


  We exchanged a few words and then began polishing our sword skills. Once that was done, we headed for the Eternal Maiden and talked about today’s events while having dinner.


  “Getting attacked by a Sea Serpent on the first day…that is some horrible luck.”


  “Really?”


  “Excluding the guardian, it’s the strongest monsters of the third floor, feared by many because it obliterated countless parties. You’re lucky to even make it out alive.”


  “I see.”


  Listening to Chidori-san, I nodded in relief. The Sea Serpent was a truly terrifying monster, but it’s good that this is the worst we have to prepare for. And the guardian of this floor won’t just randomly attack us out of nowhere…right? Now I was actually feeling anxious again, as Chidori-san spoke with a nostalgic tone.


  “The third floor…huh? That was troublesome, indeed. Rather than the monsters in the water, the walls of water itself were much more terrifying.”


  That’s right. They can just evade inside the water, and you’re surrounded by it, which allows the monsters to attack from all sides. In a way, this must be our most dangerous foe so far. Granted, the usage of magic could prevent most problems, but that would just be too much of a burden for Rufa.


  “Is there no other option?”


  I asked Chidori-san for any advice to allow safer traveling through the third floor, who gave me an answer after a bit of thinking.


  “The simplest method would be to have more magic users join your group, but that should prove difficult for you.”


  People were probably concerned with the fact that the 7th princess Rufa was part of our party, which is why no other people approached us and asked to join. In fact, Eclair-san and her team, part of the Emperor’s loyal followers, tried to assassinate me twice, so it might scare off other people, too.


  “On the days the White Wings are taking a break, I wouldn’t mind helping out…”


  “That won’t do.”


  I immediately rejected Chidori-san’s offer. I can’t have a 6th-floor ranker like her help me even on her day off. And additionally, Rufa asked Chidori-san to keep quiet about the Evil God of Demise in front of her allies, so if she suddenly teamed up with us, it would be seen as a betrayal. Even just eating with me has the adventurers around us muttering and cooking up rumors, so I don’t want to make things even worse. That thought crossed my mind, so I took Chidori-san’s hand in order to stop her, as she blushed ever so slightly.


  “Never have I resented my wrist armor more than today.”


  “Huh?”


  “Don’t mind me. Thank you for your concern.”


  She lowered her head towards me, who was utterly flustered, and offered me another option.


  “If you can’t raise your numbers, then your only option is to strengthen your powers. Though, you can easily defeat a monster on the third floor, can’t you?”


  “No no no…” I frantically shook my head.


  They could escape to the water, making me suffocate if I’m not careful. The monsters on the third floor are extremely dangerous. They’re not unbeatable, but definitely not “easy.” When I gave her this as an explanation, Chidori-san looked at me in surprise, flashing a teasing smile.


  “You’re strong enough to even beat me in a battle, yet you can be awfully dull at times.”


  Yeah, my childhood friend has told me that many times…


  “Especially when it comes to women.”


  “…What?”


  “Since we can’t spend much time together, it is like a blessing in disguise for myself.” Chidori-san sighed and looked at me with a jealous gaze.


  I had no idea what she was talking about, but I was pretty sure she was angry at me.


  “Leaving the idle grumbling aside, you just have to change your train of thought. Use the wall of water as your ally instead.”


  “O…okay?” I couldn’t hide my confusion.


  I get what she’s trying to say, but I was lacking one step to solve the question. I was lost in thought, as Chidori-san brought her face closer to mine, whispering into my ear.


  “As this is closely related to the Hakuyou Style, I cannot disclose this easily, but…would you like to know, Alba-dono?”


  “Yeah!” I nodded strongly, to which Chidori-san flashed another devious smile.


  “Then in return, you’ll do whatever I say, yes?”


  Same with the duel she requested, she really likes these sorts of absolutes, doesn’t she? Well, I doubt she will ask for anything crazy,


  “Got it.”


  “Then let me tell you,” Chidori-san said, finished her food, and grabbed my hand.


  “So first that man and now the Dark Knight…She’s two timing? That’s such a shock…”


  “Now hold on, are you sure those two aren’t just the same person?”


  “Am I not good enough for you?!”


  The adventurers around us were mumbling something, but Chidori-san didn’t mind much as we left the Eternal Maiden, heading back to the 8th district.


  *


  The following day, Rufa, Garnet, and I once again headed down to the third floor.


  “I’d rather not get eaten alive yet again,” Garnet spoke with a jokester tone, but she looked above her like her life depended on it.


  She’s probably earned something of a trauma from what happened yesterday.


  “I’d like to at least defeat twenty monsters today, in fact…” Rufa was worried her aura would hold up enough in the future.


  But, there’s no need for them to be anxious. I have just the thing today!


  “Why are you looking so arrogant now?”


  “The thing is—”


  Right as I wanted to explain my attitude, several shadows leaped at us from the wall ahead of us. Judging that this was the perfect opportunity to show off, I sent another blade of aura down the path. The monsters immediately leaped into the wall of water, evading my attack.


  “Alba-sama, we have to seal off their escape, or…”


  “It’s okay.” I ran towards the water wall and pushed my left arm inside.


  While watching the monsters swimming in the water, I poured some aura into my fist. Hakuyou Technique – Empty Sound. An explosive sound rang out, as all the monsters in the water shook. Yikes, some water splashed into my armor.


  “What was that?!”

“This,” I answered and pointed inside the water.


  There, all the monsters were floating powerlessly.


  “They’ve lost consciousness…Are the fish monsters inside the water weak against noise?”


  “Correct.”


  Rufa realized what was happening, as I nodded along. After that, I pushed my body into the water and finished off the monsters. The monsters are nothing but lumps of mana, but they possessed hearing abilities like regular living beings. If so, they should have sharp earrings if they can pick out adventurers from afar. With that logic, you could create an explosive sound inside the water and knock them all out at once.


  “I think I’ve heard of this before. When hitting a stone underwater, you could knock out all the fish.”


  “Yes.”


  “That sounds ridiculous.” Garnet couldn’t believe what she’d just heard, giving me a dubious gaze as she finished off the mermaids I pulled closer from the water.


  But at the very least, this lessens the burden on Rufa, and we can easily defeat monsters. After finishing off the final monster, I raised my thumb with a grin. In response, Garnet showed me yet another complicated expression.


  “It’s good having things easy, but you’re slowly turning into a fisherman rather than adventurer.”


  “I’m a bit worried this noise may have summoned a monster like the mermaids did with their alarm.”


  Rufa delivered a genuine concern, which had me frantically looking around. Luckily, no shadows were currently approaching us, but it might not be a good idea to only keep relying on this. As this worry filled my mind, Rufa flashed me a gentle smile.


  “It’s the technique Alba-sama has come up with, and it has proven itself to work, so we should carefully confirm if we can rely on it without summoning any further danger,” she said, which made me happy, but there was one part I had to correct.


  “I didn’t actually come up with it.”


  “Huh? Then who did?”


  “Chidori-san.”


  It’s what she taught me yesterday. It seems to be slightly difficult to pull off as a 3rd-floor ranker, but with my aura on the level of the 6th floor, it should be easy—or so she said, and it worked out just fine. By the way, that’s also when she taught me the exact specifics. Normally, you’d be using this technique next to the opponent’s ear to temporarily knock them out instead of kill them outright, which was developed by the disciples my master left behind. It was the exact opposite of techniques for instantaneous murder that was the Kurokage Style. Truly befitting the name of the Hakuyou Style.


  In fact, I was feeling bad using this technique to kill monsters. But as a promise to have her teach me this, I agreed to teach her a technique that only exists within the Kurokage Style. Oddly enough, when I was recounting yesterday’s events to the two, Garnet showed a bitter expression as she rammed her head into my jaw.


  “How do you keep stepping on landmines all the damn time?”


  What is she talking about? Chidori-san is a genuinely good person who went out of her way to teach me. She’s not deceiving me or anything.


  “That’s not the problem right no—”


  “So Chidori-sama has been thoroughly teaching you, I see. How admirable of you to train this much.”


  Before Garnet could finish her words, Rufa immediately spoke up with a smile and praised me. Heh, you’re gonna make me blush.


  “…She’s gotten better at sealing away her true emotions. You’re slowly raising a monster here, Alba,” Garnet mumbled as she looked up at me with a sigh.


  Honestly, you should stop sighing like that. You’re wasting all your happiness.


  “And whose fault do you think that would be?! Whatever, let’s go,” Garnet roared in anger as she slammed her hand into my waist, pushing me forward.


  I felt it a bit weird but still did as she told me and kept on walking.


  “…I should…and…supervise…”


  I heard Rufa muttering something behind me, but she was probably thinking of ways to prove if my technique was good to use or not. We continued our adventure on the third floor, and after defeating around thirty monsters, we opted to stop for the day.


  *


  To properly recover from our exhaustion, we decided to take the next day off. Unless we had any particular plans, we’d go down into the labyrinth two days in a row with one day of rest. That was our schedule recently. But unlike Rufa, who was busy training new magic, I was just wasting my time away, maybe tending to my sword and armor, or going to the bank to store my magic stones.


  “I’ve gotten used to the capital a bit, so maybe I should look for something to eat by myself.”


  I’ve earned a good amount of money saving up for my own personal home, so a bit of luxury should be allowed.


  “Alba-dono.”


  After finishing breakfast, I was just laying in my bed when I heard a knock on the door. I stood up in a hurry to greet my guest, who turned out to be Chidori-san wearing a hakama.


  “I’ll be in your care today.”


  “Yeah.”


  I nodded in the face of Chidori-san, who seemed a bit bashful, to which we left the Eternal Maiden behind us, heading to the shopping street in the 5th district. My job today was to tag along with her shopping trip. That was the promise she wanted me to fulfill in return for teaching me.


  “What are you gonna buy?”


  “I was thinking of buying some more clothes.”


  We walked next to each other as I asked, met with Chidori-san’s bashful response.


  “It is a bit embarrassing to admit, But excluding the kimono I received from my mother, I simply own the same clothes. My maid advised—scolded me that I should get some more stylish clothes. She said I severely lack femininity,” Chidori-san said with a bitter smile.


  Oh yeah, my grandma—the Fairy Queen Titania—and my childhood friend had a lot of different clothes. It must be a woman thing to be this concerned with clothes. Personally, I admire her a lot more when she’s earnestly swinging her sword.


  “I think it’s much like you.”


  “I shall take that as a compliment,” Chidori-san gave me another bitter smile.


  But besides that, I wonder why she suddenly feels the need to get new clothes? Maybe—


  “Did you find someone you’re interested in?”


  “I really don’t know if you’re sharp or dense, Alba-dono.”


  My assumption seemed to be greatly off the mark, as she showed me a complicated expression. I wonder why…I could practically hear Garnet screaming “You fool!” just now.


  “Truly, a blessing in disguise. Well, it’s a small price to pay for the happiness of us having met,” Chidori-san said with a smile, taking my hand.


  Even though I was wearing my black gauntlets, it felt like I could directly pick up her warmth, making my face turn hot. I’m just glad I’m wearing my mask—or so I thought when…


  “Alba-dono, are you flustered?”


  “Hueh?!”


  As she hit the mark right on the spot, I couldn’t hide a flustered voice, to which Chidori-san returned a cute snicker.


  “Slowly but steadily, I’ve become able to read your expressions beyond that mask.”


  N-No way…Did she develop the same ability as Garnet?! I was bewildered and scared when Chidori-san narrowed her eyes as she looked at me.


  “You’re comparing me to Garnet-dono, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I doubt I’ve gotten as good as her,” Chidori-san said and faintly pouted her lips. “You two are like sister and brother, and I understand that we can’t reach such a level, but I still can’t help feeling jealous.”


  But…I’m older than Garnet. Why am I being treated like the younger brother? Also, why would she feel jealous—


  “Alba-samaaa!!”


  A loud voice reached my ears, and I turned around in shock. There I spotted Rufa, running towards me at full speed.


  “Huff…Huff…Good morning, Alba-sama. What great weather we’re having today.”


  “M-Morning…?” I returned a baffled greeting toward Rufa, whose face was drenched with sweat.


  Next to me, Chidori-san reluctantly opened her mouth.


  “Princess, what is the meaning of this?”


  “What might you be referring to? I just happened to spot Alba-sama walking around outside so I called out to him?” Rufa faintly tilted her head as she wiped the sweat off her face.


  If she really just so happened to see me, then I don’t think she’d run towards me frantically enough to break out in a sweat like this. Chidori-san seemed to hold the same doubts as me, as she narrowed her eyes.


  “Dubious…Ah, I see.” Chidori-san observed her surroundings with a watchful eye, only to fire off an aura bullet from her finger, aimed at a small bird sitting on a tree branch.


  What was that for?! But even as I was perturbed, I didn’t have time to stop her, when the aura bullet pierced the bird’s chest—And yet, no blood came out. Instead, it dropped to the ground, convulsed once, and finally dissolved into a lump of soil. Wait, so it wasn’t alive?


  “…!”


  Next to me, Rufa’s expression distorted in pain. Did she…feel the bird’s injury on herself or something?


  “It was a Familiar. Like I thought.” Chidori-san sighed and explained to me. “The reason our little princess appeared at such good timing is that she had a familiar follow us, who she shares vision and sensations with, which she used to watch you with.”


  “What?!” I looked at Rufa in shock, who dropped her shoulders in defeat.


  “If you’ve found out, then there’s no point in pretending. I used a familiar of mine to follow where you were going, Alba-sama. However, I thought of you when doing so.”


  “Huh?”


  “I was worried that she was aiming for your life just like the previous three were…”


  “Oh, I see.”


  Seeing Rufa tear up like that sent a sharp pain through my chest. However, Chidori-san kept on glaring at her with a sharp gaze.


  “I doubt you’re lying, but you don’t have to pretend that you didn’t want to get in my way while you were at it.”


  “Leaving that aside, how did you know that that was my familiar, Chidori-sama?” Rufa dodged the question and answered with one of her own.


  Actually, I was curious about that, too. It looked like your average bird, so I wouldn’t know how she saw through that. I looked over her way too, to which Chidori-san explained.


  “An actual bird would have sat on that branch while looking around and observing its surroundings. However, that familiar had its gaze glued on us. Naturally, you’d be suspicious of that.”


  Ah, that makes sense.


  “There’s many different types of familiars, but as they are just lumps of soil controlled by the user, they tend to act off from the real deal. Seeing through that makes uncovering it quite easy.”


  I see. I guess I should be more careful of my surroundings, then. Maybe there are some other familiars mixed in there. However, how could she be this knowledgeable about a spell if she isn’t even a magic user herself? I voiced that question, to which Chidori-san awkwardly explained.


  “The magician part of the White Wings would always use a familiar to watch over the man she had fallen for.”


  “Kanaria-sama…” Rufa seemed to know the person, as she sighed. “Unbeknownst to that, I did exactly as she would…I’m sorry, I won’t do something like this again.”


  “As a fellow woman, I understand how you feel. If I had the ability to use that magic, I may very well use it myself.”


  The two apologized to each other. Just who is this Kanaria-san anyway? I kinda wanna know, but at the same time, I don’t.


  “Let’s leave this idle talk here and get to buying some fresh clothes,” Rufa returned to the beginning of our conversation and took my right hand to pull me along.


  However, Chidori-san took my left hand and stopped.


  “Princess, why are you acting like this was the expected course of action?”


  “As you said, I am a princess, so I’m confident in my taste in clothes.”


  “Not that. I’m telling you not to get between me and Alba-dono!”


  “Right back at you. You came after me, so don’t try to steal him from me!”


  “This is war, princess. There is no first or second. Only the winner is correct!”


  “This is why those rampant samurai who don’t know any shed of politeness are such a pain…”


  “You’ve said it now!”


  “I sure did, yes!”


  Suddenly, another fight broke out between those two, as they both pulled on my arms with all their strength. Stop! Please! You’re tearing me apart! I can’t afford to get hurt, but I also can’t push them away, so I sought help from the curious onlookers around us.


  ‘Damn two-timing bastard. Go die.’


  ‘I’d rather be around the guardian of the 6th floor than him.’


  ‘Not just Chidori-oneesama but also the princess…How inevitable…How despicable! You are the enemy of all women!’


  They were all having their own misconceptions of the situation, sending me gazes of killing intent. Dangit, now there’s only one option left for me…


  Garnet, save meee!!


  I screamed the name of my savior with all my might. However, even her superpower must have its limits, as she didn’t appear out of thin air as I’d hoped she would. However, the help still arrived, just from a person I didn’t expect.


  “Leave it at that, won’t you?”


  I heard a familiar voice behind me, followed by a large fist being slammed onto both Rufa’s and Chidori-san’s head.


  “Eeek!”

“Youch!”


  The two let out adorable shrieks, which allowed me to break free and turn around. Standing there was the former 6th-floor ranker and karate ninja manager of the Eternal Maiden.


  “Manager!”


  “You sure love to attract bad luck, kiddo.”


  She delivered a chop on my head all the same, fully ignoring my happiness. That hurt…despite my helmet. Is this the secret technique known as jujutsu?! I felt happy that I got to see such a rare technique, but the dizziness made me take a knee, as the manager sighed.


  “I swear…You’re so diligent but have the worst luck with women. I can see the relationship now.”


  Hm…? My head isn’t the freshest right now, but I feel like she said something super important just now…I was hesitating about asking her, but Rufa and Chidori-san recovered before I could do so.


  “Dear manager, please don’t interrupt a maiden’s battle!”


  “That’s right. My pride as a woman is on the line here.”


  “Silence.”


  WOMP WOMP


  The manager followed with two more hits on the head split between the two.


  “If you’re gonna have a fight, then pick the right place. You’re getting in the way of business.”


  Ah, so she came to stop them. I stood up as the manager pointed at the bar right next to us.


  “I’m the only one who can stop some 6th-floor rankers like you, which is why the owner called me here. Can you stop obstructing business?” She said and swung another chop down onto my head.


  I knew it’d be coming, but I still couldn’t evade it. I once again had to take a knee, to which the manager took us to a back alley, speaking towards Rufa and Chidori-san.


  “I swear, if you’re gonna have a fight about this, then at least reach a conclusion today.”


  “Exactly what I was hoping for.”


  “No, that’s a bit…”


  Chidori-san seemed more than motivated, but Rufa was bewildered. She then suddenly grabbed Chidori-san’s hand and dragged her even deeper into the alley.


  ‘Chidori-sama, if we really want to reach a conclusion today, then either you or me or possibly both of us will get rejected.’


  ‘So what about—Ah!’


  ‘So you’ve realized? Can you really team up with someone who has rejected you to fight the guardian of the 6th floor? I personally wouldn’t be able to do that.’


  ‘Me neither. In this case, it would probably be best to ignore my own feelings.’


  ‘This must be the reason why Leon-sama from your team pretends to be oblivious to Kanaria-sama’s feelings, no?’


  ‘Urk…To think I would find myself sympathizing with Leon one day…’


  ‘I won’t ask you to give up on Alba-sama, but could we leave our battle after everything has been resolved?’


  ‘I don’t like it, but the situation demands it.’


  After a somewhat long conversation, Rufa and Chidori-san came back.


  “Apologies for the wait. We won’t cause a ruckus like this, so please forgive us.”


  “I swear we won’t go overboard.”


  The two said and lowered their heads, to which the manager shrugged her shoulders.


  “I swear, adventurers always had their own struggles, but you folks take the cake.”


  Huh? Could she actually hear what they were talking about? Still, that sounds like she’s been through a lot. I wonder how old—


  “Don’t inquire about a maiden’s age!”


  WOMP I received another chop to the head. Now this is just cruel…


  “Anyway, keep it down so you don’t trouble other people. A maiden’s life is short, after all.” The manager said towards Rufa and Chidori-san and left the back alley swiftly and with no sound.


  “Seems like she let us go.”


  “But…she is riddled with mysteries as always.”


  “Yeah.”


  Chidori-san tilted her head in confusion and I nodded in agreement. That being said, standing around here won’t do us any good, so we went to the business district.


  *


  As always, the business area was bustling with people.


  “With the cold outside the capital and the snow not melted, I bet all the businessmen just holed up inside the capital.”


  “In the snow countries, the villages are always extremely short on goods when the next spring arrives.”


  “I see.”


  I listened to Chidori-san’s and Rufa’s explanation and nodded. Back home at I-Rapsel, there was never any snow to begin with, so I was always interested in these kinds of snowy sights of countries in the north, but I guess the people here have plenty of problems, too. And while I was thinking that, Chidori-san glared at Rufa.


  “And how long do you plan on following us, Princess?”


  “Now, now, don’t be so hostile. Like I stated before, I’m quite confident in my taste for clothing, so I’ll be a good help here,” Rufa said and tried to soothe the wild Chidori-san.


  In fact, it would be probably better to have Rufa around when it comes to clothes. Leaving aside gems and jewels, I have no idea what’s currently popular.


  “I won’t get in the way of your dinner after this, so let’s postpone our fighting, yes?”


  “Hmph. I would rather not waste my time on trifling fighting like that, so I’ll let that side for today.”


  “…But you’re not allowed to sleep in his room, you hear?”


  “I-I would never do such a licentious thing!”


  The two were whispering to each other in a volume I couldn’t hear, but they seemingly reached a common ground and continued walking.


  “How about this tailor over there?”


  Chidori-san wanted to head over to the row of stores offering services related to clothes. However, Rufa grabbed her wrist and stopped her.


  “Please wait. That is a store aimed at normal citizens, so a 6th-floor ranker like you shouldn’t be shopping there.”


  “Hmph, really?”


  “I believe there is a store better fit for you over there.” Rufa said so and pulled Chidori-san into a smaller alley away from the main street.


  After a bit of walking, she placed her hand on the door of a small store that had a very clean image despite being clearly outdated.


  “Welcome.”


  Upon entering, a middle-aged woman came to greet us. I responded to her greeting and looked around the inside of the store. Is this really a place selling clothes? All I see is fabric at every corner, but not a single completed outfit in sight. Rufa must have caught on to my confusion, as she explained with a smile.


  “This establishment produces order-made clothes instead of offering completed outfits, Alba-sama.”


  “What?!”


  A shriek of surprise and terror left my lips. Th-That’s extremely expensive, right?! Rufa seemingly guessed my flustered state as she asked the employee for me.


  “I know it’s not good manners to ask for a price in an establishment like this, but how much does one outfit cost?”


  “Let’s see…Going with a silk dress, it would be around a thousand gold coins.”


  A thousand gold coins?! The clothes I wear for sleep cost around one gold coin, so that but a thousand times is just…


  “Hm, that’s unexpectedly cheap.”


  “Huuuh?!” I raised another voice of shock, to which Chidori-san gave me a dubious look.


  “Why are you so surprised? My armor is order-made, too, and it cost me three thousand.”


  I mean, armor and a dress are very two distinct things if you ask me…But, it does make sense. A 6th-floor adventurer that would earn thousands of gold coins a day, this much isn’t anything to fret over. I could afford this too if I used some of my savings. But this once again shook me to my core. Ignoring me, the employee took out a sheet of paper and put it down on the table ahead of her. Drawn on there were several designs for outfits.


  “For now, I’d like you to pick a design that fits your taste the best.”


  “Quite intriguing. So you’d be able to make all of these?”


  “Yes. You can freely choose color and design, as well as patterns and other small details. Needless to say, I could make something completely original, but that would require more time and result in a higher cost for you.”


  “Clothes made specifically for me sound enticing, but I think I will leave that for another time,” Chidori-san’s eyes lit up as she looked through the designs together with Rufa and the employee.


  “I imagined dresses to be either brimming with silver and gold or sparkling everywhere, maybe with frills added to it, but some of these look comfortable to move in, too.”


  “Yes. The royalty and their noble ladies prefer a simple but smart-design of a dress quite a lot lately. And if the person wearing them sparkles in their own right, then they don’t need any special attention with the dress.”


  GLANCE


  “Are you blaming me? I’m just aller—More importantly, don’t you think that this dress using a pelt would look great on you, Chidori-sama?”


  “We’re slowly moving towards summer, yet I’m supposed to wear a pelt? And I want clothes that have a cute charm to them.”


  “With your well-endowed chest, I believe a truly cute appearance would be difficult for you…”


  “Not at all, every girl could become cute. For example…”


  The three began looking through the designs, as well as checking out various types of fabric. They seemed to be having fun, and that was perfectly fine and all, but…I’m not really needed here, am I? That being said, I couldn’t just step out either, so I sat down in the corner of the room and waited. Roughly two hours later, they finished deciding on the outfit, as well as the smaller details.


  “Thank you very much. I will finish working on it within the next seven days, so it should get delivered to you in due time.”


  “Very well. I’ll be waiting.”


  The employee sent us off with a smile, and Chidori-san seemed just as happy as we left the store behind us.


  “This was my first time out shopping for clothes like this, and it was pretty fun, I have to say.”


  “I see.”


  Seeing her happy made the 2-hour wait more than worth it. However, seeing the amount of money that went across the counter during the payment was definitely bad for my heart. Well, at least we’re done with the shopping—


  “Now then, let’s proceed with buying underwear.”


  “Huh?!”


  Rufa’s nonchalant declaration made me shriek yet again. But before I could say anything, Chidori-san agreed with a bright radiance in her eyes.


  “Underwear…That is crucial, indeed!”


  “Yes, very much so. A girl’s underwear is her armor for battle. A sarashi and fundoshi will not charm a soul, see.”


  “If it is armor, then only the best will suffice.”


  “I know just the place, so let me take you there.” Rufa stood in front of Chidori-san as she guided the way.


  Um…are you really going for more shopping? I’m starting to get hungry, so maybe we could take a quick break…I chased after them and asked for a moment of respite with my gaze, but I don’t think it’s getting through to them. They were both smiling towards each other, pulling me along.


  “What sort of underwear is to your liking, Alba-sama?”


  “My maid has told me that young men are into black or red, but maybe Alba-dono is different?”


  What kind of torture is this? No matter my answer, I’ll just sound like a pervert recommending his favorite type of underwear.


  “While we’re on the topic, I’d like to buy some new underwear myself. The one Alba-sama had seen when we first met was a plain pair I’d use for the labyrinth, after all.”


  “Oh, so you got the jump on me. It appears I must pick out the best possible pair and show off to Alba-dono myself.”


  Can we just stop? It’s getting really embarrassing for me, and the people we’re passing are sending me death glares already! That’s what I wanted to convey with a quiet voice, but neither of them lent me an ear, as I was instead dragged to the nearest underwear shop. And another roughly two hours later of torture and public shaming, we finally left the establishment behind us.
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  “Chidori-sama, we went through underwear and dress, but do you have any shoes?”


  “No, I only have the boots I usually wear, together with the geta for my kimono.”


  “That won’t do. Everything stylish begins from one’s legs, as they say. We should find shoes fitting your dress.”


  “A saying amongst adventurers also goes ‘Lose your arms, but protect your legs,’ so we need them at all costs.”


  And like this, we spent another two hours at the shoe store.


  “All that’s left is accessories. As an elf, I can’t deal with metals close to my body, so I rarely wear accessories, but they should look great on you, Chidori-sama.”


  “Ah, that’s what you were about to say before? But what about the pendant you’re wearing right now?”


  “It is a present from Alba-sama that kept my disposition in mind, actually.”


  “What?! Ugh…Alba-dono! Won’t you give me a present, too?!”


  Towards the end, I was dragged to an accessory store and was forced to buy a golden pendant for her. Once all the shopping was done, the sky had already begun to turn red.


  “Hee hee, I can’t wait to have all this delivered.”


  The clothes and shoes ended up being tailored specifically for her, so the only thing she could take home immediately was the pendant, which she gleefully played with. She looked different from her usual dignified appearance, grinning adorably like a young girl, which completely entranced me. However, my exhaustion and hunger were far too strong at this moment, leaving me unable to properly compliment her. These two are amazing, still having this much stamina left after all that…But unbeknownst to my suffering, Chidori-san turned towards Rufa.


  “Princess, I’m thankful for everything you’ve done today, but should you really be assisting your enemy like this?”


  “You may be a strong rival of mine, but I still want to get along with you nonetheless,” Rufa said with a bitter smile. “Like I said this morning, we’ve promised to challenge the guardian of the 6th floor together. Granted, we may fight for the same person precious to us, but I don’t dislike you.”


  “I see. That does make sense.” Chidori-san nodded two times, to which Rufa flashed a devious smile.


  “And if we get along, you’ll feel guilty for trying to get ahead of me, so there’s no harm in being friends.”


  “It is truly a devious plot, but the same goes for you, right?”


  “…Ah!”


  “I’ve had a feeling, but you’re not the sharpest tool in the shed at times.”


  “Grrrr…!” Rufa grit her teeth at Chidori-san laughing to herself.


  Yet again, I was mostly feeling left out, but I’m just glad they’re getting along better after today. Probably because of that, my stomach had reached its limit and growled loudly.


  “Ah…”


  “My apologies, I was too engrossed in our shopping trip and I completely forgot about eating anything.”


  “Same here. It completely slipped my mind.”


  I was so embarrassed I aggressively blushed behind my mask, when the two lowered their heads. I mean, I’m the one at fault because I didn’t bring it up, so it’s fine. That’s what I responded, only for Rufa to seem hesitant for a moment, finally smiling back at me.


  “Then, I’ll be excusing myself here. You two enjoy your dinner,” she said and turned her back towards us, heading back to the residential area in the 7th district.


  Hold on, is she not going to eat with us? I was bewildered and looked at Chidori-san, who sighed in disbelief.


  “She’s gonna keep her promise despite being worried, I see. I’m feeling embarrassed for plotting so much.”


  “Huh?”


  “No, don’t mind me. More importantly, let’s invite the princess to have dinner with us.”


  “Yeah!” I nodded strongly.


  The more people the better, as I always say. We ran after Rufa, who seemed bewildered at our appearance, and then all headed to the Eternal Maiden together.


  *


  In the end, both Chidori-san and Rufa got drunk, forcing me to listen to their grumbling, until the day more exhausting than dungeon traveling finally ended.


  “Ugh, I’m so tired…”


  The exhaustion didn’t leave my body the day after, as I struggled to peel myself off my bed, somehow managing to slip into my armor, and left the room. After finishing a light breakfast, I headed for Rufa and Garnet’s apartment.


  “Good morning, Alba-sama. I’m very sorry about yesterday.”


  “I’m not bothered by it,” I shook my head.


  Everything that happened yesterday led to her bond with Chidori-san deepening, so it was all worth it. Granted, I was met with severe jealousy and hostility by the other adventurers, but it’s something everyone experiences once in a while, yep.


  “Seems like you had it rough yesterday.” Garnet spoke up.


  However, she seemed just as exhausted.


  “You okay?” I asked, wondering if we should refrain from entering the labyrinth today, but she shook her head.


  “No, I’m fine. My body is okay, I just ran into a bit of trouble.”


  “Trouble?”


  “What happened?”


  Rufa didn’t seem to know either, as she asked with a worried expression. Looked at by the both of us, Garnet sighed.


  “It’s not something I’d like other people to hear, so can we head inside?”


  With these words, we returned to her room. It was the same as Rufa’s, but unlike the bookshelves and countless books, her room was empty, only having a drawer for clothes with a change of clothes and other necessities.


  “Sorry that this isn’t a feminine room,” Garnet said and sat down at the table, with me and Rufa facing her.


  After she took a deep breath like she’d made up her mind, she looked directly at me.


  “Alba, please be my lover.”


  Chapter 2: Crossing the Border


 
  The previous day’s early morning, Garnet was resting in her room when a visitor arrived.


  “Are you present, my lady?”


  “What do you want?”


  Garnet responded to the familiar voice and opened the door. Standing there was a young dwarf man with a beard.


  “Good. Seems like you’re off work today.” The young man sighed in relief at seeing Garnet in her room.


  He was actually one of the young disciples working at her father Redberyl’s factory.


  “If it isn’t Jasper. What can I do for you?”


  “Your father asked me to call for you?”


  “My old man did? What for?”


  This was the first time that happened since Garnet opted to become an adventurer.


  “I’ve barely met him three days ago, what’s the big rush?”


  When Garnet and the other two fought the Gluttonous Glutton, she went to see her father fix her burnt shield, and nothing weird had come up then. Garnet was confused about this, as the young man continued with a flustered tone.


  “Please just come with me. If not, your father will never let me live this down.”


  As the average human being he is, he probably wanted to get away from this hellhole filled with overpowered adventurers.


  “I get it, I get it. Let’s go.” Garnet gently caressed the young man’s head and changed her clothes to head out quickly.


  Following that, she knocked on Rufa’s door.


  “My old man called for me, so I’ll be visiting my family.”


  Garnet called out to Rufa, but no response came. She grew worried and put her ear to the wooden door, when—


  “Hee hee hee…It’s finally completed. With this familiarity, I should be able to even see Alba-sama’s sleeping face or even when he’s taking a bath…No, that’s too much. I have to show restraint!”


  Garnet heard a dubious laughing voice explain grotesque things across the door, so she swiftly walked away.


  “What happened?”


  “Nothing. I didn’t hear a thing.” Garnet shook her head as the young man asked her and simply prayed that Rufa wouldn’t get arrested somewhere down the line. They then rode the horse carriage and entered the 6th district at the south gate.


  Everything’s as peaceful as always.


  The people of the capital were walking around with smiles, watched by Garnet through the window of the horse carriage. And while doing so, she sighed in a way the young man wouldn’t find out. This district was filled with average citizens. The further you got from the royal castle in the 1st district, the less royalty you’d find. And the people in the 8th district were relatively poor. And even so, they had enough money to buy proper clothes, live in secure homes, and weren’t fighting each day to survive. This was the proof that the imperial capital was properly attended to, no matter where you looked.


  And with the earnings from war and the adventurers, it’s not like this much care can’t be afforded, either.


  And with such strong adventurers and skilled magicians, it helped generate this level of security within the city walls. There was no need to ask for proof when a crime was committed, as the spell Lie Detector did all of that. What happens if you find a corpse? You could revive them with resurrection magic and ask for their murderer or any other information. And on top of that, as long as you didn’t end up a Lost, money could fix any injury or health problem you could possibly have.


  Though it’s different outside these walls.


  Garnet was born and raised in the imperial capital, so she only knew one or two neighboring towns. And they were still relatively close to the capital, so they were in no way comparable to villages far out of the Empire’s reach.


  Once we defeat the Evil God slumbering in the labyrinth, will this peace disappear?


  This thought filled Garnet’s mind, as a cold shiver ran down her back. To protect the wealth and current situation of the Empire, the imperial family and nobles kept the existence of the Evil God’s soon-to-be revival a secret. To save the imperial capital from this danger, they decided to make their way down to the 7th floor of the labyrinth, but from the eyes of the citizens, who was the righteous one?


  No, I can’t be led astray.


  Garnet shook her head and rid herself of these thoughts. If the Evil God were to revive, the imperial capital would be destroyed. And it was up to them to stop that from happening.


  But…will that really work out?


  Garnet had faith in Alba. He may be a bit of a dunce at times, but his strength equaling that of the Dark Knight should be possible to defeat the Evil God…or so she believed with no further proof. But at the same time, she knew that his bottomless goodwill could not fight against absolute evil.


  And what awaits after the defeat of the Evil God is the greed of humankind.


  If the monsters disappear from the labyrinth and the birthing of magic items stopped abruptly, the adventurers would leave the capital soon enough, leaving the Empire defenseless. It was the perfect opportunity for countries with grudges to make their move. At the same time, many will probably take their fortune and escape to a different country.


  This isn’t something a goody-two-shoes like him could easily fix.


  If anything, Garnet would rather not have Alba get involved in all of this mess. She didn’t want him to fall into the despair that would result from killing the few to protect the many.


  It’s a fitting role for someone wearing the armor of the Dark Knight, though…Hm?


  Something popped up in Garnet’s mind, but before that could form into something definitive, the man sitting across from her spoke up with a worried tone.


  “We’re here.”


  Without her realizing it, the horse carriage had stopped, and they reached her family’s home in the 6th district.


  “Sorry, I was dozing off a bit,” Garnet flashed a bitter smile as she got off the horse carriage.


  And then she looked up at her family’s factory she hadn’t seen in the past three days.


  “As bothersome as always.”


  It was purposefully built away from any residential area because it created incredible noise. Each klanking of the hammer was incredibly annoying, which let all the people around them walk away. This led to only other smiths and factories gathering around.


  “Anyway, I have more work left over, so if you’ll excuse me.”


  “Yeah. I’ll keep it short.”


  The young man returned to his work after receiving a silver coin from Garnet for his troubles, and she made her way inside the factory. Immediately after, she was greeted with a wave of hot air. Melted stone, iron, and the scent of sweaty men tickled Garnet’s nose.


  With such an expressive stench, I guess a bit of a smell isn’t too big of a problem.


  Garnet once again realized she said too much when speaking to Alba, as he set foot deeper. She recognized a lot of the faces currently working, hammering on iron and steel with all their might, forming new weapons to be used. It all looked so dazzling.


  Though that elf who can’t deal with metal would pass out instantly.


  Rufa’s metal allergy might not be as bad, but she’d surely pass out with this much around. In fact, she might just burn it all to the ground.


  It’s a comedic feeling that we’re such good friends despite our origins.


  Garnet remembered the time she first met Rufa, which made her smile, as she reached the deepest door.


  “Father, I’m coming in.”


  No response came, but Garnet was used to this, so she opened the room regardless. In the center of the room equipped with a furnace and several other smithing necessities sat a bearded man with red hair all over, looking like a large bear, working on a new sword. While carefully making every single move, he worked on the blade like it was his own flesh and blood. Despite having been called, Garnet’s father Redberyl showed no response, as she watched over him.


  His work is as beautiful as always.


  Granted, her opinion might end up a bit subjective in the grand scheme of things, but it wasn’t an exaggerated evaluation. Goods created by the master craftsman Redberyl were much more valuable than any low-class magic items, possessed unrivaled beauty, and were in great demand with royalty and nobles. Garnet even felt apologetic that she got to rely on this skill basically for free.


  “…Hm.”


  Redberyl seemed satisfied at his work and placed the sword down with a nod. Following that, he slowly turned towards Garnet.


  “…Mm.”


  “Yeah, I am doing okay. Though we’ve seen each other not even three days ago.”


  “…Mm.”


  “I know that you never know as an adventurer, but I’ve got reliable comrades with me.”


  Redberyl seemed worried with a clouded expression, but Garnet confidently pushed out her chest. From an outsider’s perspective, this conversation must seem quite surreal, but those two had gone through this time and time again. There were only two types of dwarves who worked in a factory. Those who’d scream loud enough to even outshine the sound of smithing, and those who’d go completely silent. Redberyl was part of the latter group, but Garnet slowly became able to guess his feelings and thoughts from the smallest differences in tone and gestures.


  “…Mm.”


  “You can tell? Yeah, actually, we were going through the 3rd floor the other day, and I got swallowed by a Sea Serpent.”


  “…Mm!”


  “Like I said, my allies helped me that time! I didn’t die, so relax.”


  Garnet’s father rarely shot up from his chair, but she tried to calm down. If a certain goody-two-shoes was here to witness this, he’d be calling Garnet an esper. However, without this ability, she wouldn’t be able to communicate with her father. Dwarves were born married to the metal, skilled smiths, and gemstone creators. That meant they were blessed with abilities other races didn’t have, but the biggest of them all was their good sight.


  They could easily sniff out any metals in the darkest cave, spot even the smallest error when smithing a new sword, and they could even cut the smallest line when working with diamonds. This kind of ability is what allows dwarves to be a cut above the rest. And since Garnet lacked the body hair and skilled hands typical for dwarves, which she was very conscious of, she may not be able to become the best, but that didn’t mean she had zero inherited abilities. She had enough power to swing a mace and shield, and she inherited her good eye from her father. And thanks to her blue eyes, she was able to read what her silent father was thinking, as well as guess the idiotic thoughts of a certain masked idiot.


  “…Hm?”


  “Sorry, I was just thinking of my comrades. They may all have their own ticks, but I was yet again reminded that it’s nothing that is impossible to deal with.” Garnet delivered an explanation as her father showed a dubious reaction.


  In fact, this very idiot was currently seeking help from Garnet as he was dragged around by a stupid princess and clumsy samurai, which is probably why Garnet felt her headache growing stronger that moment.


  “More importantly, why did you call me here? You’re not telling me that grandfather has died, right?”


  “…”


  “Huh?”


  Redberyl awkwardly averted his gaze, and even Garnet was unable to read his thoughts. At times like these, her father would do this to hide something bad. Like he didn’t want to make things worse and hid something from his wife.


  “Did you have a fight with Mom? You probably forgot your anniversary, eh?”


  “…Mm.”


  “You gave her a sapphire as a present? No problem then. Did you do anything else to get her mad at—”


  “…Mm.”


  “So it wasn’t Mom? Then what happened?” Garnet asked, but Redberyl once again averted his face.


  She didn’t know what to do and scratched her head, when the door to the forge opened and the person in question entered.


  “If you’re home to visit, then please at least let me know!”


  Scolding Garnet for simply appearing was typical of Redberyl’s wife, Sapphire. Fitting her name, she possessed beautiful blue eyes, showing her blood-relation to her daughter, but it didn’t fit her puffy stomach and beard reaching down to her belly button.


  “Did you gain weight again, Mom?”


  “What a wonderful child you are. That’s the first thing you say to your mother after three days of absence?!” Sapphire swung her fist down on Garnet’s head.


  However, she was met with a sensation like chopping down on iron, as her face distorted in pain.


  “That hurt! How’d you grow a stone as a head?”


  “Heh. I’m a 3rd-floor ranker now.”


  “You’re not cute at all. That’s why you can’t grow a beard.”


  “A beard has nothing to do with this!”


  Garnet’s mother dropped her shoulders as she shrugged as Garnet furrowed her eyes in anger. That being said, they weren’t on bad terms or anything. In fact, they were close enough to engage in regular banter like this.


  “Moving on, I have something important to talk with you about.”


  “Hm? I thought Father asked for me?”


  “Would you have come if I was the one calling for you?”


  “Of course not. You’d probably ask for another adventurer’s autograph, no?”


  “Oh yeah, our neighbor Peridot-san is a big fan of the Holy Maiden-sama, so…Wait, that’s not on the agenda now!” Sapphire became angry at Garnet despite the fact that she was the one who initiated it and got back to the main topic. “


  “What is it?”


  “Garnet, I want you to get married.”


  “…What?”


  Hearing vocabulary that couldn’t be any more disconnected from her, Garnet was bewildered.


  “What are you saying? Even if I wanted to, there isn’t anybody who—”


  “But there is. Someone wants to marry you.”


  “Whaaaaaaat?!”


  Met with another bombshell, Garnet couldn’t hold back a scream.


  “No, that should be impossible! I have no beard, I’m small and attractive, so who not even the worst of perverts would want to marry me!”


  “Aren’t you sad saying that?” Sapphire shed a tear after hearing her daughter’s self-evaluation.


  Compared to other races, dwarves grow their beards a lot faster. A human boy has a beard growing at around 15, but for dwarves, this happens at six years for boys and girls alike. In other words, since Garnet has yet to grow a beard, she’s basically on the level of a 6-year old. On top of that, her height and figure contradicted her choice of words and manner of speaking, which created a contradicting image. In terms of a human being, it’d be like approaching a girl with the face of a 6-year old and the body of a 17-year old.


  “Anyway, that’s impossible. Leave your jokes for another time!”


  “Oh shut up! If you don’t believe me, then just ask the person in question!”


  “Wha…He’s here?!” Garnet’s reaction was ignored, as her mother called out to outside the forge.


  “Triffin-san, please come in.”


  “Thank you.”


  A dull baritone voice responded, as an adolescent dwarf entered the room. The moment Garnet saw him, she was absolutely entranced. He possessed silky hair and beard in a strong black color, his eyes sharp and confident, and his nose high up. He wore a luxurious armor above his well-trained body, possessing the ideal stature for a dwarf, and he was probably a skilled warrior for his race like Chidori was for the east.


  “What a fine man you’ve shown me.”


  “I humbly thank you for your kind words.”


  Triffin gently responded to Garnet’s praise, who had frozen up completely. Amongst the dwarves who were known to be silent or rampant, his polite attitude was almost like an outcast.


  “Um, your name was Triffin, right?”


  “Yes. I am the eldest son of count Barsha.”


  “You’re the son of a count?!”


  “We only govern a small rural area to the north, I’m afraid,” Triffin showed a tender smile as he responded to Garnet’s shocked question. “My great-grandfather was a 5th-floor ranking adventurer, working in the Empire’s army after his retirement, and finally received a small plot of land.”


  “That…is a respectable family history.”


  To think he even had adventurer blood inside of him. Him being modest about it was more concerning than anything.


  “Speaking of family history, you have plenty to be boastful about, no? Being the close aide to the princess of this country, belonging to a long-lasting family of renowned blacksmiths even.”


  “That might be true, but still…”


  This was all achieved by her father Redberyl, and Garnet, who had never even created a knife herself, simply inherited this honor. Seeing how Garnet was perturbed by this conversation, Triffin quickly changed the topic.


  “I have to say, you are just as charming as I was told.”


  “What are you saying? I’m not really…”


  She figured he already knew about this, but Garnet still took off her fake mustache. To her surprise, Triffin’s attitude showed no particular reaction to that.


  “Even without your beard…No, without this beard, you’re much more charming.”


  “Let me guess, you’re into young girls, right?”


  “That is correct.”


  “You just admitted it?!”


  “But please rest assured. I love young girls, which is why I would never lay my hands on them. I am the prideful son of a count known as a pervert.”


  “You can’t use that as a brag!”


  Garnet completely forgot her position and retorted full-throttle towards this weird coming-out. Garnet looked for a reason to reject him, but nothing worked.


  “That’s right! If we were to get married and I would join your family, then nobody would be able to inherit my own!” Garnet screamed out the first thing that came to her mind, but…


  “I can just have one of your father’s disciples take up that role. Or you could get children to inherit the family once they’ve grown up.”


  Her mother immediately destroyed that argument.


  “Ugh…Are you that desperate to see me get married, Mother?!”


  “Of course. What parent wouldn’t wish for their child’s happiness?” Her mother responded with a straight face.


  Garnet didn’t like having other people’s wishes pushed onto her, but what her mother said seemed genuine. That’s why she even considered getting married and giving her parents a grandchild to make them feel at peace, too.


  If I hated my parents like Rufa does, I’d be able to just cut them off like she did…


  They supplied her equipment practically for free, always looking out for Garnet, which made her want to keep their current relationship. As Garnet was continuously pondering about this, her mother gave her another piece of her mind.


  “Also, I’ve been against you traveling with the princess from day one! Your desire to help your friend is very commendable, but as her friend, you should try and put a stop to her recklessness, no?”


  Gaaaah! I swear to god!


  Receiving another of her mother’s lectures, Garnet felt like pulling out her non-existent beard hair. She hadn’t told her parents about the Evil God of Demise. She didn’t want them to worry, and she also didn’t want to be bound down by them. Leaving aside her mute father, her mother didn’t know how to keep things to herself, so when she would mention anything of this to the public, the Emperor might just decide to silence her mother directly. This led to her being unable to reveal all her cards, but equally sealed off any possible reason to reject Triffin.


  Tsk…Now I can only rely on Father!


  Just like a certain idiot somewhere out there, Garnet’s first reaction was to immediately rely on someone else, as she sought help from her father. In response, Redberyl tapped his wife on her shoulder, stopping the lecture.


  “…Mm.”


  “She’s got her own thoughts so you want her to decide for herself? What are you saying? Aren’t you said that she’s far away from you, always in danger?”


  “…Mm.”


  “That’s not it? You want her to spend her life with the person she truly loves? How naive can you be? No way anybody would stumble in here to proclaim their love, and doubt she’d ever fall in love with somebody either.”


  “…”


  “Also, we got married because of our families, but we’re doing just fine, right? Or what, your proposal of ‘Love cools down quicker than melted iron, but our affection we’ve built together will never become dull, even after a thousand years’ just a convenient lie?!”


  “…Mm.”


  “It wasn’t, and you love me? You dummy, you’re making me blush!”


  “Could you maybe flirt around elsewhere?”


  Garnet was slowly getting annoyed with these two lovebirds. Hearing that, Garnet’s mother cleared her throat and went back to the main topic.


  “Anyway, you won’t find a better man than Triffin-sa here, so give up on being an adventurer and get married already!”


  “No, I can’t—”


  “I don’t care if you don’t have a proper argument against your own parents, but I need you to at least give Triffin-san closure and a good reason to reject him!”


  Garnet simply tried to get rid of Triffin with a half-baked attempt, but that only evoked her mother’s wrath further. And that’s the crux of the problem. A good catch of a man like him was actively approaching a failure of a woman with no beard to boot. She had to be sincere. However, she couldn’t speak of the danger the world was in, either. Backed against the wall, as her thoughts weren’t exactly in the clearest state, Garnet just opted to choose the final method she could come up with.


  “I…I have someone I’m going out with!”


  *


  “…And that’s what happened. I’d like you to be my pretend-lover so I can satisfy my parents and Triffin.”


  Garnet finished her long explanation and sighed. That’s what was going on behind the scenes? I almost died from the shock when she suddenly asked me to become her lover. Seemingly, Rufa was just as relieved as me.


  “Good…I was thinking of killing you first and then ending my own life after.”


  “It doesn’t sound like a joke when you’re saying it.”


  “…I was…joking?”


  “What’s with that pause?!” Garnet’s back shivered and she took a step back from Rufa, who muttered something under her breath.


  …Now wait a second. Don’t tell me, they weren’t just good friends, but actually lovers all along?!


  “Keep that thought going and I’ll turn your empty head into paste on the street.”


  Garnet once again read my thoughts and immediately swung her mace. It…it should be fine! My jet-black armor should protect me! But I felt bad for genuinely making her angry, so I apologized.


  “Still, Alba-sama in the role of the boyfriend…Leaving aside personal feelings, I don’t think he’s a good match for that.”


  She’s right. No way I can pull off a role as complicated as that. That’s what I told Garnet, too, but she shook her head.


  “I feel the same way, but you’re the best bet I could find. If I asked anybody else, my parents would see through it immediately.”


  Yeah, that does make sense. With any half-baked acting, her parents wouldn’t buy it for one second. So why am I the best choice in this? But when Garnet saw my doubt, she threw me a question immediately.


  “Alba, do you like me?”


  “I like you.”


  “…I kind of hoped you would say that, but a bit of hesitation wouldn’t have hurt.”


  I answered exactly as she wanted me to and still got scolded. Not fair. Also, Rufa is scaring me with how much she’s grinding her teeth.


  “I like you as well. You’re a trustworthy ally, and although there’s no romantic affection here, I definitely like you as a person. That’s why, if it’s us two, it’ll be harder for my parents to see through us.”


  “I see.” That made sense, so I nodded.


  It’s basically like covering a lie with the majority of the truth. Garnet and I may not be lovers, but we definitely like each other, and I don’t want her to quit being an adventurer, either. As long as I can convey that, her parents and the other person should be able to accept us.


  “That’s what this is. I happened to drag you into this mess, but would you mind helping me?”


  “Got it.”


  Garnet lowered her head and asked me that, to which I nodded without hesitation. In fact, I feel bad she rejected this proposal for the sake of the world.


  “You’re okay with that too, right Rufa?”


  “You don’t even have to ask. Who is going to stop me from going rampant?”


  “If you’re aware of it, then how about you control yourself?”


  Rufa commented with a smile, and Garnet retorted with a smile of her own. Yeah, these two together are the best.


  “And when are you going to see your parents?”


  “I was told to bring the person with me tomorrow.”


  “Then let’s go tomorrow.” Rufa said and returned to her room with a pen and paper, writing a letter towards Garnet’s parents. “Leaving that aside, what do we do about our exploration today? I fear we may lack the attention to safely wander the labyrinth today. I don’t mind taking the day off.”


  After finishing our discussion, we headed down to the labyrinth, and discussed everything for the next day.


  *


  The following day, I rode the horse carriage with Garnet, and we went to meet her parents.


  “So you must be the adventurer. Could you please show me your adventurer ID and traveling permission?”


  I saw the guard who opened the door of the horse carriage and was bewildered for a moment, but he immediately showed a calm expression. It was the same thing I was asked when I first came here, but adventurers needed a permit to enter the deeper parts of the nine districts. It was feared that they would use their power for evil.


  “Here.”


  Garnet offered the two cards.


  “Garnet Ralius…No problems here.” The guard confirmed the card and then looked towards me.


  I offered him my adventurer card in a hurry and said the phrase Rufa told me.


  “I’d like a travel permit for today.”


  “I understand. Please wait a moment.” The guard said so and took my adventurer card to a small hut next to the gate.


  After a while, he brought back a white card.


  “Since you are a third-floor ranker, Alba I Rapsel, that requires 60 gold coins.”


  It’s exactly as I’d heard before, but it still is pretty expensive nonetheless. Well, it’s probably intended to keep public safety in check while also earning money from the extremely rich adventurers. Still, I didn’t even show him the medal of the second floor’s guardian, so how does he know I’m active on the third floor?


  “The information gathered from the Imperial Bank is being passed on to the military.” Garnet answered my question as always.


  So that’s why he left that one time? I handed him the needed amount, which was confirmed by the guard, who then passed me back my adventurer card and the permit.


  “This will take you to the 6th district. For going further to the 5th, you need a special permit.”


  Since we planned to head to the 6th district anyway, that wasn’t a problem, but what was beyond there again? I asked Garnet with my gaze, who gave me the answer.


  “That’s where the rich folks live. You won’t see any commoners there. And from the 4th district onward, you have the military generals, nobles, and imperial family, so without a summoning, average people like us can’t get in there.”


  I see. So I can build my own home only up to the 5th district. But I’d love to visit there at least once. And as I was thinking that, the guard gave me one last word.


  “Please come back here until 8pm tonight and return your permit. If you fail to achieve that, you may have to pay a fee, hand in your adventurer’s license, or you may even get banished from the capital forever.”


  “Huh?!” I raised my voice in shock at seeing how severe these punishments are.


  That just shows how careful they are when it comes to adventurers and the possibility of committing a crime. Maybe something major happened in the past which led to them tightening up their rules.


  “Additionally, you need a separate permit to carry weapons with you. Do you have any weapons on you right now?”


  The guard asked me, so I showed I carried no such things on me. Since Rufa also warned me about this, I left my greatsword with her. Though, is it okay if I keep wearing my armor?


  “It’s probably better to show how you’re an adventurer rather than wearing your private clothes.” Garnet once again answered my doubts.


  Yeah, the people who are scared of me would stay away, so it causes less trouble in general. Seeing me nod, the guard put his hand on the door of the horse carriage.


  “That’ll be all. Please have a good day,” he said and closed the door, as the horse carriage slowly started moving, entering the 8th district.


  Immediately after, the scenery of the 8th district completely struck me. Tall wooden-built buildings filled the streets, keeping them vast but the sky hidden. Compared to the 9th district, this felt much more like a large town, which made my heart race. What surprised me the most were the children with or without parents, gleefully walking down the stone-paved street.


  Oh yeah, there were no children back in the 9th district.


  I did see some smaller races like dwarves or young adventurers with dubious ages, but unlike here, I didn’t see any parents and children.


  I guess this city really is different from the average.


  I got so used to it that my senses had gone numb, but the 9th district is strictly for adventurers and super-strong warriors. And I don’t mean to reproach that, but it just makes me realize how different we are from the regular person. And this makes me feel lonely. Even if I build my own home, will I be able to get along with my neighbors?


  “What’s that weird look about?” Garnet saw me being depressed and sighed.


  She can’t see through my mask…and she can guess my exact impression?!


  “You moron. It’s the air around you. Anyway, what’s got you worried?”


  “The thing is—”


  I started talking about my plans to her. In response, Garnet seemed like she realized something.


  “So that’s what you meant when you said you wanted to make this place your home…”


  “Hm?”


  “No, don’t worry about it. I’m sure Rufa must have realized by now. Anyway, wanting to live in the capital has its own amount of struggles with it.”


  Really? I was only worried about money, but to think there could be this many complications…


  “I was born and raised here and everyone in the neighborhood knows me, which is why nobody was scared when I became an adventurer, but if a former adventurer randomly moved in next to you, I don’t blame the average citizen for being worried. After all, they are monsters that could kill the average person with the flick of a finger.”


  Yeah, that makes sense. I had no such intentions, but your own thoughts and intentions aren’t always visible to the random stranger.


  “Fearing those who are stronger than you is a perfectly normal natural human instinct. Your strength still scares me from time to time, so how could the average person not fear you?” Garnet laughed with a complicated smile.


  The way she constantly comments on my actions, gets angry at me, and threatens to color my armor pink shows that she truly isn’t scared of me. Or, it’s hard to believe at least. This, of course, makes me happy.


  “The former adventurers usually become army higher-ups or royalty, or use their earned money to build their own home, but not many actually live inside the 5th district. If they are, then it’s probably to not scare the average citizen.”


  I see…So unless you join the military or adjust your own desires to fit the public, it’s pretty hard to live in the capital as an adventurer. Still, you’d think we’d have all the freedom in the world, but we are pretty limited in the end.


  “Your freedom depends on your own choices, and you’ll have to take responsibility for such, so it’s not like you’re like a god living here.”


  “I see.” I nodded after hearing Garnet’s explanation.


  If I didn’t want to be tied down by society and its rules, I wouldn’t be allowed to have my own home, let alone friends or a girlfriend. But that is an even sadder way to live your life, too. Gramps once told me “People say that you shouldn’t get married if you intend on cheating, but the joy of the act comes from the fact that you’re promised to someone else”…Yeah, that is just awful. I do respect Gramps for what he’s done, but these parts are things I can’t agree with. And as I steeled my resolve, Garnet gave me another exhausted look.


  “You’re thinking about something weird again, aren’t you.”


  Huh? Normally she’d be able to guess my thoughts exactly, so something was weird when she missed her mark like this. I thought something was off about it, when Garnet sighed.


  “I can just guess your thoughts from your gaze and gestures, but I can’t accurately figure out what you’re thinking. Can’t filter out what I don’t know of.”


  So that’s how that works? Then how does she know Gramps and Grandma’s names?


  “You seem to be asking me for someone’s name, but I can’t answer what I don’t know.” Garnet said with a bitter smile.


  But the fact that she could accurately guess my intentions already feels like a superpower. Even if she can’t figure out everything I was thinking. After nodding again, Garnet continued with a serious expression.


  “Leaving me aside, that crazy wench at the bank use mind-reading magic, so don’t be thinking anything necessary around them.


  Ah, that former 6th-floor ranker working at the bank? She can remember a person’s name and face with just magic, even influencing their minds with some crazy technique, so she’d probably be better kept at the police.


  “The girl Aibis from the Plunderers can also use that magic. Just a heads-up, since outside the labyrinth, you’re full of openings.”


  That’s unexpected. The Kurokage Style techniques should allow me to remain calm no matter the situation. That’s what I told Garnet, but she just shook her head.


  “You’re not wrong. However, when it comes to people you talked to before and lowered your guard towards, you’re full of openings. You had your sword stolen by Eclair and pushed into Sloth’s room, so don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about that?”


  Urk, why’d she had to remind me of that?


  “I don’t know what sort of secret you’re carrying with you, but if you can’t even tell me about it, you should probably take good care that nobody else finds out, or that you don’t accidentally spill the beans.” Garnet said and finished it off with that.


  Just as she said, I should be careful from now on. But…didn’t she and Rufa already realize that I’m a fairy hybrid? That’s why Rufa asked me to not show my face in public…Huh? If that’s not what she meant, then why did she ask me to do the same thing my childhood friend did?


  “No clue what’s going through your mind, but I could bet you’re brewing up some incredible misunderstanding again.”


  Seeing me hold my head in despair, Garnet sighed once more. How cruel! I’m being totally serious about this! But when I wanted to voice my protest, a voice called out to us.


  “Sir and madam, we’ve arrived.”


  “Mhm, that was fast.”


  Garnet had seemingly forgotten about her meeting with her parents, as she sighed yet again. Well, everything will work out fine!


  “Will it really? I wonder—”


  The horse carriage slowly stopped, and right as Garnet stepped out, she tilted her head in confusion.


  “Why was I called here?”


  Last evening, the response from Garnet’s parents came, telling her a time and place to meet, and that’s where we headed to, but…


  “A castle?”


  The splendid castle standing tall in front of us left us both bewildered. Watching our reaction, the horse carriage driver gave us an explanation.


  “You didn’t know? This is the most expensive restaurant in the entire district, known as the ‘Golden Lion’.”


  “What?!”


  “See, you can spot the gate leading to the 5th district in the distance. It’s where all the nobles go to eat, and we mortals can’t even dream of trying their food.”


  Looking towards where the driver pointed, I spotted the tip of the gate. That alone showed how popular this palace must be. After a brief hesitation, we entered inside, with Garnet commenting that she herself wasn’t used to this type of place, as she was just the daughter of a smith.


  “Welcome.”


  The moment we set foot inside, we were greeted by a male employee with an expensive-looking suit. He didn’t seem flustered to see me in my uniform, keeping his pleasant smile.


  “You must be Garnet-sama and her companion. Triffin-sama is waiting for you in the private suite on the highest floor,” he said and guided us to the stairs.


  “Right here.”


  The employee opened the door on the top floor, where two people were waiting for us. One of them was a young man with a black beard. He must be Triffin-san. The other one was a tall man despite his beard, looking like a middle-aged human. That’s not Garnet’s father, is it?


  “Who?” Garnet tilted her head.


  But right after, she apologized to Triffin-san.


  “Apologies for the wait.”


  “Don’t mind it. We’ve simply arrived earlier than planned.”


  “Thank you. By the way, who might this person be?”


  Receiving Garnet’s gaze, the middle-aged man stood up and named himself.


  “I’m Redberyl’s friend Count Giraffe. I was the one who introduced you to Triffin. I wanted to hear the reason you intended to reject his marriage proposal, so I took the freedom of joining you today.”


  “Is that so?” Garnet seemed satisfied with that reason as she once again took a closer look at the count.


  He must be in his later fifties, his hair colored a brown color, emitting a docile atmosphere. His luxurious outfit did a good job of hiding it, but he was tall and fairly well-built, showing no signs of aging. His body alone would be in his thirties. Also, he seems to be holding it back, but I can feel aura emitting from him. He’s probably an ex-adventurer. Right as I guessed that, Garnet had a question of her own.


  “If you’re Father’s friend, then have we met before?”


  “No, I figure this would be our first meeting.”


  “I see. But then…”


  “For now, why don’t you have a seat?” Count Giraffe urged us to sit down.


  I obeyed that, and we sat down facing them. Following that, Triffin-san opened his mouth.


  “Garnet-san, I do not wish to be seen clingy, but let me ask you again. Won’t you marry me?” It was a genuine confession of love aimed at Garnet.


  “I’m sorry, but my answer hasn’t changed. I’ve fallen for this man.” Garnet responded as she hugged my arm.


  Even if I knew this was acting, it still made me feel flustered. Triffin-san watched this and looked at me with a sharp gaze.


  “So you are Garnet-san’s lover?”


  “Yes.”


  “His name is Alba. While adventuring, we’ve fallen in love with each other.”


  Garnet explained in my stead. She was probably relieved to see her parents weren’t here. Triffin seemed to doubt this fact, as he looked at me.


  “Alba-san, you may have a reason for this, but could I ask you to take off your helmet?”


  “…” I didn’t answer and just went quiet.


  I mean, I understand that I was being the rude one, not even showing my face to the people in front of me, but I promised Rufa…I didn’t know what to do and looked at Garnet, who asked me to do it with her gaze alone. Hence, I apologized to Rufa while putting my hands on my helmet, slowly taking it off.


  “So you were a human man.” Triffin saw my face and seemed slightly surprised.


  Did he think I was an elf woman or something? I mean, that’s probably the type Garnet likes the most. How many more times do I have to tell you how wrong you are—is Garnet saying to me with her gaze, but Triffin-san asked me before that, first.


  “And Alba-san, you love Garnet-san despite being a dwarf?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then what do you like about her?”


  “She’s small and adorable. Her red hair is stunning. She cares for her parents a lot, always looking after me, and she makes me feel at peace.” I answered bluntly.


  Hearing this, Triffin-san showed a glimmer of admiration.


  “I see. You’ve got a good eye, Alba-san.”


  “Right back at you.” I responded genuinely.


  Since bears are the sign of an adult, a lot of people seem to treat Garnet like a child, but he’s different. He saw the charm she holds. As for Garnet herself, she was currently covering her face with both her hands.


  “Why do you keep secrets all the damn time only to then blurt out everything at times like these?”


  “Garnet?”


  “It’s nothing!”


  I was worried and moved closer to take a look at her face, only for her to get angry at me with a beet-red face. We’re trying to put up an act here, so getting angry like this will only make them more suspicious. She must have realized this as she grit her teeth and looked at Triffin-san with a pained expression.


  “This should be enough, right? Alba and I are lovers, so could you please give up on me?”


  After a brief silence, Triffin-san nodded with a serious expression but shook his head.


  “Yes, I can tell you two like each other. I just question the fact that you could become happy in your marriage?”


  “What?!”


  Triffin-san looked away from the shocked Garnet and gazed at me.


  “Alba-san, what kind of life do you plan on leading with Garnet after you two get married? Have you worked towards securing a safe future?”


  “That’s…”


  Th-This is bad. We didn’t discuss anything about this, you know?! As I couldn’t answer, Triffin-san pressed me further.


  “You seem to be working as adventurers right now, but you can hardly continue such a dangerous job after becoming married. So what happens after you retire? Will you open up a business? Or will you join the army?”


  “…”


  “You haven’t thought of anything, have you? Living all by yourself, that much is fine. I’m a man, so I admire the moment-to-moment lifestyle you live. However, forming a family with your loved one starts by securing a safe life all the way to ensuring a secured future.” Triffin-san’s comment argument was sound-proof, leaving me speechless.


  My relationship with Garnet is nothing but an act, and I never thought of getting married either. Nor did I think of what to do after possibly achieving my dream of building my own home here in the capital.


  He’s right…My life doesn’t suddenly end after I finish building my home…


  I didn’t even realize that my initial idea of ‘What am I building this house for?’ has been lost completely over time. Seeing me evidently dejected, Triffin-san seemed sympathetic but continued his onslaught.


  “I’m aware that a marriage not born out of happiness can’t succeed, but love only can’t keep a marriage going. I don’t doubt your feelings for Garnet-san, but I’m not sure if you can provide as her husband.”


  “…”


  “I may not be a well-known noble, but I own a small rural area. My family has position and riches. And more than anything, I’m a fellow dwarf. I should be able to make her happier than you could.”


  “Huh?”


  Why did he suddenly bring up the topic of race? Triffin-san must have seen my confusion as he declared once again.


  “I’m aware that this may be considered foul play. However, humans and dwarves aren’t the same. You may be no orc or lizardman, but with differences in culture and living rhythm, it will always create problems.”


  That is true. Especially when it comes to the appreciation of bears. Right now, Garnet is just trying to adjust to my conceptions, but if we actually lived together, I’d quickly realize all the differences.


  “With just you two, you’d be able to cross the boundaries pressed upon you. However, a marriage isn’t just your own problem. Your families, relatives, and friends will have to follow. Alba-san, can humans really get along with dwarves?”


  “That’s…”


  I can’t answer. I don’t have the confidence to be able to drag along everyone else. And while I kept silent, Triffin-san continued with another bombshell.


  “And when dealing with a marriage crossing racial boundaries, the children born are a problem in itself. You must know of the existence of hybrids, right?”


  “…?!”


  Of course I do. After all, I’m one of those hybrids. I nodded, to which Triffin-san continued with a stiff expression.


  “When a child born between two races is born, they usually end up the race of one of the parents. However, some children are born with distinctives of both. That is what we call Hybrids, and there is close to no happiness to be found for them.”


  I want to tell him he’s wrong. I want to explain how happy I was, being raised by Gramps and Grandma and everyone else on I-Rapsel. However, I can’t.


  “If a hybrid was born from the both of you, they won’t fit into the human world, and neither will the dwarven society. Could you really make them suffer like that?”


  “What if our child becomes the bridge to bring humans and dwarves closer?” Garnet argued.


  A bridge to connect two races…I aspire to the thought of humans and elves finding common ground so that Gramps could undo the barrier around the island, but I’m not arrogant enough to believe I could actually do that. Not knowing of my feelings however, Triffin-san continued with a bitter smile.


  “Leaving aside the question of hybrids, the child born will have countless worries. If it ends up as a human, their mother would be a different race, and with a dwarf, they’d be alienated from their father. This isn’t something you should ignore as potential parents, no?”


  Is it really that big of a problem to be this concerned for?


  “I hear that this is the case with the current Emperor Geraf and the 7th princess Rufa.”


  “What?!”


  To think Rufa’s name would pop up here. I raised my voice in shock, as Triffin-san glanced over at Count Giraffe. He probably is worried if he evoked a noble’s anger. However, he nodded in silence, so Triffin-san continued.


  “Rufa-sama was born from the current Emperor and his 5th mistress Phophia-sama, an elf. However, many humans looked down on the elves, which brought her great amounts of trouble.” Triffin-san said as his expression grew grim.


  He probably received plenty of harsh treatment simply because of his race, which allowed him to sympathize.


  “However, even more than the fact of her own race itself, the absolute difference in lifespan between her and other humans was probably the most detrimental.”


  “Livespan…”


  I never even thought about it, but Rufa and the rest of us observe time in a completely different way.


  “An average elf’s lifespan reaches from 300 to 1000 years. Granted, she may not have her mother’s traits as a hybrid, but half of her blood is human, and she was raised in the large city instead of the forest, so she’ll still live a good 200 years or more.”


  Since I can’t even confidently reach 100 years, I won’t even live half as long as Rufa? A sudden rush of loneliness filled me, when Triffin-san continued.


  “It is a given that parents will die way before their children, but when dealing with a girl who has been living in disdain and denial by their surroundings her whole life…How much pain did the Emperor feel, I wonder…”


  Huh? Rufa called him a shitty old man who didn’t even believe her when she told him about the Evil God of Demise, so I doubt he’s really that good of a father…but it must look different to other people. I was confused and looked over at Garnet, but she seemingly felt the same way as me. As she’s been Rufa’s friend this whole time, hearing such a statement from an outsider must be weird.


  “And just like Rufa-sama, the child born between the two of you surely will suffer a lot because of the wall between races. You might call this racist thinking but don’t you agree now that dwarves should get married to dwarves?”


  He signaled that his explanation was over, as he closed his mouth and waited for our answer. This brings up the question of…what do we say? Saying ‘Love can overcome any obstacle’ would be easy, but I don’t think a convenient excuse like that would satisfy him. However, Garnet sighed once and spoke up.


  “Actually, people once thought I was a hybrid.”


  “What?!”


  “Baseless accusations. From the folks who despised my father.” Garnet continued, ignoring my shock. “However, you see how I look, right? ‘A dwarf without a beard is not a dwarf. She must be a hybrid born from a dwarf and human’, and so on. The children heard their parents say these things and said that to me without even knowing what it meant.”


  “Unforgivable!” A voice filled with rage escaped my mouth.


  Even if they’re a child, there are good things and bad things that can be said.


  “Alba, your aura is leaking.”


  “Ah, my bad.”


  Garnet stabbed her elbow into my side, warning me of my leaking aura, so I quickly put myself under control. Looking over, Triffin-san had started to sweat profusely. It might even look like I was threatening him. Meanwhile, Count Giraffe was doing just fine. He really is a former adventurer. Garnet however moved the conversation along.


  “I’m not bothered by it much, but it all happened when I was like 6 or 7 years old. Back then, it really hurt me to the point I just stayed in my room for today. And I wouldn’t talk to anybody other than my parents and the disciples at the factory.”


  Looking at her now, that was practically unthinkable. However, it must have happened. Her expression right now was the absolute proof of that.


  “My father was probably trying to cheer me up, as he took me to a friend’s home, who turned out to be a noble living in the second district.”


  “Don’t tell me…”


  “Indeed. That’s where I encountered the young and extremely cheeky elf girl…Rufa.” Garnet said with a gleeful smile. “I’ve heard many things about elves, and that was when the whole rapier thing was popular. When I met her, she said ‘You reek of metal’, and I countered with ‘You reek of grass,’ and we immediately started beating the living hell out of each other.”


  “Seriously…?” I commented, but I guess it wasn’t too shocking of a revelation.


  With how close they are, and how they show no remorse in front of each other, it makes sense they had a rough start and only slowly deepened their bond.


  “And after we were done beating each other up, I felt extremely refreshed. And soon enough, we ended up like we are right now.” Garnet awkwardly scratched her cheek, showing a bothered expression. “I’m guessing both my father and the Emperor thought we were similar through a twisted way and hoped for this to happen. We played perfectly atop their palm.”


  She must be glad that they’ve become such good friends, but equally annoyed that it all happened because of someone else’s influence. But before I could tell her to not mind all that, Count Giraffe opened his mouth.


  “Maybe it was all just a coincidence as two fathers were genuinely worried about their daughters?”


  “Hm?”


  “Not even rulers are omniscient beings. Some things could happen out of their control.”


  “That might be the case.” Garnet still seemed doubtful but nodded anyway.


  From the seams of it, Count Giraffe has a daughter that’s constantly on his mind. I sent him a gaze of sympathy, only for him to return with a glare as sharp as a knife. But, why? Did I make him angry in any way? I was flustered, but the count quickly returned to his calm expression as urged Garnet to continue.


  “So?”


  “Well,what I’m trying to say is that all this stuff doesn’t really matter, since people can still become happy nonetheless.” Garnet finished her story with this and smiled.


  It was a happy grin that made me feel fulfilled. Seeing that, even Triffin-san didn’t know what to say.


  “…I give up. Please become happy, you two.”


  He must have really liked Garnet. He held back his tears, deeply lowering his head. Ack, deceiving him is making my stomach hurt…I glanced over at Garnet while rubbing my tummy, seeing her suffering in a similar way. But at the very least, the engagement has been dissolved now, and she won’t have to retire as an adventurer. With that decided, I was about to stand up, when—


  “Wait a moment.” Count Giraffe’s deep voice stopped me from heading to the exit.


  “What?” Garnet asked with a dubious voice, as the count continued with a sharp voice.


  “The whole talk of marriage between races may be resolved, but even before that…Are you two even truly dating?”


  “…?!”


  He probably had a hunch that something wasn’t quite right. Maybe my facial expressions made it too obvious.


  “I can tell you trust each other…as members of the same party. However, I feel no romantic affection whatsoever. Aren’t you just pretending and attempting to deceive us?”


  “Is that true?!” Triffin-san swallowed his breath as he joined.


  …This is bad. We’ve come full circle again. I was completely lost on what to say, when Garnet lowered her head…only for it to swing up again as she declared.


  “I agree that we may be inexperienced, but we truly love each other.”


  “I won’t believe empty words.”


  “Then let me give you the proof you need,” Garnet said and pulled my hand.


  Wondering what she was about to do, I didn’t react much as she placed both her hands on my cheek, closed her eyes, and pushed her face towards me—pressing her lips directly onto mine. Oh, wow. Garnet’s eyelashes are so long. And her breath is hitting me. I’m really ticklish when it comes to…Wait, isn’t this a kiss?!


  Play along.


  Garnet muttered quietly. Following that, she pulled her lips away and looked at the pale-frozen Triffin-san, as well as the count, who showed a shocked expression for the very first time.
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  “I believe this is enough. If you’ll excuse us,” Garnet said, once again grabbed my hand, and left the room.


  We went down the stairs, stepping out of the restaurant, and before I realized it, we were already heading back to the 9th district.


  “G-Garnet, that just now was…”


  My head finally worked again, as I spoke up with a quivering voice. In response, Garnet showed a surprised reaction.


  “Was that your first kiss? I’m sorry. It was mine, too, so let’s just say we’re even, yeah?”


  “No, that’s not the problem here—”


  “Enough, enough! I just got annoyed and acted like a fool! Let me repent in peace!” Garnet brushed off my words and suffered in agony as she blushed beet-red.


  It seems she was just trying to put on an act, but was actually embarrassed as well. But then…even if it was necessary to satisfy Count Giraffe and Triffin-san…should she really have kissed me of all people? I looked at her with an apologetic gaze, as she glared back at me.


  “Just to let you know, it may have been acting, but I wouldn’t suck on the lips of someone I hate.”


  “What?!”


  S-So then…I started shaking in anticipation, as Garnet laughed like a devil.


  “Nobody said I like you as a man, right?”


  “Daaaaaw!”


  That’s just cruel! You played with my heart! As I was filled with anger and relief, Garnet suddenly continued with a serious expression.


  “Either way, Triffin must have given up with this. He seemed like a genuine person, so he’ll convince my parents. Once again, thank you for helping.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  We’re team members, so I’d help her for less, and I don’t want her to suffer while just watching. In fact, I feel bad that our duty got in the way of letting her marry such a wonderful person. That’s what I told Garnet as I lowered my head, when she showed a complicated smile.


  “You’re really too sincere for your own good. In fact, you’d be wasted for some moron princess out there.”


  “Huh?”


  “Don’t mind me. I have no intentions of letting this end up in some weird mud fight or triangle relationship. I’ve read enough about that in romance novels.”


  Why’d she suddenly bring up Rufa? I don’t really get it, but there was something else that caught my attention.


  “Garnet…you read romance novels?”


  “Why are you so surprised about that?” She glared back at me.


  I mean, you just didn’t give me the image that you were into this type of stuff…I made excuses like that, when Garnet threw the question back at me.


  “What about you? Do you read any romance novels?”


  “I don’t,” I answered bluntly.


  Gramps had some in his bookshelves for me to read, but I didn’t really understand the appeal too much. Also, Gramps bought some other romance novels for me to learn about society, but my childhood friend stole them because I could read any. She even said “What if you get interested in human girls after reading this?!” and gave me some weird reasoning I didn’t understand, firing a rising star kick straight at my eye. I don’t understand girls. And for some reason, Garnet sighed deeply.


  “I bet that childhood friend of yours is part of the reason you grew up to be such an idiot.”


  That’s a cruel assumption. My childhood friend is important to me…although it’s true that she probably influenced me a lot.


  “Not to mention that you didn’t even realize why she did all that. As Rufa’s friend, I should probably welcome that fact, but as a fellow woman, I can’t believe you,” Garnet said and sighed once again as she looked at me in disbelief.


  What is she even talking about…? All I know is that she’s complaining about me…How cruel…


  “Nothing’s cruel! I’ll make sure to fix your dense head by having you read plenty of romance novels from now on!”


  “No way…”


  “Don’t sound so bothered by it…What else have you been reading then?”


  “Heroic tales,” I once again answered immediately.


  Like the six braves who fought eons ago to protect the people of the world. It’s so exciting, right?! And yet, Garnet just flashed a bitter smile.


  “Don’t know about that, but I get you’re into the whole hero stuff. Some even have romance in them, so I’ll lend you a few from the library. Read them when you have the time.”


  “Really?!” I nodded with joy.


  I didn’t know there was a library here. I wanted to save the money by not buying books, but this way, I can read to my heart’s content! And while we were discussing all this, the horse carriage reached the 9th district. I returned the permit to the guard as I felt oddly nostalgic being back with my own kind.


  “Mister and ma’am, we’ve arrived.”


  “Thank you.”


  Once we reached the 7th district’s residential area, we thanked the driver and got off the horse carriage. We walked through town a bit longer as the sky started turning dark, when Garnet suddenly pulled on my arm.


  “One more thing.”


  “What?”


  I wondered what she was about now, when she forced me to crouch down, whispering into my ear.


  “Keep the fact that we kissed a secret from Rufa, okay?”


  “?!”


  The sensation of her dampened lips flashed back up in my head, making me blush furiously as I staggered backwards. As I landed on my butt, Garnet offered me her hand with a devilish grin.


  “That reminds me, we didn’t even get to eat anything. Should we call Rufa and treat ourselves for our hard work?”


  “Y-Yeah…” I took Garnet’s hand and stood up as we kept walking towards their apartment.


  I was feeling pretty hungry myself, so I was more than fine with grabbing a bite to eat, but I was afraid that meeting Rufa now could make things incredibly awkward. But in the end, all I could do was chase after Garnet’s small but resolute back.


  *


  After Alba and Garnet left, Triffin managed to regain his composure, kneeling down in front of Count Giraffe.


  “My sincerest apologies, I couldn’t respond to your expectations.”


  “It is fine.” Count Giraffe’s tone suddenly changed, as he took off his beard, wiped his face with a towel, and removed his makeup.


  In the end, the person appearing was the current ruler of the Empire—Emperor Geraf.


  “I simply recommended a friend’s daughter for marriage. However, I can’t force anything.”


  “I’m thoroughly thankful for your kind words. However…” Triffin’s expression grew grim.


  The main goal of this marriage was to have her parents force Garnet into it, which would make her retire as an adventurer, which then would disrupt the progress of Rufa’s party. However, the Emperor remained calm and did not show any signs of anger.


  “I’m saying it is fine. I found out what I wanted to know.”


  “Huh?”


  “If anything, I caused you nothing but trouble. Forgive me.” The Emperor deeply lowered his head and apologized to one of his followers.


  Seeing this, Triffin panicked further than if he had been punished.


  “It is all because I did not manage to charm Garnet-san’s heart quick enough. You hold no blame, Your Majesty.”


  “You’re willing to say this much? It seems I have quite wonderful followers.”


  “Of course!” Triffin deeply lowered his head again.


  Seeing this, the Emperor spoke with a gentle tone.


  “I shall reward you together with my apology later today. You are free to return to your home.”


  “Thank you very much. Please excuse me.” Triffin stepped backwards, bowed one last time in front of the door, and then left the room.


  Once he was alone, the Emperor sighed.


  “Close.”


  He would have loved to have Triffin join his ranks, but in the end, he was still a dwarf. Allowing him to live in a rural area in peace would probably give him greater happiness, so the Emperor decided against inviting him to his imperial court. Then after, he left the room, only to enter the one right next to the one he was just in. Sitting there was his good friend, the smith Redberyl, with a crystal in front of him that was imbued with Vision and Wiretap magic.


  “I assume you’ve seen the result.”


  “…Mm.”


  The Emperor sat down in front of Redberyl, who nodded deeply. He could see and hear exactly what was going on in the room next to his.


  “…Mm.”


  “Redberyl, I’m not as talented as your daughter in guessing what you feel. At least talk a bit.”


  “…It hurts.”


  “My apologies, friend.” The Emperor apoligized.


  Having witnessed that kiss, even the legendary smith Redberyl needed time to recover.


  “That being said, going for a kiss despite their clear acting, I assume your daughter must be quite infatuated with the Dark Knight nonetheless.”


  “…Doesn’t matter.”


  “You don’t mind even if she marries a human? Well, I figured you’d say that.”


  The only person who supported the Emperor in marrying an elf was his good friend Redberyl. Remembering what happened twenty years ago, the Emperor began feeling nostalgic. However, this smile quickly disappeared, as his expression changed into that of a ruler.


  “There goes my plan to make her quit as an adventurer. Don’t blame me for whatever happens to your daughter from now on.”


  “…Mm.” Redberyl nodded without a change in expression.


  He knew that the Emperor needed the conviction to not protect his friend’s daughter if the safety of more than several thousands of people was on the line. However, he also knew that, even if the Emperor had to resort to killing her, he wouldn’t completely remove her from the surface of the earth. His only goal was to return Rufa to the castle. That’s what he used Garnet for.


  “…Thanks.”


  “It’s too early to thank me. Once your wife learns that the marriage failed, you’ll have bigger problems.”


  “…”


  Redberyl tried not to think about it, but with the Emperor pointing it out, he grew pale and silent. The Emperor flashed a bitter smile as he grabbed the crystal ball and stood up.


  “Then, until next time.”


  “…Mm.”


  Redberyl watched the Emperor walk off and attempted to come up with an excuse towards his wife. Meanwhile, the Emperor hopped into a horse carriage that would take him back to the imperial castle.


  “Are you here?”


  The moment the Emperor muttered that, a black-clothed shadow appeared inside the horse carriage.


  “Yes, your majesty.”


  “When do I have time again?”


  “Evening in 7 days.”


  The shadow answered without looking at the Emperor’s schedule. Then again, the Emperor hadn’t forgotten either, he just wanted to make sure.


  “I have to head south tomorrow for reasons, so I need that much time, huh?”


  He wanted to get rid of this thorn in his side as quickly as possible, but sighed at the fact that things weren’t working out the way he wanted. In response, the black shadow disappeared from the horse carriage without making a sound.


  “Now…what to do next.”


  So he muttered, but his next plans were already decided. He may have been able to cover up the previous attempt at getting rid of Alba by using the Imperial Knight Ox and sending him to prison, but the other nobles and royalty were slowly starting to catch on. In fact, many had their eyes opened by the 7th princess Rufa, who willingly became an adventurer for the greater good. The only reason nobody dared to question things was because the nobles and adventurers were strictly separated.


  It was only a matter of time until the current adventurers, not the former adventurers under the Emperor, would catch on to the truth. If they found out that the Evil God of Demise would destroy the whole world at his revival, he couldn’t just laugh it off as a conspiracy theory instigated by Alba. He needed to get rid of this threat that could ruin the Empire’s peace. And for that, the Emperor had to act himself.


  “It seems I’ve lost my restraint all the same.” The Emperor sighed.


  Usually, the ruler of a country should always act as the throne’s seat-warmer, but he himself enjoyed moving at the frontlines. One of the examples of this was the fact that, before he became Emperor, he stormed into the elves’ territory to steal their princess and make her, Princess Phophia, his wife. He remembered the adventures of his early days and closed his eyes as he drowned in nostalgic feelings.


  “Dark Knight Alba…I look forward to seeing what you can do.” he formed a smile and took a quick nap until the horse carriage reached its destination.


  Chapter 3: Butterflies Dancing In the Shadows


 
  Ten days had passed since the engagement. During that time, nothing much happened, as we simply worked our way through the third floor…Actually, there was one thing. Garnet stopped putting on her fake mustache. When I asked her for the reason, she said that “Now that I learned there are people interested in me even without my beard, I feel idiotic to still put it on.” The case with Triffin-san was a shame, but I’m glad she’s taken something from it, at least. Adding to that, we defeated around 200 monsters during those few days, which made both Rufa and Garnet significantly stronger. That’s why we opted to head to the deepest part of the floor today.


  “So this is it?”


  Appearing at the end of the hallway was a sturdy iron door together with a giant dome that didn’t fit the water walls and ceiling in the slightest. This is where the guardian of this floor resides.


  “The ‘Envious Envy’ is a mermaid Sea Serpent type, possessing a female upper body and a serpent as its lower body.”


  “It uses water magic, mostly aiming for the opponent’s weak points.”


  What an annoying battle to have underwater. Will this really work out? But suddenly, Rufa gently tapped me on the shoulder with a smile.


  “Rest assured. I’ll handle its magic, so you just swing at it with all your might.”


  “Yeah,” I nodded confidently.


  I’d imagine that erasing a guardian’s magic could be hard to deal with, but if Garnet and I pull our weight to finish it off before that, Rufa should do fine keeping her aura up.


  “I just hope nothing happens…” Garnet grumbled next to me.


  “Stop that! You’re just asking for something to go wrong!” Rufa immediately complained, but she probably considered that possibility too.


  It’s hard to forget that the guardian of the second floor, the Gluttonous Glutton, ran off while being severely injured to feed itself on the walls and grew three heads in return. There’s no guarantee that something similar won’t happen here. But yet again, Rufa tried to cheer me up.


  “Ever since the incident with Glutton, the people from the Plunderers had gone and defeated the guardians from the 1st to the 5th floor, but none showed any change as Glutton did. I think it’s fair to assume this was just the exception.”


  “So you had proof for your assumption…That does make sense,” Garnet wasn’t sure if she should feel relief or annoyance, but all I can get from this is that the magic swordsman is a bit too crazy for monsters.


  “Wanting to learn more about the person you like…by killing them. What psychopath is he?”


  “To us adventurers, it’s something we can only appreciate. Although I even feel bad for the monsters,” Garnet flashed a bitter smile, not knowing what to feel.


  Rufa did the same. Whatever the case, it should be fine to challenge this guardian now. The chances aren’t zero, but it leaves us less scared to step forward.


  “Let’s go.”


  We made up our minds and walked towards the dome. But, the ground began shaking as I put my hand on the iron door.


  “What’s happening?!”


  “Eeek!”


  Garnet crouched down, with Rufa almost falling over if I hadn’t caught her. Even the walls and ceiling of water vibrated gravely, as some drops of water fell onto us, but after around ten seconds, the shaking stopped.


  “Was that an earthquake?”


  “I wonder what happened…”


  Still hugged in my arms, Rufa slowly looked around. The door still wasn’t open, and the boss inside the dome didn’t come out to attack us. It didn’t seem like this was the guardian’s doing. Meanwhile, Garnet stood up.


  “But this is a different world. Are earthquakes really possible here?”


  Ah, that makes sense. Any floors beneath the first one aren’t actually located under the Empire, but rather exist in an entirely different plane. But, with the ground we’re standing on, earthquakes should be possible. How are different worlds like this even separating themselves from the ones we know? My head was starting to hurt from all the things I thought about, as Rufa spoke up with a dubious expression.


  “Maybe it’s different from the phenomenon we consider as a shaking of the earth.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Maybe the different world as a whole shook? Some immeasurable change occurred, and the influence is…”


  “…?!”


  I frantically looked around, but other than the shaking water, there was nothing that stood out to me. However, just because I can’t see it doesn’t mean nothing has changed.


  “Well, let’s think about this later. What do we do now?” Garnet asked and pointed at the wet door with her chin.


  In the meantime, Rufa was thinking about it but eventually shook her head.


  “Let’s not. We should come back another day after checking if anything has changed.”


  “Yeah.”


  I agreed with her opinion. There’s no telling what could await us after this. Sure, you might call us cowards, but just as Master always said, ‘Courage and recklessness’ are distinctively different. Garnet seemed to have expected that answer, too, as she nodded with a satisfied smile.


  “Sounds good. Let’s head back before something weird happens.”


  “Yes, let’s do that.”


  “Leaving that aside…How long do you intend on staying like that?” Garnet glared at Rufa, still leaning against me in my arms.


  “…For all eternity.”


  “Stop being a moron and move.” Garnet smiled as she slapped Rufa on the head, grabbing her hand and pulling her away from me.


  Ah, I just remembered, but she warned me to not suddenly hug a woman out of nowhere! I’m sorry for breaking our promise!


  “Listen here, the circumstances matter a lot. And if the person wishes for it, you’re free to embrace them.”


  …Really now? I feel like you’re contradicting what you’ve said before…And oddly enough, Rufa grinned as she saw me nod.


  “Nice work, Garnet!”


  “I told you the misunderstandings will be resolved eventually. Also, I’m making up for my past sins.”


  The two were mumbling to each other, as Garnet walked back to me and slapped me on the hip.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  The moment I nodded, she moved closer and whispered to me in a quiet voice so that Rufa couldn’t hear.


  “Don’t tell her.”


  “Tell her what?”


  “…I’m glad you’re so dense.” Garnet looked at me in disbelief while she sighed in relief, but also had an angry tone to her.


  That’s just cruel. Why is everybody calling me dense? I dropped my shoulders in defeat and joined the two on our walk home.


  *


  We ran into monsters two times on the way, but that was the highlight of our way back, as we left the labyrinth.


  “Good work everyone.”


  Upon leaving, the newcomer guard greeted us. I responded accordingly, as Rufa asked him.


  “Excuse me, did you experience an earthquake in the past few hours?”


  “An earthquake…Yeah, I think it was shaking a bit.”


  “Really? I didn’t feel a thing.”


  The middle-aged man responded with a dubious face.


  “That’s because you were so engrossed in talking.”


  “You wanna bet on that? I’m betting one copper coin.”


  “This just shows you’re not confident in the slightest.”


  “You mean in general now?”


  The middle-aged man laughed at his own joke which had all of us shake our heads, as we heard voices from the stairs of the labyrinth. I looked over there wondering who it was when a familiar black-haired girl with a ponytail arrived.


  “Alba-dono?! To think we would meet each other here…The goddess of fate must be smiling down on me!”


  “What’s so rare about running into adventurers at the beginning of the labyrinth.”


  Chidori-san was smiling at me as a large orc man grumbled behind her. I see, so he is playing the role of Garnet in the White Wings.


  “Don’t push some weird role onto me.” Garnet read my thoughts and retorted at the speed of light, as Rufa went to greet the leader of the White Wings, Holy Knight-san.


  “Leon-sama, I’m glad you’re doing all right.”


  “Likewise. I’m really sorry about what happened before.” The Holy Knight-san apologized gracefully.


  It’s easy to forget, but as the 7th princess, Rufa really is a big deal. Leaving that aside, I wonder why the female magician behind him is glaring at Rufa like a jealous cat.


  “Pay Kanaria no mind,” Chidori-san said when I realized.


  Ah, so she’s the person who stalked the Holy Knight-san with her familiar. With Rufa being the beauty that she is, I guess that woman must be jealous by simply seeing the Holy Knight talk to another woman. It made sense to me, which was also why I was absolutely terrified when Chidori-san spoke to garnet.


  “The fact that we’ve left the labyrinth at the same time must mean…”


  “It seems like you experienced an earthquake too down on the 6th floor.”


  “Which means it was the same everywhere.”


  “What?!”


  Hearing their conversion, the White Wings collectively raised their voices in shock.


  “The earthquake happened on other floors, too? I never would have imagined…”


  “I’ve never heard of such a thing happening, woof!”


  “The fact that the different world we were in was shaking aside, to think it connected to all the floors…”


  “But it happened. And you experienced it with your own eyes, right?”


  The Holy Knight-san went silent, as the Beast Priest-san and female magician were arguing, with the Orc Warrior remaining calm and collected. I guess it must be a pretty deal if even 6th-floor rankers like them were flustered.


  “Chidori-sama, what strength did the earthquake have?”


  “It was a strong earthquake that barely left us standing. Even the dragon we fought at the time collapsed. And this continued for a minute or longer. My home country is known to have earthquakes on a regular basis, but I’ve never experienced anything like this.”


  It must have been a struggle because Chidori-san was sweating profusely. That must be one hell of a calamity. If we hadn’t been careful, we might have encountered the same fate when fighting the guardian…Hm? It shook for more than a minute, and was strong enough to throw over a dragon…? Weird. It wasn’t that rough for us on the third floor. I looked at Rufa with a dubious gaze, as she showed a similar expression.


  “It was stronger the deeper you were…and we only felt it briefly on the third floor. The reason behind it must be…”


  The Evil God of Demise sleeping in the depths of the labyrinth—is what Rufa swallowed before saying it out loud. The White Wings and guardsmen here didn’t know of this. However, the Holy Knight-san realized something was off and asked.


  “Princess, do you happen to have an idea what might be the case?”


  “…I’m sorry, but I can’t say anything.” She said and shook her head.


  It will probably take some time before she could come clean.


  “Is that so? My apologies.” The Holy Knight-san didn’t inquire further as he glanced at Chidori-san.


  He probably knows that we’ve been getting along, so maybe he realized that she knew something. Will this be fine? She’s not gonna get kicked out of her team, right?


  “Don’t worry. Our leader isn’t so forceful of a man,” Chidori-san whispered with a smile.


  Really? Well, he seems like a good person.


  “He’s pretended to not realize Kanaria’s feelings for years now. He can hold his ground.”


  That sounds very convincing, but shouldn’t he report her excessive stalking to the guards?


  “Well, adventurers aren’t ever normal people.” Garnet sighed.


  Meanwhile, Rufa and the Holy Knight-san stopped talking.


  “Chidori, let’s head back for today.”


  “Yes. See you another time.”


  “Yeah.”


  Chidori-san excused herself, and I waved my hand in response. In the meantime, Rufa spoke to the guards.


  “Could you please ask the adventurers coming after us if they experienced an earthquake, and how strong it was? And please let me know what they said.”


  “Sure, don’t mind…”


  “This is all I have on me right now, but if you come see me at my room, I’ll pay you several times this amount.” Rufa said, handing the guards three gold coins each, as well as a sheet of paper telling them of her residence.


  “Woooo?! That’s the princess for you, she’s got no breasts but her pockets make up more than enough for it!”


  “S-Senpai, don’t say that!”


  “Then, if you please excuse us…” Rufa sent the middle-aged man a deathglare, but immediately changed that into a wholesome smile. “Since it’s still morning, I don’t think many parties have made their way into the labyrinth yet, but we should at least get some degree of information.”


  “That’s right. Judging from what the White Wings said, the earthquakes must have happened on all floors, but were stronger the deeper you went. However, the more proof we have, the better.”


  “Yeah.”


  We distanced ourselves from the labyrinth entry, as we discussed the happenings of today. Maybe this was a sign of the Evil God of Demise’s imminent revival? I asked this with my gaze, and Rufa nodded.


  “That would be the obvious conclusion, yes. The Evil God’s abundant amount of mana is what created the labyrinth, so if there is any change with it, it would shake the entire labyrinth.”


  “Once again, this all sounds unbelievable.”


  Seeing a glimpse of the Evil God’s power, even Garnet couldn’t smile. Truly, we’re talking about a power strong enough to shake the labyrinth as a whole. Isn’t this already on the level of a whole planet’s earthquake? Putting that into perspective, no matter how strong the 6th-floor rankers are, and no matter how strong we become in this small timeframe we have left, can we really beat natural disasters…beat the Evil God of Demise? The anxiety I’ve tried to ignore all this time is slowly creeping up on me again.


  “Worrying needlessly ain’t your thing. You should just be an airhead as always,” Garnet said as she slapped me on the back.


  That’s just cruel. You’re making it sound like I’m an idiot!


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying?”


  I sent Garnet a gaze of protest, but she just tilted her head like she didn’t know what my problem was. Watching our exchange, Rufa let out a snicker.


  “Garnet is just as worried, you know? That’s why we need you to be the same as always, as that would allow us to feel at peace.”


  “Well, that’s basically it.” Garnet nodded.


  Oh man, you’re gonna make me blush. But they are right, this isn’t the time to worry. We should just do whatever we can in this day and moment. The conversation allowed me to become more confident, as we reached the gate and passed it to reach the 7th district and its residential area.


  “Alba-sama, we will be going through our books at home and the library to see if we can figure out something about the earthquake.”


  “Leave the annoying work to rest, and you go read some of the books I lent you the other day.”


  That’s what they said and went to their own flat. So…what do I do now? With what happened today, I doubt Chidori-san will come to train today. I should probably just relax in my room and read some books. With that decision made, I headed back to the Eternal Maiden, when the manager greeted me with a smile.


  “Welcome back. Seems like you’re doing just fine.”


  “Yes.” I nodded with a smile of my own.


  Since I’ve lived here for the past month, it really feels like my own home at this point. Because of that, I don’t feel like renting an entire apartment, even if I could afford it. Plus, I get to eat delicious food here.


  “One set menu, please.”


  “Gotcha. I’ll bring it up to your room later.”


  I ordered my lunch immediately and headed to my room on the second floor. Following that, I read through a book featuring a heroic prince saving the princess from a tragedy, as someone knocked on the door.


  “I brought your food.”


  “Thank you very much.” I gave the manager my thanks and accepted the tray.


  Today, we had beans with chicken soup, as well as bread and strawberries. I haven’t had a fruit dessert in a while, this is great. I gulped even with my mask on, when I saw the manager didn’t leave and instead muttered with a serious expression.


  “It’s time you made up your mind.”


  “Huh?”


  “Well, you’re no serious guy, I guess. What you guys do is just nonchalantly walk your way.” The manager spoke with a somewhat nostalgic tone as she left the room. What was that about? I was completely lost, but I decided to eat my soup before it got cold. After finishing my lunch I went back to reading enthusiastically, just laying in bed while wearing my armor.


  *


  When I was still young, I always loved hearing mythical legends or heroic tales from Grandma or reading books about them. What I liked the most was the story of the Six Braves. A thousand years and more ago, when there existed monsters strong enough you would call them divine, they strolled along the earth. Humans, elves, and dwarves all were weak, hiding in the forests or mountains, fearing the monsters.


  Then one time, in order to save all of humanity, six heroes from each race gathered. Combined with their strength, wisdom, and courage, they went to defeat the monsters and sealed them away. Hearing about their tales, filled with laughs and tears, was really interesting to me, which made me want to become a hero myself back then. Though, I still entertain the idea even today.


  Even my dream of building my own home in the big city is just a pretense for me to see how strong I truly was. I wanted to be as cool as those six braves and fight to save the world. However, this was the same as wishing misfortune to the people of this world. That’s probably how my dream changed into something more peaceful, as I just wished to build my own home and not trouble anybody. And yet, the place where I intended to build my home ended up as the ground zero for the potential destruction of the whole world. What irony, really.


  Either way, this situation we’re in is probably what made me have a dream of their story…But there is one thing that I can’t remember no matter what. It’s the conclusion of their story. Specifically, how they managed to seal the monsters away. I remember how they reached the happy end, and how they achieved this peaceful conclusion, but I completely forgot the means and ways they went to do so. What was even the title of the book telling this story? I don’t remember reading it myself. If it was in Gramps bookshelves, I definitely would’ve read it. Don’t tell me it doesn’t even exist and Gramps just—


  “—?!”


  A shiver ran down my spine which pulled me out of my dream. What first reflected in my eyes when I opened them was a knife shining inside the otherwise dark room, currently being swung down at my chest.


  “Hmph!”


  My body moved before I could think, as I focussed aura in my right fist and repelled the knife. A dull sound followed as the knife flew away, and I fired off a wave of aura with my left fist, aimed at the attacker. However, I felt no response from that. They must have evaded it. I realized that I wasn’t dealing with any ordinary individual, as I got up from my bed and broke the wooden window.


  Sorry about this, Manager, I’ll make sure to repay you properly later. The moonlight shone inside the room, lighting it up ever so slightly, and yet, I couldn’t spot a single person. However, there was a black-clothed person hiding in the corner of the ceiling, clinging to it like a spider.


  “Who are you?”


  “…”


  I asked while emitting a great amount of aura, as the person got down from the ceiling. Their face and body was covered, leaving me unable to tell if I was dealing with a man or woman, young or old. The only thing I could make out were the eyes staring at me through the gap of their mask, revealing no emotion whatsoever.


  An assassin ninja, huh?


  Unlike karate ninja, who trained their bodies to the utmost limit, they are proficient in the art of secret murder, working in the shadows. And why would someone like them be sent after…No, I guess it makes sense. They probably are hired by a part of the Imperial royals like Eclair-san and her friends. However, that brings up another question.


  “Why did you hold back?”


  “…”


  The figure didn’t answer, but I realized that they weren’t coming at me with everything they had. I’ve been emitting clear hostility this entire time, but they’ve shown no reaction. And the fact that I didn’t even realize their presence until it was almost too late must mean they’re at least 6th-floor level. This confuses me, as it contradicts this inexperienced side they have. Master taught me that assassin ninjas don’t use weapons that reflect any light in the darkness. And yet, the one I reflected, which was now lying in the corner of the room, shone just fine. And someone on this level of skill would not make mistakes like that. And on that topic, anybody with their skill should have been able to conceal their aura, killing me without even realizing. Considering that, there is only one possible conclusion.


  “You never intended to kill me?”


  Taking everything into consideration, this is the best possible conclusion. However, that brought up the question of why they would go this far. I tilted my head, as the clothed figure opened their mouth for the first time.


  “Well done.” They put their hand inside their chest pocket, taking out a glowing item and threw it at my feet.


  It was a green gem attached to silver chains, together with a grass thread that has a honey-yellow amber connected to it. Those were the presents I gave Garnet and Rufa on that day…the pendants.


  “Why do you?!”


  Anger ran through my body, assuming something had happened to them. However, the black shadow pointed north before I could even move to attack.


  “I shall wait at the 9th district.”


  That was all the shadow left behind, as he jumped through the faintly-opened ceiling boards, escaping like smoke.


  “Tsk!”


  I was still unsure what just happened, but I hurried to put on my jet-black armor, grabbed my greatsword, and jumped through the open window. Right after I woke up, it felt as if I was having a crucial dream, but worried about Rufa and Garnet’s well-being, I immediately forgot about that. Anyway, I just listened to the shadow’s orders and headed to the 9th district. The gate from the 7th district leading to the 8th district was closed for the night. They might be willing to hear me out if I explained the situation, but I didn’t have time for that.


  I rushed past the gate, reaching a place away from human eyes, as I made my aura explode, jumping up the stone wall. I ran atop the wall as I headed for the 9th district, when I realized something.


  There are no guards?


  Normally, there should be several guards on duty to see if there was nothing going on, but I couldn’t spot anybody right now. It’s convenient for me. They let me just do as I pleased, but it feels like this path was prepared for me, only furthering this bad feeling in my chest. That being said, thinking about it was a waste of time. I simply continued to run atop the wall and arrived at the west gate of the 9th district.


  It was the first place I’d visited when I came here to the capital, filled with memories, and the place was a large plain as it always was. Unlike during the day, there were no people in sight, as only the light of the moon illuminated the otherwise dark area, making you forget that this was part of a large city. In the center of this large open plain, I spotted four particular shadows. One was the clothed person I had just met, with Rufa and Garnet sitting at their feet.


  “Alba-sama!”


  “Sorry about this, lad.”


  The two saw me and screamed. From the looks of it, they didn’t seem to be injured at least. However, they had shackles around their arms. I’m guessing they must be suppressing their aura, as normal shackles could be undone with a Unlock magic spell. But even more than that, the man standing in front of the two, wearing golden armor, was even more important.


  “That was fast. You have my praise.” He threw empty words at me.


  He must be in the middle of his forties, but the intense pressure he emitted from his body made him seem even older. However, the well-built body visible through his armor made him seem much younger…Wait a second. I’m having a sense of deja-vu here…This aura, I’ve felt it before…


  “Count Giraffe?”


  “What?!” Garnet screamed out loud, as the man nodded.


  “You’re as sharp as my reports told me. If not for these circumstances, I would have loved to make you my subordinate.”


  I bet this praise was genuine for once, but he was still looking down on me despite everything. Also, Garnet’s face practically screamed ‘No, he’s just an idiot!’ but I decided to ignore that. Who is this man? Well, the answer is simple.


  “The Emperor, eh.”


  “Indeed. I am the 41st Emperor of the Empire, Emperor Geraf.” He named himself.


  He is Rufa’s father, and he ignored the fact that the Evil God of Demise’s revival was happening soon to ensure the continued prospering of the Empire…and he’s also the one who keeps getting in our way! Subconsciously, I put more strength into the grip on my sword, as the Emperor swung his hand to tell me to wait.


  “Dark Knight Alba, listen to what I have to say.”


  “What are you planning now?!” Rufa screamed before I could say a word, but she’s right.


  He plotted my assassination, abducted his own daughter, and summoned me here. What could he possibly be talking to me about—Huh? Something caught my attention, as the Emperor spoke up in a deep voice.


  “I want you to take my daughter Rufa and leave the Imperial Capital behind you.”


  “…What?” I let out a dumbfounded voice.


  That was something I didn’t expect. The same was the case for Rufa, who blushed furiously.


  “Wh-What are you saying, you shitty old man?! Do you really think I’ll just run away with Alba-sama?! How could I accept such a truly wonderful and enticing proposal?!”


  “Calm down, your honest feelings are leaking out.” Garnet used both her hands to chop them down onto Rufa’s head.


  That must have hurt because Rufa held her head in pain, as the Emperor looked at me and continued.
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  “Are you dissatisfied? Granted, she might have her quirks, but her looks should speak for themselves.”


  First he makes fun of her, only to brag about her…is that just my imagination? I mean, she’s a beauty to behold, that is undoubtedly true. Either way, I couldn’t read his intentions, so I had to ask.


  “Why?”


  He set up an assassination, only to offer me free leave? And he’d even let me take a princess of the country with me…Something doesn’t add up. One line alone had me full of doubts, but the Emperor responded bluntly.


  “First of all, my goal is to ensure the continued prosperity of the Empire, and that requires the Bottomless Labyrinth to continue existing. Getting rid of you to bring back my daughter wasn’t my goal, it was simply a means of achieving that.”


  “I see.”


  That does make sense. If I was out of the picture, someone who could defeat the Evil God of Demise, then any kind of method would be viable for him.


  “And in order to teach my foolish daughter how harsh the world can be, as well as to stop her from acting stupid ever again, I opted to kill you right in front of her. Since that proved difficult, I opted to rely on Redberyl and his daughter next. That’s all there is to it.”


  Ah, so the whole marriage talk was all set up by the Emperor faking the disguise of Count Giraffe. He wanted Garnet to retire as an adventurer and break our party apart. Wow…that is just evil. Since Garnet was the shield of our group, she’s vital to our party. Without her, we would have broken apart eventually.


  “Setting up a marriage meeting to go to such lengths, I’m seeing you must have a lot of free time.”


  “Don’t be so angry with me. Triffin’s feelings for you were genuine.” The Emperor calmly responded in the face of Garnet’s sarcastic glare.


  Yeah, I had a feeling that Triffin-san was genuine about Garnet, but that doesn’t change the fact that he used it for these shady reasons. I glared at the Emperor in anger, but his expression remained the same.


  “Second, I didn’t know a thing about you. You wore the armor of the Dark Knight, possessing admirable strength, but who you were and who was wearing that armor…I didn’t know. All I knew was that you formed a party with my daughter. Can you really blame me for holding doubts that you might wish evil upon the Empire and attempt to do evil to the princess?”


  Huh?! That’s what he thought?! I think that was an awful assumption just because I wore the armor of the 6th-floor’s guardian. As I was shaken, Rufa glared at her father.


  “Why would someone aiming to bring ruin to this country wear the armor of the Dark Knight and directly stand out the second he sets foot in here?!”


  In response, the Emperor was disappointed.


  “You’re no stupid child, but you lack the last stretch. Sometimes, wearing flashy clothes and acting suspiciously helps the best at concealing your true intentions. It diverts attention elsewhere because people think you’re just trying to draw attention.”


  “Indeed,” the black shadow, who stayed silent this whole time, now spoke up.


  If an assassin ninja like him agreed, then it must be the case. I couldn’t help but show admiration as the Emperor looked back at me.


  “That being said, you stood out too much. Incapable of reading your intentions, I opted for it as the best choice to remove you from the picture immediately. I apologized for rushing things.”


  “Not even the Emperor can figure out how much of a dunce this guy is, it seems.” Garnet suddenly sent the Emperor a gaze of sympathy.


  That hurts…I was thinking a lot, okay? The Emperor continued, though.


  “To repeat, I didn’t know you. That is why I used the marriage meeting with Triffin to get to know you.”


  So that’s why he disguised himself as Count Giraffe and attended the meeting. Huh? So that means…he knew I would be coming to play the role of Garnet’s lover? I don’t remember adding my name when we wrote the letter to her parents…As I held that doubt, a rat appeared from the clothed person’s chest pocket, holding its mouth like a human as it giggled.


  Ah, we were watched by a familiar?! Since when…Realizing I had no idea how long I was being watched, a shiver ran down my spine. Seeing that, the Emperor showed a somewhat delighted reaction.


  “I had the wrong idea about you. You may be hard to read, but you are not a bad person.”


  I’m happy he’s somewhat praising me, but did I do anything that would be valued this highly? I tilted my head when the Emperor resolved my doubts.


  “I may not be on the level of Redberyl and his daughter, but I’ve got eyes for people. Emperors have met enemies and allies over the past thousands of years.”


  “I see.”


  “Judging from that experience, you are bound to speak the truth. I can tell with that overdone acting of yours.” The Emperor said and scoffed.


  Oh man, is this some public roast or something? I’m constantly getting embarrassed here. I blushed furiously while feeling glad that I was at least wearing my mask, still. Meanwhile, Rufa glared at her father.


  “And since you were certain of his goodwill, you opted to leave your daughter in his hands? What a foolish decision made by a mad Emperor.” Rufa said while grinning to herself.


  “You don’t sound convincing at all with that grin on your face.” Garnet threw in a retort.


  But in fact, chasing out a random person he didn’t even know too well by offering his daughter’s hand in marriage…is a bit weird, no? Don’t you usually marry them off to better your political relationships with neighboring countries or to ensure prosperity? It’s what I read about in Garnet’s books. I sent the Emperor a dubious gaze, who didn’t answer despite that, and continued by asking me once again.


  “Dark Knight Alba, let me ask you once more. Will you take my daughter and leave this city?”


  “I refuse.” I responded instantly.


  “Alba-sama…am I not good enough?”


  “Relax, this is not the problem right now.”


  Rufa looked at me with tears in her eyes for some reason, as Garnet tried to cheer her up. I’m a bit curious about that, but either way, I can’t leave the capital. That would mean leaving the Evil God of Demise unattended, risking the lives of all the people in the capital, as well as the whole continent. It might be an unwinnable battle, but I can’t just run away from it. I glared at the Emperor with determination in my eyes, as he faintly smiled.


  “You’re as benevolent as I thought. So unbefitting of that disastrous armor.”


  He probably meant to praise me, but it was a shock. I thought I looked cool in this…


  “However, that is probably why you have yet to realize.”


  “What?”


  The Emperor’s words made me gasp.


  “Must be talking about a woman’s feelings,” Garnet grumbled, but that probably wasn’t it.


  I waited in silence, as the Emperor spoke up again.


  “Dark Knight Alba, let me ask you. Why are you fighting your way through the labyrinth to reach its depths?”


  “To defeat the Evil God of Demise and save the world.”


  “I figured.”


  If you did, then why did you have to ask? I was unsure where this was all heading, as the Emperor took a quick pause and then continued.


  “Did you really think a convenient enemy like the Evil God of Demise truly exists?”


  “…Huh?”


  Met with such a revelation, my head turned blank, and it took me a few seconds to recover. Now hold on a second. The Evil God of Demise exists, right? Why are you just overthrowing the entire reason we’ve been working so hard?! I remained silent, as Rufa took my position and questioned her father.


  “Father, you may have disagreed with my actions, but you believed in the Evil God all the same, no? Or, are you still being so naive to assume that the Evil God won’t be reincarnated?” Her choice of words was polite, but they packed a certain level of passion.


  And yet, the Emperor just sighed.


  “Like I said, you’re lacking that final step.”


  “What do you mean?”


  The Emperor looked away from Rufa, fuming with anger, and looked over at me.


  “I’m sure you must see me as a foolish and evil Emperor, no?”


  “That’s…”


  “No need to show restraint. I chose the prosperity of our country, opted to avert my eyes from the Evil God of Demise, and order your assassination. I don’t intend to put on the facade of a benevolent saint.” The Emperor didn’t mind my silence and confidently declared this.


  After talking with him directly like this, I can tell that my opinion of him changed greatly, but it’s easy to see he’s no good person.


  “However, you may defeat me and assume that peace has returned, but it is nothing but foolish thinking.”


  Could I really confidently say that wouldn’t be the case? If the Emperor, who had been getting in our way so far, were out of the picture, we would be able to go smoothly when exploring the labyrinth, we could tell more people about the Evil God of Demise…Did I never have that thought?


  “Let me be clear. If you chase me out or even turn me into a Lost, calamities will strike the continent.”


  “…”


  That kind of argument was so solid that not even Rufa or Garnet could deny it.


  “War will break out if I’m gone. First, the seven princesses will gather nobles to fight for hegemony within the Empire, and a fight to decide my successor will start.”


  “I wouldn’t aim to…” Rufa spoke up.


  “You can’t say for certain. You must have at least considered the possibility of becoming Emperor and showing off to the people who looked down on you, right?”


  “Ugh…” Rufa had no room to argue against this, as she was forced to close her mouth.


  I heard about her often fighting with her siblings, too.


  “Needless to say, if you were bound down by such personal grudges, you wouldn’t have become an adventurer to save innocent people. I knew you wouldn’t fight for the seat of the Emperor.” He showed a gentle smile as he took back his previous statement.


  That’s right. There’s no way she would go this far. I sighed in relief, as the Emperor saw through that as he continued.


  “However, the same can’t be said about your older sisters.


  Huh? Why? It’s clear that Rufa has no interest in position or fame. I tilted my head in confusion, as the Emperor stared at me.


  “As the kind soul you are, it must be hard to realize. However, people often can only think about themselves. Especially those filled with greed can only see the greed in others.”


  That’s why the people aiming for the seat of the Emperor must be seeing Rufa in a similar light as they do. The logic makes sense, but I can’t emotionally accept it this easily. Though, the Emperor continued.


  “In fact, the one closest to being the next Emperor is this girl.”


  “What?!”


  “Assuming you’ll continue to venture the labyrinth.”


  It sounded crazy despite the circumstances, but Rufa, the 7th princess, is the most influential?! I looked at her in shock, as she grit her teeth but didn’t deny the fact. So then…there’s a good chance she may be chosen as the Empress?


  “You probably didn’t know, but the Emperor of the Goldo Empire isn’t chosen simply by birth order. It all depends on their strength and achievements.”


  “If not for that, they can’t carry and protect the citizens of the Empire, yes?”


  Rufa must have been told these things ever since she was a young child, as she continued the Emperor’s words.


  “That is true. By becoming an adventurer, I obtained great strength, and my beautiful looks have given me overwhelming support from the citizens.”


  “Don’t praise your own looks.”


  “However, I am an elf. In this country where humans are the highest race, I wouldn’t be able to become Empress,” Rufa ignored Garnet’s comment and declared such.


  Call it a blessing in disguise, I talked with good non-human races like Triffin-san, so I don’t really understand the whole “human is the best” argument, but Rufa mentioned she was bullied by her sisters, so I guess discrimination against races other than humans is a thing. That’s why Rufa was stating how it was impossible for her, but her father just shook her head.


  “Many people speak against the absolute rule of us humans, as much as there are those supporting it. Especially when it comes to adventurers and the military, they hold no discrimination against other races. Rather, they welcome their strength. If you become a hero who has arrived on the 6th floor, you’ll be a whole level above your sisters.”


  “Urk…”


  Rufa yet again couldn’t argue back, just biting her lip in response. It’s reassuring to know she has allies supporting her, but just this once, it turns into a fatal flaw.


  “All the other races who had received discrimination so far will surely support an elf for the throne, and so will the citizens who like to preach for morals. You’ve got plenty of potential to become the next ruler.”


  “…And that’s why my sisters are cautious of me. Truly, how vexing.” Rufa grumbled like she was truly disgusted.


  It might be something out of her control, but she probably doesn’t want to see her sisters fight. And the Emperor wasn’t done yet.


  “If I’m gone, and the capital is wrapped in a war for succession, then the surrounding countries will come marching in to take control and start their rebellion after they had been under our rule this entire time.”


  Will that really happen? The Empire has its adventurers as an immense strength, and the magic items found in the labyrinth should turn the Empire’s force into an unbeatable fort. I don’t think any country would attempt to fight the Empire in such a state. The Emperor must have guessed my doubts, as he gave me an explanation.


  “The Empire has become a great force of power that rules over half of the continent. No country would fight us head-on. However, we don’t have enough power to thoroughly protect every small area of the places we govern.”


  “That makes sense.”


  No matter how strong we adventurers are, you can’t just raise their number exponentially to send them off. Many adventurers don’t even reach the lower floors, remaining still fairly weak in comparison. And not all retired adventurers automatically join the army, so the lack of people must be a huge issue.


  “You need food to grow the number of people. And for that, you need citizens. As well as guards and protectors looking after the farmers. For that, you need more food again, and farmers…And so it goes on and on.” The Emperor sighed, arguing that things couldn’t continue like this.


  He must be struggling in his own right. After a thousand years, it’s still not easy to grow one’s population. Unless you can’t easily grow the amount of food, you’ll always be struggling in that regard. And the Emperor continued to throw another bombshell.


  “And even if we resolved this problem, there still remains the chance that the former adventurers could betray us.”


  “Huh?!”


  “By obtaining strength, you gain ambition. Some could plan to become independent with their own territory, and others run away to neighboring countries and plan to overthrow the Empire, we’ve seen this hundreds of times.”


  “No way…” I was shocked, but in the end, it was to be expected.


  Adventurers aren’t allies of justice. They defeat monsters to earn money, so if they see profit, they’ll betray the Empire all the same.


  “And while being conscious of the dangers of a rebellion, it’s bad to have the former 6th-floor rankers and current 5th-floor rankers leave the country, and this only speeds up the lack of human resources, but I don’t think there’s much use in telling you about that.” The Emperor must have realized he was just grumbling at this point, as he stopped himself. “To get back to my original point, even if you get rid of me now, the world will only be met with more chaos.”


  “So you’re begging to be left alive?” Rufa glared at her father, but she probably realized what was going on.


  The Emperor wasn’t telling us all this to protect himself. He wants to destroy our hope and intentions. A shiver ran down my spine, as the Emperor continued.


  “Even if you defeat me, who is evil, the world won’t experience peace. All the same, there is no absolute evil that needs to be defeated for everyone to be happy. That would be too convenient. Only the ancient heroic tales allow for such a simple conclusion.”


  “So then…”


  “The something we call the Evil God of Demise that has created the labyrinth and gave birth to the monsters inside must exist. However, defeating that something won’t magically save the world. That convenient story doesn’t exist.”


  If we defeat the Evil God of Demise within a year, the world will be saved. This small glimmer of hope was completely eradicated by the Emperor’s cold words. It was like that one statement destroyed my hopes of ever becoming like a hero of those heroic tales.


  “That…That’s nothing more than speculation!” Rufa’s face grew pale as she screamed with a quivering voice.


  If she accepted what her father was saying, it’d mean that all her work up to this point was fruitless, and she had to accept the death of many people. However, the Emperor coldly cut through all that.


  “Then why did not a single Emperor attempt to gather the strength of the adventurers to reach the 7th floor of the labyrinth?”


  “Th-That’s…” Rufa didn’t know how to respond.


  She must have realized that something wasn’t quite right, but decided not to face that fact.


  “I’ve been acting for the sake of our country’s prosperity and wealth, and I’m nothing but a coward. However, in our long history, how come no Emperor, no noble, no army general, or otherwise strong adventurer attempted to reach the bottom of the labyrinth? If they weren’t all as foolish and self-centered as me, then the Empire wouldn’t have lasted this long.” The Emperor continued to bring up fact after fact.


  I feel like he’s speaking in a self-deprecating manner, but it proved to be convincing all the same. Amongst all the influential and amazing people in the Empire, at least one of them should have thought something along the lines of ‘Even if we lose our prosperity, we should defeat the Evil God of Demise in order to secure a safe future for our children,’ but this didn’t happen.


  “You may argue that we let things get this far because we averted our eyes from the truth, but at the same time, we can’t afford to lose the labyrinth now like we could have all those thousands of years ago.”


  Before Rufa could say anything, the Emperor immediately destroyed any logical argument she could have made.


  “Also, we’ve had more than a thousand years of history, and yet you are trying to tell me that not a single soul would have managed to defeat the Dark Knight on the 6th floor? He may be incredibly strong, but he is not invincible. I could think of several methods.”


  Wait, for real?! I was shocked, as the Emperor started.


  “He may be the Dark Knight, but his mana isn’t limitless. If you don’t give him time to recover, you can make him run out. Just gather a hundred or two hundred 6th-floor rankers.”


  I mean, I’m pretty sure nobody defeated the Dark Knight because that is so incredibly difficult.


  “It’s not too difficult. Just like my daughter is doing right now, you can leech off stronger adventurers to reach that level.” The Emperor easily answered one of the problems.


  According to what Chidori-san told me, Eclair-san’s team was on the level of 3rd-floor rankers, but after leeching off the White Wings for three days, they reached the aura level of a 5th floor. Judging from that, creating a hundred or two hundred 6th-floor rankers shouldn’t even be too hard.


  “With a large influx of 6th-floor rankers, they could become drunk on power and consider fighting against the Empire, so you’d rather not rely on this method. However, it would be an easy sacrifice for the fate of the world.”


  And yet, they didn’t do that. That’s probably why he called himself a coward and foolish. However, it’s a fact that, if the whole Empire moved, defeating the Dark Knight would be easy.


  “Yet, nobody dared to attempt this. Why is that? It’s because it was pointless from the beginning.”


  “That’s…”


  Rufa lost all words, her expression distorting in despair. Just as the Emperor stated, many rulers have existed across the past 1000 years, so the chances of them all being overly protective of the country’s prosperity is fairly low. And yet, they all ignored the Evil God of Demise. So, that’s probably where the answer lies to this problem.


  “Nobody assumes that somethingthat will destroy the world can be defeated by human hands. And there is no guarantee that defeating it would bring salvation to the world.”


  “…”


  “You may want to deal with the earthquakes, but what about destroying the entire planet we live on? Challenging that something means fighting the world as a whole.” The Emperor continued despite his distraught daughter, as if he was a teacher kindly teaching his student.


  Needless to say, with the ability to create an entirely different world, this something in the labyrinth must be like the Goddess of Earth in that instance. It can’t be defeated by human hands. And even if they did, it would destroy the world it created.


  “It was all predestined. This capital and our Empire was destined to fall to ruin a thousand years after its founding.” The Emperor calmly exclaimed.


  “That’s why you didn’t listen to me…”


  “If this fate cannot be avoided, it’s better to let it arrive without a soul knowing of it.” The Emperor’s expression was filled with sympathy as well as guilt.


  Seeing this, Garnet mumbled something under her breath.


  “Did you only learn of the Evil God of Demise after Rufa was born?”


  “Huh?!” Rufa screamed in shock.


  “Even as the princess, you hadn’t known until you looked through the forbidden library. It was probably only the various rulers before him that knew.”


  “Yes, most likely.”


  “And Your Majesty inherited the position of Emperor sixteen years ago, so the timeline would add up.”


  “…”


  “I always thought it was weird. You had seven daughters, and I knew that there had been Empresses in the past, and yet you didn’t even try to create a male successor. That must be—”


  “Redberyl’s daughter, I think that’s enough.” The Emperor forcefully stopped Garnet’s monologue.


  However, I could see a glimmer of pain on his face, so Garnet must have made a point. He was surrounded by adorable children, sitting at the top of the country, blessed with a peaceful country, only to know that everything would go to ruin in a few years…that must weigh down heavily on him. Just thinking about all the children who’ll die without ever becoming an adult must be tearing a hole into him. Ah, that’s why the Emperor said that we didn’t know how long the seal would hold. Even if he didn’t believe in it, all he could do was to ensure that the lives of the people he cared for would be happy until they met their eventual end. Meanwhile, the Emperor looked at his daughter with a gentle gaze.


  “It was my foolishness that led you to believe in the Evil God of Demise and hold onto hope by becoming an adventurer. Please forgive me.”


  “Father…”


  As the Emperor, he may not have lowered his head, but his apology towards Rufa seemed genuine, as she looked at him with an expression unable to say a thing. He then looked away from her and towards me.


  “Dark Knight Alba, you ought to take my daughter away from here. I don’t know what calamity awaits when that something awakens, but the further away you get from this continent, the greater the chance you get to spend the rest of your days in peace.”


  The Emperor repeated his main request for the third time. Oddly enough, my answer had slightly changed from before.


  “I’m relieved.”


  “What…?”


  “You’re actually a caring father.”


  “…”


  Not just the Emperor, but even Garnet looked at me in disbelief. But it’s how I feel so I can’t help it. Rufa called her father awful many times before, and he planned to get me assassinated not just once, so I was considering him to be some extreme villain, but I was off. I mean, he has to be cruel to a certain degree as the ruler of the Empire. He’s also a coward who gave up on struggling. However, he still cared for his daughter. That is the case.


  “Are you saying I’m that naive of a man?”


  “Yeah.” I nodded strongly, as the Emperor’s face showed clear surprise for once.


  “Impossible. I simply want to have you, a man possibly bringing chaos to the Empire, leave this place with my daughter.”


  Is he really trying to hide his embarrassment now?


  “You suck at lying during the weirdest times.”


  See! Even Garnet agrees with me! But since he still didn’t get it, I had to be the one dropping the bombshells now.


  “You couldn’t bring yourself to forcefully take Rufa back,” I said and pointed at the clothed shadow.


  With such a skilled assassin ninja, he could have taken her back before she even ran into me. It would have been more than possible to take her back by force. The fact that he caught Rufa and Garnet like this is plenty of proof of that. He could have just killed her and taken her back, then revived her. Well…some people never learn no matter how many times they get killed…isn’t that right, Gramps?


  And the Emperor of all people should have come up with that possibility right away, possessing skilled subordinates who could pull this off immediately. But he couldn’t do something so cruel to his daughter…even though he didn’t hesitate when it came to me. In other words…


  “You love Rufa.”


  “Yuck!”


  Hearing my declaration, Rufa sounded utterly disgusted. Picking up that reaction, her father’s expression immediately distorted into one of despair, and I didn’t miss that.


  “Even if I was so naive of a man, what’s so bad about that? My personality won’t do anything when it comes to avoiding the ruin of the empire.” The Emperor tried to argue that we were all wrong.


  And truth be told, he’s not wrong. But there was one part he forgot.


  “I thought you were an evil Emperor just thinking about yourself, but you turned out to be a caring father.”


  Some things you have to see and confirm with your own eyes or you’ll never know the truth.


  “That’s why…I think it’s too early to assume the Evil God of Demise is destined to destroy the earth.” Having newfound hope, I continued.


  “Impossible. I refuse to accept that such a convenient conclusion could exist!”


  As expected, the Emperor tried to protest. But, I’m not done yet.


  “Where is the proof that the Evil God of Demise will destroy the world?”


  “What?!”


  “What are you saying now…?”


  Not just the Emperor, but even Garnet and Rufa looked at me in disbelief. Yeah, I know this logic might be a stretch. We’ve added the name of the Evil God of Demise to this something that created the labyrinth, and it makes sense that the danger it creates can’t be ignored. However…


  “Calling it an Evil God or saying it will destroy the world is something the people thousands of years ago said.”


  I think it was the first Emperor Leonard who wrote it down. Rufa read this and reached a certain conclusion, which is what brings us to right now, but maybe the beginning was different.


  “He didn’t have a talk with the Evil God of Demise directly, right?”


  That’s right. That person didn’t go to have a talk with this something slumbering in the labyrinth. However, since the first Emperor was respected by everybody, nobody bothered to doubt him.


  “Who could guarantee that the Emperor would never lie?” I said as I pointed my finger at the father who didn’t admit his love for his daughter.


  However, the Emperor remained stubborn.


  “How idiotic! Haven’t you seen the changes in the labyrinth with your own eyes?! The greater number of monsters, the arrival of new species, and so on. How would you explain that?!”


  Ack, that one hurt. Since this hasn’t happened before, it’s easy to just put this off as an omen. In fact, we thought the same way. However, there is one excuse.


  “The Evil God of Demise…That something in the labyrinth doesn’t necessarily have to be evil!”


  He used the earthquakes happening in the labyrinth as another proof, but what about the earthquakes in our world? They’re not existing to bring ruin to us humans. The ground simply shakes as a natural phenomenon. It’s the exact same here.


  “Even if there were no ill intentions, the world will still fall to ruin because of that something.”


  Ugh, another good point. The earthquakes may not have any ill intent behind them, but they still trouble us in a way. However…


  “If it doesn’t have any ill will, we can convince it.”


  That’s right. We can always ask that something reconsider and let humanity survive!


  “Like hell such a convenient timeline would exist.” The Emperor brought the same argument as before, as he tried to deny my statement.


  However…


  “Some convenient enemy doesn’t exist…was it?”


  If no absolute evil exists that would save the world by defeating it, then we might be able to talk to this something.


  “What flawed logic.”


  “I know.”


  I had to accept that. I’m not putting all my money and faith into this conclusion.


  “However, there’s a possibility.”


  And once there’s a chance at a happy end, I’ll take it.


  “That’s why I’ll go down to the 7th floor of the labyrinth and see the truth for myself.”


  This is the only conclusion that makes sense. I don’t know if hope or despair awaits at the end. In fact, there’s a good chance the Emperor is right about all of this. However, you won’t know until you see it with your own eyes.


  “Because I’m an adventurer.”


  Challenging dangers never before seen…Embarking on an adventure! That is what we do! Yep, I nailed it. I’ve never sounded as cool as this before. And yet, Garnet grumbled at me.


  “You truly are…a helpless…godless…faithless…bottomless moron.”


  Ouch!? You didn’t have to stress every single insult there…As I was depressed, Garnet suddenly smiled at me.


  “However, I’m thankful from the bottom of my heart that I got to meet you.”


  “What?”


  “G-Garnet, what do you mean by that?!”


  I was blushing furiously as Rufa started to panic.


  “Your majesty, it’s just as Alba said. No matter how much you try to reason, we won’t know what the truth is. That is why we have to keep traveling deeper down the labyrinth.”


  “…” The Emperor went quiet with a dull expression.


  However, the fact that he didn’t answer meant that he also couldn’t deny our opinion.


  “We will defeat the guardian of the 6th floor and go see that something that looms deep inside the labyrinth. And if the unavoidable fate awaits us, then we’ll give up.”


  Yeah, it’s just as Garnet said. Giving up can be our final resort.


  “Father, I agree with Alba-sama and Garnet.”


  Rufa had recovered from the previous shock as she spoke to her father.


  “Fight it or accept it, we’ll do whatever it takes. After we’ve decided it’s over, we can give up. Okay?”


  “…”


  “I’m not nearly as wise as you are, Father, and if I see the truth, I might give in to despair. However, I don’t want to think about any of that and just keep fighting.”


  “Very well. Sometimes, the idiots can be the greatest force you could need,” Garnet agreed, glancing at me.”


  That’s right. As a bottomless idiot, you stop fearing the danger and—Wait, did she just insult me?


  “Never change, Alba. Never change,” Garnet grinned at me, paired with a sigh.


  I can’t tell if she’s praising me or making fun of me.


  “Heh.”


  Huh? Who laughed just now? It wasn’t Rufa or the Emperor…Wait, was it the assassin ninja?! I looked over at the clothed individual, but even the eyes looking at me through the cloth had turned back to shooting ice-cold glares at me. But unexpectedly, they’re probably pretty fun to talk to outside of work. Meanwhile, the Emperor finally opened his mouth.


  “To be outreasoned by my daughter…I’ve gotten old, it seems.


  “So then…”


  “However, I can’t accept it.” The Emperor cut through Rufa’s words with a cold blade. “I am the 41st Emperor of the Goldo Empire, Emperor Geraf. How could I bet on such futile hope and leave the fate of the residents up to this? I cannot allow people to cause even more chaos.” The Emperor’s expression was cold, but I bet he’s filled with complicated feelings inside.


  Annoyance that things weren’t going his way, as well as unexpected hope after feeling nothing but despair. And at the same time, he was probably feeling conflicted at the realization that he was getting cold. That was what I interpreted from the light burning in his eyes.


  “You should know that we can’t keep going like this, right Father?!”


  “…”


  Rufa screamed with all her might, but the Emperor went silent. He was probably aware that he acted like a coward. However, he had given up on changing this cruel fate for many years, and yet now a glance of hope dangled in front of him. He is being stubborn, but can you blame him for not immediately latching on?


  “Must be in his blood, nah?” Garnet sighed in disbelief.


  Rufa probably doesn’t like it, but they do share the same qualities. That being said, if the Emperor himself can’t see the light, then I have to be the one.


  “If I win, then we’ll travel down to the 7th floor and see the fate of the world for ourselves,” I said and readied my greatsword.


  I’ll just make the Emperor forcefully understand. It’s a violent technique, but it’s the simplest method to get this thought through his thick skull. Seeing this, the Emperor smiled and grabbed his longsword.


  “Very well. And if I win, you will leave this capital with my daughter.”


  Looking at it, there are no demerits for me even if I lose. However, if I discard all the lives of the innocent people in this city, I will regret it for the rest of my life. And I don’t want to live my life like that. So, I have to win.


  “We’ll decide it with our sword in the end…Fitting for a city of adventurers.”


  “Indeed.”


  He couldn’t be more right. The Emperor probably predicted this, which is why he chose this place far from the public eye. Other than the moonlight illuminating the area, the plains were pitch-black as we readied our swords and began our fight.


  *


  Compared to the Emperor who held his longsword straight, I kept one leg in the back as I leaped at him instantly.


  “Hup!”


  I tested the waters and cut straight down at the Emperor. Considering the weight and impact of my greatsword, intercepting it with a longsword should be hard. However, the Emperor swiftly moved his hand and locked my sword.


  “Ugh!”


  I used the weight of my body to try and force my sword through, but it was like slashing at a full mountain. In fact, I was being pushed backward, kicked in the gut. However, I used my momentum to get my distance and swung my sword horizontally. Kurokage Style Sword Technique – Rice Mowing. A black blade of aura flew at the Emperor, who was still stuck mid-kick. However—


  “Naive.”


  The golden blade fired off from the Emperor’s longsword clashed with my black one, swallowing up my whole body.


  “Gah!”


  I received an impact even stronger than when Glutton tried to devour me, as I was blown off and rolled along the ground.


  “Alba-sama!”


  “Impossible…Alba was pushed back?!”


  For a moment, my consciousness left my body, as I heard Rufa’s worried voice and Garnet’s shocked comment from a distance. I knew he’d be strong, but to such a level…I used my greatsword as a help to make me stand, as the Emperor spoke confidently.


  “There’s no way the Emperor ruling over the 1000-year old Empire could lose against a single adventurer.”


  “I see.”


  “No, what kind of logic is that?!”


  It made sense to me, but Garnet threw in a retort. Is it really that weird? If adventurers listen to the laws of this country, then the ones enforcing them just have to be that strong. But ignoring me, Rufa whispered with a quivering voice.


  “Impossible…Alba-sama managed to beat Chidori-sama, a 6th-floor ranker…and to think he’s being overwhelmed…That could only mean—”


  “I’m on the level of a 7th-floor ranking adventurer, yes?” The Emperor finished Rufa’s words. “Indeed. My aura has surpassed that of the 6th floor and has reached the territory of what lies beyond.”


  “That should not be possible!” Rufa screamed. “Aura may not be limited, but the only way to make it grow is to defeat monsters and be showered with their mana. How could you not reach the 7th floor and yet possess an aura of such a level?!”


  “Do you really consider it impossible?” The Emperor calmly returned the question.


  That in itself must have been the answer, as Rufa’s face distorted in panic.


  “No way…Energy Drain?!”


  “Indeed. Using this forbidden magic, I obtained an aura that would be on the level of the 7th floor.” He praised his daughter’s ability to connect the dots, as he Emitted golden aura from his body.


  The forbidden magic called Energy Drain…It steals the other person’s aura to make it one’s own, and it’s what Rufa used on Eclair-san and her team to punish them. But wasn’t it supposed to be very inefficient and prone to failure? The Emperor must have guessed what I was thinking as he bluntly explained.


  “You are right, efficiency isn’t something to boast about. Even if you steal one type of aura from ten people, that doesn’t mean it doubles your own level. In that way, you could consider it a failure. However, if ten aren’t enough…then maybe get a hundred next?”


  “What?!”


  “In fact, it’s very complicated to gather former 6th-floor adventurers, so you can just steal it from a few, have them group up with former adventurers, wait for a time when the labyrinth is empty, and then have them regain their strong aura to have it stolen again.”


  “…”


  Met with such a shocking revelation, I was utterly baffled. I mean, I get the logic behind it, but are there people willing to participate in that?! It’s the power they’ve obtained themselves. Who would willingly hand that over? I was confused, but Rufa just clicked her tongue.


  “Tsk, so it’s all for pleasure.”


  “Don’t misunderstand. It is simply a byproduct.”


  “But you used that for your advantage!”


  “Indeed.” The Emperor bluntly responded with a smile.


  Um…what’s this about? I sent Garnet a gaze asking for help, as she shook her head.


  “Energy Drain makes you feel pleasure as if you’re having your soul sucked out of you, so some people have been conditioned to work hard to obtain that pleasure.”


  “Yikes…”


  That’s actually…messed up. And this is basically the same as selling your body for money, right? Learning the truth, Rufa sent her father a gaze of disgust.


  “You used the righteous adventurers of this country like used dust cloths…Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?”


  “It was a necessary method to preserve the power of the strong and guarantee peace in this country. Aren’t you doing something similar in order to conquer the labyrinth?”


  “…”


  “Even in terms of unorthodox measures, you two are father and daughter.”


  Rufa went silent, unable to deny anything, as Garnet threw in a retort. Well, with the world on the line, some dirty methods are necessary.


  “Anyway, let us continue.” The Emperor finished his conversation and kicked off the ground.


  He arrived in front of my eyes instantly, swinging horizontally as he aimed at my stomach, but I used my greatsword as a shield to block it. However, the impact was too much for me, as I was blown off once again.


  “Urk!”


  I can’t. The difference in power is too strong. I can’t win this head-on. In order to kill off the momentum from being knocked away, I stabbed my sword into the ground and fired off a wave of aura. Kurokage Style Sword Technique – Earth Dragon. Through the ground, my skewers of aura passed through the ground aiming at the Emperor. However—


  “Small tricks.” The ground at his feet lit up with a golden aura, as he easily erased my skewers.


  “If so…!”


  I closed the distance between us immediately and fired off two blades of aura along my regular swing. Kurokage Style Sword Technique – Three Claws. It was an attack happening simultaneously aimed at his head, abdomen, and legs. However, he fired off a great amount of aura from his sword, creating a golden shield, easily blocking it.


  “Not half bad.”He praised me as he gathered aura in his left fist and rammed it into my chest.


  “Gah…!”


  Receiving an impact that made me think my heart just stopped, as I heard something snapping around my chest area. No way…my Providence Guard suffered a crack?! Just like my Demon Eater, it absorbs mana and naturally repairs itself, but still…That is unforgivable! I was filled with rage for a brief moment, but he’s too strong to be beaten by sheer emotions. While blocking off the Emperor’s continued attacks, I frantically thought about how to handle this battle. Because of his aura on the level of the rumored 7th floor, his power is undoubtedly higher than mine, but he doesn’t feel as much better when it comes to sword skills. He probably doesn’t have as much time to practice anymore.


  When it comes to techniques, I have the upper hand. However, the absolute difference in power is what’s putting me back. What should I do? I could…No, that won’t do. I was having trouble even thinking as the Emperor’s attack swept me off my feet.


  “Alba-sama?!”


  “This is the end.”


  Rufa screamed, but the Emperor raised his sword to slam it down onto my chest, when—BAM. The ground below us shook, as even the Emperor struggled to stand.


  “What was that?” I asked but couldn’t afford to lower my guard towards the Emperor.


  However, everything broke apart when Garnet, who had collapsed just now, screamed with a pale face.


  “What’s that?!”


  “What happened?”


  I had a horrible feeling as Garnet answered with a quivering voice.


  “Over in the 8th district, I can hear countless footsteps from the entrance of the labyrinth!”


  “Huh?”


  I was flabbergasted as I looked at the Emperor’s face. However, he seemed just as shocked as we were. In other words, this wasn’t one of his plots…No, I actually know. It’s just hard to believe.


  “No way…Monsters are escaping from the dungeon?”


  “Dammit!” I was called back to reality as I turned my back to the Emperor and ran towards the labyrinth.


  He might attack me now, but I don’t have time to be bothered by this fight. Luckily, he didn’t do any such thing and just let me go. And as I ran along the walls, I saw the hellish scene right in front of me.


  “““Grooooo!!”””


  The moonlight illuminated the monsters escaping from the labyrinth as they roared in anger. And at the same time, it was like they celebrated to have finally set foot above ground. Goblins, kobolts, wolves, trolls, katapult plants, giant ants, Sahuagin, mermaids…Including all the monsters we fought thus far, I could even see other monsters we hadn’t encountered yet, like chimeras and such. A blessing in disguise is that monsters of the 6th floor like dragons or arc demons are nowhere to be seen.


  “400…500…How many are there?”


  My guess was that there were at least 2000 monsters on the loose. And they continued to gush out of the labyrinth’s entrance even now. It’s not a number only one person could handle. I jumped off the wall and headed for the large mass of monsters. Let them be, and they’ll cross the walls and attack the citizens while they’re asleep. And in fact, the guards in front and around the labyrinth were already dealing with them.


  “What is going on?!”


  “Don’t come here!”


  The guards were holding up inside the station to throw spears at the monsters from the second floor, but they’ll only have a few minutes left. That’s why I swung my sword and sent a wave of aura at the monsters. Kurokage Style Sword Technique – Rice Mowing! With that alone, I got rid of around one hundred of the weaker monsters like goblins or kobolts. However, monsters like the pegasuses and griffins soared into the sky, avoiding my attack easily.


  If I leave them be, they’ll cause casualties within town. I have to get rid of them first.


  However, unlike the monsters I’ve already fought, I don’t know what technique would be effective for them. We’re not inside the confined labyrinth right now, so even aura blades might not be a big deal for them. As I was hesitating, the flying monsters came at me all at once in a group.


  “Thanks for that!”


  This was just too convenient for me, as I fired off horizontal and vertical blades of aura. Kurokage Style Sword Technique – Tained Full Moon! With blades of aura attacking from all sides, not even the flying beasts had any chance to escape, sliced into pieces. Around 50 monsters were defeated all at once, turning into particles of light that turned this dark night into mid-day for a moment, but I was forced to take a knee as I gasped for air.


  “Huff…huff…”


  This is bad. I was already pretty exhausted after my fight with the Emperor, but using these techniques is eating up my aura too much. I fought the dizziness assaulting me, as a group of trolls approached me. Unable to evade, I could only look up at the approaching fist—as something flew towaRds the trolls and sliced them in half.


  “What?!”


  I spotted a moon-shaped throwing object on the ground where the trolls had stood. Is that… a shuriken? So that means…?!


  “I swear. I told you to be prepared.”


  Together with a familiar voice, more monster heads dropped to the floor. After a moment, a middle-aged woman with a large body appeared in front of me without making a sound.


  “Manager!”


  “Getting beaten by some trolls, you’ve got a long way ahead of you.”


  The former 6th-floor adventurer and karate ninja manager of the Eternal Maiden dissed me like that as she grinned at me. So she figured out something was wrong and came running straight here! How reassuring! I was feeling better with such support, as the manager fired off more shuriken, defeating another batch of monsters.


  “It’s not just me.”


  The moment she said that, the manager pointed in a different direction as a large white aura blade came soaring towards us, slicing a great number of monsters in half. Was that…Rice Mowing? That means…


  “Alba-dono, are you okay?!”


  Using the path just opened by herself, the Divine-Speed Samurai Chidori-san came running towards us.


  “How reckless could you be?! Just jumping into a crowd of monsters like this…!”


  “Forgive me.” I apologized as I turned my gaze towards the 7th district.


  From there came the other people of the White Wings, as well as a great number of other adventurers, running towards the monsters.


  “Monsters appearing from the labyrinth?! What is going on?!”


  “I don’t know a damn thing, but defeat them before there’s casualties!”


  “Woookay, this is new. I’ve always wanted to observe the actions of monsters if they reach above ground, but this is a bit too much even for my taste.”


  “I’m shocked you have this much decency left within you. Ah! Don’t step on the magic stones!”


  Some of the adventurers were confused at this situation, but they still fought the monsters back with all they had.


  “They might fight for their own reasons, but they aren’t cold-hearted,” the manager said as she threw a chop down at my head.


  Yeah, that’s right. There was no need for me to play the hero and storm in all by myself.


  “You should put some more trust in us, Alba-dono.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Chidori-san looked at me with a hurt expression, so I hurriedly lowered my head. After the incident with Eclair-san, it may have been that I wasn’t too trusting of anybody other than the people in my party.


  “In your case, you probably just rushed in without thinking much.”


  “Ouch!”


  The manager laughed at me, but before I could throw in a complaint, another rush of monsters appeared, only to be mowed down shortly after.


  “We took care of the majority, but you help us,” the manager took out a glass bottle from the pocket of her apron and threw it at me.


  Is this the rumored Elixir that replenishes your aura just by drinking it?! Even gramps needs a year to make several of these!


  “That’ll be ten thousand gold coins later.”


  “You’re charging me?!” I screamed and retorted.


  I mean, the price might be about right, but in this situation, I feel like she would put a discount on it.


  “I’ll put it on your tab,” the manager laughed as she defeated more monsters without waiting for my response.


  One bottle costs around 80 years worth of a regular guard’s salary…That’s doable! I moved the bottom part of my mask and gulped down the content of the bottle. Immediately after, the feeling of exhaustion vanished from my body, as I could feel power surging from within.


  “Let us go together, Alba-dono!”


  “Yeah!”


  With Chidori-san by my side, I ran towards the mass of monsters roaming the streets.


  *


  Emperor Geraf watched this scenery from atop the castle walls. Next to him, the clothed shadow put down Rufa and Garnet.


  “Father, this is a checkmate.” Rufa confirmed Alba’s safety and sighed in relief, as she declared this with a stern expression. “We still don’t know if this something lurking deep down in the labyrinth is the Evil God of Demise who will bring ruin the world, or if it has no ill-will towards us at all. Needless to say, it’s more than plausible that defeating it won’t save us, either.”


  Judging from everything she’d been told, the chance that what her father said would turn out true is fairly high, and she had to accept that. However, just like Alba said, they had to confirm it for themselves, or they’ll never know. And looking at the situation unfolding in front of them, the Emperor’s plan to keep it a secret and meet an abrupt end wouldn’t work, either.


  “Now that so many adventurers have witnessed this singularity, you can’t hide it from them any longer.”


  This uproar isn’t something he could silence even as the Emperor. Tomorrow, the whole capital will learn of this incident, and it will spread across the continent in a month or less. Surely, people won’t immediately find out that this is related to the destruction of the whole world, but it will leave people worried. And many will realize that a great calamity awaits the Empire’s capital.


  “Adding to the intense questioning from the nobles and citizens who have been left in the dark, the other nations surrounding us will begin to move, too. As it’s come to this, our best course of action would be to reveal everything to our citizens so that we can fight all of this together.”


  “…” The Emperor remained silent.


  He knew that the peace his predecessors worked so hard to protect now finally crumbled. If left alone, then the Empire will fall to ruin way before the Evil God can be resurrected. It was time for a change. And the Emperor knew that, but changing his life this abruptly, burden with the pressure of being this country’s ruler, made even the core of soul shake in terror.


  “Release them,” the Emperor ordered the clothed shadow, who jumped down from the wall.


  After the extermination of all the monsters had ended, no more monsters appeared from the labyrinth. Sure of their victory, the adventurers screamed in joy, as the Emperor himself joined them and walked up to the Dark Knight.


  ‘All right, all these magic stones are…Wait, that golden armor?!’


  ‘What is Emperor Geraf doing here?!’


  Ignoring the adventurers who caught on to his presence, the Emperor pointed his sword at Alba.


  “Dark Knight Alba, let us continue.”


  “His Majesty is pointing his sword at Alba? What is going on…?”


  “…”


  Asked by the black-haired samurai, Alba stood still in silence. That’s when Rufa came running towards them, finally freed from her shackles.


  “Father, please stop this. What good will fighting do now?!”


  “Step back.”


  The Emperor lent no ear to his daughter’s appeal, as he emitted golden aura from his entire body, forcing the surrounding adventurers to step back by sheer pressure. Met with the aura on par of a 7th-floor ranker, the majority of them stepped back, and Garnet took Rufa’s shoulder to reason with her.


  “Stop it. Sometimes, men like them can’t back down.”


  “That’s…!” Rufa pleaded with a teary face, but not only her father, even Alba had their swords in position, leaving her speechless.


  “I’m not quite sure what’s going on, but best of luck.”


  “You’ll be paying me double the price for the elixir if you lose this.”


  The black-haired Samurai and owner of the inn both sent Alba words of support. And while they were surrounded by a majority of adventurers, the fight between two men began, but not with the fate of the Empire on the line, but rather to prove their own point.


  *


  I stood face-to-face with the Emperor, who poured all of his aura into his longsword, as I cut off all the remaining hesitation I had. There’s only one way I could possibly beat him. And this method might prohibit me from being able to stay in the imperial capital, but I can’t afford to hesitate. So many people have gathered because of this ruckus to come and watch. But even more important than that, if I lose here, I’ll have to leave anyway. I won’t accept such a future. Because I promised to save the Empire…to Rufa.


  Well, more accurately, she told me to defeat the Evil God within a year to obtain country, castle, and princess, but…does this mean I should marry her and become the Emperor? No, no, no, that’s impossible. I shouldn’t waste my energy thinking about that. For now, I’ll put everything into this battle. Not just for Rufa’s sake, but because the Emperor…No, Geraf-san challenged me like this. For that reason, I muttered the following words…


  “Emerge.”


  I activated the spell to remove my jet-black armor.


  ‘I knew it! The Dark Knight was that silver-haired man all along!’


  I heard voices of surprise and shock in the distance, but I simply turned towards Rufa and lowered my head.


  “Forgive me.”


  I broke my promise that I wouldn’t walk around town without wearing my mask. But, this is all I could come up with right now. I took a deep breath, as I let the aura from within my body run rampant. My body began feeling lighter, as black butterfly wings grew from my back.


  “It’s not magic, but those are butterfly wings…Alba-sama, are you…?!”


  “You had the blood of a fairy flowing through you?!”


  Rufa and Garnet were in disbelief, as the other adventurers around us revealed the truth.
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  ‘Fairies still exist?!’


  ‘No way. Even mummies and stuffed animals of them cost thousands of gold coins.”


  ‘But these wings…He must be a hybrid of a fairy of some sort…’


  With this, I won’t be able to get back to my regular life. If things go bad, I’ll just end up sold off like an antique toy for the highest bidder. But, none of that matters right now. I just focused all of the aura in my body as I only thought of beating Geraf-san. The Kurokage Style Sword Techniques allow for every enemy to be defeated and eradicated, whereas the Fairy Karate style lets you jump into battle to grasp life without being afraid of death. They’re both important to me, but after becoming an adventurer, there is one more thing I realized.


  It’s okay if I die.


  And I mean that literally. As long as my body isn’t utterly destroyed, Rufa and Garnet will revive me. I have allies now that I can believe in. That’s why I’ll use everything I have to defeat my opponent, even if it costs me my own life. Because if not, I don’t think I can beat the man in front of me.


  I’m putting it all on the line.


  My identity as a fairy hybrid, the technique I’ve been developing this entire time, as well as everything my life has to offer.


  Come!


  The Emperor must have felt my determination, as he screamed and swung down his sword, filled with all of his aura.


  “Haaaaaaaaaaa!”


  A wave of gold filled my sight, quickly approaching me. Evading this will be impossible…Well, not like I planned to anyway. I held my greatsword in front of me as I made the mana gathering at my back explode, shooting myself through the wave of aura like an arrow.


  —Have you gone mad?!


  The Emperor’s expression showed up in front of me as my blade approached him. Naturally, I’m not out here to kill myself. When firing off an attack like this, the other person lets down their guard, thinking they can’t be attacked. And I’ll use that to my advantage. It’s what was made possible by my birth as a fairy hybrid, what was sharpened through my skills with the Kurokage Style, my one and only original as an adventurer.


  Personal Style – Blackened Wings of Life.


  The tip of my greatsword pierced through the incoming wave of golden aura. I didn’t rely on any aura to protect me, which led to the skin on my shoulders being peeled off, the tip of my right leg completely gone, but I didn’t even feel any pain any longer.


  “Gooo!”


  The moment I did one final push with the explosive magic at my back, all gold disappeared from my view, as I passed Geraf-san’s shocked expression, rolling along the ground.


  “Gah…!”


  I couldn’t even stand up any longer, as the Emperor’s longsword fell to the ground. A loose arm was holding onto the hilt, even now. I managed to move my body and look to my side, finding Geraf-san gasping for air, as a large amount of blood splattered from his side where his right arm should be.


  “It’s my loss.”


  I’m sorry, but I’m on the ground here with my right leg gone, so I don’t feel like this is much of a victory…But I didn’t have the energy to even tell him that as Rufa came running towards me.


  “Alba-sama, how could you be so reckless?!”


  “…Sorry.” I was genuinely surprised I had enough energy to even apologize.


  “Even if I may be a failure of a princess, rather than the Empire, I care more about…”


  “Rufa, I know the mood is just right, but won’t you heal them first?”


  Rufa was about to say something, when Garnet took her shoulder with an apologetic expression.


  “That’s right. Please wait a moment.” Rufa wiped her tears and started casting healing magic on me.


  A gentle light shone down on me, as my wounds closed. However, my leg was still missing.


  “This is just emergency treatment. We’ll get you healed properly at the cathedral later.”


  “Thanks,” I thanked Rufa, but panicked eternally.


  Knowing that cathedral, this is gonna cost me a fortune. And then I have to pay back the manager for the elixir…Oh no, all the money I saved up…


  “You’re thinking about something pointless again, aren’t you?”


  Garnet read my thoughts and sighed in disbelief. No, it’s not pointless!


  “More importantly, there’s something else you should be doing.” Garnet said and slapped me on the back, as I used my sword to stand up.


  I struggled and made my way over to Geraf-san, who was laying on the ground drenched in blood, currently receiving treatment from Beast Priest-san of the White Wings.


  “Let me thank you. You can have your reward later, so please step down.”


  “Y-Yes, woof!”


  Beast Priest-san panicked a moment and did as he was told, when Geraf-san called out to me despite his pale face.


  “Once again, this was my loss.”


  “No, I don’t think…”


  “It is fine. The winner stands and the loser falls. The result is apparent.”


  The Emperor interrupted my words and didn’t hear another word. Honestly, I’m not too happy about this result, but I won’t tell him to change his opinion. I’ll gladly take the victory.


  “I’ll accept that.”


  “Very well. I won’t get in your way any longer. Try to reach the 7th floor as much as you like,” Geraf-san spoke with a pained and relieved expression.


  So this means…no more assassination attempts on my life!


  “Additionally, I will promise to assist you as much as I can. And I guarantee that no harm will come to you despite your blood.”


  “Huh?!”


  That comment reminded me of the fact that everyone knows I’m a hybrid elf. I panicked and covered my face, as Rufa, Garnet, and Chidori-san gently smiled.


  “I was shocked, but I would never come to hate you for that.”


  “Indeed. In fact, it’s reassuring to know. Your head’s in a constantly floaty daze like a butterfly.”


  “I think it’s wonderful for someone with fairy blood to have trained themselves with such sword skills.”


  Chidori-san also approached us and praised me. Thank god, I was more scared of them hating me than being sold off. I sighed in relief, as the manager came closer, slapping me on my shoulder.


  “Don’t ya worry. As long as you’re staying at my place, nobody will dare to tell you off.”


  Ah, how reliable…But, she’s just telling me to spend more of my money at her place, right? I gave her a dubious look to which the manager flashed a wry smile.


  “Well, the Emperor guaranteed it. I don’t think you’ll go through the same prank as tonight again.”


  Prank…? Ah, the clothed shadow. So she knew they barged into my room but knew they held no killing intent. As expected of a karate ninja.


  “The window repairs will cost you one silver coin.”


  …Really? You can’t even let that slide out of the goodness of your heart? I pouted for a moment but quickly stopped myself. In the end, nobody cast me aside despite my origin. I guess I was an idiot for worrying.


  “That’s what I always tell you. You’re a moron,” Garnet said with a gentle smile, slapping me on the waist.


  Yeah, I was a moron. I’ll put more trust in others and not hide anything anymore. With that gratitude in my chest, I thanked everyone.


  “Thank you.”


  “Leave it be. So embarrassing.”


  “Indeed. It’s water under the bridge.”


  Garnet showed a flustered reaction as Chidori-san gently smiled. And finally, Rufa responded with a serious expression.


  “I should be thanking you. I don’t know if I’m just assuming things, but you went this far to beat my father because of the promise you made with me, right?”


  “Um…”


  For a second, I didn’t know what to say. It’s exactly as she said, but I felt a bit embarrassed to admit it. Then again, I promised not to hide anything. I could feel myself blushing as I nodded while looking at her eyes.


  “Yeah. It was to protect the promise I made to you.”


  “…I’m really happy.” Rufa tried to hold back her tears as she showed a blooming smile and clung to my chest.


  “I swear, your playboy blood is something else.” The manager sighed in disbelief as she applauded.


  Caught along by this, the other adventurers around us did the same. Please, just stop it…I don’t know what’s happening but this is so embarrassing!


  “This is foul play! Are you trying to make this an established and official fact?!”


  “No, she’s just a stupid moron. This probably isn’t calculated…”


  I looked at Garnet to get help, but she was busy trying to hold back Chidori-san from cutting up Rufa. I have no ally here. And right as I was filled with despair, Geraf-san spoke up.


  “Dark Knight Alba, there is one more thing I’d like to warn you about.”


  “What?”


  I more than welcomed this change of topic, as I pulled Rufa off me. I heard her clicking her tongue, but that was probably just imagination. At the same time, Geraf-san looked up at me and smiled gently…or so it looked, but his eyes were not smiling in the slightest.


  “If you’re interested in my daughter, then you shouldn’t go around kissing Redberyl’s daughter, even if it was for the sake of your acting.”


  I think that was the first time in my life I audibly heard the air freeze up around us. It’s the kind of noise Grandma would often make when Gramps was off cheating again. Hah…haha…Why in the world would you say that right now?! Since he was Count Giraffe in disguise, it makes sense he knows of that fact…but what point is there in dropping that now?! Utterly baffled, I was unable to even utter a word, as both my arms were forcefully grabbed.


  “Alba-sama, what exactly is this about?”


  “Alba-dono, care to explain yourself?”


  Rufa and Chidori-san’s eyes were burning passionately as they glared up at me. Th-This is bad…


  “G-Garnet, save me!”


  “Don’t drag me into this!”


  ““!””


  Rufa and Chidori-san immediately turned to stare at Garnet, who put her hands together and apologized.


  “…Sorry!”


  She’s just gonna accept it?! I mean, it might be a stretch to cover this up, but still! My arms were put in a deadlock as I had no chance of escaping, when Rufa and Chidori-san walked to an empty area.


  “Alba-sama, let’s have a good long talk, yes?”


  “Yes, we’ll hear all your excuses.”


  They’re even scarier than demons! We’re not gonna talk, I will get tortured! Somebody help me!


  ‘Not only the princess and Chidori, he’s also going after the dwarf girl?! What a lolicon bastard!


  ‘I knew it. We should defeat him before the actual guardian!’


  ‘Everyone, he’s weakened now, we should use this chance to finish him off!’


  Even as I sought help from my fellow adventurers, they all glared at me in contempt.


  “That was ill-tasted, your Majesty.”


  “I am still a father, and I don’t like the thought of having my daughter stolen. Forgive me.”


  Garnet and Geraf-san were discussing something, not helping me. Gramps, what do I do now?


  —Alba, sometimes it’s best to just give up.


  I remembered Gramps smiling at me while being dragged away by Grandma, but that didn’t help much for the impending torture I would have to suffer through.


  Epilogue: Those Who Embark On Adventures


  The following day after the monsters had escaped from the labyrinth, a large crowd gathered in the capital’s center.


  “This has never happened before…Just what is going on?”


  “The adventurers were there to defeat them so we got off safely, but if this continues…”


  “It must be some unfortunate joke. No way that could be true.”


  “No, it’s the truth. We should escape from the capital as quickly as possible.


  Some were terrified by the rumors, others were riddled with anxiety about it, and some prepared to escape even right now. And as this chaos continued to spread, time passed until the evening, when the current Emperor Geraf appeared in the sky, speaking in a voice full of dignity.


  ‘My beloved citizens. I’ve decided to explain the recent events to you like this.’


  “Y-Your Majesty?!”


  This was the first time the current Emperor had chosen such a method, and it only happened a few times over the course of the empire’s long history. It was an expected reaction after such a caliber of an incident, which is why they all had their eyes glued to the Emperor’s reflection in the sky.


  ‘First, what you heard about monsters having escaped from the labyrinth…is true. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.’


  “What?!”


  All citizens gasped in unison.


  “Why would the Emperor be present at the entrance to the labyrinth this late at night…”


  “I heard rumors that he fought with the Dark Knight, though.”


  “But isn’t he an adventurer? Why would the Emperor have to fight him?”


  “How would I know? An adventurer ally of my brother’s friend saw it happen!”


  “That’s right! The Emperor bet his daughter on the line as he fought the Dark Knight!”


  “That sounds fishy, to say the least. At least come up with something better.”


  Needless to say, the Emperor couldn’t hear any of what the people were saying. However, he could see they were distraught. This time, the truth was even more unbelievable than anything that could be fabricated. He wanted to make up any random excuse to brush it off, but for the sake of the citizens, he had to be clean.


  ‘We are currently investigating just what exactly happened, but we can’t say anything for certain just yet. We do know that an immense change is happening within the labyrinth.’


  “…”


  Hearing the Emperor’s words, all the citizens went silent. With such a major event, they all wished him to just brush it off and say ‘It’s all nonsense.’ For the first time, they may have gotten involved with the intricacies of what it meant to be an adventurer beyond seeing them walk along the streets or go to the bank. And with the Emperor’s statement, their anxiety only skyrocketed. Observing that, the Emperor declared with a loud voice.


  ‘Don’t falter! My beloved citizens, whatever may happen in the future, our empire will continue as our great first Emperor Leonard has envisioned it, and the adventurers, who carry his spirit, will strike away all danger!’


  “That’s right! The Empire has the adventurers!”


  Smiles returned to the citizens. There was no basis for anything right now, and the adventurers weren’t allies of justice, either. However, they wanted some kind of hope to strike through their anxiety. And before anybody could point out the clear flaw, the Emperor continued.


  ‘To repeat, we have not uncovered the reason for this. However, we know how to resolve it. It is to reach the 7th floor of the labyrinth.’


  “What?!”


  The people were baffled, but it also made sense to them. Even the citizens knew of the rumors about the 7th floor being protected by the guardian of the 6th floor, the Dark Knight.


  ‘By reaching the 7th floor, you can obtain whatever wish you desire, and that is the truth. After all, the great first Emperor Leonard wished for our Empire to prosper a thousand years, which brought us to today.’


  “So that’s what happened!”


  Naturally, that was also made up. However, as it wasn’t a clear lie, the citizens latched onto any possible hope.


  ‘And because those thousands of years of prosperity end the next year, we are seeing these weird phenomena…or so we believe.’


  “Th-That makes sense.”


  ‘Thus, I want all adventurers to do their utmost and attempt to reach the 7th floor by next year and wish for our Empire to be fruitful for another 1000 years!’


  That was his true goal, so his voice sounded naturally more confident.


  ‘However, I understand how difficult that is. That is why…the adventurer who accomplishes this will be granted the greatest honor and reward imaginable.’


  “Greatest honor and reward?”


  ‘In other words…the seat of the Emperor of the Goldo Empire!’


  “Wh-What?!”


  All 20,000 citizens screamed at the sky in unison.


  “No way! Am I hearing things?!”


  Seeing the citizens panic, the Emperor continued.


  ‘The one who resolves this crisis by reaching the 7th floor of the labyrinth will be given the title of the 42nd Emperor, and I swear that on our great first Emperor Leonard.’


  To the citizens, as well as the royal family and nobles, the name of the first Emperor was like a god. And now that Geraf had sworn by this name, he was not allowed to take them back in the end.


  “H-He’s serious…”


  The citizens were utterly dazzled as the Emperor continued.


  ‘It is thanks to his wish that the Empire exists the way it is today. If so, then the individual who reaches the 7th floor and wishes for another thousand years of prosperity should be given the title of the new Emperor.’


  “Th-That makes sense…”


  And since he was speaking with logic, the citizens accepted it. In fact, saving the Empire was such a deed the seat of the Emperor would be a worthy reward.


  ‘Now, go forth, my courageous adventurers. Reach the depths of the labyrinth and bring glory and prosperity to this world!’ The Emperor finished with these words as his image disappeared from the sky.


  The next Emperor will be an adventurer. If they worked hard, they might even reach that level themselves. All the citizens inside the capital had long forgotten the fear of the incident and were brimming with excitement.


  “Good work there.”


  Rufa spoke to her father the Emperor after he finished this emergency transmission. In response to that, the Emperor sighed to himself and responded with a calm expression.


  “With this, more adventurers should be trying to reach the 7th floor, just as you wished for.”


  Naturally, there may be those like the Plunderers who aren’t interested in positions like that, but the majority became adventurers for money or power. And when the position of the Emperor is up for grabs, it will get even more people invested.


  “It’ll put a lot of pressure on the various provinces and areas amongst the empire. What a foolish act.”


  “Everyone must understand, I’m sure. And this will bring more respect for yourself, as well as the position of Emperor.”


  If you declare the fact that the world will go to ruin in one year, the great chaos will leave a lot of adventurers leaving. That’s why, if you keep things as vague as possible while offering bait in the form of the position of Emperor. That was the request Rufa made to her father after he lost his duel against Alba.


  “Painfully enough, the 6th-floor rankers probably have no interest in this position, though.”


  The Plunderers had their own reasons to adventure the labyrinth, and the people from the White Wings weren’t that hungry for power either. And the other high-level clans were too fanatic, their actions were practically impossible to read.


  “Even so, Chidori-sama and Willow-sama from the White Wings wish to continue their fight, and the Plunderers voiced their interest in what lies on the 7th floor, so they should be willing to assist us.”


  More than anything, all the 4th and 5th-floor adventurers taking it easy are now probably more motivated than ever and attempt to reach the 6th floor, too. And the more adventurers, the easier it will be to reach the 7th floor. In the worst case, they could get the entire Empire’s military to send them after the Dark Knight, but it would be more beneficial if Rufa and her party managed to accomplish that first.


  “And you don’t slack off on your preparations, Father.”


  “I know.”


  Warned by his daughter, the Emperor sighed. Starting with his close aide the clothed shadow, the Emperor had several strong allies, such as the former 6th-floor adventurers he’d suck dry with Energy Drain, as well as the labyrinth preservation force with Eclair and the others. By training them, the Emperor himself should be able to challenge the Dark Knight himself.


  “If you and the others don’t manage to clear the labyrinth one month before the final year has passed, then I shall make my way myself. Is that fine with you?”


  “Yes, that’s okay.” Rufa seemed satisfied with that and muttered. “It would be best if Alba-sama saved the world, took the country, castle, and princess all together…”


  “You should know that he has no such aspirations, right?”


  “Oh shut up!” Rufa grumbled at her father, throwing in a reasonable comment.


  Needless to say, she was well aware of that. He wasn’t some devilish Dark Knight who was hungry for power and fame, but just a benevolent idiot unaware of a woman’s feelings. However…


  “If I don’t offer him this country and castle, then Alba-sama would never choose a cutting-board elf like me!”


  “You’re lacking confidence at the weirdest times.”


  She possessed beauty and brains, but when it came to her chest, she immediately lost all belief in herself.


  “I guess it’s my fault, too.”


  Born as an elf, she was always suffering under discrimination from her sisters and in this society that favored humans over everything. The Emperor loved all his children equally, so he couldn’t give her any special attention. Because of that, she always felt inferior when it comes to affection for the people close to her.


  “If not for Redberyl’s daughter, I wonder how much of a monster you would have grown up to be.”


  “And who was it that put a rift between me and my good friend?” Rufa sent her father a sharp glare.


  It may have been acting, but Rufa still couldn’t forgive Garnet for stealing Alba’s first kiss from her.


  “If you do anything like that ever again, then I’ll have Alba-sama save me when you’re about to attack me or accuse you of things you haven’t done.”


  If that were to happen, he would lose all trust of his citizens, and he’ll be forced to hand over his seat as Emperor without anybody reaching the 7th floor. But even more than that, he would completely lose everything with his five wives and seven daughters.


  “…I will be careful.”


  He simply wanted to be a bit of an evil parent towards the man who stole his daughter, but not even he would have imagined this to turn into such a knife pointed at him. And yet again, he was reminded of the fact that…


  “Amongst your sisters, you are the one who resembles me the most.”


  “Please stop! That’s disgusting!”


  He meant it as praise, but Rufa seemed genuinely taken aback, forcing the Emperor to fight against his tears. In fact, Rufa felt like she had gone too far, but figured that staying any longer was meaningless, so she headed for the stairs.


  “I will leave the rest to you.”


  “Wait a moment.”


  With his back turned toward Rufa, the Emperor gave one final warning.


  “I promised to assist you as much as I can, but there will be people standing in your way.”


  In fact, this very broadcast just now was done in a hurry to avoid the opposing force from moving too quickly. Right now, they must be in great chaos at this sudden revelation.


  “As I stated yesterday, you are closest to the throne. Your sisters won’t be of any help and they will only try to get in your way.”


  “…I’m aware.” Rufa nodded after a brief silence.


  It’s true that her sisters were always quick to bully her, but they never once set for a genuine assassination. That was because all of them were sure an elf like her could never become the Emperor in this empire that favored humans. However, after this declaration, and the fact that Rufa had been traveling the labyrinth for a while, she was the closest to being the emperor out of everyone. Their simple jealousy might soon explode into genuine hostility. Rufa didn’t have positive feelings towards her sisters, but she most definitely didn’t resent them either, and she didn’t want things to escalate like that.


  “That being said, Alba-sama went so far as to reveal his true identity, so I cannot run away and make that sacrifice nill.” Rufa looked down from the window and made up her resolve.


  Even if the Emperor promised protection for him, the fact that Alba turned out to be a hybrid with a fairy would cause a lot of dangerous people to approach him. But even if they didn’t bring any direct harm to him, they might attempt to question him about his hometown in an attempt to capture the fairies there. Alba may not be bothered by people like that, but Rufa couldn’t forgive that.


  “Alba-sama, who has no reason to go this far, is willing to sacrifice his all for the sake of the Empire. No matter who may stand in our way, we will reach the 7th floor and protect the world,” Rufa left these words behind as she stepped down the stairs and disappeared.


  Left behind, the Emperor smiled at his daughter’s formidable growth.


  *


  Two days had passed since Emperor Geraf’s announcement, as the 7th district and its residential area were as active as never before.


  “If I become the Emperor, I’ll get myself at least 20 beautiful wives!”


  “No way you’ll become the Emperor!”


  “Now you said it. Once I’m the Emperor, I’ll have you clean my shoes for the rest of your life.”


  Adventurers were joking about their possible plans after becoming Emperor, leaving for the labyrinth early in the morning. The manager of the Eternal Maiden said they’d get tired of it soon enough, but it’s a good thing that they’ve all found a new reason to fight. I can’t lose against them either, which is why I headed over to the apartment Rufa and Garnet were staying at.


  “Good morning, Alba-sama. How is your leg doing?”


  “Just fine.”


  Rufa greeted me and showed a worried expression as I showed her my right leg. After my fight with Geraf-san, I went to the cathedral and got myself completely healed with Regeneration, so I’m back to peak. I did take a rest of two days to completely heal up, but I’m just fine now. During that time, the natural regeneration of my greatsword and jet-black armor finished, too, so now I was ready for more adventure. That being said, the whole process, as well as the Elixir, cost me half a fortune, so I just wanna get back down into the labyrinth! And yet, Garnet sighed at me in disbelief.


  “After all that happened, you really never change, do you?”


  How cruel…I think I matured a bit after that. The battle against Geraf-san was tough, and so was the torture by Rufa and Chidori-san, but I’ve gotten stronger through that.


  “And that I will never kiss a girl again, even if it’s just acting.”


  “That’s not the lesson to take from that, you dimwit!”


  My declaration was met with Garnet blushing furiously, kicking at my left shin. Despite being angry at me, she was also like a gentle mother, using my unscathed left leg. Right now, I don’t feel much pain from it, but once she becomes a 5th-floor rank, this is gonna be bad for me.


  “If you truly feel that way, then stop running your mouth needlessly.”


  She read my thoughts as always, firing off one last kick. Watching us, Rufa smiled gently.


  “Hee hee, you two have gotten so close. Like brother and sister.”


  That makes me happy, but it’s also a bit embarrassing to hear that. That brings up the question, why do all women older than me treat me like a younger brother? I was full of doubts as Garnet showed a dull expression.


  “Rufa, I’m not beating around the bush here, I have no such interest.”


  “How rude! Are you saying that he isn’t a man worth falling for?!”


  “I never said that!” Garnet screamed back at Rufa.


  This isn’t too great. I should probably stop them.


  “Stop the sibling fighting.”


  ““Whose fault do you think this is?!””


  I tapped them both on the shoulder only for them to scream at me. But they’re not denying the siblings part, huh?


  “I swear, the sun is gonna set if we keep this up,” Garnet said and started walking towards the labyrinth.


  At the very least, it seems like we avoided any serious fight. I sighed in relief and wanted to follow after her, when Rufa grabbed my arm.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “About what you said just now…there is one thing you’re mistaken about, Alba-sama.”


  “Hm?”


  I wondered what was going on, when Rufa placed her hands on my shoulder. She swiftly pushed her face close to me, pressing her lips onto the mouth part of my mask.


  “As long as it’s not fake, you’re fine to kiss me.”


  “…Huh?”
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  …Hold on a second. What was that about?! Even if she wanted to prove a point, there was no need to go that far, right? But since it was through my mask…it was acting, right? I was so bewildered that my brain didn’t work, as Rufa went after Garnet.


  “Alba-sama, let’s go.”


  “What are you spacing out for?”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Called by those two, I moved after them, stiff like a puppet. Th-That just now was…No, there’s no way a beauty like Rufa would be interested in a country goon like me…My heart was about to explode, but I reached one conclusion…I’ll think about it later! We’re going down into the bottomless labyrinth, fighting the guardian of the 3rd floor, so I can’t be distracted. Garnet looked at me in disbelief once again.


  “Not even death could heal your stupidity.”


  “But that’s who Alba-sama is, after all.”


  Even Rufa smiled at me with a wry expression. What do I even say…Sorry, I guess? I could only apologize as the two pushed my back.


  “Rest assured, we’ll get you fixed before all of this is over.”


  “We might even ask that something down in the depths of the labyrinth to get you healed.”


  So they said. How reassuring to have these great allies with me…


  “Let’s go.”


  “Indeed. We’ll worry about the rest after we reach the 7th floor.”


  “Yeah.”


  Cheered up by the two, I shook my head and looked forward. Even if everything may seem over, I won’t give up unless I’ve seen it with my own eyes. That’s what it means to be an adventurer.


  “Let’s go,” I declared as we headed for the bottomless labyrinth once more.


  Afterword


  Hello to all of you, I’m Sasaki Sakuma, the person who’d love to play games but doesn’t have any time to do so. When it comes to stories, you often hear that they ‘Lack realism’ and such. However, adding too much of this doesn’t necessarily mean the story will become any more interesting, and that is one of the struggles of writing.


  For example, there’s an RPG with an undefeatable last boss. Will that really be interesting? Granted, resolving things without violence is the best, but when it comes to mythical legends or invasions from outer space, dealing with enemies that are so far out of our scale, any story with realism will leave humans powerless. However, RPGs allow you to train your stats and acquire powers that aren’t realistic at all. What happens if you suddenly lose that at the very end just to favor realism?


  That’s why I think it’s very amazing to have such an unbeatable boss appear while still achieving a happy end for everyone…What I’m trying to say here is that the Evil God of Demise might have something like that to them. But with the conclusion of the Emperor part, some mysteries still remain to be resolved, but since the continuation of this series continues on sales, it’s hard for me to say anything. However, if it really happens to end here, then I will make sure to put a short summary of the events after this on either Shosetsuka ni Narou or Kakuyomu for all the fans to read.


  More importantly, I’d like to move on to the thanks section of the afterword. Thank you very much for providing these wonderful illustrations while you’re so busy, Inui Waon-sama. And thank you for supporting me as well as my editor, Gibuki Miko-sama. The same goes to my proofreaders, the people involved with advertising, printing, and getting this book out to the people. And needless to say, my biggest thanks goes to all my readers who support me all this way.


  A day in August, 2019. Sasaki Sakuma
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  Afterstory


  [IMPORTANT NOTE: The LN is completed with this volume, aka it was axed and didn’t get a continuation, but the author was nice enough to put a quick summary of the events after this online, which I also translated, uploaded, and called “Afterstory.” It’s super interesting, so I recommend you read it.]


  By the order of Emperor Geraf after losing his battle against the Dark Knight Alba, the one to reach the 7th floor of the labyrinth and resolve the incoming crisis will be crowned the next Emperor. Feeling that they might find a chance to become the Emperor, more adventurers challenge the labyrinth, but not everybody was too accepting of this. For one, there was the 1st to 6th princess of the Empire. They couldn’t allow their younger sister, the 7th princess and magician Rufa, to get too close to the seat of the Empress.


  They were afraid that they might receive punishment for what they had done to their sister. And that an elf of all races could become the Empress in an Empire that favored humans. They may not be a full-fledged group, but as they had a common enemy with Rufa, they worked together. And as all this happened, the 3rd princess went to meet her lover, who is also an adventurer, White Knight Wolf.


  “My beloved Wolf…I will do what I can to keep my moronic sisters and that filthy elf away from the seat of the Emperor…as it is your right to inherit it.”


  “Thank you very much, my princess.”


  With that, they shared a kiss. In reality, however, the White Knight is actually a prince of a small country that was destroyed by the Empire, and he used his strength as an adventurer, as well as his beauty, to woo the third princess in order to get revenge on the Empire.


  *


  Unbeknownst to any of this, Alba once again travels the labyrinth. He has his work cut out against the various monsters, as even his childhood friend and fairy Cockoo arrive, fighting against her rival in love Rufa. They then head for the guardian of the 4th floor, when they fall into a trap set up by the princesses. However, the White Knight’s party appears with his group of beautiful female warriors and magicians, saving them from their dilemma.


  “Thank you.”


  “We have to help our fellow adventurers.”


  Alba thanked the White Knight, as they shared a handshake.


  “When you head down to the 7th floor to save the Empire, please let me be your strength,” the White Knight leaves again with his party of beauties, seen off my Alba with a smile.


  However, Rufa just clicked her tongue.


  “Who is that slimy man? Just taking women with him wherever he goes…This labyrinth isn’t a place to build a harem.”


  “Aren’t you complaining about our own party?”


  “But we’re all allies here. They’re just running after the next best man…aren’t they embarrassed to be adventurers?”


  “Can you say that again while looking at your face in the mirror?” The dwarf warrior Garnet retorted, but Rufa couldn’t shake this bad feeling about the White Knight.


  *


  More months pass, as the Evil God of Demise’s revival moves in with only three more months to spare, as Alba and the party finally reach the 6th floor. Having trained their aura, obtained better equipment, they recruit party members to defeat the Dark Knight. They had the black-haired samurai Chidori, the orc warrior Willow, as well as the three people of the Plunderers, and some 6th-floor rankers of the Holy Maiden clan join them. And even the White Knight Wolf and his party were ready to participate.


  “Alba-dono, the time has arrived, hasn’t it?”


  “As long as I get my revenge on the Dark Knight, I’m fine with anything.”


  “I’m happy as long as I get the Dark Knight’s equipment and get a good look at the monsters of the 7th floor.”


  “Alba-san can have the seat of the Emperor, so let’s save the world together!”


  All their feelings come together as they head for the Dark Knight. And after a fierce battle, Alba’s greatsword pierces the Dark Knight’s chest.


  “…Did we win?”


  However, unlike all the other monsters before this, the Dark Knight did not turn into particles of light. Instead, he took off his mask…revealing a male human face below. However, he had cracks of light running along his face.


  “What is going on here?!”


  Rufa and her party were bewildered, as the Dark Knight smiled at Alba and said ‘Please take care of her.’ Alba’s party then is wrapped up in light, as they stood inside a dark space resembling the night sky.


  “Is this the 7th floor?”


  “I see you’ve come, my braves.”


  “Who?!”


  An elf woman with snow-white skin appeared in front of them. And behind her was a giant vortex.


  “This is the lowest floor of the labyrinth. And at the same time, it is the center of the world that gathers the thoughts of all life on this planet—The Maelstrom.”


  The elf queen Andromeda then spoke of the truth of everything.


  *


  A thousand years ago, strong monsters usually confined to the lower floors of the labyrinth were freely walking above ground. Humans, elves, dwarves, and the other humanoid races feared these monsters and hid within the forests and caves. However, there appeared warriors that crossed the boundary of races. This party consisted of a human warrior, Remules, another human warrior Leonard, as well as the fairy magician Oberon and his lover Titania, a mysterious shadow clothed in black with no information known about them, and the elf magician Andromeda.


  These six continued their fighting and grew to become known as the Braves, finally reaching the Maelstrom that gave birth to the monsters. However, unless one erased all life from the planet, the Maelstrom, who sucked up the thoughts of life itself, would not disappear. As the six braves didn’t know what to do, Andromeda offered a possibility.


  “Use my body as a lid to seal the Maelstrom’s power.”


  They might not be able to destroy the Maelstrom this way, but it would weaken the monsters walking on the earth and save a great number of people. Andromeda’s allies spoke against this plan, but she would not cave in, as they had to accept it. With this, Andromeda became the pillar of the sealing spell the Oberon and Titania created, which gave birth to the Bottomless Labyrinth.


  With the so-called Filter of using different floors, they made sure to seal the strength of the Maelstrom, the mana, and made sure that no monsters could be born above ground. And at the same time, it was meant as a training facility to prepare the next Braves once Andromeda’s power eventually ran out.


  At the same time, Andromeda’s lover, the warrior Remules, wished to protect her from evil, as well as act as the final test for the aspiring braves, and touched the power of the Maelstrom—Turning him into the Dark Knight. The other human warrior Leonard secretly loved Andromeda all the same, and gathered people to challenge the bottomless labyrinth, which gave birth to a town…and eventually the Empire as a whole. However, Oberon and Titania were disappointed at the people who celebrated this false happy end because of their dear friends’ sacrifices and left the human settlement to live in isolation. The mysterious ninja did the same and vanished without a trace. After that, a thousand years passed, and as Andromeda’s power weakened, the Maelstrom’s power breaking free from its seal, a new hope appeared—


  “That is you people.”


  “…”


  Alba and his party were devastated, as Andromeda observed Rufa.


  “You, who carries the blood of my dear friend Leonard, as well as the elf blood within you…it must have been your destiny to arrive in front of me.”


  “That’s…”


  “Princess Rufa Oram Goldo…accept your duty and save this world as my successor.”


  “…”


  Rufa went silent. However, there was only one answer from the very beginning.


  “I understa—”


  Right as she wanted to agree, a dull sound filled the silence, as a white blade appeared from Andromeda’s chest. The White Knight Wolf had stabbed his blade through her.


  “Wha…?!”


  “Heh…Hehe…Hahahaha!”


  Alba’s party was bewildered as Wolf took off his mask as the benevolent knight and revealed his madness.


  “Things didn’t go as planned, but as long as she dies and the Maelstrom’s power runs rampant, then monsters will return to the surface and the Empire will be destroyed, right? This…is my revenge!”


  Wolf roared in happiness as his revenge was finally completed, but Rufa readied her wand.


  “You threaten to destroy the peace of all of humanity for your petty revenge? I will not allow that!”


  “Silence, you filthy invader! If people like you get to live in happiness and peace, then I’d rather have the world end instead!”


  “What?”


  Alba was confused but readied his sword to protect his allies. Thus begins the battle against Wolf and his allies, but after a few casualties, Alba’s party comes out on top. While his allies gather time, Wolf goes to touch the Maelstrom, causing its giant amount of mana to change him into a giant monster—The Evil God of Demise.


  Overwhelmed, Alba’s party suffers great casualties, and even his own sword ends up broken. However, as all hope seems lost, what appeared in front of him wasn’t the fabricated copy of the Demon Eater that Fairy King Oberon created, but the true one…the sword of the Dark Knight Remules. Imbued with the aura of all the ones who fell victim to the Dark Knight, Alba swings the Demon Eater and strikes down the Evil God Wolf.


  “Gyaaaah! Not yet! Unless I see the Empire fall to ruin with my own eyes, I cannot end here…!”


  He throws himself into the Maelstrom, but as a normal human being could not handle this much mana, his body disappears deep within the vortex, like he was being sucked down to hell itself.


  *


  The final battle ended, and with Andromeda’s life about to end, Rufa makes her decision.


  “To save the Empire and all of this world, I will become the new lid for the Maelstrom.”


  While shedding tears of sadness, she turns towards Alba.


  “Alba-sama, thank you for everything. Please…be well.”


  Met with her determination, Alba’s reaction is—


  “I don’t want that.”


  He denied it bluntly.


  “A-Alba-sama?”


  “I don’t wanna be apart from you, Rufa,” He declares without hesitation. “I don’t want to live in a world that forces you to sacrifice yourself.”


  “B-But…”


  “And I don’t want somebody else to experience the same fate in another thousand years.”


  “That is true, but…”


  Alba’s sound reasoning left Rufa without an argument.


  “But if nothing is done, monsters will start walking the earth again, bringing ruin to all of civilization, you know?”


  Andromeda asked Alba this question, who thought about it for a moment…and then came up with his conclusion.


  “Then we just all have to become stronger.”


  “…Huh?”


  “All the people in this world can train here in the labyrinth to become stronger.”


  And if humanity and the other races are strong enough to fight the monsters, then Rufa won’t have to sacrifice herself to hold back the Maelstrom.


  “But, that is just—”


  “No, it’s doable,” Garnet pointed out. “We can just leech off the strong adventurers and make sure that everyone becomes stronger. And if every single person is at least on the level of a 3rd-floor ranker, then it’ll lessen the number of casualties.”


  Not to mention that techniques and magic spells had evolved drastically compared to a thousand years ago. Even if monsters appeared above ground, there’s no guarantee the same will happen again.


  “And if everybody becomes strong enough like that, there won’t be any more needless fighting amongst humans.”


  The reason the Empire could grow its influence to such an extent was because of the adventurers. So, if all people in the world did the same, then the Empire might lose its advantage, but it won’t be able to evade any more places.


  “Doing that will avoid any fates as the White Knight experienced.”


  “I see!”


  “So you…didn’t even think of that?” Garnet retorted.


  Naturally, it won’t be the end of all fighting. And it will be impossible to protect everyone from the monsters.


  “However, that is a risk I’m willing to take if I can stop my stupid friend from sacrificing herself.”


  “Garnet…” Rufa shed tears as she looked at Alba’s face.


  Slapped on the back by Garnet, Alba blushes and takes a step forward.


  
“More than anybody else in this world…I want you to be happy, Rufa.”


  “…Alba-sama!”


  Overwhelmed with joy, Rufa jumps into his arms and cries. With that, the curtain falls on their long adventure.


  *


  As the one who conquered the labyrinth, Rufa is chosen as the 42nd Emperor of the Empire, who reveals the dangers coming up ahead. Even if Andromeda runs out of strength, the Filter, the various floors, won’t disappear immediately, so they would use the few years left to strengthen the people in the world and prepare for the arrival of the monsters.


  “Be it the Emperor or adventurers, it is time for us to stop hoarding all the power to ourselves. We will share our power and responsibility with the rest of the world.”


  The thousand years of peace granted by the Braves’ sacrifices have ended, with a new era now starting its turn.


  “Thus, I will abolish our hegemony to value the opinion of all our citizens…to create the Republic of Goldo!”


  Such beautiful words, but the way was paved with roses, and they all knew that. However, when the citizens heard that they would be put in power now, they all cheered at the arrival of this new genesis. Meanwhile, Alba, Chidori, and Cockoo turned their backs toward all this chaos and set out to go on an adventure.


  I’m an idiot, so I can’t really help Rufa during these trying times. I’ll go back to report back to Gramps and Grandma, and then once everything has calmed down—


  Hee hee! You never know who wins in the game of love! While we’re traveling, I’ll make sure to steal Alba-dono’s heart!


  —Is what she’s thinking, but I’m not handing over Alba to anybody!


  They each had their thoughts as they started making their way toward I-Rapsel. However, a certain elf and dwarf came chasing after them.


  “You just ascended to become the Empress and you’re running away the very next day? Should you really be doing that?”


  “I don’t care. The Empire has become a Republic, and I’m a regular citizen, so I’ll do as I please!”


  Rufa stated that she’d leave the rest to her father the former Emperor, as well as her six sisters which she put under a ‘Contract’ spell so they couldn’t go against her word.


  “More importantly…Garnet, you’re not thinking that you can just drop out of the race mid-way, are you?”


  “…What are you talking about?”


  “Hmph, feigning innocence will only get you so far.”


  If Garnet really didn’t know what Rufa was speaking of, then she would have surely not come chasing after him like this. And as her best friend, Rufa could easily see through the facade garnet put up.


  “Now, Alba-sama, it is time for the true final battle!”


  The maiden in love, who didn’t become an Empress or a Hero, ran after her beloved beneath the blue sky.


  Their adventure may have ended, but their stories will continue. Someday, somewhere.
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