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  Foreword


   


  WHO CAN PROVE THAT THE LABYRINTH WAS right here? That was the question that began my investigations.


  The abenteurers of the world would surely point to the ground below them. “Obviously, it’s right here, beneath Filburn.” And yes, it really did seem that way. As abenteurers, we instinctually believe that the labyrinth is divided into floors that stretched beneath the earth.


  But I’d like us to consider this question objectively for a moment. Can we actually prove that?


  I’m sure that question inspired some panic in you, and I praise those of you who could respond by asking “Well, how can you prove that the second floor comes after the first?” One must be accustomed to arguing to argue. You need the keys to open the doors of doubt and the ability to make plans based on logical leaps. I’m sure those of you who are familiar with scientific discoveries know that in this case, those keys are the law of continuity.


  When we consider the space that connects one floor to the next, there is no gap that separates each miniscule unit. Anything can be used to prove continuity, and as we humans have yet to formularize space, temperature or air pressure can aptly serve this purpose. In general, we can say that continuity exists when the minute changes between observable points happen fluidly.1


  With normal structures, it’s stairs that prove the continuity between the first floor and the second. We can easily see that they serve as the link that joins one floor to the next, and if you were to graph the changes in temperature, it would clearly indicate continuity. Thus, it is obvious that the second floor sits above the first, and it would be strange to ask for proof of this.


  So, let us once again return to the original question. When considering this analogy, what proves the continuity between the first floor of the labyrinth and the second? Does the labyrinth have stairs, or pathways that can be considered to serve the same purpose?


  Quite simply, it doesn’t. The first floor and the second are not adjoined. All that connects them are the teleportation circles, which are also what serve as the crux of this chaotic mystery.


  As all abenteurers know instinctively, there is nothing continuous about the space you occupy before and after you step on a teleportation circle. Not only does the scenery change, but so does the temperature and air pressure. I’m sure every abenteurer vividly remembers the glorious, uncomfortable feeling of having their eardrums pop due to the different air pressure when they stepped on a teleportation circle during their very first labyrinth dive. In other words, we mistakenly believe that the labyrinth consists of floors continuing below us despite the fact we’ve all directly experienced the lack of continuity between them via the teleportation circles.


  Now that you’re aware of this, I’m sure you’ve realized that this perception itself is unnatural. Why are we so convinced the labyrinth extends as floors that head deeper and deeper below the earth?


  If I had to conjecture, it’s likely because the first floor of the labyrinth sits in the basement of the Abenteurers’ Guild, and the ancient runes2 state that the teleportation circle there takes you to the second. It’s simple to assume that if you need to head belowground to reach the first floor, then the second must be there too. However, that constitutes determining the laws that define all pages of a book through predictions based solely on the first. Perhaps one’s instincts might naturally infer via the process of elimination that if the labyrinth is not shaped like a tower, then it must proceed underground.


  Assume. Conjecture. Predict. Determine. Process of elimination. Infer. Materials that argue for a floor-based structure of the labyrinth are oddly based on indirect perceptions that can hardly be considered evidence.


  This is where we discover a thread of contrivance, as if whoever left behind the ancient runes was purposefully trying to lead us to that hasty conclusion.


  Unfortunately, realizations alone do not lead to change. People lack the power to oppose this giant, gentle, yet aimless current, and I’m sure this is something my compatriots know well from experience.


  Thus, it is only those of us with the truest hearts of abenteurers who can defy it.


  But if the labyrinth is not below Filburn, then where is it? Where did whoever lead the populace astray choose to conceal it? The mysteries and the keys to solve them multiply with each step us abenteurers take. The monsters, fauna, and flora of the labyrinth—even its walls and ceiling—are brimming with the unknown!


  Analysis will be beyond difficult. As you all know, we cannot apply any of our known principles about magical devices to those found in the labyrinth. No fragments of our theories are close to explaining the teleportation circles, the crux of the mystery and the first of which was left for all the world to see.


  Are the Labyrinthians3 just so beyond our reach? While the overwhelming gap between our technologies leaves us mercilessly cornered at times, we fail to even react. We haven’t even been granted the capability to view their devices as black boxes and calculate inputs and outputs. 


  At this point, I am inclined to believe that their magic operates on a mysterious style completely separate from our own. For example…those found in fairy tales.


  My apologies, as I can easily imagine your disappointment in the fact that my writings on science and technology have led to the world of fantasy. My younger self would have been furious.


  However, we mustn’t be mistaken. Logic, fallibility, and duplicability are just processes. They’re simply conditions that must be fulfilled when searching for truth.


  The key to science lies elsewhere. Science is not merely the ideas meant to defend something or someone—often yourself—and to be used as a tool to enlighten others. The crux of it lies in believing in your hypotheses without bending the truth in illogical stubbornness. That is what’s truly important.


  Let me ask you directly: Do you all remember this? Was it logic that justified your ideas, refined and polished by your education as you grew into adulthood? I think not, and I’m certain you all would think the same. The logical threads come later, and it’s then that you confirm your beliefs. Then, someone comes along to challenge those ideas.


  But what carried you that far? What led you to defy the gigantic, gentle, yet detestable natural flow? I ask that you look into your heart and consider these questions. There must be something—a fervent passion that drives you forward that resonates with no one but you.


  Certainly, that is the correct temperament for a scientist.


  To my readers with love, 


  Dr. Heynckes


  Chapter 1:
Dizzying Speeds


   


  I LEANED AGAINST THE ELEVATED HEADBOARD of my bed as I flipped through magazine pages. I hadn’t expected to receive an issue of Labyrinth Freak while I was still hospitalized, but Camilla had told me I could ask for anything. So, I gave it a shot. While it took her a while to find a copy, the magazine eventually dropped into my lap faster than I could believe.


  Labyrinth Freak was an infrequently self-published and self-proclaimed research magazine that lined the shelves of the used bookstores of Filburn. Both the publishers and distribution routes were shrouded in mystery; the only information revealed to readers were the pen names of the contributors. However, the articles were quite developed, garnering them a dedicated base of fanatical readers.


  The Abenteurers’ Guild had its own research magazine for labyrinth-related studies. But because it was official, it took time for their articles to be peer reviewed—and any that had little to do with labyrinth dives tended to have their publishing dates postponed. Labyrinth Freak filled this gap; it offered unrecognized yet pioneering research that occasionally touched upon innovative theories that weren’t officially published until years later. This brought them droves of readers. 


  Not that there were many abenteurers interested in this sort of stuff. When I was still with Drachenflügel, nobody wanted to learn about the mysteries of the labyrinth. While I did some research of my own as a hobby, that lessened once I got busier and forced me to focus on applicable studies only.


  But what about Nachtlibelle? I felt like some of them might be interested.


  “Wim?”


  How long had it been since I last got to sit down and just read? I had always been a fan of books, and since I didn’t have any friends, I used to spend my time reading picture books, novels, reference books, and dictionaries in the church library when I was little. There was even a time when my secret goal in life was to read the entirety of the Encyclopedia Britannica.


  However, I hadn’t been reading at all lately. Before I got kicked out of Drachenflügel, I was working desperately just to stay in. Every day had been such a whirlwind after I joined Nachtlibelle that I just didn’t have the time.


  Things would be different now: Nachtlibelle provided more than enough compensation for me to take some time off, so I would get to relax for at least a little bit. With that being the case, maybe I could even get back to working on my research and articles.


  “The commander is here to see you, Wim.”


  I couldn’t help but think somewhat vainly that this magazine made for a calming read. The contents were obviously excellent, but the fact that the articles hadn’t been thoroughly peer-reviewed gave them a rough quality. There were traces of personal ideas that would have been deleted when properly edited. While these were supposed to be objective, argumental papers, I found myself empathizing with the contents.


  The articles written by Dr. Heynckes, the scholar at the forefront of the magazine, were particularly brilliant. For some reason, his name was completely absent from official literature, but it was obvious that many researchers had taken to his ideas, given the fact that his theories were discussions among intellectuals, not to mention their infatuation with the new horizons…


  “Boy.”


  “Huh?!” A strong pat on my back brought me back to reality. I lifted my head.


  “You’ve got some guts on you if you’re willing to ignore me! Aha ha ha!” Looking down on me was a scowling nurse and Camilla, her cheeks twitching.


  Oh, this was bad. I hadn’t heard them at all! “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry! So, so, so, so sorry!”


  As I desperately apologized, Camilla relaxed her cheeks. “I’m only joking, but I apologize for interrupting your reading.” She turned her head. “I’ve brought a guest with me. I assume you wouldn’t mind coming to the drawing room?”


  “Sure. But I’d appreciate it if we kept the visit short.”


  “Understood.”


  Huh? She wasn’t mad?


  “This is an urgent guest, boy. Can you make it to the first floor?”


  “Oh… Yes, I can. Of course.” I accepted a crutch from the nurse and got out of bed. First, I lowered my legs and could feel the blood rush from my head and into my feet. Once they had calmed down, I then felt the blood rise back up to my brain.


  Camilla helped me walk, lightly supporting my shoulders.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Y-yes, thank you.”


  I was in a pretty pathetic state for an abenteurer, but even this was an improvement. I had pushed my body to its limits during our fight with the boss on the ninety-eighth floor. Us support casters were barely any stronger than the average human. When we had buffs cast on us continuously, calculation errors meant we rapidly accumulated damage no matter how efficient those spells were. It wasn’t a matter of all or nothing, but the doctor had made it pretty clear this was a trick I needed to use sparingly.
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  With the crutch in my right hand and my left shoulder supported by Camilla, I made it down the stairs, which really drove the doctor’s words home. That miracle wasn’t a feat I could manage infinitely.


  “Um, Camilla? Who is this guest?”


  “Well, he’s been begging to meet with you ever since we reported defeating that boss, but…” She shortened her stride. While lending me her shoulder so I could easily make it down the stairs didn’t seem to cause her any effort, she still seemed to have a hard time getting her words out. “You were still unconscious, and I was rather certain you’d lose your nerve, so I did my best to keep it a secret until the time was right, but…he’s grown impatient.”


  There was someone that even Camilla couldn’t turn down? 


  “It’s the Guild Master who wishes to meet with you.”


  In the drawing room on the first floor of the hospital, I sat across from the Guild Master. His name was Gotthelf Knochenhauer, a legendary abenteurer who once trailblazed labyrinth exploration, armed with a giant war hammer. There was no abenteurer in the world who didn’t know his name, and he served as a symbol for all of us. Naturally, I knew about him, too.


  He made many public appearances. Being incredibly large in both height and width, he really stood out from the crowd. The two-seater sofa in the drawing room wasn’t enough to contain him—the man across from me seemed to be hunched over.


  As odd as it sounded, given his huge frame, his occupation was that of priest. In fact, the increase in physical abilities priests were granted paled only to the warrior occupation, and made them much stronger than mages or support casters. Because of this, Gotthelf had a combative force that exceeded all but a warrior’s strength with self-healing magic. This gave him unparalleled stamina in battle and brought forth the “warrior-priest” class that, until then, had only been an armchair theory.


  He was Gotthelf the Diamond, and he was terrifying. Damn was he scary. I could feel an aura multiple times more overwhelming than even Camilla’s crushing me from all sides.


  “Wim Strauss. Can I call you Wim?” His neck was so thick it looked like he could swallow my head whole, and I could see his Adam’s apple jut out and vibrate along with his low, deep voice. The sound of it rattled in my chest.


  “Y…” I couldn’t speak! I wanted to tell him that if he had business with me, we could do it via correspondence on paper, but I knew I couldn’t. To an ordinary abenteurer like me, the Guild Master was as out of reach as the clouds in the sky. He had gone out of his way to come visit me, which meant I couldn’t turn him down.


  “U-um…”


  “Aha ha ha! I heard you were a quiet one but loosen up! I’m not here to attack you.” His giant frame vibrated as he laughed; I could feel it all the way over from where I was sitting. I could tell he was trying to be nice, so I did my best not to lose my nerve. “I’ve come to congratulate you on defeating a boss and extend my thanks. That’s all! Though there’s something I hope to confirm with you as well.”


  “Um, th-thank you.”


  The Guild Master spread out his gigantic hands as he spoke. “We have now conquered the ninety-eighth floor and opened the door to the next! I am sure all our abenteurers can now head into the labyrinth with new hopes and dreams. This marks truly dramatic progress.” His old eyes glistened as they stared right at me. “It’s only natural I’d come to visit the distinguished individual who defeated the boss all by himself. You have truly accomplished something great.”


  By myself? “Um, what do you mean, by myself? Nachtlibelle defeated the boss as a party.”


  The Guild Master’s eyes flew open as he laughed. “Aha ha ha! You really are exactly the man Camilla said you were!” He was laughing so hard he slapped his knee, and the force caused the floor to creak. “If you succeeded at inducing a form shift and fought alone afterward, then of course you defeated it by yourself! Camilla submitted a report supporting the claim, and the rest of Nachtlibelle is in agreement. All that’s left is for you to admit what you’ve accomplished to yourself.”


  “But, um, I don’t feel like that’s really, um…”


  “It’s a perfectly fair appraisal of your achievements. Thus, you will be attending the awards ceremony of the next Expedition Celebration, as well as be receiving a monetary award for your efforts.”


  The phrase “Expedition Celebration” had me gulping down my spit. It was the largest of festivals held in Filburn, meant to commemorate that the way to a new floor had been opened and bestow the greatest of honors on the abenteurers who cleared the way.


  That’s right. I was so far removed from these ceremonies that I had completely forgotten about them, but defeating a boss was a great feat deserving of celebration.


  “It’s a bit of a unique situation. As the ninety-seventh floor has only just been conquered, we’ll be celebrating overcoming both floors. I’m sure it will be the greatest Expedition Celebration in the history of Filburn! Let your expectations run wild, as I’m sure it will live up to them!”


  That was enough to get me dreaming. Ugh, I can’t think rationally anymore. My next step is to confirm what the Guild Master said about the report with Camilla…and have her amend what needs changing, and…


  “This is a unique situation, Wim. Truly unique.” The Guild Master’s tone suddenly shifted as I tried to get my dim-witted brain running. The shift was subtle, but his jovial voice clearly turned serious. “Not only had four years passed since a boss was last defeated, but the ninety-seventh’s was defeated by Drachenflügel, a four-man party. Then only months later, the boss on the ninety-eighth floor was vanquished, and by one abenteurer alone—the same that had just been banished from Drachenflügel.”


  I immediately knew this was what he had really come here to discuss.


  “It’d be harder not to be suspicious, Wim.” His eyes and his glare were sharp, antithetical to his image as a joyful giant. As I remained silent, the man continued. “It’s common knowledge in Filburn that Drachenflügel was the one who vanquished the boss commonly known as the Giant Alligator on the ninety-seventh floor, but I’m sure you’re aware that the guild has yet to recognize their feat.”


  I was. At least, I had heard so in passing. However, I was clueless when it came to the details, and I had only assumed that it was due to issues at the guild’s end. “Isn’t that just because you’re still in the process of investigating?”


  “It’s because we have abandoned the investigation,” he brazenly announced, his expression unchanged. I couldn’t pick up on any emotion from him. What did he want from me?


  “Um… May I ask why? We submitted the necessary part we recovered from the boss, and I don’t think I made any mistakes with the paperwork.”


  “Of course you didn’t. Your documents were written to perfection, Wim. You’re famous among our office personnel. Your reports are clear, there are no contradictions, and you even include tables of contents! They can see you’re familiar with how tiresome dealing with documents can be. Abenteurers tend to be ruffians, and us at the guild are often at a loss as to how we can get them to submit their paperwork properly.”


  “Oh, um… Heh heh heh! I’m just glad I haven’t caused anyone any trouble.” 


  Is he praising me? There’s no way. “Then why…?”


  “According to the report, the four abenteurers Chronos, Nikola, Mehlis, and Wim faced off against the Giant Alligator. They were prepared to die in the process and succeeded in ushering it to change form. However, all three abenteurers besides yourself ran out of stamina right before the finishing blow, which you landed to vanquish the beast. You rescued the other three and escaped the labyrinth. At least, that’s the story from what I remember. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  Yup, there were no problems there. That was the story we had decided to go with. Everyone made it implicitly clear that was the story they wanted, just as they always did. More than anything, that was the story I wanted.


  The entirety of Drachenflügel had participated in that labyrinth dive, and if word spread that I had defeated the boss alone, it wouldn’t reflect well on the rest of them. We had never really spent the time to make sure we had set our story straight, though we practically had. This was just one of the many secrets of the labyrinth, and as long as the report we submitted to the guild and our testimonies were aligned, nobody could push us on the matter.


  “But you see, I had one of my men disguise himself as a reporter and do some digging. After you left, the story changed. Now, they all say it was Chronos who landed the finishing blow.”


  Oh. That made sense. This was Chronos, after all. “Chronos is an abenteurer, so he’d naturally embellish the story just like any other. Um, what’s important is the report and the evidence that proves we defeated the boss, right? I’m not sure if what we tell reporters should really be taken into consideration…”


  But what is with the guild? Why would they go out of their way to do this? What do they want?


  “It is childish to assume something must be correct only because it is consistent and delivered via the correct pathways. There is clearly something at odds here! Perhaps Chronos is quick on his feet, but he is somewhat lacking when it comes to maturity.” The Guild Master’s intense stare bore right into me.


  “Um, Guild Master?” I just didn’t get it. “What do you want from me?” I timidly croaked out.


  He answered, though it seemed like he had to stifle some laughter. “Wim, the labyrinth goes beyond all understanding, yet us abenteurers still dive inside to risk our lives and chase our dreams. In most cases, we’re not properly repaid for our efforts.” I had seen this expression before, during ceremonies. This was the face of a man reciting a speech. “And so, those of us who see them off on their journeys must at least provide just payment. Not to mention, vanquishing a boss is the greatest honor of them all! It would be a sin to overlook such a commonplace lie.” He turned to me. “Wim, you have the right to recover your honor.”


  I finally caught on. Gotthelf was a just man who followed his beliefs. The guild must place great importance in defeating a boss, and it was perfectly sensible to view this as both the right thing to do and a preventative measure. He was saying that his morals aligned with his organization, and that he was my ally beyond the rules.


  I was happy. I always had my eyes trained on the floor and always held myself back. However, hearing such words from someone so powerful made all that feel worth it. Warmth spread through my chest. There was someone watching over me—someone who told me that what I had always felt was unjust was. 


  Suddenly, my true feelings came rushing back to me, and my whole heart began screaming. Actually, I want him to stop.


  “I only left the party after Drachenflügel defeated the boss. Nachtlibelle takes good care of me, and everyone’s recognized my skills now that we conquered the ninety-eighth floor.” I didn’t want to think about the past. Deep inside, I didn’t even hope that I would be recognized for this. “So, what’s the problem?”


  Even I was shocked at how cold I sounded. Suddenly, I came back to my senses. “Oh, my apologies! I wasn’t trying to be mean, it’s just, um, what’s in the report is the truth, so there’s just nothing else that can really be said.”


  “Understood.” There was something purposeful about the way the Guild Master scowled, stood, and headed for the door. “But you will still be participating in the Expedition Celebration. At least accept the honor of having conquered the ninety-eighth.”


  “Are you done?”


  “I am.” I stepped out of the hospital to see Camilla, who had been waiting for me.


  “What did you think of him, Guild Master?”


  I had told her countless times that us standing together attracted too much attention, but she wasn’t the sort to care about such things.


  “I don’t know. I couldn’t crack him.” Having been the serving Guild Master for years, I was confident in my ability to read others. But Wim Strauss was a man I just couldn’t make heads or tails of. “Does he understand that he vanquished a boss, Camilla?”


  “He’s a clever kid. I’m sure he understands the situation, at least in principle.”


  “Maybe, but…”


  Defeating a boss alone was preposterous. Camilla and the entirety of Nachtlibelle having fallen victim to the same delusion seemed more plausible. However, given the evidence, testimonies, and Camilla’s record, there was no doubting it. If Wim had been a wise giant of a man, I may not have been so surprised, but nothing about the kid made him seem like a warrior. The truly strong had an air about them you could feel on your skin. I doubted I could even recognize the boy if I saw him on the street.


  “I just don’t understand. He lacks the presence, at the very least.”


  “Yet I’m certain he could kill either of us if an instant if he really tried.”


  “Didn’t seem like it to me.”


  “You’d understand if you spent some time with him. There’s no salary that’s enough to give proper compensation to his contributions.”


  “You really like him, huh?”


  “Of course. I’ll prove his worth to you someday.” The look in her eyes was one of confidence. I had almost never seen her so obsessed with anyone before. It only seemed odder considering how little presence the boy seemed to have when I met with him.


  Maybe that was only natural. It normally took years to defeat a boss, but the kid had managed it alone. Perhaps that was just the strength of his abilities.


  I myself needed to dedicate everything. This was no time to say I couldn’t crack the nut, but that only spoke to how much I wished for an explanation for all this strangeness. I could see anguish in the eyes of the woman who had taken such a liking to the boy, which meant it couldn’t be easy to see through the walls around him. I knew the power he could unleash couldn’t be dismissed as normal.


  If there was one thing I was able to glean from the kid, it came from his last words: “So, what’s the problem?” It was as if I had glimpsed at what lay below his mediocre aura. It was akin to rejection, as if the logic he operated on was different from ours.


  Thinking back on it, both his words and actions seemed superficial. Had the kid actually been listening to me?


   


  ***


   


  During my hospital stay, I had time to read for leisure after I regained consciousness. Now that my wounds were healing, and all I needed to do was recover, the ban on visitors had been lifted—which meant the end of my free time.


  “Wim!” It was Abel who had come to visit me today. “I brought you a change of clothes.”


  “Th-thanks.”


  “Is there anything else you need?”


  “I-I’m fine. In fact, the gifts are starting to be too much.”


  My bed was positioned in the middle of the hospital room, with a stool for my visitors between my bed and the door. On the opposite side, the space between my bed and the window was stacked high with gifts.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “U-um, pretty good. Thanks for everything.”


  “Thank goodness!”


  Abel came to visit almost every day. The young captain of the shield unit should have been busier, but he had apparently nominated himself to be my caretaker too.


  “I know I’ve made it plenty clear already, but you really do have my gratitude, Wim. You’re my savior.” For some reason, he seemed to really like me. He gave me a similar compliment every single time he came to visit. “My apologies, as I’m really not good at being formal… However, you were so cool back there, Wim.”


  “Th-thanks. Aha ha ha…”


  My next visitors were from the rearguard and Enemy Detection Team.


  “How do you feel, Wim?”


  “Almost back to usual. Thanks for asking.”


  “You’ve gotten the color back in your face too! It’s looking softer and fuller than it did last week!”


  “Aha ha ha… I hope that’s true.”


  This was Simon and—wait, what’s her name? I can’t remember. Crap. Better to talk around it.


  Hers wasn’t the only name I had forgotten. Easily over thirty people had already come to see me, and there were plenty I couldn’t put a name and face to.


  Actually, that wasn’t a very good excuse. I was always bad with names, but this was going to get in the way of our next labyrinth dive, at this rate.


  I needed to put in some effort and seem friendly, at the very least. “Um… Thank you, everyone. I know you’re all busy, but your visits really do cheer me up.” 


  “I brought you some flowers. These are a new breed of lilies, and apparently their scent is known to have a calming effect.”


  “Thank you. Um, if you could pile the flowers over there, the nurse will come and give them some water…”


  “These are olives grown in my hometown! They’re pickled in vinegar, so they’ll last for a while.”


  “Th-thanks. I’ll be sure to eat them.”


  “I brought you a novel that recently went on sale, since I heard you were a big reader!”


  “Y-yeah, thanks. I’ll definitely read it.”


  Just like that, all the gifts became a mountain. Given the sheer volume, I highly doubted I could get through them all.


  Maybe the sort of people who were used to this kind of thing would have been able to say something like, “Then let’s go ahead and eat together!” But I definitely couldn’t, so I waited for the gift-giver to go home before taking my first bites. I had a feeling I would eventually be throwing a lot of this away, bowing in apology to nothing but thin air.


  Maybe there was someone who would secretly eat them with me? I didn’t have any friends, but there was just one person I could think of who fit the bill. 


  Which reminded me, Heidemarie hadn’t come to visit me yet.


  I shook my head. I knew it was weird to expect her to visit me, and yet I had. It was embarrassing. I mean, she was one of the chosen who had been granted the title of elder! Not only had she been labyrinth diving with Nachtlibelle as the captain of their rearguard since she was young, but she was also doing magical research the nation assigned to her via the Elder Association. She would sometimes hang out with me just because we were from the same hometown, but she wasn’t a person who had the time to bother with someone like me.


  With that thought, I once again resolved to handle the pile of gifts on my own.


  The frequent visits continued. Nachtlibelle was a huge party with over a hundred members—apparently over a thousand, if you included their sister organization. Considering I had saved everyone during our last large-scale expedition, some of the members’ families and significant others even came to thank me.


  Apparently, Camilla was still turning more away. However, since some among them were relatives who insisted on meeting me, I personally couldn’t turn them down. 


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Gereon, the commander of Nachtlibelle’s sister organization, Rebellenlarven.”


  “O-oh, right. It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.”


  “Given your amazing contributions, I was insistent that I extend our gratitude as a representative of Nachtlibelle’s suborganization…”


  Maybe it sounded kind of mean, but there was something gloomy about the guy—unsettling, actually. He had a habit of looking at his feet, and even though we were talking directly, it felt like there was a wall separating us.


  Despite that, I felt oddly relaxed with him. The fact that he wasn’t too friendly on our first meeting made me feel like I didn’t have to panic.


  “However, it was only recently I was granted the privilege of being Rebellenlarven’s commander. Fweh, heh heh heh heh!”


  Yup, I really felt at ease with this guy. He definitely didn’t have any friends.


  “As trifling as this gift may seem, I do hope you will accept it.”


  “Th-thank you. Sorry, but, um…could you put it over by the window?”


  “Certainly. Then place it there I shall.” Gereon, with his back slouched, walked over to the window and placed the small parcel nearby. “Jeepers! My dearest apologies, but may I?!”


  “Huh?” I was thrown off guard by his sudden shift in tone.


  “I-I do believe this is Labyrinth Freak!” He was looking at the magazine to my left. “To think I’d find myself a compatriot here! To think the Wim Strauss was one of us! Dearest me!”


  Compatriot? “Oh, um… Do you like it too, Gereon?”


  “Why, I read every single volume! Oh, my dearest apologies, I’m actually such a fanatic that I’m one of its contributors!”


  Well, I wasn’t expecting that. This was my first time encountering another fan of Labyrinth Freak, much less a contributor.


  Wh-whoa. I was really happy, though I wasn’t sure how to express it. Of course, I was probably supposed to talk about the magazine, but when I tried to say something, I had no idea what was interesting or relatable to Gereon. I mean, why did I even like this magazine in the first place? What was this magazine to me? Would other readers feel the same? Wasn’t what I enjoyed about this magazine just an expression of vanity? Wait, there was something self-conceited in liking anything. 


  Huh? What does “interesting” even mean? 


  Gereon could see my panic, so he smiled and spoke first. “My contribution was published a year ago. The article was titled ‘A Theory on the Fluorescence that Paints Teleportation Circles.’”


  “Oh, right! I remember! There was no previous research, so you could follow without having to read anything else, and, um…” I had read the article before and even liked it. This was my salvation, it inspired me to put some effort into the conversation. “…It was really interesting.”


  Not like I could manage a tasteful appraisal anyway.


  However, Gereon responded happily anyway, which calmed me down. “Fweh, heh heh heh heh! Oh, how that makes me glad! I’ve been continuing that research, and I’m hoping to contribute again soon! I truly, indubitably hope you’ll peruse it when that day comes…” 


  “Um, o-of course. Oh, if I can manage to get my hands on a copy, that is.”


  “Don’t you fret! Now that I know you are a compatriot, I shall bring you one myself.”


  “H-huh?! R-really? You’re okay with that?”


  That really made my day. Labyrinth Freak was always hard to find, which made it a bit troublesome to read, even though I really did enjoy doing so.


  “Certainly! I actually have a personal, special intermediary, who… Eek! In that case…”


  “Huh?”


  “Hmm… But may I truly divulge this? Wait just a moment, Sir Strauss.” He suddenly fell silent. “My dearest apologies for testing you, but I hear you’ve taken to writing some articles of your own. Is this true?”


  “Y-yeah, but it’s been over six months or maybe even a year since I’ve written anything. Though I am hoping to resume once things settle down a bit.”


  “I do indeed see. Yes, I suppose all our compatriots are of similar sorts. My apologies. I shall divulge.” He put the fingers on his hand together and covered the top of his mouth, his voice falling to a whisper. “As a matter of fact, I happen to be involved in the editing of Labyrinth Freak.”


  “Huh?”


  “Oh! Only as a hobby, of course, and not at all related to my work with Rebellenlarven. I’ve been allowed into the club that evolved from the mother organization that first decided to self-publish the magazine.”


  Well, that was a shock. Really? This conversation was moving so fast I couldn’t help but have some doubts. 


  Gereon must have noticed, because he said, “My dearest apologies. We’ve only just gotten acquainted, but here I go blabbering! But it’s not every day you get a chance like this, no sirree. I extend my invitation to you to join our circle. If you’re interested, of course.” Gereon spouted an apology as he began to rummage through his bag. Apparently, he didn’t keep his things in proper order. I could even see stuff jutting out of its sides. “Oh, here it is! If you will.”


  He handed me a business card. Gereon’s name was on the front, while the back was imprinted with golden letters that occasionally disappeared, depending on the angle of the light.


  “We can’t just put our location on the maps, after all! As impractical as it may be, do follow the directions written there whenever you get the urge to join us. We’ll be waiting for you sometime on someday.”


  “Right.”


  His ballooning excitement tapered off until he deflated back into the quiet, gloomy man that had been my first impression of him. I had been feeling a sense of déjà vu since the moment we met, but then I was certain. This guy was me, we were of the same breed! Once that thought sank in, I realized the sense of familiarity I had been feeling was genuine.


  “Oh, but do keep this from Commander Camilla’s ears. As I’ve now given you a proper greeting, I bid you farewell.” With that, Gereon snuck out of the hospital room, with the same gloomy expression on his face.


  It was already evening by the time I got through all the visits. I had planned on doing some reading since there was still a few hours until nightfall, but I didn’t have the energy anymore. 


  I collapsed back onto my bed with a sigh and tried to clear my head, but the faces of everyone I had met today kept swirling around my mind. There was Abel, the guys from the Enemy Detection Team led by Simon, and even some members from the rearguard. Then, there was Gereon.


  “I wasn’t expecting to find someone like him.”


  The members of Nachtlibelle were the flashy type, and I was convinced that I wouldn’t be able to find anyone like me. But surprisingly, there was a party deeply connected to Nachtlibelle that had people like Gereon.


  It all felt…so transient. My standing was changing at dizzying speeds. People flocked to me; my status elevated while all I could do was watch on with blank amazement. It was only recently that I was kicked out of Drachenflügel and left at a complete loss. Now there were plenty of people who wanted to visit me; they even proved they thought higher of me than themselves by how respectfully they spoke!


  Was I…happy? Something uncomfortable swelled up inside me, like oncoming hubris. I was half hoping others would justify this feeling, half assured they would. Is this what it felt like to be promoted? Was this the pleasure that came from accomplishing great feats? I had only been familiar with these ideas as concepts, but now I understood them like an empty vessel finally beginning to fill.


  I wish I sought this feeling back when I was still in Drachenflügel. But at the same time, it felt mentally draining.


  I just wanted to do some reading.


  I took hold of my trusty machete and gave it a swing. As the tip of the blade danced in the air, I repositioned it so that the handle was beside my face and thrust it forward. Then, I took two paces backward and repositioned the blade before I made a few spins and leaped into the air.


  “I can’t believe it.”


  I guessed from the doctor’s reaction that I must have been in good shape. It had taken a lot of effort to convince the doctor to let me move around in the courtyard like this—in fact, my back had actually been broken until recently. For the first two weeks after regaining consciousness, I spent my days eating and sleeping. Though after starting my rehabilitation process yesterday, I had already made amazing progress.


  “Um, what do you think, doctor?”


  “If you can move like this, then I don’t have much reason to stop you.” 


  All right! 


  “You’re really not in any pain?”


  “No, of course not.”


  This was a hospital at the forefront of Filburn’s technology, filled with the most skilled of priests. My medical bill was crazy expensive, and with Nachtlibelle shouldering those costs, I couldn’t spend too much time here—though I also just wanted to be discharged quickly.


  I tried a more heavy-handed move, which I managed to pull off well.


  “No gritting and bearing the pain, you hear?” said the doctor, staring into my eyes. “You don’t seem to have cast any buffs on yourself…not that I would be able to tell if you were truly trying to hide it.”


  “I-I would never try to fool you!” I really hadn’t been casting any buffs, my body was actually healing just fine.


  “I’ll take your word for it, then. But you’ll still be going through a thorough examination before we can discharge you.”


  Once the receptionist saw me off and I stepped outside from the hospital’s foyer, I found Camilla waiting for me. After seeing her once again, I realized she really did stand out. She just had a presence about her. She would look perfectly at home both swarmed by townsfolks and out in nature with a meadow behind her, like a statue.


  However, there was something else about her today that caught my eye—she was dressed casually. The Camilla was dressed casually. She wasn’t wearing the type of dirndl that the average woman in town wore—for example, the waitresses at the taverns—but a white shirt and a pair of leather trousers clearly meant for the biggest of men. She was always in simple armor even in her office, so it felt incredibly weird seeing her like this.


  “Hi there, boy.”


  “Hello. Um, I’m sorry. You didn’t have to come all the way here just to take me home.”


  “Don’t worry about it. We at Nachtlibelle are still looking for a proper way to thank you.”


  “Aha ha ha…” I had already sensed as much while I was in the hospital, but Nachtlibelle was really heavy-handed about this sort of thing. Asking to be discharged early had been the right call.


  “I am aware it’s rare to see me in such attire, boy, but it’s embarrassing to be stared at like this.”


  “Ah! N-no! It’s not that it’s rare! It just suits you well!”


  “Well, it doesn’t feel quite right to me, either, but it’s better than wearing women’s dress!” she said, chuckling. I wasn’t sure how to respond. She was probably being self-deprecating, but she didn’t really seem to be bothered. There was nothing to praise her for, either.


  “Um, you’re always dressed in armor, but, um…”


  “Hmm? Oh, you’re right. I’ve worn nothing but armor for the past few years, but yesterday, the doctor told me I needed to wear lighter clothes while I recovered. Somehow, I managed to find some clothes that would fit my frame.”


  “I see.” At least, that’s what I said, but I didn’t actually fully understand what she said. What did she mean, she always wore armor? What did she wear to bed, then? Nothing? Would she sleep naked? I imagined the sort of scene an artist would be tempted to sketch.


  After a “Let’s get going,” we started walking. The hospital was outside of town, and I took the time to gaze at the trees, preserved by nature, that lined the town road. The relaxing afternoon air felt nice on my skin.


  “Your unaffiliation period is almost over. Have you considered joining us?” Camilla suddenly asked. I was expecting this question, considering the commander came to walk me home. I was a temporary member, but wasn’t officially recognized. Once my unaffiliation period was over, I would immediately be faced with the decision of whether I wanted to become an official member or not.


  “I’m sure other parties will try to entice you with pricey salaries. Ten thousand marks a month is the minimum of what you’ll be offered. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were even offered fifteen.”


  She has to be joking, right? That amounted to the expenses of a large-scale survey for a bigger party and was more than enough for the average man to live off. However, she looked serious. This didn’t seem like something I could blow off or worm my way out of with a laugh.


  “Nachtlibelle will be starting your offer at twenty thousand and increasing that by a thousand with every offer you get that exceeds ours. In fact, I’ll even allow you to name your price.”


  “Aren’t you being a bit too generous? Of course, I’m glad you think so highly of me, but…”


  “Your contributions so far have already been more than enough.”


  “Um, I’m, uh, proud of my accomplishments, too. But the results we had during our last dive were just a fluke, so I’d understand if you wanted to offer me a one-time bonus, but…I don’t really think it’s sensible to offer me such a high salary for so long. Or, you know! Aha ha ha…”


  “It’s quite daring of you to maintain that attitude after defeating a boss.” 


  Camilla didn’t seem to be joking at all, which left me at a loss as to how to react. Sure, it was just a fluke, but I actually did defeat a boss. Did that make her correct? I felt like it did, but this was me we were talking about. There was no way I could live up to her expectations, though I really was glad she thought so highly of me.


  “You don’t need to decide immediately, but you’re now an asset for the entirety of Filburn, and we will not try to corral you in unfairly. However, I can promise that Nachtlibelle will give you the best offer.”


  Camilla’s seriousness and the ridiculous amount of money she was offering me just didn’t seem real. I struggled to find an answer.


  “Well, there’s no need to rush your decision. You can stay in our guesthouse for a while longer, but come to me as soon as you’ve decided.”


  “Sure.” I was relieved to be granted some extra time.


  “Perhaps I’m being excessively concerned, but I must warn you about one of the parties that I’m sure will soon be coming to meet you.”


  “What about them?”


  She took a breath. “Specifically, one that deals with black maps. The dark side of Filburn—the scum of this town—may try to get you on their side. The reason I came to greet you at the hospital was to prevent them from speaking to you one-on-one.”


  “Black maps?” 


  Obviously, I was familiar with the term, as it was one of the first things the guild taught new abenteurers about. Quite honestly, it wasn’t too hard to map the labyrinth if you don’t aim to defeat the boss and focus on thoroughly investigating the floor instead. You simply had to find disposable personnel and forcibly cast transmission magic on them. Then, you sent them far off into the labyrinth and mapped the intel they transmitted back. Of course, this was all predicated on the fact that these people would never be returning home. Nine times out of ten, they would be attacked and killed by monsters. “Black maps” was the term used to describe intel gained through these means.


  It was inhumane and a waste of human resources, so the Abenteurers’ Guild strictly prohibited the creation and sale of these maps. However, given their usefulness and the funds you could bring in by selling them, it was hard to completely nip them in the bud. It was one of the most prominent crimes in Filburn. 


  “They also deal with illegal drugs, have slave contracts that operate on legal loopholes, and are involved with the completely illegal human trafficking operations of Ausländers. Filburn is a large city, but the ringleader of these evil operations is a single party.” Camilla’s expression was bitter. “Have you ever heard of Minerva Achaea?” 


  “I don’t…think so?”


  “Hmm. Then you must have been on the straight and narrow. I’m relieved, though you would do well to remember that name. It’s a vast gathering of darkness you’re bound to see once you lift the veil.” It sounded like even speaking those words aloud was a struggle for her. “Listen, boy. The moment a party is pushed to its limits, or young abenteurers fall to hedonism, become victim to their own desires, or reveal their weaknesses, that’s when Minerva Achaea appears.”


  She was probably purposefully trying to sound impactful, but the force of her words had me gulping down my spit. Criminal activity like black maps felt far removed from me, but considering the Guild Master had just come to visit me recently, it was clear that I was becoming the center of some plots. Now that I had stepped into the world of conflicting interests, I had to prepare myself.


  Camilla’s eyes trained forward, and I followed her gaze. All that was there was a path that created a small, winding line toward the hill before us. No one was there.


  “I thought there was a chance someone from Minerva Achaea would try to intercept you on your way home from the hospital, but it appears that fear was unfounded.”


  I once again gulped loudly. In other words, Camilla came to protect me from Minerva Archaea. It sent shivers down my spine to know that there was a party out there that even Camilla was so wary of.


  Minerva Archaea. Just how frightening could they be?


  I better remember that name.


  Wings’ Side 3


   


  EXPANDING DRACHENFLÜGEL WAS GOING WELL. While we had yet to receive official recognition, no one could deny that we were an A-rank party. Once we asked for new members, people jumped at the opportunity.


  “What do you think, Nikola? The fifteenth girl seemed promising.”


  “Um, do you mean the red-haired warrior?”


  “Yup, that one.”


  “Hmm… I’m not sure. But she’s cute.”


  “Right? I’m not sure if she can fight, but she seemed cheery, and—”


  That’s when we suddenly heard that Nachtlibelle had conquered the ninety-eighth floor.


  “Hey, are you for real?”


  We had been enjoying a meal at a tavern and discussing our earlier interviews when two seemingly low-ranking abenteurers at the table behind us started to chat about it.


  “Oh, hey, Chronos.”


  “What are you talking about? Spill.”


  The two guys hesitated. What is it?


  “We don’t really know the details, but you heard that Nachtlibelle recently went on a large-scale survey, right? Apparently, they encountered the boss and vanquished it.”


  Huh? That was crazy talk, it was too soon! It had taken three years to defeat the boss on the ninety-seventh floor. There was no way they managed the same on a bigger, more difficult floor in just a few months.


  “Are you sure?”


  “You know how Nachtlibelle yells and shouts when they return home, right? They’re famous for it. Tons heard it, and apparently, they were saying they defeated the boss. They even submitted a report to the guild.”


  I couldn’t speak. We had struggled hard to defeat a boss, and yet a big party had done so like it was nothing. I couldn’t help but be pissed after hearing that party had been Nachtlibelle. That’s where he was. Yeah, he was still just a temporary member, but he had definitely participated in that large-scale survey, which meant he was about to be honored.


  Damn it! How had Wim managed to do so well?! This was impossible! That useless piece of crap should have been lost without me! So what if he was friends with one of the candidates to serve as Nachtlibelle’s next leader, that girl Heidemarie, the seventy-fourth elder?! How dirty could he be? I bet he went out there acting all calm and collected. This world was just too damn unfair!


  “The famed ‘silver-haired’ Camilla really is something, I guess. We better—”


  “Actually, it wasn’t her. It’s still just a rumor, but the real story is a lot stranger.” 


  “Strange how?”


  “Apparently, it wasn’t the ‘silver-haired’ Camilla or anyone actually in Nachtlibelle who defeated the boss, but an abenteurer who was just accompanying them.”


  “Huh? What do you mean? Was there another party with them?”


  “No, there wasn’t, but…” The guy was having trouble getting his words out.


  “Just spit it out!”


  “Um, apparently a temporary member defeated the boss all on his own.”


  “On his own…? What do you mean?”


  “Um, exactly what it sounds like…?”


  A temporary member? Of Nachtlibelle? And he defeated the boss all on his own? This is ridiculous! What the hell could this possible mean?! There’s no way someone could possibly…


  I shook his face out of my mind.


  “That’s impossible! Get real.”


  “Um… Chronos?”


  “How the hell could someone defeat a boss all on their own?! Don’t eff with me! Who the hell is spreading these lies?!”


  “Eek! I’m sorry!”


  “You better fix your story! That’s freaking impossible!”


  There was no way, there was absolutely no damn way. When we defeated the boss, we did so with so few members, and it seemed nearly impossible. But alone? Impossible.


  “Um… Why don’t you stop, Chronos?” Mehlis admonished. “Everyone’s staring at us.”


  I suddenly realized I had been yelling.


  “I’m sorry, Chronos. It’s just a rumor, and, um, we’re sorry!” The two bolted out of the tavern.


  I had let the blood rush to my head. That’s right, it was just a rumor, not fact. I needed to calm down. 


  “Sorry, guys,” I said with a laugh. “I let myself get carried away. My temper’s been pretty quick lately.” 


  I sat back down and shoveled more food into my mouth. However, the atmosphere around us remained unchanged. Everyone seemed vexed, but we shouldn’t have anything to worry about. There weren’t any problems here! We would soon be promoted to an A-rank party and receive both honor and a monetary award. That would give us some savings. We had plenty of time and money to rebuild our party.


  “Let’s just take things slow,” Nikola said, sounding quite calm. “If they conquered the floor so quickly, then there must be plenty left of it to explore.” 


  “She’s right, Chronos,” Sophia added. “We’re growing our members, so our first step is putting our party on the right track.” 


  “Yeah. You’re right…”


  Yup, they were right. But if Nachtlibelle had really conquered the ninety-eighth floor so quickly, it would mean that us conquering the ninety-seventh meant less. We would no longer be the party with the most recent accomplishments. It was like he was…


  “No, let’s head to the ninety-ninth floor. We’ve got tons of cash and manpower.”


  I wasn’t going to let that happen.


  Chapter 2:
The Pursuers


   


  ONCE IT SPREAD THAT WE HAD CONQUERED the ninety-eighth floor, Filburn was filled with a vigor I had never seen before. Any abenteurer’s greatest fear when diving into the newest frontiers of the labyrinth was encountering the floor’s boss. Now that it had been defeated so early, the other parties could survey the many unexplored areas of the floor without worry. It was a great opportunity for them.


  Once the guild officially recognizes that the ninety-eighth floor’s boss has been defeated, the vigor that currently filled Filburn would grow. And at the center of this whirlwind would undoubtedly be my Wim. While it was still just a rumor, the man who defeated the boss had drawn tons of attention.


  Things would have been different if we were still in the middle of a labyrinth dive. All of Nachtlibelle was currently resting and recovering from our wounds, and this served as the perfect opportunity for people to try to call dibs on Wim. In fact, I was currently picking up on some suspicious movements from my transmission crest. Wim was occasionally entering town and even spending long periods of time at cafés and taverns. This had happened just once after he came to Nachtlibelle. But he had skirted around the subject when I asked him about it, so I didn’t question him any further. Now that it had happened a few times, I couldn’t help but be suspicious.


  What really had me worried was that he was always leaving behind his usual jacket, which had the wiretap stone. I just couldn’t sit still.


  I guess it was better to trail him.


  I noticed movement from the transmission crest that afternoon. I tuned into the wiretap stone just in case, but I couldn’t even hear the rustling of fabric. He must have left his usual jacket behind.


  The signal immediately left the guesthouse, and I quickly put on a navy jacket and stepped out of my room. I watched him from a window that could see into the backyard and observed him heading for Nachtlibelle’s back gate, his eyes darting around his surroundings. Once he stepped outside the gate, he looked around again and stiffly sauntered off. He was probably trying to act casual.


  I went after him. He was dressed differently than usual, wearing a black overcoat. It was probably an attempt to keep his cover low. Given how plain he looked, I almost lost him in the crowd as soon as he arrived in town.


  I was a bit relieved to see he wasn’t wearing anything fancy. It meant that the chances of him being on the way to meet a girl were slim.


  I could think of three possibilities. The first was obviously a date. Of course, I had a lot of faith in Wim’s predilection for chastity and lack of interest in the opposite sex, but he was still a young man. If a girl had suggested something that didn’t hint at any direct relations—like grabbing lunch, for example—it wouldn’t be weird for him to take up the offer.


  The second was that he had received an invitation from another party. This was probably the most likely, and it made sense why he would be trying to avoid Nachtlibelle’s eyes.


  The third was that he was meeting a friend. I was almost certain that wasn’t true, as Wim didn’t have any friends. If he did, he would have invited me along. The fact that I hadn’t been invited meant I could safely say this wasn’t the case.


  Actually, Abel had been acting weird lately. He seemed awfully desperate to talk to Wim, and I hated the way he would yell, “Wim!” then babble on and on about how much he respected him.


  Seriously, though, they were just two guys who were the same age. I couldn’t get carried away. Of course, I would be happy if Wim made some friends, but not if they got too close too quickly. That would be bad.


  Anyway, I didn’t pick up on any hints that Wim and Abel had any plans from my wiretap stone, so it was probably fine. 


  However, I was beginning to think I shouldn’t assume that he wasn’t meeting up with any girls just because he was dressed plainly. This was Wim, he would totally get too embarrassed and decide to dress as plainly as possible! He could be wearing something absolutely bizarre under that coat.


  Yeah, I couldn’t toss out any possibilities just yet. Wim didn’t have a lot of relationships, so there weren’t many suspects. If he had suddenly developed any new ones, that would be outside of my scope.


  I matched my pace with his. When tailing someone, you had to be more considerate of the people around you than the person you were following. Bystanders picked up on what the person being followed failed to notice, judging from how others reacted. If I kept stopping and hiding, I would attract attention. Instead, you just had to pretend you were going in the exact same direction as whomever you were following. In that sense, my small frame was perfect for the job. If you were too big, you would draw stares no matter what.


  “Huh.” Just as that thought flashed through my mind, I caught sight of a giant. He was obviously suspicious, pretending to read a newspaper and hiding half of himself in an alley. He was glancing over and over at Wim.


  And around us…it was fifty-fifty. Some hadn’t noticed him, but others had. He was a giant, but he was clearly at least somewhat aware of himself. He was probably an abenteurer. At the very least, he didn’t look like some vagabond for hire.


  All right, I’m going for it. If I was wrong, I could just apologize.


  “[Einfrieren!]”


  “Ah!”


  First, I froze his feet. I kept it to a minimum but also made it hard for him to escape. It threw him off balance, and as he supported himself, I slipped behind him. I twisted his arms around his back and immobilized them.


  “Hey, stalker.”


  “Ack! That’s hurts! Ow, ow, ow!” 


  Since it was better to be safe than sorry, I dug my foot into his back. “I don’t know what party you belong to, criminal, but did anyone ever teach you that you can’t invade people’s privacy? Seriously, who the hell raised you?! If you’ve got something to say, then out with it! Come on, spit it out!”


  “Heidemarie? Wait, you’ve got this all wrong! It’s me! Abel!”


  Huh?


  That voice was familiar, and taking a look at his face confirmed it. The young man I had pitifully pinned down was beyond doubt the member of Nachtlibelle, Abel.


  “So? Why don’t you tell me why you’re following Wim around, Abel.”


  “Well, um…”


  I was beyond shocked to discover that he was the scoundrel who stooped as low as stalking. “Out with it! Stay quiet and I’ll spread the word that Abel of Nachtlibelle is a pervert who loves to follow boys around.”


  Abel hung his head in shame, dropping to his knees and lifting his hands in the air in a show of absolute surrender. It felt good. He was always looking down on me, and it always kinda pissed me off.


  “I was trying to follow in his footsteps.”


  What? “Explain.”


  “Um… Heh heh. You know, Wim’s. When he defeated that boss.”


  “Right.”


  “That image of him is burned in my mind. I want to be just like how he was in that moment.”


  Huh.


  “He was just…so cool.”


  “Well, yeah. Wim is really cool when he gets like that.” Taking another look at him, I noticed his cheeks were bright red as he stared at the ground. He was probably telling the truth. “So, how does that relate to you stalking him?”


  “I was, um, just trying to study his habits. I got the feeling that there’s something only Wim can see. I thought that even if we have different occupations, I could never reach his level unless I learned to see it myself… Heh heh.”


  “I see.” So basically, he really looked up to Wim and wanted to copy him, and that’s why he was stalking him. “So, you really were some pervert who loved to follow boys around. I better hand you in to the authorities.”


  “Wait a second! I’m aware that I was stepping out of line, but this is my first time following him into town. Please, forgive me!”


  Damn, he sure gets loud when he panics. “Listen, Abel. You’re free to be obsessed with whoever you want, and I’m sure that sometimes that will manifest itself as goals and motivation. But you can’t let that get out of hand. Invading someone else’s privacy is taking things too far!”
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  “You’re exactly right… Fweh heh heh.”


  That was exactly what I was just wondering about. Didn’t Abel usually have a bit more energy when he spoke? “And cut it out with that gross, nauseating laugh. It’s the sign of gloomy loners with no people skills.”


  “Um, well… I was actually doing it on purpose.”


  “Huh?”


  “I mean, you know Wim’s laugh, right? I was—”


  “Stop it,” I commanded.


  “Huh?”


  “Stop it.”


  “You’re scaring m—”


  “Stop it.”


  “Understood.”


  All righty, then.


  I folded my arms, thinking. Abel seems to be patiently awaiting my verdict… What should I do? If I was to believe what he said, this was his first offense. As long as he was aware of his mistake, it was hard to consider him truly malicious.


  “All right. I’ll overlook it just this once. But if it ever happens again, know that you’ll be paying for it.”


  “Of course. Thank you for your magnanimity.”


  “Bye, then. Hurry on home.”


  “Right. Excuse me.” With that, Abel obediently headed toward the party house.


  All right, now I can relax. I didn’t have any more time for this guy, anyway! The real issue at hand was who Wim was heading to meet with. Is it a woman? It has to be, right? I’ll have to use my authority as an elder to—


  Suddenly, Abel stopped in his tracks and turned back to face me. “Wait just a moment. What exactly are you doing here, Heidemarie?”


  “W-well, Camilla ordered me to keep watch on Wim to make sure another party didn’t get the jump on us.”


  “Uh, Heidemarie?”


  “Shut it, Abel! I’ve lost track of Wim thanks to you! Oh, there he is.” Wim had stepped into a café. Not the type an office worker would grab breakfast in, but one to share long chats with someone one-on-one. The interior was decorated with pillars and fake plants.


  “He seems to be alone,” Abel said. “Perhaps he plans to do some reading?”


  “No way. Wim only ever reads in bed.”


  “I see…”


  “Why the heck are you still here anyways?”


  “Since I’ve come so far, I might as well let my curiosity get the better of me, as well as protest the scolding I got earlier.”


  “Tsk!”


  The two of us followed Wim inside and sat at a table where we could see him through the fake plants. He seemed to be on edge, and the way he ordered coffee made it look like he was waiting for someone.


  After a short while, a figure appeared.


  “Here comes someone.”


  “Be quiet! Oh, they sat down. You were right.” The figure was thin, their face concealed by a hood. “It’s a woman.”


  Her gender alone was clear.


  “What do we do, Abel?! It’s a woman!”


  “Indeed, and a rather beautiful one.”


  “What do we do? What the heck do we do?!”


  Wim was just sipping away at his coffee! He usually put milk and sugar in first. Was this the fabled “playing it cool” that young men were so taken to? Was he trying to prove he was a man?


  “He’s drinking it like it’s water! Don’t act so adult!”


  “Who are you talking to?”


  “Abeeeel! Wim has a womaaaan!”


  “It’s natural, given his age. Though it is quite surprising, considering that he seems like the type who’d be a late bloomer.”


  “Just say it’s not true!”


  The two seemed to be having a natural conversation, like they had talked before. This really was some lovers’ tryst, one of countless!


  “Actually, that doesn’t seem to be quite right,” Abel observed. “The woman is showing him a stack of papers.” He was right.


  “But how does that disprove anything?”


  “Why would two lovers be showing each other stacks of papers?”


  “They could be analyzing something or writing book reviews!” I said. “Or maybe essays?”


  “I doubt most couples would do that. Perhaps he’s being invited to a party? It could be a contract.”


  Apparently, it was still too early to make any judgments. But…huh. It was a lot easier to figure out the subtleties in the relationship between a man and a woman with someone like Abel around.


  We observed the two for a little while longer, when we got a glimpse under the girl’s hood.


  “Heidemarie.”


  “I saw it too. She’s…an elf.”


   


  ***


   


  The beginnings of the relationship between Sophia and I went back to just after I was banished from Drachenflügel. I had been completely in charge of the party’s accounting, and it was impossible for her to suddenly take over from me without a handbook. Thus, we agreed to meet just once after I was banished so I could help her assume the role.


  I wasn’t too ecstatic about the whole thing, but once we met up and we started to chat, I realized there was a lot of complicated work that needed to be done. At the time, I scribbled down some instructions, and she agreed to take care of the rest. However, as Drachenflügel’s financial situation continued to decline, she had to settle more and more of the things that Chronos didn’t properly understand. It was just easier if I gave my own signature, specifically when it came to selling off our assets. And so, we decided that while I was still recovering and had plenty of free time, I would do what was needed to transfer all administrative work over to her.


  But as we talked, I discovered that Sophia was quite intelligent, scrupulous, clever, and aware. I was completely convinced she had only joined Drachenflügel because she had a crush on Chronos, but apparently her motivations were more business-related.


  “So, the portion of profits you get from that gold vein is less than other parties. However, in exchange, they’ll be providing you with recovery potions until next year.”


  “I see. So, the recovery potions are considered separate from our assets.”


  “Exactly. I just set it up that way since that’s what occurred to me, so it’d probably be okay to change that if you wanted.”


  I was figuring things out as I went, and as a result, I had accidentally made some stuff complicated. As soon as I explained things to her, though, she picked it up immediately. She always had her questions in order before our meetings, which made things easier for me, too. She was really kind. I had no obligation to help Drachenflügel, and because she understood this, she made sure to take up as little of my time as possible. Since I knew that, I just couldn’t give her the cold shoulder.


  “In that case, I’m assuming we’ll have covered everything after just one more meeting?”


  “Yes, thank you. I’m very sorry for causing so much trouble for you, but the next meeting should be our last.”


  “No, not at all.” Something caught my attention, but it was probably just my imagination. I sincerely thought she was capable, and it was fine to leave everything to her. 


  However, I was shocked to realize the thoughts I was having meant that I still sincerely worried for Drachenflügel.


  “Um, Sophia?” She had gotten up to leave, but I stopped her. “About the boss on the ninety-seventh floor…” I saw the look in her eyes change at the mention of the word “boss.” I was right, there was some sort of problem. “Um, a lot of people might be saying a lot of different things, but I’m sure they’ll recognize Drachenflügel for the achievement eventually. So, um, don’t panic. That money will be enough to fund you for a few years. I think you’ll all be fine as long as you don’t spend it recklessly.”


  Yeah, I was sad that I was kicked out, but my feelings about my time there weren’t so straightforward. In a sense, I thought I had the right to consider them allies. At least, that was the thought that occurred to me.


  “I’m sorry. This isn’t my place to speak, is it?” I bowed my head. I had let my feelings get the better of me.


  “No, it’s all right. Shall I—would you like me to relay that message?”


  “Um, actually, if you didn’t that’d be…”


  She giggled. “Understood.”


  Seeing her laugh for the first time, I couldn’t help but think she was the type of girl Chronos wouldn’t leave alone.


  “Oh, so she’s Chronos’s chick. No problems there, then. Aha ha ha!”


  Heidemarie cheered up as we became more and more aware of the situation. Apparently, the elven woman was named Sophia, and she had taken Wim’s place in Drachenflügel. “Thank God! Everything’s good, then! Let’s head home!”


  “Huh? We’re heading home?” I asked. “But they’re still in the middle of their discussion.”


  “I’ve decided to keep the physical stuff to just three hours a day.”


  Three hours of what? Should I ask?


  We had been in the same party for a while, but I didn’t quite know what to make of Heidemarie. She had the remarkably rare class of elder, marking her as a genius that could use any occupation’s spells. With her unparalleled strength, courage, and intellect, she garnered a record that quickly placed her among the candidates for Nachtlibelle’s next generation of top brass. She currently even served as captain of the rearguard. While she was still young, she undoubtedly had the makings of excellence.


  And she was currently Wim’s only friend.


  “Um, Heidemarie?”


  “What?”


  “I’m assuming that you and Wim are incredibly close.”


  “I guess so. We’re childhood friends from the same village, after all. I see your eyes aren’t just for show.” I heard her clear her throat.


  “Then why do you stalk—I mean, watch him? Wouldn’t it be better to speak with him directly?”


  She gave me quite the glare, but I stood my ground. Knowing her, making any concessions would mean conceding everything. How could someone who was in the middle of stalking look so proud of themselves?


  “Well, I have my reasons.” She apparently had no intention of answering my question. She immediately stood up and dusted off her knees. “Anyway, Abel. This stays between the two of us.”


  “Uh, I don’t—”


  “Spill, and you know what will happen. Anyway, bye.”


  “Right.”


  “Wait! That woman just smiled! Right, Abel?!”


  “I don’t know…”


  I really didn’t know what to make of her.


   


  ***


   


  I still had some coffee left, so I stayed in my seat, staring blankly at where Sophia had just been. I had gotten better with bitter flavors lately, and while I didn’t really enjoy them, I could at least enjoy their essence.


  I finally understood why people drink coffee when they think.


  I decided to put a lid on Drachenflügel and not think about it, but once I started to consider the business side of things, there was something I finally started to accept.


  Now that I had spent some time with Nachtlibelle, I could reflect on my tenure with Drachenflügel more objectively. At least, I thought I could. I remembered that my lack of skills and personality played a part in it, but the treatment I received there was probably cruel, generally speaking. There were times I needed to hold my ground and stick up for myself. Chronos and the others had stuff they should have told me, and I simply accepted that fact… Well, maybe that was an exaggeration, but still. It was my own fault that I didn’t ask for the treatment I deserved.


  Now all that was behind me; I had absolutely no intention of digging it back up. Instead, I wanted to learn from the mistakes of my past, and hoped that Drachenflügel would find success. That was all.


  It was time to focus on myself. What should I do? What did I want to do? As an abenteurer, I should join the best party I could and delve into even greater depths of the labyrinth. That left just one option: Stay with Nachtlibelle.


  That was my only choice. It had to be.


  Chapter 3:
A New Official Member


   


  “HMM… WELL, THIS SHOULD DO FINE. WE’VE finally worked it properly.”


  Inside, I was shouting with joy and throwing my hands in the air. Atop Camilla’s desk was the report for our last large-scale labyrinth survey. I still wasn’t an official member of Nachtlibelle, which meant that according to guild rules, I had to submit a separate report written from my perspective.


  I first turned it in three days ago, but Camilla gave it back to me and demanded I rewrite it. Basically, she instructed me not to downplay things and reiterated that it had been my accomplishment. Of course, I knew what “it” was referring to, but I had only written my objective truth! Apparently, you were supposed to embellish a bit when it came to your own feats.


  Afterward, I received countless requests to revise my report again and again. Finally, I received a pass.


  “Being humble will get you nothing, boy. Accounts of objective truth can’t be excessive nor deficient, and deficiency is a definite problem.”


  “I see.”


  All right, I’m done here! 


  Yeah, like it would be that easy. Tomorrow, my ban on officially joining any parties would be lifted, which also meant it was my deadline to accept Nachtlibelle’s offer. Of course, I could join after the deadline, but putting it off would mean I was either dissatisfied with how they treated me, or had another party I was considering. If I was going to join, I had to say so now.


  I could tell from Camilla’s tone that she had this on her mind as well. It felt like submitting this report was just a precursor to our real discussion.


  I gulped as silence fell over the office. It was clear that both Camilla and I had the same assumption about what was going to happen. I couldn’t just turn my back, but at the same time, I still hadn’t made my decision. This was a good offer, which meant I had no room to hesitate. And yet, I did. I didn’t know why, nor did I know what I wanted to do myself. But if I didn’t know, I should accept. 


  And yet, something inside me was in the way.


  Camilla’s stare was painful. I knew what I was supposed to say, and yet my indecisive, idiotic mouth refused to open.


   


  ***


   


  The eyes on the mighty boy before me darted around the room, seemingly nervous. I had presented him with the greatest offer possible, and yet he still hesitated. There had to be something on his mind, yet I couldn’t tell whether he already put that feeling into words, or if he was even aware of what it was himself.


  I was supposed to be a woman with strength beyond compare, and yet Wim was treated as if he were my senior. Considering his youth, I felt like it would be healthier for him to have some more pride, and yet it just wasn’t in his nature. Though perhaps his subservience was also a sign of youth, in a sense.


  I was beginning to fancy myself as his mentor, but I couldn’t let myself become so pompous. Growing old was a frightening thing that made you feel like you were unconditionally worth distinguishing. 


  I was aware that I had grown too fond of the boy. I no longer viewed him as simple manpower for Nachtlibelle. When we spoke, I even considered what would be the best for him. 


  My priorities were terribly astray. As the leader of a party, I was meant to prioritize the whole group, and then individual self-fulfillment. It was just a necessary part of properly operating the organization. Recently, I had stepped off that path. If I was going to stick my nose into his personal affairs, I needed to make sure that would be an afterthought.


  The boy may be young, but he was still an excellent abenteurer. If I was confident this was objectively the right move for him, then it was only polite to present what was in it for me as well.


  “Boy.” I had to accept that a touch of humility was necessary. “Would you join us? This isn’t a proposal, but a request.” I bowed my head. “It will mean joining us officially, but if you are dissatisfied with your treatment here, you may leave immediately. You can always make up your mind later. For now, why not set aside thinking about the heavy stuff like resolve and just join us?”


   


  ***


   


  I wondered what Camilla must have thought of me to have said something like that. Until now, she always tried to let the decision fall on me. This was a world that revolved around money and power, yet she always considered my personal feelings and circumstances.


  Now, I couldn’t choose. I made her say those things, which also meant I had forced her to lose face. I hated my own indecisiveness. She was extending a hand to me, but what would happen if I took it?


  I knew the answer. Even though I knew I was just running, I couldn’t fully suppress the part of me that felt relief. I wanted to change—I knew I needed to, and knew I could. I wanted to fix my twisted personality and become someone who could laugh from the bottom of my heart. I wanted to get rid of that weird, wheezy chuckle.


  I knew that was what I wanted to do. That’s right, this was my chance!


  “Um, uh…”


  No, that wasn’t right. How did everyone else speak? I was pretty sure they didn’t say “um” and “uh” so much. They didn’t stutter or suddenly fall silent while talking, and they didn’t mumble, either. When they said something, they said it at once.


  I took a breath. Thinking would only make me waver. If I was going to say something, I needed to say it in a single breath. 


  “Please let me join!” I said, speaking louder than I had planned and bowing my head much deeper and energetically than Camilla had.


  “Stand up straight.”


  I gingerly looked up.


  “You did well to make that decision. Thank you.” She looked happy.


  “Then let me introduce our newest member. Step inside, boy!”


  I passed through the door as Camilla’s voice boomed through the great hall. Everyone was there to greet me, and they were even clapping. Camilla gestured toward a podium. I stepped onto it and turned to face them.


  I fumbled my words and almost started with an “um” or an “uh.” I even felt like I was going to let out a “Fweh heh heh!”


  “You already know me, but I’m Wim Strauss, and I plan to do my absolute best!” I said in a single breath.


  I was worried my voice had cracked at some point, but I did it! I didn’t stammer, clam up, or even mumble. When I lifted my head, everyone let out applause that was even more vigorous than earlier.


  “Head on out there, boy.”


  The sense of accomplishment I felt was so overwhelming I started to tremble. Suddenly, my body was floating in the air. Camilla had lifted me up.


  Then, she threw me into the crowd.


  “On my lead!”


  I had no idea what was happening, but once I heard that announcement and saw all the arms ready to catch me, I quickly understood.


  “Hip, hip, hurray!” chanted everyone in unison. They were tossing me into the air.


  [image: ]


  I had never experienced this before, but surprisingly, I wasn’t scared. Instead, I was happy to be so grandly welcomed. As I was tossed and jostled around, I lost track of which way was up and which was down. I realized that this was the true strength of the bonds that united Nachtlibelle. Now, I understood just how big the difference was between being a temporary member and an official one.


  Thus, I was formally welcomed into Nachtlibelle.


  Once a good portion of our members had recovered, Camilla lifted our rest period. Now that the boss was defeated, it was a fight to explore the rest of the now-safe ninety-eighth floor. We wanted to get a piece of the action.


  The guild had already officially announced that the boss had been vanquished, which meant we needed to move as quickly as possible. If the party who had prematurely defeated the boss failed to reap the benefits, it meant we had gotten our priorities backward. So, we resumed our labyrinth dives the day after I became an official member.


  Just as always, a dark “sky” filled the space above. Apparently, it hadn’t rained since the boss was defeated. After what we had gone through, the presence of this “sky” no longer felt like a welcome blessing.


  Knowing we would be relatively safe during this dive, we decided to split up into a main force and some smaller platoons to more effectively map the terrain. The platoon I was in was a three-man cell consisting of myself, Abel, and Bettina, a woman in charge of enemy detection. I had seen her before, but we had never spoken, so I thought it would probably be polite for me to introduce myself.


  “I’m Wim Strauss,” I said, bowing my head. “It’s nice to meet you, and I’ll make sure I don’t drag our squad behind.” All right, I didn’t fumble!


  “Um, Wim?” said Abel.


  “Yes?”


  “You’re acting as if you’ve just met…”


  Huh?


  “Bettina was in the same squad as us during our last large-scale survey,” he whispered.


  Oops, I was so occupied with how I spoke that I completely forgot about the other stuff I needed to know! “I’m so, so sorry. I’m just really bad at remembering people! Oh, not that you’re not rememberable, Bettina!”


  “It’s fine. I know I’m unremarkable…”


  This was my first labyrinth dive as an official member of Nachtlibelle, and I had already fallen into a trap of my own making.


  “[Spin], [Wiedersehen]…” I cast speed buffs on Abel and Bettina. “You’re now enchanted.”


  Apparently, the three of us were central to this dive. That was because I could still fight while casting speed buffs, and Camilla decided that even if it meant some risk, it was better to prioritize efficiency.


  Abel was obviously skilled, but so was Bettina. She completely picked up on my thinking and matched me, which meant I didn’t have to catch up to her.


  The three of us ran through the labyrinth, slipping past one monster after another. Abel defended us from the attacks we couldn’t dodge, and as I surveyed the types of monsters that were here, Bettina worked on the map and alerted us whenever she discovered a new passageway.


  It only grew more evident that I had completely failed as a person by forgetting her. Considering the help she was now, she must have aided me a lot during our last labyrinth dive.


  “Excuse me, Wim!” Bettina called out as we ran.


  “What is it?”


  “There’s a big one hiding at the crossroads.”


  “How far? What type?”


  “A wyvern, twenty-five paces ahead.”


  “Right. And its characteristics?”


  “It has a pair of uneven wings. And…two pairs of horns, I think. The back pair is long, while the front pair is shorter but pointed forward, likely to be used as a weapon.”


  So basically, we were likely up against a type of D-class wyvern that couldn’t fly very well.


  Can we make it? Given how fast we were running, an encounter was imminent.


  The wyvern came into view quickly. I was right, it really was a D-class.


  Its body was mainly black, but with a pale-blue tint. Its legs were thick and strong, but overall, it just looked like a giant rooster.


  Abel took the lead and cut in front of us. Now, we didn’t have to worry about being taken out by the first blow.


  I gripped my trusty machete as I carefully observed our opponent to calculate a path to victory. There was a boulder I could cut down, and…yeah, after three kicks, it would fall and hit the wyvern’s weak spot: its neck. There was no need to use Puppenspieler.


  With that figured out, my hands began to shake. Eventually, it spread to my legs as well. We can do this, I think.


  I could feel my heart leaping at the chance to fight again after so long. I must have liked exercising more than I had thought. In fact, maybe I had been waiting for this ever since I stepped back inside the labyrinth.


  ‹Camilla. We’ve encountered a wyvern. Do we have permission to engage?› I sent a transmission to Camilla and asked for her orders. However, before she could answer, I unsheathed my machete. Now, I was ready to fight as soon as she gave her reply.


  ‹Understood, but I want you to evade it. Can you slip past?›


  Her question surprised me.


  ‹Yes, I think so.›


  ‹Then do it. Once the main unit arrives, we’ll surround it and take it down.›


  Yeah, that would be most efficient. We were the high-mobility map-making squad, after all.


  I made eye contact with the others. We feigned an attack and slipped by. It was kind of…disappointing.


  Ultimately, the wyvern was defeated by the main unit, and we made major progress on the map.


   


  ***


   


  ‹Camilla. We’ve reached a dead end.›


  ‹All right. Turn back and take a left at the earlier crossroads. We’ll reverse course there as well.›


  ‹Roger that.›


  We made smooth progress. Even when operating in a small, detached squad, the boy properly judged the main unit’s progress, which meant I had less to explain. Now that he was an official member, I had no reason to hold back in putting together strategies. When his talent for buffs and his apt judgment skills were combined with the power and force of a stand-alone unit, he was near invincible. 


  No matter how I might utilize him, I was certain Nachtlibelle’s labyrinth dives would be much better optimized than they were before. However, that also meant it was difficult to know how to put him to best use. That was why I needed to ask him about his granting magic in more detail.


  “My apologies for the grand treatment.” The day after Wim agreed to join Nachtlibelle, I gathered him and our research unit in our meeting room for an oral survey. “From here on out, we plan to organize our party around you, the boy who defeated a boss on his own. I hope you understand we’re simply trying to limit the unknowns and variables.”


  “R-right, b-but…” The boy grimaced when he heard he would be the center of our operations. “Um… I’m sorry. I just don’t really think I’ll, um, live up to your expectations…”


  “Of course, I have no intentions of letting all the weight fall on your shoulders, but we also need to know how much of it you can carry.”


  There was no longer any doubt in his skill in battle. However, I had scruples about using him as a weapon we could put up against large monsters, considering he had lost consciousness for days after defeating the boss.


  More importantly, we were clueless about the fundamental theories that defined the buffs he used so skillfully. We couldn’t even determine what school of existing granting magic his spells fell under. We were too ignorant of his techniques to rely on him so heavily.


  “I want to ask about your granting magic. How well would you be able to recreate those feats, including your fight with the boss? I’d like all the details you can give us. As much as you can share, that is.” Basically, I was asking him to reveal his cards further.


  “Um, I’m not quite sure where to start…”


  “If there’s nothing you’re trying to conceal, I want you to start at the beginning, even if it may touch on some specialty knowledge. That’s why I brought the research unit to speak with you today.”


  I glanced at the group standing beside me. They were Nachtlibelle’s research unit, consisting of members mostly with occupations that rarely took to desk study. Many were mages, who were well-suited for research. Of course, while they studied magic and monsters, they also analyzed war tactics, laws, and any other knowledge we might need, compiling it all together to create new methods for us to utilize.


  They were a carefully chosen bunch, the majority of which I personally visited the Academy of Magic to find; I took only the valedictorians and salutatorians of their respective classes.


  The boy shrunk away from their piercing stares and timidly spoke. “Um, granting magic, um, seems to be of a completely different school than the magic used by mages, warriors, and priests… Oh, but there’s a lot of similarities, of course.” Once he said all that, he looked down at his feet, so I urged him for more information.


  “A different school? You mean to say this doesn’t apply just to your granting magic, but that granting magic in general is different from other types of magic?”


  “I…suppose so. Basically, um…at least according to my understanding, the buffs I use are more basic than template buffs. I mean… Magic, um… All types can ultimately be recreated using magical tools. Fundamentally, they convert MP into heat or strength. You can interpret people as a medium for those changes.”


  “Continue.”


  “For example, warriors move their body with a type of psychokinesis…and maybe, we could rephrase that as them creating invisible muscles made of their MP.”


  Psycho…what?


  “But granting magic is different, and, um… It can only alter the qualities of certain matter. So, um, if I were to cast a buff on a warrior—and let’s say my goal was to strengthen their muscles—I’d adjust the elasticity of their muscles moment by moment, to increase the power they output.” 


  He lifted his right arm. “To lift your forearm, you need to relax your triceps and contract your biceps.” As he spoke, he raised his forearm while pointing at his muscles. “In this case, I’d use my granting magic to minimize the elasticity of the muscles being relaxed and maximize the elasticity of the muscles being contracted. Compared to relaxing, the fundamental theory behind contracting is a bit more complicated, but…”


  This time, he lifted both of his arms in front of him, holding them parallel. “Think about what happens when you pull on a loose rubber band. If you let go, it would contract due to the weak opposing force of the weak elasticity. But if I were to use granting magic to enhance that elasticity while the band is still stretched, it would contract with a strong opposing force.”


  With those words, he raised his face to meet our gazes. “Um…so that’s the gist. Basically, the principle behind it is that the warrior would still be using their own muscles, just with changed qualities. This is what makes granting magic so inconvenient. It’s a completely different system than when a warrior uses psychokinesis. Since the muscles are forced to move, the receiver of the buff can’t feel it at all. That’s why the support caster has to artificially create the feeling of using that much force, or your abilities and senses will fall out of sync. Basically, I’m doing that, just a bit more efficiently since I split the buffs down further and intentionally tweak them. The buffs I cast on spells use a similar principle.”


  Thanks to his slow, straightforward explanation, I didn’t not understand.


  “Sorry, but that’s news to me.”


  “Oh… Right. Um, I’m just making this up, so…”


  This was completely different from what I knew granting magic to be—all magic, for that matter. Depending on one’s occupation, there were some differences in how it was used, but all skills that used MP were magic. Us warriors personally interpreted our spells around the concept of Qi, but that was just a theory that made magic easier to understand for us muscle-headed types. The boy’s explanation was of a similar sort. Instead, it seemed like much more effort to comprehend the fundamental principles of magic.


  “So, what do you think? I’d like to hear the opinions of mages, considering you’re at the core of magic,” I said, bringing the research unit into the conversation.


  “This is no longer a discussion on magic. I’ve covered everything you might find about granting magic in texts, and what Wim says defies this entirely. Granting magic works just like the spells of any other occupation. It’s just another type of magic that uses the human body as a medium.”


  The other researchers nodded in agreement. Even the great minds of Nachtlibelle were clueless as to what the boy was saying. All I could do was stare at him and urge him to explain further.


  For a while, all was silent. Wim’s eyes darted around the room, and he patted his face over and over. Finally, he found his resolve and spoke in a whisper. “Actually, even the magical axioms are different.”


  Someone’s chair almost toppled over.


  “Oh…I guess maybe I shouldn’t say anymore.”


  “Continue, boy.” I scolded the research unit with a scowl and forced the boy forward.


  “Well… You often hear about sources of axiomatic contradiction. You see, template granting magic begins with a phrase meaning, ‘In the name of principles acknowledged, parallel lines shall never cross,’ and then some other commands, but that’s built upon first denying the axioms.” He spoke as if it was momentum that was pushing him along. “So, um… Of course, I truncate this in the symbolic chant, but the final line of my incantation of the magical axioms ends with, ‘parallel lines shall cross.’”


  Silence fell over us. I was at a loss. He was an absolute genius. “Hey, does anyone understand what he’s saying?”


  “The gist of it, at least.”


  “And the details?”


  “Not at all. However…”


  From what little I could follow, it was clear there was something troubling about his words. Changes to the magical axiom were too drastic. According to the Elder Association, the fact that all magic was derived from the same definition and system was its biggest defining principle. If such a fundamental fact were to be overturned, it would shake countless fields.


  “Changes to the magical axioms contradicts the doctrine taught at the Academy of Magic. I highly doubt this is something they would accept.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” 


  The members of the research unit couldn’t hide their shivers.


  “I’m sorry. Nikola and Mehlis would always—oh, they’re members of my old party, Drachenflügel—but anyway, they’d get mad at me for talking about this stuff too.” It seemed like the boy had predicted this reaction, and he was in a panic. He apologized over and over, with his head bowed.


  “Don’t worry about it. You have my apologies and thank you for telling us.” I gave the researchers a look to keep them quiet. Fortunately, all seemed well. There had been tension in the air for a moment, but the others began to see the error in their attitudes and calm down. “Relax, boy. We have no interest in such ideals or biases. Theirs was simply a reflexive reaction cultivated by their own unique backgrounds. It’s not how they truly feel.”


  Yet, the boy remained vigilant. He seemed to be calculating whether my words were simply a makeshift explanation.


  “I…see.”


  “The real issue at hand is whether we can use you or not. Nachtlibelle is an abenteurer party, and these guys are abenteurers before they’re researchers. Conquering the labyrinth is their top priority, and that will never change.”


  As the leader of this party, this was a stern stipulation I had laid down in order to continue the research unit. Nothing good awaited those who left reality for whimsy. Without a goal, curiosity could easily lead one off the path of righteousness.


  Especially when it came to academics.


  “Right?” I said, looking at my researchers. 


  They quickly nodded in agreement. “Of course.”


  Apparently, I had nothing to worry about. “See? Thanks to your frankness, we now know what makes your granting magic so unique. Given this, it’s our place to ask for your guidance to ensure we avoid any problems.”


  Those in the research unit gripped their pens. Rather than analyze the specifics, they seemed more like they were about to take notes. Unlike earlier, they were ready to listen humbly, as if attending a lecture.


  With that, Wim finally let the tension leave his shoulders. 


  “This is beyond my expertise, so I apologize if my understanding is a bit rough around the edges. But basically, you’ve broken down the typical granting magic templates into their smallest units and then restructured them into a system that uses smaller units, yes? Changing the axioms was just part of this process.”


  “R-right! That’s exactly right!”


  “Isn’t it quite difficult to master such minute magic under a whole new system?”


  “Yes. That’s why I take extreme caution when giving sensation buffs on those I cast my granting magic on. Um… When casting my buffs on you all, you’d quickly break bones if the discrepancies in your sensations went beyond just being uncomfortable. Even just allowing pain is quite dangerous.”


  Ah, I see. Perhaps it’s not so surprising, knowing him. His techniques directly reflected his scrupulous personality.


  “Does that change when you’re casting buffs on yourself?”


  “It does. I don’t use sensation buffs when casting on myself. Those are artificial, so as long as I know there are buffs on me, it’s not a problem.”


  “What does that feel like? When you’re moving, that is.”


  “It’s hard to describe. Everything gets so out of whack I get confused, but then I ignore that confusion? That’s the gist of it. The important thing is just how my body moves, and whether it can withstand those movements.”


  “When casting buffs on yourself, what risks come with failure?”


  “That part of my body will be destroyed.”


  That was my problem. Everything he had said up until now made it seem like we could utilize him in the future just like we did during our large-scale survey, but as the person being utilized, this was where the real important conversation began for him.


  “What about when you defeated the boss? Your output was clearly leagues beyond your normal levels.”


  “I had cast a buff on my brain. For now, I’ve just been speeding up my brain by accelerating how fast messages can be sent via my spinal fluid…which raises some other stats too.”


  “Your brain? And what happens if that buff fails?”


  “The same as any other buff—I’d damage my brain. But as long as that damage isn’t too severe, I’ll only lose consciousness.”


  “Wait, is doing that really all right?”


  “Well… It’s dangerous. It’s a miracle I’m still standing. To be honest, defeating that boss was mostly luck, so I really think you’re all giving me too much credit here.”


  “It’s preposterous to think vanquishing a boss could somehow be just luck.”


  From what I could tell, the boy’s buffs came with quite the risk, at least when fighting solo.


  Was that really true, though? I had faith in that brain of his, which was why I bothered to ask him this in the first place. However, whenever his self-esteem was involved, he became quite the unreliable narrator. If the risks were truly that great, it would have been impossible for him to fight as he did with that boss. If he had truly accomplished what was a one-in-a-billion or one-in-a-trillion chance, then it was those probabilities that had to be called into question, not him.


  His appraisal was based on his own views, which wasn’t something others could truly rebut. But because the boy truly seemed to think his accomplishments weren’t talent but luck, an outsider could clearly tell things didn’t quite add up.


  Would he have really exposed himself to such danger for so long when his chances of victory were so low?


  If the answer was yes, he was a madman. I thought his attention to safety was quite diligent, but then how could that reconcile with his recklessness?


  I didn’t know. His talents had been proven beyond doubt, and as soon as he defeated a boss, it seemed safe to assume he could defeat a large monster in a mere instant. But…


  We proceeded through the ninety-eighth floor slowly but surely. While we were still below the “sky” that had given us so much hardship during our last dive, my party members walked with confidence, as they knew each step they took would not be in vain.


  It was probably time I tested out the various ways we could utilize Wim, but our current formation was proving adequate. Maybe it was best we kept it for the time being.


  The boy was an invincible, highly mobile scout. It was a windfall so grand it reached delusion, yet one any commander dreamed of. To think he had actually fallen into my lap! With him, we rarely needed to take detours, and our main force could operate without risk.


  ‹This is Wim. We’ve hit another dead end, Camilla.›


  That was fast. ‹Understood. Turn back and—›


  ‹We have an emergency, Commander! This is Simon from platoon four!› I received a separate transmission just as I was about to give Wim orders.


  ‹What happened?›


  ‹As soon as we detected two large monsters ahead of us, we picked up on another one from behind! Retreat is still an option, but we’ll soon be surrounded!›


  ‹Right. Fall back and rendezvous with our main squad.›


  Three big ones, huh? That’s a lot for our main unit to take on. Should we head back?


  I cut off that line of thought. To take such precautions would be excessive.


  ‹Wim, head where I’m about to order you to. We’ll be eliminating multiple larger monsters.› If we had a powerful force, we might as well use him.


  There were three big ones waiting for us where the path opened up. Two were wyverns, while the other was a chimera with the head of a lion.


  It was the wyverns that might cause us some trouble. One was flying high in the sky—seemingly sizing us up—while the other was gathering power into its legs, so it would be able to dodge an attack at any moment and swoop in for a counterattack.


  We had gotten into formation before confronting the beasts and succeeded in creating a deadlock. The shield unit defended us, and with our numbers, we would be able to hold our own even without the boy’s buffs.


  ‹This is Camilla. Are you guys ready to go, Heidemarie?›


  ‹This is Heidemarie. We’re ready whenever.›


  ‹All right. Rearguard, fire!›


  “[Foil Spriggan!]”


  Powdery snow burst out before us, prompting the beasts to guard. Typically, another spell would follow, but not this time. Having been caught off guard, the monsters were confused. This wasn’t an attack, but a smokescreen tactic. With the explosion of light, we disoriented the wyverns’ senses.


  ‹Fire the second attack at the airborne wyvern!› I ordered the rearguard. A giant spear of ice surrounded by lightning manifested above our heads.


  “[Gewitterspeer!]”


  The spear shot through the air, piercing the wyvern before it could dodge. It let out a scream.


  ‹Vanguard, advance! Draw its attention the best you can!› Taking advantage of the beasts’ confusion, we approached. The shield unit was the center of this operation, and we were now ready.


  ‹Are you all set, boy?›


   


  ***


   


  ‹I am.› I answered Camilla’s transmission. Per her suggestion, I was in charge of ending this fight. I had a lot riding on my shoulders.


  My platoon was positioned behind the three monsters. Her plan was a gaudy diversion tactic using our main forces. I had to make sure we succeeded, even if it meant pushing myself a little too hard.


  “[Shift: Puppenspieler.]”


  My surroundings slowed. I could do this.


  I had eyes on all three of the monsters. The airborne wyvern had drastically lost altitude and was flapping its wings furiously in an attempt to right itself. Meanwhile, the chimera and the other wyvern were running about in confusion. They were trying to engage the vanguard, though clearly struggling against each other for territory.


  Yup.


  My hands shook. I could do this.


  “[Pump Up: Zwanzigmal.]”


  Seriously, Camilla’s asking for the impossible! Even I was impressed I had done so well last time. In fact, I had done too well. Once again, I was walking on the tightrope of impossibilities, and I could die at any second. Really, I shouldn’t have been given this role in the first place.


  But then why did I accept it? Did I think I had a chance?


  Wait, this was no time to get cold feet. They thought highly of me, and I had to do a job that lived up to that even if it meant performing miracles. That was all.


  Yup, this was no time for thinking.


  I leaped into the air—well, more like flew. In actuality, it was impossible to accelerate while airborne, but that’s what it felt like as I zoomed toward the flying wyvern. I unsheathed my machete and cut through its neck—specifically, what would be the equivalent to the carotid artery on a human. Then, I used my remaining momentum to kick its back, causing it to plummet onto the other wyvern.


  The force sent me toward the chimera’s neck. The others had drawn its attention and left it completely undefended. I slashed its neck a few times, just as I had done the other wyvern’s.


  I looked toward my left. The airborne wyvern had crashed to the ground and blocked the other’s sight. I was in its blind spot, just as I planned.


  I kicked the ground with my right foot and launched myself to the side. Once I landed, I prepared to leap to my right using both feet. Not only had the wyvern’s companion come crashing down on it, but something else had slipped behind it. This wyvern was now putty in my hands.


  I drew my other machete. I was ambidextrous in my current state, which meant I could easily double my attacks.


  I first cut with my right, then spun around and sliced with my left. It blocked the strike, but I used that momentum to attack with my right. It was as if my blade traced the wyvern’s figure as I slashed its tail and up its neck as I raced through its back. I had only meant to create a gouge in its neck, but with the extra force, I ended up cutting its head clean off.


  With a sigh, I landed back on the ground and undid my buffs. I was overcome with exhaustion as my surroundings went back to their usual speed. That’s when I heard a crash—the wyvern’s head.


  I glanced at the other monsters. The rearguard had finished them off, just for assurance. All three of the giant beasts were still. All was silent. 


  The cheers came later. I felt myself being carried by the rush of the crowd and jostled around. It felt…nice.


  After stepping on a few teleportation circles, we arrived back at the Abenteurers’ Guild. It was packed. Abenteurers were in a frenzy—more so than I had ever seen in Filburn—and once they noticed Nachtlibelle had returned, they greeted us with resounding cheers. The crowd pressed all around us, and everyone else returned the favor with waves.


  Should I do the same? In any case, I thought it would be best to just surrender myself to the movements of the crowd.


  However, that’s when some voices made their way to my ears.


  “Isn’t that Wim Strauss?”


  “Yup. The one who defeated a boss on his own.”


  Ugh, it felt weird to hear that.


  “I heard he was young, but he’s really got a great bod.”


  “No, that one’s Abel.”


  “Huh?”


  “Wim’s that scrawny, gloomy guy.”


  I almost tripped over my own two feet. I could tell there were plenty of eyes on me, including some weird ones. A few people in the crowd seemed to oddly be sizing me up, like I was some prize for the taking.


  “This way, boy.”


  “Huh? What is it?” 


  Camilla had called me over to her. “Oh, it’s nothing in particular. Just that others won’t try to headhunt you in front of your party’s leader.”


  Wait, what?


  I no longer felt the weird stares. So, that’s how it was—she was protecting me from any invitation to join other parties.


  My skin crawled. Was I really deserving of all this? I felt bad for causing Camilla to worry, but at the same time, I was happy she cared.


  Night had already fallen by the time we left the guild, and we of Nachtlibelle swaggered down the bustling streets of Filburn as if we owned the place. Those present flocked around us with words of praise, which we accepted by waving. Apparently, this was just part of the job.


  Camilla appeared even more gallant than usual when I looked up at her. As she led her party members that inspired envy in all of Filburn, she seemed like she owned the city. 


  Going from a temporary member to a permanent one was like night and day, and I couldn’t help but marvel that I had become a part of such an illustrious group. I had accomplished great things with them as an official member, and that fact filled me with pride.


  Mark was standing next to me, and we accidentally locked eyes. He grinned at me. “We did it, huh? You were awesome out there!” he said, sticking out his fist. I was confused. “C’mon!”


  Oh, so that’s what this was. I bumped my fist against his.


  “To more days ahead, Wim!”


  “Right!”


  I was overcome with a sense of bursting accomplishment—one that I had never experienced before. I finally began to feel that I was truly their comrade, and that I had, at last, received their stamp of approval.


  Still, I braced myself. I couldn’t afford to screw up now.


   


  ***


   


  I opened the door to the guest house to find Wim packing some bags.


  “Oh, Heidemarie.”


  “Hey! You’re not leaving now, are you? This is why people say you come and go like a tumbleweed! Your childhood friend went out of her way to put in a good word for you, y’know.”


  “I’m just moving…”


  Yeah, I knew that. Now that he was an official member, he needed to move out of the guest house and into the main manor.


  Looking around the room, I could see he had accumulated more stuff since he had arrived. The majority were gifts he had received during his hospital stay, and he apparently had yet to get through all of them.


  However, I could see some other stuff as well, like books. Wim always liked reading, and while he was too busy to do so lately, the fact he was once again building his collection meant he had finally started to relax. That, at least, was a good thing.


  “Hey, Wim?”


  “Huh?”


  “I know it’s late, but congrats for being discharged from the hospital, and for joining Nachtlibelle. That makes us official coworkers now.”


  “Th-thanks…”


  “Though personally, I was hoping it’d take you a bit more time to recover,” I said, testing the waters. I had my suspicions, but I couldn’t peer into his mind. When I tried to look into his eyes, he averted my gaze. I was right. “You were obviously discharged too early, no matter how you look at it. You wouldn’t try to push through the pain or set up a fake checkup, since that wouldn’t actually solve your problems. That means you used your granting magic, didn’t you?”


  “N-no, I mean… Aha ha ha! It was just a coincidence…you know?”


  “You used Puppenspieler somehow, right? There’s no way you unraveled the workings of the human brain, so I’m sure you probably stimulated your pituitary gland, yeah?”


  “H-how’d you manage to see completely through me?”


  “Because I know everything about you, Wim.”


  Recovery was facilitated by neurotransmitters, which meant increasing the amount of those transmitters would speed up the healing process. That just made sense, but the only problem was whether it was really okay to do something so reckless.


  “That can’t be good, right?”


  “W-well, I only improved my bodily functions, so it should be absolutely fine…”


  “I’m an elder. Which means I can use priest healing magic. I mean, that’s practically my job! And I’d love to tell you about all the priests who, in the pursuit of improving their bodily functions, took healing and strengthening a tad too far, creating clumps of meat indistinguishable from monsters!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Well, at least it seemed like he knew he was being reckless. He always was when it came to these sorts of things. When faced with a set of choices, he would always rush toward the one that led to death like it was the most natural thing in the world.


  If he was at least self-aware, maybe I should consider that a win.


  “You didn’t have to rush your recovery. Everyone would have happily waited for you, and if all the visits were too much, we could have reduced them.”


  “I-I guess you’re right! Heh heh heh…”


  “Then why’d you go and rush things?!” was what I wanted to ask him. But that wouldn’t just be asking him a question, it’d be a full-on interrogation. 


  Did he know how to balance it all? He should like it here. People recognized his skills, paid attention to him, and even wanted to hang out with him. He should be happy.


  I mean, you always look so sad when you see everyone else chatting and laughing, Wim.


  I just couldn’t understand. No matter how much I tried to learn about him, it felt like the crux of his character was too murky to see. Not a single thing ever went according to plan, and it drove me crazy that there was no way to wiretap into his soul.


  “Hey, Wim?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Do you like everyone here in Nachtlibelle?”


  “I do.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  In the end, all I could do was watch over him.


   


  ***


   


  I was busy. Day in and day out was a whirlwind of exploring the ninety-eighth floor. I dived into the labyrinth, slept, dived in again, then slept some more. When we finally got days off, we spent that entire time securing supplies or putting together battle plans. Night had already fallen by the time I was let off the hook that day. At that point, it seemed smarter to just sleep.


  Then why am I here?


  In the dead of night, I slipped outside the manor, following the directions on the back of the business card I was handed during a conversation I could barely keep up with. Seriously, what was I doing?


  Shockingly, my destination turned out to be the back door of the Abenteurers’ Guild. Given the time—and the fact this was the back door—there wasn’t a single soul around. Making sure I was alone, I followed the instructions on the business card and knocked on the door with the middle knuckle on my middle finger. Knock, knock, knock knock!


  “My, Mr. Strauss!” Gereon quietly called my name, his head poking out of the half-open door. I opened my mouth, but he placed his right pointer finger over his own and handed me a note with his other hand.


  “My apologies. Our organization is a secret one, so we have put up a barrier. If you could sign the cross with your ring finger, it would be deeply appreciated.”


  I followed the instructions, and once Gereon had confirmed this for himself, he let me inside. He only spoke once the door clicked shut. “Warmest welcome, Mr. Strauss! My deepest apologies!”


  “Oh… Not at all. I mean, it feels like something Labyrinth Freak might do. Um…” This place screamed fishy from the start, which put me a bit on edge. But really, that just made this place feel like some sort of secret hideout, which was exciting. “I’m kind of happy, actually.”


  “Fweh heh heh heh! You truly are one of us, Mr. Strauss!” Gereon’s laugh almost had me breaking out into a wheezy laugh of my own. “Anyways, I would love nothing more than to introduce our members. Our leader has absolutely insisted she meet with you!”


  “Your…leader?”


  “Yes. Incidentally, Mr. Strauss, you have thoroughly read through the preface of this month’s issue of Labyrinth Freak, I assume?”


  “Yes, it was a really passionate essay on—”


  “Do you remember the name of the author?”


  Of course I did. But if he was asking that, it could only mean one thing. “It was Dr. Heynckes. You don’t mean…?”


  “I do! The editor-in-chief of Labyrinth Freak and our most cutting-edge author is none other than Dr. Heynckes!”


  The back door to the Abenteurers’ Guild didn’t lead to the first floor, but the basement. In other words, we headed downstairs to the first floor of the labyrinth.


  “It may seem quite strange than a secret organization like us would be using the Abenteurers’ Guild, but our mother organization is quite legitimate. Fweh heh heh heh!”


  “Oh, so that’s—”


  “Atmosphere is important, Mr. Strauss! Very important.”


  The dim staircase led to a lecture hall with a sunken center. About thirty people were spread around the room—half wearing white lab coats, and the rest dressed in tattered clothes seemingly made from scraps. Standing behind them, it was impossible to tell who was male and who was female.


  In the center was a blackboard, and stuck on it was a big sheet of paper filled with diagrams and formulae. Some sort of model sat atop the speakers’ podium. I had never attended school, but I was sure it looked something like this.


  “Hey, Gereon! That’s Mr. Strauss, right?!” 


  I suddenly heard a booming voice, belonging to a woman. She climbed up the lecture hall’s entrance with light, quick steps. There was something youthful about the way she carried herself, which almost seemed out of place, though the reactions of those around her undermined that. Her dauntless demeanor assured me that she was these people’s leader.


  When she finally came into view, I discovered a thin woman, just as her voice suggested. Her wide eyes carried a sense of innocence. She wasn’t tall—in fact, she was so short she was smaller than me. The word “girl” seemed better suited than the word “woman,” though she had an androgynous look that made her seem boyish. The jacket she wore was the same type the children of Filburn would wear when playing pretend abenteurer; the elbows and shoulders were so dirtied it looked like she had just come out of a cave.


  “Hey! The name’s Rita Heynckes, and I publish in Labyrinth Freak under the name Dr. Heynckes! I’m also the editor-in-chief!”


  I was flabbergasted. I thought for sure Dr. Heynckes was a middle-aged man!


  “Fweh heh heh heh! All first timers have the exact same reaction, Mr. Strauss! Well, I suppose some don’t show any reaction at all! I’ll point them out for you!”


  “Oh, stop it, Gereon! I’m even older than you are, Mr. Strauss. Oh, that’s right! I’m about the same age as your leader, Camilla! Call me Rita!”


  “R-right…”


  “Anyway, it’s a pleasure to meet ya!”


  “Oh… Right, same here. I’m sorry. I’m late in introducing myself, aren’t I? I’m Wim Strauss, and currently, um… I’m a member of Nachtlibelle.”


  “Yup, yup! I know all about you! Of course, I know that you defeated the boss on the ninety-eighth floor, but I’ve got more intel too!”


  More…?
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  “I’ve been reading the publications you write for fun! You’ve never published anything for us, but I’ve seen some of your work in other magazines!”


  “Huh…?” Someone was actually reading those?


  “For us, your most influential work has to be your essay ‘On the Twenty-Five Types of Winged Insects That Portend Large Monsters’ from two years ago. We toiled to identify those flies, but some upstart author managed to do it on his own! It was a huge shock!”


  “Th-thank you…” Suddenly hearing that someone had read my essays made it feel like the skin around my shoulders was crawling.


  “Anyway, welcome! Sorry we seem so fishy! We got into it with the Elder Association a while ago, so we’ve gotta make our magazine in secret!” Rita leaned forward, bringing her big eyes closer to me. “Basically, our group operates normally as the Investigation Team directly affiliated with the Abenteurers’ Guild. Our gathering here means we’re using our daytime workplace during the night too, but under wraps.”


  So, they were the guild’s Investigation Team. That made sense, considering no public agency was as close to the secrets of the labyrinth than them.


  “By day, we’re the perfectly pure, honest Investigation Team! But by night…” She stretched out her arms and declared, “We’re the publishing team behind Labyrinth Freak!” She dropped her shoulders. “Hmm… Well, that was just me being dramatic. But basically, we’re a club centered mostly around the Abenteurers’ Guild’s Investigation Team that gathers for fun, and we created Labyrinth Freak so we could share our more radical essays to the world.”


  “I…see.”


  “So, Mr. Strauss, we’re about to present the results of our research! What makes it into the magazine is just a small portion of the work we do, and only the stuff we can leave behind in writing! If you wanna see the real Labyrinth Freak, you’ve gotta watch the presentations!” Her hand gestured toward a chair that had already been pulled out for me. “Of course, you’ll stick around, right?”


  I gulped down my spit and nodded.


  “Is this about applications of magical tools?”


  The first presentation was entitled “The Mechanisms That Recreate Labyrinth Walls Part 5: Tests in Medicinal Applications 3.” I wasn’t able to follow the whole thing, but it seemed to be some sort of experiment to test whether magical tools could be used to heal wounds, like attempting to see if severed limbs could heal themselves without being reattached to the body. I was pretty sure that was the topic, at least.


  “Yup! We’re trying to recreate the labyrinth’s mechanisms, and… Well, we all know that plenty of the walls in the labyrinth regenerate, right? That should mean there’s some mechanism besides the teleportation circles that does this, but we’ve been completely unable to analyze the underlying principles when exploring this phenomenon from a magical tools’ lens. You know this already, right?”


  I nodded. This problem was famous in certain communities, not that I had ever been a part of one.


  The term “magical tools” referred to devices powered by magic stones that produced light, power, or heat. When discussing mechanisms that weren’t machines, magical tools were all that were left on the table, which was why it was all but certain that apparatuses inside the labyrinths had to be high-tech magical tools. Things, though, weren’t so clear-cut.


  Apparently, there was no evidence that the mechanisms of the labyrinth consumed magic stones. We didn’t know where the energy that powered them came from, which made analysis impossible.


  “So instead of analyzing them, we combine stand-alone magical tools to see if we can recreate the same effect! We fail every time, so it’s custom that this presentation serves as the first in our meetings.”


  I heard a rattling sound as a table was wheeled into the room. Atop it was a skin-colored something—likely the results of this experiment.


  Rita grinned as she pointed at it. “Take a look! That’s some skin that’s been joined together. We cut it and see if the blood will coagulate, and whether the wound will heal!”


  The male presenter cut through the specimen with his knife, and a red liquid spilled from the wound.


  “Skin? What kind of skin?”


  “That’s, um… Pig skin! We stitched some pig skin together, making sure to leave behind as much of the skin’s circulatory organs as we could! Then, um… We continuously cast the priest healing spells on it. Ones especially made for livestock!”


  Just as she had explained, the blood dried up in an instant. The specimen writhed on the table before contracting, and the wound morphed into a mere wrinkle.


  “Wow…”


  That was amazing. It was kind of morbid, but I had never seen an experiment like it before.


  “Did we do it this time?” Rita leaned forward, her eyes trained on the specimen. After a moment, the wrinkle opened back up, leaving an even bigger wound. The specimen withered into an inanimate clump of meat.


  “Aww… I knew this would happen. But I guess this is progress.”


  With a round of applause, the questions and answer session began. It was so high level I could barely keep up. Everyone was talking so fast it was hard to make out what they were saying. It didn’t seem like everyone here understood the presentation anyway, and only a small percentage seemed truly enthusiastic. The rest appeared completely uninterested as they mumbled to themselves and took down notes.


  It felt like I was in a lawless land.


  “Um, Rita? I’ve never heard of healing spells specific to livestock before. Aren’t all the enchantments typically written for humans?”


  “Oh… Maybe they’ve truncated it into a symbolic chant. They made it just to carry out this experiment!”


  I was awestruck.


  “Really, it was hard work! Yup, yup, yup. Anyway, even though the specimen was just a barn animal, I hope you can forgive us for being a bit inhumane! The Investigation Team will definitely talk about it later!”


  “N-no, it’s not my place to say anything.”


  There was no end to the questions of bioethics when it came to using living organisms in experiments. As long as you were trying to be respectful, there wasn’t too big of a problem. At least, that’s what I thought.


  Not to mention, I was incredibly intrigued. I already wanted to go and discuss the experiment with them later!


  Someone slammed their hands onto one of the desks on the opposite side of the blackboard. “What an effing joke!”


  A woman in a white lab coat sauntered up to the presenter and hit him. The man wasn’t about to let himself lose. He hit her straight back, as if he had been ready for this.


  “Huh?”


  “Agh! They’re at it again! All right, all right! Next up is… Perfect! Go set up, Petrus!”


  As the fight continued, the others hurried to prepare for the next presentation.


  “U-um, is it really okay to let those two be?”


  “Oh, yeah. They’re in some sort of competition, and the winner gets some cash. If the other loses their argument, that is.”


  “R-right…”


  “Well, you know! Arguments have to clash! As long as you protect your writing hand and your head, then it’s fine!”


  As I watched on in shock, the paper on the blackboard was taken down and the specimen wheeled away. It was time for the man they called Petrus to give his presentation.


  “You better listen to this, Mr. Strauss! His specialty is monster ecology, and there’s a lot of similarities with your own work! Not to mention…your own report is the basis behind this presentation!”


  “Um, ahem, if I could have your attention!” Petrus was incredibly tall and had a sturdy build. His voice was low but easy to hear as he kicked off his presentation.


  “I have successfully identified the species of the boss that was on the ninety-eighth floor! It’s similar to the sea slug, but the closest it gets to it is its taxonomic class. Its direct match is the extinct species of seehasen. From what I can tell from the vestigial organs, the two species split off roughly two thousand years ago!”


  This was interesting. Petrus was trying to identify the organisms that the bosses had evolved from. Monsters were animals imbued with magic, and the majority combined monstrous traits with normal biology. Conversely, it was quite reasonable to wonder what might have been of monsters if they lacked their magic.


  First, Petrus used the sketches found in Nachtlibelle’s and my reports to conduct brute-force research on species similar to sea slugs. However, he didn’t find any organisms that were a complete match, because of the boss’s shell. Instead of outside, it was within its body, and served to protect its internal organs. There were no organisms that shared a similar trait alive today.


  However, Petrus toiled onward. He didn’t stop at assuming that just because such an organism wasn’t around today, it was just a trait of the monster. Instead, he postulated that if there was no such extant species, there may have been one in the past, and carried forth his research from that angle.


  There really had once been a species that had an internal shell! Apparently, plenty of seehasen fossils were recovered from a fishing port to the far east of Filburn.


  All that was left to do was collect evidence, so he went from labyrinth studies to research paleontology instead—so he could uncover everything about the seehasen. His most salient discovery was that they emitted black mist from their backs. Similarities were discovered between the ratio of combinations in the soil around the fossils and the composition of the rain that fell in the ninety-eighth floor of the labyrinth. From that, he decided that the boss on the floor should be named after the seehasen.


  “You’re not going to announce these finds?” I asked Rita, thinking this was intel that was both valuable and posed no threat.


  “Of course we will! But a lot of his methods haven’t been formally recognized yet, so we’ll probably have to figure out what we can use and rework it before we can publish. Nothing in his bibliography’s official, either, and getting permission to use the teleportation circles to conduct proper investigations will be a pain in the butt, too.”


  Huh, I didn’t know that.


  Petrus concluded his presentation, and the audience erupted in raucous applause.


  “That concludes my presentation!” he announced. His eyes stared directly at me.


  “It seems like he wants to hear your thoughts, Mr. Strauss.”


  “Huh? M-mine? Um, why?”


  “Well, because you know the boss on the ninety-eighth floor better than anyone! Getting to hear the interpretations and hunches of the abenteurers who encountered it first-hand is critical to us.”


  Really? I guess from my point of view, it would be like wanting to hear the thoughts of whoever I had cast a buff on.


  All was silent, everyone’s eyes on me. “Oh… Um, I think that was a wonderful presentation.”


  “Really? You can just speak from your gut. Did you hear anything you thought might be off?”


  I was trying to be inoffensive, but that only sent another question flying back to me. “Um… Well, yeah… Uh, I don’t believe the smaller antennae are vestigial organs. The same’s true for sea slugs, but I think they’re probably organs that move in proportion to a forcefield. I mean… Heh heh heh! I’m sorry, you might have already referenced that.” 


  If I really had to criticize something, that was the only thing I could come up with.


  Petrus looked utterly flabbergasted, which had Rita giggling. “Aha ha ha! No worries! That was Petrus’s own dumb mistake. Did everything else seem right?”


  “I-it did. I really thought it was an excellent presentation. I could have never come up with something like that myself.”


  “Yeah? Good for you, then! Huh, Petrus?!”


  “Yes. I was truly blessed to hear your words, Mr. Strauss.”


  “You’ll have to excuse me! I don’t have enough knowledge to be able to appraise your work appropriately, and really, it was so radical, large-scale, captivating, and…just amazing!” Nothing had piqued my interest like this in a long time. “If we extrapolate this further, it will mean that evolved forms of extinct species have actually survived in the labyrinth.”


  At least, that should have been the case. However, when I glanced ahead as I spoke, I realized the atmosphere in the room had shifted.


  Rita stood up. “You hear that, everyone?” She directed that question to all attendees but myself. They all stared at me, but neither in approval nor disapproval. Instead, they seemed to be sizing me up. “You’re exactly right, Mr. Strauss. Our objective lies somewhere grander.” With each step she took, her words grew more intense. “The readers of Labyrinth Freak can see the larger framework. They can imagine what we’re trying to do, and what we’re trying to prove!”


  “The larger…framework?”


  “That’s right. It was written right there in our preface, after all! Tell us, Mr. Strauss.”


  That sudden demand had me half gulping down my spit, but the other half knew exactly what she was talking about. “The location and shape of the labyrinth, right?”


  “Exactly!” Her voice boomed.


  There was quite a bit of gossip about the true construction of the labyrinth. The main question was simple: If you wanted to proceed downward, couldn’t you just dig into the earth? You would occasionally hear of abenteurers who tried, and pretty much all of those attempts ended in failure.


  There were two main theories to explain this. The first was the Underground Theory, which postulated that the ground that separated two floors of the labyrinth was just too much for a human to dig through. The second was the more radical Separate Space Theory, which instead hypothesized that the labyrinth was a unique building where space wasn’t normal.


  “Next question. When considering the space and location, a certain peculiar aspect of the ninety-eighth floor completely changed the game. Do you know what that is?”


  I had an idea. In fact, I knew what she was referring to immediately. “The existence of a ‘sky.’”


  “I knew you’d get it! The existence of a sky within the labyrinth completely contradicts the Underground Theory. Let’s leave the Separate Space Theory aside for now, since all it amounts to is admitting ignorance. If the Underground Theory has been disproven, then we must immediately reconsider the question of where the labyrinth is located.” She gestured with her hands to urge the others to action. “Now, this is all just a theory, but the key is the flora, fauna, and evolutionary lines the monsters of the labyrinth have followed. The environmental conditions are so radically different between floors that it’s incredibly difficult to recognize even the same species. But as we’ve continued our research, we’ve discovered a commonality between the organisms of the labyrinth. A gradation, if you will.” She stepped up to the podium. “The ecology of the flora and fauna are directly linked with their climates.”


  The materials for the previous presentation had now been removed, and a single, large piece of paper now adorned the blackboard. On it was a giant diagram with a balloon shape color-coded red, blue, green, and purple.


  “This is our hypothetical continent! We believe that the labyrinth exists in a separate land!” she declared.


  A “hypothetical continent” was a thought experiment with the goal of determining the climate of a fictional landmass out in the grand blue sea, based on the surrounding waters and wind currents. Rita stood before one such diagram, carrying flat, round magnets marked with small numbers in her arms.


  “The first big mystery is our lack of understanding about the continuity between floors. For example, the monsters and ecology of the twenty-sixth and twenty-seventh floors differ entirely. When considering all floors, you might notice that you can find A-class wyverns on both the twenty-sixth and ninety-seventh floors. That kinda suggests that these two floors might be connected somewhere, but when considering temperature, soil, or even flora and fauna, there’s still no observable continuity.”


  I nodded. Apparently, this was related to the fundamental mysteries of the labyrinth. She was discussing the source of what created a sense of unity in the labyrinth, which was so definite yet hard to describe.


  “But we didn’t give up on identifying the continuity! We discounted the development and resistances compensated by magic in monsters and hypothesized about their original forms. We examined all floors of the labyrinth—looking at all suspicious organisms—and discovered that numerous species believed to be distinct were truly one and the same. Then, we analyzed their differences and determined what climates had produced the biota on each floor.”


  She held up the magnets to show those numbers, which was when I finally understood what they were indicating—floors of the labyrinth. Each magnet represented a separate floor.


  “Given those climates, I’ll now be arranging the location of the floors atop this hypothetical continent.” She briskly placed the magnets. When she was done, she turned back to face us, her voice booming. “So, what do you think? Things just make sense this way. For example, the twenty-sixth and ninety-seventh floors that both have the A-class wyverns I mentioned earlier are positioned right next to each other.”


  She was right. Right next to those magnets was the thirty-third floor, and A-class wyverns could be found there as well.


  “You know what this must mean, right?”


  Of course, I did after hearing all that.


  Rita glanced at me as I gulped. She seemed to be enjoying herself. “In other words, we’ve been traveling across a certain continent via the teleportation circles.”


  I took another good look at the paper on the blackboard. Her conclusion was sound. The floors with unique biota were positioned far away from the rest, and you could presume that the ninety-eighth floor where the seehasen had been found was near the coast.


  “We’ve been calling this the Continent Theory. Proving that the labyrinth exists on a separate continent from our own shall be our ultimate thesis!”


  “This is all very…grand.”


  “Right?! If we prove this, Filburn will be flipped on its head!”


  I watched Rita. There was passion in her words; her eyes were seemingly unfocused and not fully trained in the real world. However, the evidence she had gathered as grounds for her argument, and the scale of what it might suggest, was exciting enough to merit her reverie.


  It was now certain. I finally recognized what her appearance made me apprehensive of—she really was the Dr. Heynckes.


  “That’s also exactly why we can’t go announcing it everywhere. You remember, right? All that does is get us shunned.” She planted her feet on the floor and lowered her voice. “It’s the very reason that despite being the Investigation Team, we’re meeting here secretly. If Labyrinth Freak were sold to the masses, publication would surely be prohibited. That’s why we’ve gotta keep it a secret, okay? Especially the Continent Theory I shared with you today. I’m still developing the theory, anyway.”


  “Right.”


  “So…what did you think? Did we pique your interest?” Despite her sunny disposition, she asked that question so timidly it made me panic a little. I could tell there was a hidden meaning behind those words, as her big eyes were wide open, staring at me while awaiting my answer.


  Of course, I already knew the answer. “Yes, a lot.”


  “All righty!” Her gloomy expression lasted for just a moment. Now, she wore a large smile that almost seemed to overflow from her face. “Thanks so much for visiting us today! We’re certain you’ve got what it takes to be one of us! Actually, I take that back! You already are one of us!”


  “No, um, I don’t…”


  “No, really! I won’t ask you to quit Nachtlibelle and join us instead or anything! We’re just a club, after all! We’d just like you to join us every so often and contribute if you’ve got any good topics you’re working on!”


  Oh, so that’s what she meant. “In that case, I’ll definitely take you up on that offer!”


  The crowd erupted in applause. It sounded natural, with various tempos, volumes, and lengths.


  “You’ll stick around a bit longer, right?” asked Rita.


  Now that I had made it this far, it no longer made any difference. There were no windows in the basement, but I knew it had to be quite late already. I nodded, and gave up on getting any sleep that night.


  The sun was already high in the sky when I headed home to Nachtlibelle’s manor, carrying high-quality backing paper wrapped in cloth in my arms.


  “Take this invitation! It won’t be for a little while longer, but we’re going on a large-scale labyrinth survey soon, so make sure you tag along! This is an official survey by the Abenteurers’ Guild’s Investigation Team, so Camilla should let you come if you show this to her. Oh! And don’t mention my name. She really doesn’t like me.”


  What should I do? I came to that Labyrinth Freak meeting without any real motive, but what I encountered there was too grand to take lightly.


  Still, I felt like it had been a long time since I had so much fun, though I thought I was strange for thinking so. I was satisfied with the treatment I got at Nachtlibelle, and my days were filled.


  So then…why?


  On one hand, I failed to properly rest and prepare for today’s labyrinth dive. But on the other, I felt like a weight had finally been lifted off my chest.


  Wings’ Side 4


   


  DRACHENFLÜGEL WAS FINALLY OFFICIALLY recognized for vanquishing the boss on the ninety-seventh floor. After I had announced this, the atmosphere around the table had suddenly lifted.


  “Of course we did. Damn, they took way too long…”


  “That means we can relax for a little while.”


  “Yup, thank goodness!”


  Rather than glee, it was relief that filled the room. Currently, there wasn’t any news that could completely cheer everyone up; instead, this announcement simply relieved the worries weighing on us.


  The atmosphere here had been really intense as of late.


  “Nachtlibelle” and “Wim Strauss”—ever since the boss on the ninety-eighth floor had been vanquished, there wasn’t a single day where you didn’t hear those words. Filburn overflowed with talk about Wim, and the energy he brought to town left the city bustling.


  The early defeat of the boss transformed the ninety-eighth floor into a safe gold mine where you could potentially make a fortune. You didn’t have to go out of your way to hear about Wim’s feats. According to the abenteurers in town, Wim could use his granting magic to morph into a one-man army, and his capabilities in battle made him undoubtedly the strongest in all of Filburn.


  Naturally, many began to doubt the stories told in relation to this one. It was common knowledge that Wim had been kicked out of Drachenflügel, which meant we now had plenty of negative rumors swirling over our heads. I was sure the boss’s defeat on the ninety-seventh floor had yet to be officially recognized, and the fact that Drachenflügel had been in a slump as of late seemed to support the gossip.


  Quite honestly, even I had started to distrust them. Chronos, Nikola, and Mehlis were first-rate abenteurers, but they lacked the strength needed to be an A-rank party who had vanquished a boss. I had been a member of this party long enough to know that for certain.


  Thus, there was only one explanation. I wasn’t sure to what extent, but they certainly relied heavily on Wim’s skills to defeat that boss. At the very least, enough that it would be wrong to claim that Drachenflügel had defeated it as a party.


  “This is the check for our reward of five-hundred thousand marks.”


  The others gathered around as I placed the check on the table.


  “Wow.”


  “There’s so many zeroes!”


  “Yeah, there are.”


  Chronos and Mehlis had their curiosity written all over their faces, while Nikola’s eyes were open wide, despite her attempt to play it cool.


  “Um, Chronos? We need the party leader’s magicprint to turn the check into cash.”


  “Right, you do it! It’s in the drawer to the right, and um, here’s the key.” Chronos readily handed over all his important documents and identifying articles to me. I was happy he trusted me so much, but it was hard not to worry, considering how new I was to this party. Though this did make things easier for me, imagining him handing this to someone else sent a shiver up my spine.


  “All right.” Chronos renewed his resolve. “We’re an A-rank party for real now!”


  I gulped. He really had no intention of stopping.


  “Um, Chronos?”


  “What is it, Sophia?”


  If I, at the very least, didn’t step in to stop him, he would let his pointless ambitions get the best of him. “Now that we have a safety net, why don’t we head into the ninety-eighth floor first? If we go in now, that’ll at least ensure we make a profit.” 


  There, I said it.


  Chronos hid his mouth behind his hand as he stared at me. Quite honestly, I was scared. “We can’t. We’ve gotta work on conquering the ninety-ninth.”


  My dissent was in vain. He didn’t listen, his eyes already glazed over.


  I glanced at Nikola and Mehlis. They were in agreement. All three of them were on the same page, urged forth by panic.


  “We’re an A-rank party. That means we’ve gotta be on the front lines. This is our chance! While the rest are distracted by their greed for what’s right in front of them, we’ll be the first to move on ahead! That’s what makes us Drachenflügel!”


  That’s right, we would be crazy to do otherwise!


  We were still fine. All was going according to plan. We were an A-rank party worthy of being admired by an Expedition Celebration! The title just proved our feats.


  Everyone going on and on about Wim and Nachtlibelle was so freaking annoying. That was all just a coincidence! He was just blessed with the force of a huge party behind him. That’s the only reason he managed to do what he did. I mean, it would be crazy for him to be able to accomplish something we couldn’t.


  People were already flocking to us. They were all just temporary members for the time being, but they would definitely join us now that we were an official A-rank party. Then, we could buy a manor and have a party just as big as Nachtlibelle!


  Just you wait, everyone. We’re the ones who are gonna defeat the boss on the ninety-ninth floor!


  I blamed myself for failing to stop Chronos. I made excuses, telling myself that Chronos had some sort of plan, or that it wasn’t my place to speak up as a new member. Because of that, I couldn’t step in to question him about the things that really mattered.


  Just making the front lines was more difficult than exploring the ninety-ninth floor. This time, our numbers held us back. The few dozen members Chronos gathered were all women, and while some were first-rate abenteurers with ample experience, our average level wasn’t very high.


  The exact thing I had been afraid of had come true. Chronos had dismissed the preparation it took to head into the labyrinth with such a big party.


  What proved the greatest challenge for us was our lack of information when it came to the teleportation circles. Travel between floors during a dive was exclusively conducted through them, so making it through the labyrinth efficiently required a grasp of which circles led to shortcuts. That was especially true given how many people we had, which already made traveling through the labyrinth more difficult.


  Large parties like Nachtlibelle had a firm grasp of the teleportation circles and the paths in the labyrinth, even maintaining those routes. I heard that they concealed some teleportation circles to give them an advantage during their labyrinth dives, but Drachenflügel lacked that advantage. Thus, we had to use the most famous route—which was also inefficient—to get to the ninety-eighth floor and then go to the next teleportation circle from there.


  Thus, we were ignorant, and we came face to face with perilous obstacles as a large group with no coordination, know-how, or plans. On the sixty-fifth floor, there was a falling rock trap on a hill, and on the eighty-seventh floor, there was a river full of sea monsters. On the ninetieth, there was a sweltering cave. The only thing on Chronos’s mind was conquering the ninety-ninth floor, which meant we couldn’t rely on him. Instead, the other experienced abenteurers and I had to confer with one another to figure out our way forward.


  We ran into a bit of trouble, but we managed to make it to the front lines. He used to babble on and on about heat resistance and detours, but look! There really was never a point in worrying about all that stuff in the first place. All we needed to make it to the front lines was our hearts, and I proved it.


  How many had quit? About half, it seemed. Well, those who couldn’t keep up just needed to train some more and try again next time. And I guess I could pay their medical bills. It was just what magnanimous leaders like me did.


  So, we arrived on the ninety-ninth floor. The only information we had was the basic intel the scouts from the Abenteurers’ Guild had recovered. In other words, we were the first ones to make it there.


  “We’re home! We’re back on the frontlines!”


  This was good. I was filled with excitement at the thought of conquering the unknown! This was really what made the frontlines so special.


  Before me was a jungle that seemed to go on forever, as well as a night sky. It didn’t feel like the usual halls and tunnels inside the labyrinth, but just any big wilderness on the surface. I couldn’t see where it ended, and if someone dragged you here blindfolded, you probably wouldn’t be able to figure out you were in the labyrinth. It was hot and humid here, and my armor felt too stuffy.


  Everyone seemed pooped. It was time for their leader to step in and give them a pep talk. 


  “Guys!” I said, clapping my hands. “This is where it gets real! All we need is to trust each other. Make sure you communicate!” 


  Nice one, me!


  Sophia raised her hand. “Um, Chronos?”


  “What?”


  “We’re all exhausted. Perhaps we could take a break?”


  “Hmm… Really? You tired, guys?!” I looked around. Nobody nodded. “You’re too much of a worrywart, Sophia.”


  “I think it would be hard for them to speak up given how much energy you still have, Chronos.”


  Huh. Sophia was always straight to the point, which made it easy to figure out what she was trying to say. That being said, all her worrying really made her stick out. Though, since she was in charge of our finances, it was probably good that she was so cautious. Still…


  “We’re fine. We’ll just work together to cover for anyone who’s tired! I can protect every single one of you if it comes down to it!”


  “Just a second, boss.” The female warrior next to Sophia raised her hand. I was pretty sure her name was Rebecca. She was tall, fashionable, and had a big-sisterly vibe. I had let her in because she seemed like she could wield a sword with me on the frontlines.


  “What is it, Rebecca?”


  “How exactly are we going to cover for each other? We’re on the frontlines, so we’ll have to use transmission magic to a certain degree. We made it here while avoiding combat, but look at the state of us.”


  “We’ve never used it before. We always just called out to each other.”


  “Huh?”


  Hmm? Who needs transmission magic—we’d been fine without it so far!


  “Um, Rebecca? We were originally a small party, so just talking has always been enough for us.”


  “And what does that matter? We’re a big party now, aren’t we?!”


  Sophia jumped in to help me, but Rebecca clearly wasn’t having it. Ugh, the atmosphere here sucked. From what I remember, we original members of Drachenflügel were the only ones who had faced a boss on the frontlines before, so I guess it made sense she would be worried about whether she could keep up with us.


  “You sure this is worth it, boss? I get that no one knows anything about this floor yet, but you’ve gotta put in what it takes.” She looked dissatisfied.


  “Are you saying you’re not happy with your payment? We offered you plenty.”


  “I’m not talking about money. I’m asking if you’ve got a plan.”


  Oh, a plan. “No need to worry about plans! I’ve thought up the best!”


  It really wasn’t like me to act so full of myself. But last night, I thought about what was the best path forward, given the intel we had from the guild. I kept it a secret since I wanted to surprise them, but I understood how that could be frustrating for the others.


  “We’re gonna burn this jungle to the ground!”


  It was hard to truly consider this a daring plan on Chronos’s part, but it was carried out without anyone so much as questioning it.


  “Go for it, Mehlis!”


  “Right! [Die genehmigung axion, die doppelinie ewig…]” 


  Mehlis wielded a staff as long as she was tall and started her enchantment. Anyone would recognize that she was one of the most talented sorceresses in Filburn, and what was the most impressive was the strength of her spells. At times, she would be a tad careless with putting together her chants, which would make them inefficient. She also wasn’t good with symbolic enchantments, which sometimes made it hard for her to react in the moment. Despite these obvious weaknesses, the force of her spells was magnificent if she had enough time to work on them.


  Wind blew from behind me. It was as if all the oxygen was being concentrated at a single point.


  “[Flammenschwinge!]”


  The shrill, ringing sound of the reverberating air consumed all other background noise and created a moment of silence. Then, pillars of fire appeared on the ground. They ballooned and transformed into cannons. The blistering heat and thundering roar seemed to blast away the humidity I had felt since we arrived on this floor. Had I not grounded myself, I would have been sent flying.


  “Phew! I’ve emptied this place!” Once the flames had subsided, Mehlis let out a sigh, thinking her job was over. Her forehead was drenched with sweat.


  “Great job, Mehlis!”


  She giggled. “Though I didn’t quite hit my targets.”


  “What does it matter? We’ll be able to proceed safely now, and we can see straight ahead, too!”


  The view was breathtaking. The jungle was burned down in the direction Mehlis was facing; the last dregs of fire were still creating smoke.


  “This is what we’re trying to do here, guys! Follow Mehlis’s example, and let’s continue forward as we burn this jungle down!”


  Everyone but the four of us were stunned. It wasn’t every day that you saw magic of this level.


  Now I understood Chronos’s plan. He was trying to overwhelm the others by demonstrating high-level magic, letting him be the one to set the pace. Despite being heavy-handed, it seemed to have proven successful.


  “Listen up, guys. Beasts are weak to fire, right? So are monsters. We can’t use fire in closed-off spaces, but this floor is different. We can burn down this jungle, and as a long as we’ve got the sky above us, the oxygen is limitless!” Chronos pompously explained as he strolled through the jungle, his sword in his hand.


  Our strategy was simple: The mages would cast fire magic at our front and sides, while the swordsmen would cut through the remaining brush standing in our way. It was a strategy that certainly allowed us to proceed with good visibility, and just as Chronos had assumed, no monsters came to attack us—though I wasn’t sure if that was because they really feared our fire.


  However, that didn’t mean we were safe. What we incinerated was just what was above ground, but the trees here seemed to have been growing for a long time. They were deeply rooted, which meant the soil was covered in twisting and turning bumps. Sometimes, those roots took on a mind of their own and wrapped themselves around our legs, which served as a distraction.


  “Hup!” Chronos cut through a root around my leg. “That was a close one, huh, Sophia?”


  “Th-thank you.”


  I remained on guard as I observed our surroundings. We repeatedly cast fire spells, and though the flames appeared to be spreading, they were not by as much as I expected—it seemed that the entire jungle was just extremely humid. The trees here were of a species you rarely saw on the surface, and many had large leaves that varied in size and shape.


  So far, things had been going according to Chronos’s plan, but current success didn’t mean further success. At the same time, I was overcome with a sense of guilt—it felt like we were committing a grave sin here. I could hear the cries of monsters echoing in the distance. Yes, we were trying to explore the labyrinth. But still, his methods were so problematic it was hard to know where I should even begin to criticize them.


  For one, there was the smoke. Clearing out obstructions was all well and good, but the smoke concealed what was still burning. If we were surrounded, we’d fail to notice. We also had to be careful not to inhale the smoke, but without a proper plan, it was hard to know how effective such caution could be.


  There was also the heat. It was already quite hot on this floor, but the fires we had set made it difficult to stay standing. We only had limited water, which meant we wouldn’t be able to keep up with such intense exercise for long.


  But most importantly…


  “Sorry, Sophia. I’m calling it quits,” said Rebecca. “Tell the boss I’m sorry, and that I don’t need the payment.”


  “Um, but…”


  “Drawing so much attention to ourselves means we’re open to enemy attacks. I bet the boss is the kind of guy who seriously thinks normal beasts and monsters with magic are one and the same.”


  I couldn’t deny that. It was true that many monsters feared fire, and that was partly due to their animalistic instincts. However, it was also true that the stronger the monster, the greater their intelligence and resistances. Some may not fear fire at all, which meant all we were doing was keeping the small fry away and creating a false sense of security. In fact, we may even just be summoning the stronger monsters toward us.


  “Hear that?” Rebecca asked. 


  I listened closely, and she was right. I thought I heard a faint cry in the distance.


  “Bye. It seems like you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. You’d be better off leaving this party.” With that, Rebecca ran straight for the teleportation circle.


  I better be careful. I couldn’t leave Drachenflügel just yet, but to be fair, I also couldn’t do that if I ended up dead.


  I changed my enemy detection methods and searched through the smoke in various directions. I looked toward the floor and was careful not to breathe in any smoke, while I also made sure to keep my ears open so I could pick up on any faint sounds.


  That’s when I heard a call from my left. “It’s a monster!”


  Everyone focused their attention toward it. There was something in the gap between the flaming trees. It was a monkey, larger than the average adult man. The light of the fire reflected on its fur to obscure its color, but it was probably black. Its teeth and claws were sharp, and its arms were quite long as well—while it was walking on its legs, its hands grazed the floor.


  I heard shrill voices from behind—screams. I turned in that direction, but I couldn’t see any monsters. The smoke began to surround us.


  As if prompted by those first screams, I heard my party members yelling from every direction. Some were shrieks and some were orders, but none were useful in assessing our current situation. In mere moments, we had fallen into panic.


  Through the smoke, we tried to find each other and band together in a single spot.


  “Chronos! What do we do?!”


  “Calm down, everyone! I’ll protect you all!”


  Everyone naturally gathered near Chronos to await his orders. That was all we could do, given the situation.


  “Mehlis, Nikola! You there?!”


  “Yup!”


  “I’m fine!”


  “Sophia! How many of us are here?!”


  “Nine! And the rest are… I’m not sure.”


  “Damn it!”


  Less than half of us were here, and there was no way of knowing what happened to the ones who weren’t.


  All we could do was arrange ourselves into a circle, so that we would cover all our blind spots, and cling to our weapons. I trained my eyes forward, focusing so I didn’t miss any movements from beyond the smoke.


  My ears picked up on what sounded like monkey calls from all around us. We were already surrounded. Our predicament had quickly morphed into a crisis—we didn’t know where an attack could come from, or if we would be able to survive it.


  I was so on edge, I felt like I was about to topple over. I waited, ready for an attack to occur at any moment. Whenever it didn’t, I felt relieved, but also terrified that it was coming.


  As I focused my senses, I realized the air around us had changed. The shift came from ahead of us—right in front of Chronos. That spot alone was open. The monkeys that surrounded us were waiting for something.


  I saw a large, horned, humanoid figure from between the smoke. It was about twice the size of the other monkeys, yet it didn’t seem heavy. I could easily imagine its long arms were big enough to carry multiple people and swing around.


  There was something terribly off in the air, and I immediately knew what was happening. This was the boss.


  We all froze in place, knowing that we were on death’s doorstep.


  “Come at me! I’ll show you what I’m really made of!” Except for Chronos, that is. “How perfect! You were going to be vanquished at my hands anyway! What are you waiting for? Come at me! You scared?!”


  Wind started to swirl around the magic sword in his hands. The thickening air was visible in the smoke, and I watched as a tornado formed around the blade, as if Chronos was gathering power to strike at the boss. Despite the circumstances, Chronos’s spirits failed to waver.


  That’s what woke me from my trance. “Run!” I tried to scream, but in the very next moment, the boss had traveled so far in a single step it appeared to have teleported.


  It stood right before me.


  “Ooook?” It said, tilting its head.


  It was odd how it seemed to be observing us. Slowly, its face came into view. Its bare fangs were uneven, and the claws at the ends of its long arms were as sharp as knives. Its eyes sparkled ferociously and were so crimson you could see its bloodlust.


  I knew on instinct that I could never beat this opponent. This was not a matter of deciding whether to engage; just as an insect had no chance against a human, I had no chance against this boss. I couldn’t believe that a being on the same level as the one before me had ever been defeated.


  “Aaaaaaaagh!” Chronos brandished his sword with a roar, but the boss was overwhelmingly quicker. Crudely—as if he were nothing but a mere stone in the road—the boss knocked Chronos sideways, and he went tumbling into the smoldering jungle.


  I woke up. The first thing I saw moving over me was the hunched back of a stranger. He saw me stir and slowly approached me. He sure was one creepy-looking guy.


  “Good morning, Mr. Chronos.”


  Who is he?


  “My deepest apologies for the rush, but do you understand your current situation?”


  I had just woken up, so I took some time to think. I slowly searched my memories, which were thankfully intact. We had faced down a boss. “Is this…a hospital?”


  “Yes, we carried you here. You certainly are amazing, Mr. Chronos! To think you would recover from such grave injuries! You truly do have the makings of a great abenteurer.”


  That’s right. I got hit with a heavy blow.


  “Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about the injury to your left ear and the one that traces from your neck to stomach, but you were incredibly lucky to have your head and limbs still intact!”


  And then we lost. We fell victim to a surprise attack.


  I touched the left side of my face. All I could feel was a hard lump of dry bandages, though I couldn’t tell what was beneath. The sensation of my hand touching my face felt weird—the pain was mixed with a terrible itching and scorching heat.


  That woke me up to the pain throughout the rest of my body. A dull ache crept up on me, which dragged me back to reality.


  “What about everyone else?!”


  What happened next? I wanted to believe I had bought them enough time to escape, but…


  “If you’re referring to the twenty-five of you on the frontlines, a total of eight of you—including you, Mr. Chronos—were gravely injured.”


  “Wait a second. And the rest?”


  “Five are unaccounted for, and while you do have my word that we’ve done our very best…seven have passed away in this very hospital.”


  “You’re lying!” That was ridiculous! Some of us died? On my labyrinth dive? I couldn’t have that. “That’s right! What about Nikola, Mehlis, and Sophia? What happened to those three?”


  “Don’t you fret! The three suffered light injuries, but they’re in very good health. You were all saved by Miss Sophia’s ingenuity! Her methods were quite traditional, but it assuredly took some guts to play dead, given your situation.”


  “I…see.” So, they were alive. At least I had that silver lining, but still…


  We lost. Those words weighed heavily on me, and the creepy guy in front of me was just sitting still and staring at me, which pissed me off! It was like he was trying to urge me to just accept reality.


  “Damn it!”


  “Ah, that hand of yours is broken. Please do be careful!”


  Like I could just let this be the end. I’ve gotta accomplish something, at least! This whole town’s gotta know my name. I couldn’t accept this. If I did, I would just be…


  His face flashed through my mind. “No!”


  Don’t think those thoughts, don’t accept it! If you do, then you’re just…


  “Sorry, I’m heading back to my party’s house. I gotta get ready for our next labyrinth dive.”


  “My deepest apologies, Mr. Chronos, but I believe that will be difficult.”


  “Say what?” That reminded me, just who the hell was this guy? A doctor? He didn’t seem like one.


  “News of your last labyrinth dive has already spread through town. This is surely not the time to prepare for another one. Not to mention that your dear party Drachenflügel lacks any remaining strength to rechallenge the labyrinth.”


  I could feel my face getting hot. This guy was making fun of me and my comrades!


  “Who the hell do you think you are?!”


  “Oh, my deepest, deepest apologies. My name is Gereon, and it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Fweh heh heh!”


  “That’s not what I frickin’ meant! What the hell is your job?!”


  “Ah, I wasn’t expecting you to grow so heated. I apologize for my lacking words, as I had no intention of suggesting that you had any flaws or deficiencies, Mr. Chronos! You simply fell victim to very, very bad luck, which unfortunately resulted in some casualties.”


  “Are you making fun of me?!”


  “It is simply the truth! You are quite strong, but poor luck is just the fate that awaits those who challenge the frontlines. Despite your casualties, you have achieved great accomplishments! No one can deny the progress you’ve made in exploring the ninety-ninth floor.”


  I was dumbfounded by just how dramatic this guy sounded. I realized I was stupid for getting so worked up and decided to stay calm. Getting mad was just a waste of energy.


  I sighed. “So, what do you want?”


  “I simply cannot bear to see a brave man like you so cornered, Mr. Chronos! I wanted to offer you my aid.”


  “And what’s in it for you?”


  “Please don’t be so distrusting!” this “Gereon” happily explained. “We have very high opinion of Drachenflügel—more specifically, of you, Mr. Chronos. Your genius is proven by the fact you returned alive, despite being the first to encounter a boss!” 


  “Of course I’m a genius. Don’t you dare imply that I’ve ever doubted that.”


  “But despite your overflowing genius, there are times where your environment or lacking intel can inhibit you from utilizing your full potential! What happened during this last labyrinth dive is a prime example… Or perhaps, it is the opposite. Do you happen to remember any other times where you incidentally exhibited such great power despite you lacking guts and skills?”


  The guy was staring right into my eyes, sending a message that he could see right through me. It was as if we had shared the path I had taken that led me to my discontent.


  “Continue.”


  “Certainly! We’d like to offer you a method to overcome such injustice…”


  This was terrible. Drachenflügel had gathered new party members and challenged the frontlines only to suffer a defeat so grand that some of us had lost their lives. Naturally, the news had already spread through Filburn. Once Chronos was discharged from the hospital, the townspeople even pelted him with rocks as he made his way back to our party’s house.


  This was horrendous, in every way imaginable. The dark rumors spreading about the defeat of the boss on the ninety-seventh floor were already backed by Wim’s accomplishments, but we had practically proven them true with this incident. Not to mention, those who had dropped out of the dive earlier weren’t just those who couldn’t keep up—many had complaints about how sloppily Drachenflügel proceeded through the labyrinth. Once they started to share their dissatisfaction with others in town, these stories would only become more inflated.


  While some of the others and I suffered light injuries, we were already facing obstacles to our livelihood. We could only step outside the party’s house in the dead of night. Thankfully, we were located in a relatively safe part of Filburn, but anywhere else and our house may have been easily set on fire. The thought sent a shiver up my spine.


  That was just how important the labyrinth was to the people of Filburn. They grieved, enjoyed, and praised the abenteurers, funding their expeditions without qualm. Obviously, such fanaticism only ballooned further when it came to defeating the bosses.


  I wasn’t sure how to act with Chronos after he returned home. We all came to greet him, but none of us said a word. His once perfectly clean, beautiful face was now marked with a large scar, and that was just what had healed. The injuries to the left side of his face were particularly grave and still tightly bandaged. His eyes, once brimming with confidence, now looked like that of a dead man. I almost couldn’t believe the man before me was Chronos.


  “Hey, guys,” he said as soon as the front door had closed, looking around at all our faces. “Leave things to me just one more time. I promise we’ll prove successful!”


  I retract my previous statement. His eyes were clouded, but the confidence was still there—they glowed brilliantly, as if he was afraid of nothing.


  Chapter 4:
Minerva Achaea


   


  THE NINETY-EIGHTH FLOOR HAD NOW ALMOST been completely explored, and this would be Nachtlibelle’s final labyrinth dive there. We would be here for as long as a week, and our destination was its deepest depths. While it wasn’t quite on the level of a large-scale survey, we still prepared quite a lot for this dive.


  Once we actually headed inside, things went faster than expected. With Camilla’s perfect plans and my speed buffs—as presumptuous as it was to claim this feat as my own—we reached the entrance to what seemed like this floor’s depths in less than three days.


  “Let’s go,” said Camilla.


  There was a diagonal crack in the ground that seemed to lead to a giant cave. The path we followed appeared to have purposefully brought us down to this hole. Once we stepped inside, the “sky” disappeared and took us somewhere that seemed more like the floors above.


  We proceeded downward while keeping our guard up.


  “Are we going deeper underground?”


  “Huh? What’s wrong, Wim?” Mark reacted to my muttering as he walked next to me.


  Dang it! I must have started talking to myself at some point. “It’s nothing. I was just wondering how deep you can dig into the ground beneath the floors.”


  The Continent Theory that Rita proposed flashed through my mind. If she was right, then no matter how deep you dug, you wouldn’t reach any sort of barrier. Basically, large-scale excavations could be carried out here without any problems if you happened to find a vein of ore.


  “Aha ha! You’re an interesting guy, Wim! Thinkin’ about the labyrinth isn’t gonna teach you a damn thing!” Mark said with a hearty laugh.


  “Y-you’re right! That was a weird thing to say.”


  “I mean, it’s not weird, but…”


  That’s right. Normal people didn’t think about these things.


  The further we progressed downward, the less light made it inside. While the path itself was wide, the atmosphere only continued to grow more and more claustrophobic. The labyrinth was a terrifying place, and it began to feel as if we were headed into a bottomless abyss.


  Camilla was ahead of us, and she signaled to stop. “Come up to me, then freeze.”


  I followed her directions. As I approached, I saw a pale light—though it was different from the others on this floor—then, a giant open space.


  We were in a giant dome. The light came from countless minerals, all of which glowed and sparkled so brilliantly that I thought they had to be jewels. Spring water pooled in from the cracks in the walls, and gathered at the bottom of the dome like a plunge basin. If the minerals here were like jewels, then the spring water was like glass. The dome was so perfectly decorated it seemed like a piece of art.


  “Watch out.”


  That’s when I noticed our path suddenly ended at a cliff face. One push and you would tumble straight into the plunge basin. Apparently, this path jutted around the walls of the dome.


  After a careful look, I noticed some land in the corner marked with two circles.


  “Those…must be teleportation circles. If there are two, then one must lead to the ninety-ninth floor, and the other somewhere else,” Camilla muttered. If she was right, then we had definitely reached this floor’s depths.


  These areas were also known as treasure vaults, secluded regions of the labyrinth where the door to the next floor would be opened once a boss was vanquished. They were littered with the best riches the labyrinth had to offer, and it was believed that those who discovered these vaults would gain wealth on par with fairytale heroes. This was my first time seeing one.


  I looked around. Everyone was restless, as if anxiously waiting for something.


  “Nachtlibelle, we have reached the treasure vault!” Camilla announced, turning to us behind her.


  A loud cheer erupted from the crowd. This was what everyone must have been anticipating. The victorious shouts only inspired others and increased in volume. I felt like I would be left behind if I failed to join them, so I raised my arm in the air and shouted, “Y-yeah! Yeeeeah!”


  Huh, that got me excited. Still, I couldn’t fully get into it, and as I swept my eyes over the crowd, I saw someone hopping in the air behind me. The only person that tiny in the rearguard was Heidemarie.


  “Hey, you’re in my way! Move!”


  As the guys shouted and cheered, Heidemarie fervently pushed her way to the front. Once she was almost there, I extended my hand out to her. “Heidemarie!”


  As soon as she grabbed my hand, I pulled her toward me. She slipped right past and leaped into the view before me. 


  “Thanks, Wim.” 


  I tried to say, “You’re welcome,” but she had fallen silent as soon as she had caught sight of what lay before us. I thought it would be rude to interrupt her in that state, so I didn’t. Her eyes gleamed with childlike wonder. I almost thought it strange, but then immediately retracted it. I hadn’t seen her like this for a while, but this was how she had always been.


  Everyone else was staring at her curiously too, looking charmed. Heidemarie was always putting on an act, so there was something nice about watching someone like that show genuine emotion.


  “How do we get to the teleportation circles?” Hans muttered.


  He was right, that was definitely a problem. There was a large drop separating us from the floor, and since the water was so clear, it was hard to judge the distance between us and its surface.


  What should we do? It was probably safest to have a few of us climb down first via a rope and pulley system.


  “Let’s go! I bet this view is amazing the whole way down!” Heidemarie’s voice cut through my thoughts. I opened my mouth to question her, but she suddenly pulled my hand. 


  And then I was flying through the air.


  “Huh?”


  My gut flew up my throat as the view whizzed by me.
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  “Look, Wim!”


  I glanced toward the direction of her outstretched hand and discovered the most breathtaking view. My whole vision was filled with minerals that dazzled like stars in the night sky. That light was reflected by the dome’s ceiling, which created a twinkling lattice on the water’s surface.


  It only lasted seconds, but I was captivated.


  “Ack!”


  Naturally, we fell into the water. It was deeper than I expected, and I started to sink. I hadn’t taken a breath before falling in, so I started to run out of air immediately. In a panic, I swam to the water’s surface.


  Heidemarie made it there first. She laughed at me as I desperately tried to right myself. “It really was pretty, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  I turned around. The others were following in our footsteps, leaping into the basin one after the other.


  “Woohoo! We’ve reached the treasure vault! Look, Wim, do you see that sparkle? Don’t you think it’s a diamond?” 


  The scenery must have caused Heidemarie’s usual walls to come crashing down. She was frolicking and jumping about in excitement.


  “I haven’t seen you like this in a while, Heidemarie.”


  She looked a tad embarrassed at that. “What’s gotten into you, all of a sudden? Well, y’know. My dream’s just come true!”


  “Your dream?”


  “You don’t know what that is? We’re adventuring together right now, aren’t we?”


  Oh, that’s what she meant. We had talked about this once before. It’s not that I had forgotten, but it felt like a distant memory I had long left behind me.


  Apparently, I was alone in thinking we had both grown up. She always used to be like this, and she had never changed. The girl who had led me here to Filburn was undoubtedly the same female abenteurer before me now.


  After deciphering the ancient runes on the teleportation circles, we learned that one did indeed lead to the ninety-ninth floor, while the other was connected to the twenty-seventh. In other words, it was a major shortcut to the ninety-ninth floor, which was information perhaps more important than the treasure that was here in the vault.


  “Commander, then this really is…”


  “Yup. We better conceal it.”


  While the top brass discussed our next course of action, I approached the teleportation circle that led to the ninety-ninth floor.


  The next floor was right before my eyes. I gulped.


  I wanted to forget about what lay ahead and focus on this floor. That was my job, and it still was! Our current objective was to traverse through the ninety-eighth floor. I couldn’t let my personal feelings get in the way of that.


  “Boy.” Camilla interrupted my thoughts. “We’ve arrived here quickly, and it’s all thanks to you. Let me once again extend my gratitude.”


  “No, not at—” On reflex, I went to deny her statement, but then stopped myself. Everyone always implied that it was rude to deny honest appraisals. As a member of a party with social standing like Nachtlibelle—and by extension, of society—they wanted me to acknowledge my skills and achievements.


  I wasn’t sure if Camilla was aware of my hesitation, but she waited patiently for me anyway. 


  I’m fine. I can do this. “Thank you. I plan to continue to do my best and contribute.”


  “Please do. You’re our ace now, after all.” She extended her hand, and I gripped it firmly. Once I decided to put aside self-deprecation, I became aware of the expectations and pressure that weighed on my shoulders. It was the opposite of the skin-crawling happiness I now felt. Being in this position was a responsibility, and accepting that was something I definitely wanted for myself.


  Nachtlibelle was where I belonged. I had to treasure the view that stretched out before me and the feelings thumping in my chest forever. I needed to be someone worthy of them. I needed to become someone respectable, someone who could be proud of the praise others had given them. I just had to. That’s why…


  ‹સ્વાગત છે હું તને મળ્યો.›


  I needed this voice out of my head.


   


  ***


   


  Reaching the treasure vault concluded our exploration of the ninety-eighth floor. We had reached our first stopping point since the boy joined our ranks, and considering our results, it seemed that I was putting him to good use. Even a burgeoning recognition that he was the center of our party had begun to bloom in his chest.


  There was a knock on my office door. It was Wim who entered.


  “What is it?”


  “I’m sorry, but, um… I’d like to take a couple days off.”


  He had never made such a request before, and it caught me off guard. The timing was natural enough. We had finished exploring the ninety-eighth floor, and since all parties were currently at a standstill when it came to exploring the ninety-ninth, it was the only period where a member could take some personal time for themselves. Others had already done so.


  “I don’t mind at all, but may I ask what you’ll be doing?”


  “Yes, um, I was invited to accompany the guild’s Investigation Team on one of their surveys.”


  “The Investigation Team?”


  “Yes. Um, I just happened to make their acquaintance.” The boy timidly handed me a letter that had already been opened. I checked it. It was marked by the Abenteurers’ Guild’s magicprint, meaning it was an official document.


  “You may.”


  “Thank you!”


  “It’s the perfect time to do so, after all. Taking time off is your right as a member of this party. Don’t hesitate to do so in the future.”


  “Right!” The boy looked relieved, and he jogged out of my office after giving me a bow.


  Perhaps I was putting myself too much in the shoes of his mother, but seeing such a soft-spoken young man ask for time off was quite moving. I never took the boy as someone skilled at forming bonds with others, so I was quite surprised to learn he had connections to a group completely separate from our own. The Investigation Team was especially secretive, and it must have required advanced interpersonal skills to not only become acquainted with them, but to also receive an invitation to participate in one of their surveys.


  Really, Camilla. It’s wrong to judge others based on your own perceptions.


  I was glad he had connections outside of Nachtlibelle. Connections were nutrients, and new experiences would develop you into someone well-rounded in both body and soul. I felt as if this was proof that he had grown accustomed to life in our manor. It gave me some peace of mind.


   


  ***


   


  I stood outside of the back door of the Abenteurers’ Guild, not that I should have really come here in the first place. Things had started to calm down, but this was time I should have been spending either resting or getting ready for our next labyrinth dive. I shouldn’t have let my hobbies pressure me timewise.


  Yet, I felt my heart leap. Part of me was eagerly looking forward to today.


  It was Gereon who came to greet me. “We’ve been awaiting you, Mr. Strauss!” 


  I walked down the same steps as last time, finding the Investigation Team in the lecture hall dressed for a labyrinth dive. Actually, let me correct that statement. Half were properly prepared for a labyrinth dive, while the rest were wearing lab coats. I couldn’t believe some of them were so lightly dressed.


  “Hey, you came!” Rita looked the same as she did the last time I saw her. She must have made a point of being dressed so that she could dive into the labyrinth at any time. I shouldn’t have expected anything less from the editor-in-chief of Labyrinth Freak. “Hmm, then that’s everyone. Let’s get going!”


  Rita swung open the door next to the blackboard, which revealed a familiar object—a teleportation circle.


  “This is the basement of the Abenteurers’ Guild. In other words, the first floor of the labyrinth. This is the Investigation Team’s personal teleportation circle!”


  I was shocked to see there was another teleportation circle on the first floor. That’s when Gereon tapped me on the shoulder. “My deepest apologies, Mr. Strauss. Could you put this on?” He was holding a blindfold. “You truly do have my apologies. We’ve been granted intel on concealed teleportation circles under promise this information won’t be leaked to other parties. Since we’ll be using such circles during this investigation, our contract stipulates that you, who are outside the contract, must wear a blindfold when necessary.”


  So, they did have access to hidden teleportation circles, just like I thought. They were an organization within the Abenteurers’ Guild, after all. Intel had to be managed fairly and honorably.


  “Of course. I don’t mind at all.” I readily accepted the blindfold.


  Our journey to our destination felt quite novel. I recognized most of our surroundings, so they didn’t feel very new to me, but the habits of the Investigation Team were quite different from those of abenteurers.


  During normal labyrinth dives, abenteurers proceeded in proper formation with utmost attention to safety, and falling behind wasn’t tolerated. That wasn’t true for the Investigation Team. Rita was at our helm, but we only followed a proper formation for a short while before completely breaking apart. Some members walked while writing notes in books and journals, which kept them both from going straight and staying on pace. Some approached the labyrinth walls, crouching and crawling to carefully observe them. One person was even looking up to the sky and playing a flute. We were a complete mess.


  Not to mention, the majority were either completely silent or mumbling to themselves too quietly for anyone else to hear. I heard a shout and turned toward it just to find someone scratching the back of their head.


  Somehow, I felt right at home.


  “U-um, Rita? Is this…?”


  “Huh? Find something?”


  “N-no, I was just thinking that we weren’t proceeding very steadily…”


  “Oh! That’s fine. We get together every so often, so as long as they meet up with the rest of us by the time we get to our destination, everything’s fine.”


  “I-I see.”


  “They’re all pretty strong too! Oh, but if we get into trouble, I’m hoping you can help us out with those skills of yours.”


  “O-of course. If I can be of any help, I’ll do what I can.”


  “Aha ha ha! I’ll give you a big reward if you do, so take good care of us!”


  As the guild’s Investigation Team, I was expecting them to be a bit different than other abenteurers, but not this different. It was kind of funny.


  Our destination was the forefront of the labyrinth—the ninety-ninth floor. I had to wear a blindfold whenever we got close to a concealed teleportation circle, so it was hard to get a good grasp of how long we had been in here, but I was shocked by how quickly we reached our destination.


  However, progress slowed once we reached that floor. I finally understood why they had to factor in a few days for this journey, and I was now one of the people slowing us down. But I couldn’t help it—this was my first time on this floor, after all!


  A jungle spread out as far as the eye could see, and both the temperature and the humidity were quite high. Insects imbued with magic were flying all over the place, and this floor had a “sky,” just like the ninety-eighth. Obviously, that piqued my interest!


  Rita strolled along slowly and joyfully, as if she were showing off this floor to her troops. “We’re always super excited when we get to a new floor! There’s just not enough time to check out everything we should!”


  “I-I completely understand that feeling. M-my eyes keep moving all over the place.”


  “Right?! I was expecting they would!”


  Maybe I had the makings of a scholar. The other team members began to mutter to themselves more quickly, and I lost track of where we were headed.


  I knew we had reached our destination as soon as it had come into sight. The landscape had morphed. Trees were cut down to create an opening in the foliage, and there was a fence to keep monsters from approaching. I could tell their preparations for this experiment had been meticulous.


  There were plenty of instruments placed around, but it was the large structure at the center that caught my attention—a balloon. The goal of this survey was to investigate the “sky.”


  The easiest way to prove Rita’s Continent Theory was to demonstrate that upon escaping the floor, there was more that stretched beyond it. However, previous experiments had all concluded that this was impossible, as digging holes in the floor and walls never led to anywhere else. The same went for the “sky”; when they launched a balloon on the ninety-eighth floor, it was blocked by some sort of barrier.


  Thus, they would be launching a balloon to test for the existence of a barrier on this floor as well. If possible, they would record what they could about the barrier and analyze it to see if they could start to determine its governing principles.


  This was the experiment of the century, carried out right on the frontlines of the labyrinth. The once scattered team were now completely focused on their roles, though their monologues continued, and their pens kept moving.


  Actually, I felt that even this created the sense of a united front. While they all kept their heads down in focus, I could tell that it was all directed toward the same place. All I could do was watch, and their overwhelming anxiety sent prickles across my skin.


  “Air pressure is 0.84.” 


  Rita held one hand up to her ear as she quietly took notes.


  “Oxygen density is dropping rapidly. Fuel the fire!”


  “Adjust by two units toward twelve o’clock!”


  Meanwhile, the other members of the Investigation Team were frantically calling out to each other, staring at their gauges and taking notes while they mumbled aloud.


  The balloon shot into the air, already the size of a small bean.


  “All right, decelerate!” In accordance with Rita’s orders, the balloon did so. I was impressed by their transmission technology, and couldn’t believe the balloon was unmanned. It proceeded down a steady path as if someone were inside adjusting the fire.


  “Okay, everyone. Here comes the moment of truth!” At Rita’s declaration, the atmosphere grew frenetic. Everyone stopped what they were doing to stare at the balloon, even me. It rose into the air slowly and steadily—so slowly it seemed to be teasing us. 


  Then, I saw something that must have been the “moment of truth” Rita was talking about. The “sky” warped. The light stretched and flexed from a point at the top of the balloon, spreading like waves, and it continued to undulate.


  “Record this! Hurry!”


  The balloon seemed to have stopped its ascent as if blocked by a giant, clear cloth covering the “sky.” Had it been repelled?


  “Up the output!” 


  I could see the flame powering the balloon burn brighter, but it failed to ascend any further. The distortions only grew more pronounced. 


  “Is this as far as it goes?!”


  “Yes!”


  “All right! Cue the explosion in thirty!”


  Explosion?


  “Take a look, Mr. Strauss! This is what makes this labyrinth!”


  The distortions in the “sky” continued to grow. The scene before me was the embodiment of the supernatural, and I began to wonder if this was the aurora borealis that I had heard stories of.


  Then, the balloon burst.


  The shock only came later. The explosion happened far up into the air, but the wind force was so strong I had to plant my feet firmly on the ground.


  “Get down, everyone!” yelled Rita, seeming more excited than ever. “But watch closely!”


  I glimpsed it for a moment, a mere moment. The “sky” tore apart. Far beyond the cloth that had been ripped and distorted by the balloon, I could see another color—another sky.


  But what happened next truly shocked me. Blue threads of light appeared over the tear as if to close the hole, and the sky was filled with geometric pattens. They overlapped each other in numerous layers and closed the hole in a flash, as if trying to hurriedly conceal what lay beyond.


  Afterward, all that was left was the “sky” that had been there before.


  “Did you get the video? Do we have the records?!” Rita, enraptured by the sky just moments before, quickly snapped to the Investigation Team members manning the gauges.


  “We got it!”


  Everyone jumped into the air. Even those who were already standing leaped as if to go even higher.


  “All righyyy!” shouted Rita, lifting her hands into the air. This prompted even more cheers. The very members who had been muttering to themselves, completely lost in their own work just moments earlier, totally lost control as they embraced and praised one another. They were so excited, I couldn’t help but think about all the effort they must have put in to prepare for this day. And while I had never been one for tears of joy, something warm threatened to spill from the corners of my eyes.


  The Investigation Team began their journey home, and their excitement burned as hot as ever. I was more entertained by the fact that the researchers who had just witnessed the success of their experiment weren’t chatting, laughing, or praising one another, but scribbling down notes and talking to themselves even more fervently than when they were on the way here.


  This sight—and the one I had just seen—left me completely overwhelmed. I couldn’t believe such a group truly existed.


  “Um, Mr. Strauss? It’s kinda hard to bring this up, but you’ll have to wear a blindfold for most of the journey home. Is that okay?” Rita quietly asked, as she likely noticed my excitement and felt sorry to dampen it. “We got even better data than we were hoping for, so there’s a change of plans. We’ll be immediately heading to our waypoint on the seventy-second floor to begin our analysis, but we’ll have to use some of the concealed teleportation circles that other parties revealed to us.”


  “O-of course!” How could I possibly push back after they showed me something so amazing? I put on my blindfold with the vigor of someone who had completely chosen to do so.


  We arrived at their waypoint. In fact, it was such a luxurious building dug into the labyrinth walls that the word “base” seemed to suit it better. Since it was built around the natural terrain, it was impossible to tell how big it really was. Theoretically, I had memorized the full map of the seventy-second floor—at least what was public—but I had never seen a place or building like this. I had no idea the Abenteurers’ Guild had such amazing facilities.


  “All right then, Mr. Strauss. You must be tired, and since you’re one of our guests, you should be staying in one of our guest rooms.”


  “Sure. And thank you. Not only did I get to see something so amazing, but you’re also even giving me a place to stay.”


  “Not at all! That’ll be boring, won’t it?”


  “Huh?”


  “The Investigation Team is about to hold an analysis meeting in our conference room. Everyone’s got their blood boiling. There’s no way they could sleep like this.” Rita put on a mischievous grin. “Of course, you’ll join us, right?”


  I nodded as soon as the words left her mouth.


  As Rita led me down the halls of their waypoint, the only thing on my mind was that experiment and the way the Investigation Team single-mindedly focused on the gauges. Somehow, I seemed to have derived some form of joy from watching them, and I found myself relating strongly with them.


  Perhaps viewing them as compatriots was a one-sided feeling, but I entered the meeting hall burning with curiosity as to what this group might say.


  “Cut the crap, you bastard!”


  “Huh? You think you can just get out of absolutely anything just by saying it resembles a symbolic chant? You’ve gotta rework your whole idea, dumbass!”


  Well, I guess this was what I expected given my last experience with them.


  Documents were scattered around the room. Some grappled with each other over them, while the rest ignored the noise, scratching equations in the wall or floor and burying their faces in corners as they mumbled to themselves.


  Rita giggled. “I see you’re all really going at it!” What I had just heard seemed to go beyond a mere argument, but given Rita’s reaction, it was clear that it was far from unusual.


  She took a bundle of papers out of the envelope she carried and slapped them on the blackboard. “These are pictures of the rift. We were able to extract seven images in total!” The scattered members of the Investigation Team gathered around like moths to a flame. “In pictures two and three, you can clearly see the same patterns used in the mechanisms of the teleportation circles! Thoughts?” she asked.


  Hands shot into the air. “Isn’t it duplication magic, like healing?”


  “Like hell it is! It’s a teleportation circle, right?! It’s gotta be [Ablehnung]!”


  Thus, talks kicked off a dog fight of magic theory that even I could barely follow.


  It was a chaotic debate, and everyone was just one step away from drawing blood. Once the discussion settled into two competing hypotheses, it only got worse.


  “Like I already said, that doesn’t explain the reconstruction!”


  “I already damn told you that it’s restretched!”


  “The magical lines are continuous! The regenerated barrier has to be the same as the last!”


  “And I told you, it’s restretching the hole with the same thing!”


  The main point of contention was whether the magic tool that erected the barrier operated on the healing magic of priests or the attack magic of mages. If it was the latter, it would be continuously erecting barrier, similar to the spell [Fire Membrane]. If it was the former, then some ready-made barrier was being regenerated over and over, and operated under the same principles that healed the human body.


  “Hmm. Right now, I think Vanessa’s explanation makes more sense than Kevin’s.”


  “Objection! She’s been avoiding the issue of where the barrier is generated from!”


  “You’re right! Then it’s rebuttal time, Vanessa!” Pretending to be an arbiter, Rita only egged on both sides. The main proponents of each opposing hypothesis were the man and woman who I had witnessed during my last meeting with Labyrinth Freak. The man was a priest named Kevin, while Vanessa was a mage.


  “I’m sure an academy dropout like Vanessa’s got no damn clue!”


  “Shut up! You took a leave of absence yourself, bastard!”


  To some degree, this looked more like a personal argument.


  It was worth mentioning there was a third party in all this too—those who stayed out of the debate, and instead quietly muttered to the floors and corners of the room while they jotted down notes. Somehow, I found myself more among their ranks as I watched the war of words that played out between the two parties. At first, it seemed like they were just cursing at each other, but there was a real debate behind all the vitriol. As they searched for flaws in each other’s argument, they fully developed their own in a flash. I wanted to ask them some questions of my own, but I quickly gave up on that.


  “What do you think, Mr. Strauss?” As I was desperately trying to follow the conversation, someone spoke from beside me.


  “Um, sorry, uh…”


  “It’s Petrus. Thank you for the help in my presentation about the seehasen.”


  Oh, it’s that guy. “U-um, you’ll have to excuse me for that. Oh, your presentation was really good, actually!”


  “Enough about my presentation. What do you think? Can you follow their arguments?”


  “Uh… No, just the basics.”


  “You understand the basics?”


  “No, not really. They’re just putting it so simply that… Fweh heh heh.”


  “You’re really something.” I couldn’t read Petrus’s expression. 


  What did “you’re really something” mean? I guess maybe he was trying to praise me?


  “I want to hear your thoughts,” Petrus said. “Granting magic doesn’t really resemble the magic of mages, nor the magic of priests, right?”


  “Oh, no, um… I really don’t know myself.”


  “Just give me your general impression. I want to hear it.” He didn’t beat around the bush. Instead, he immediately wanted me to get to the point.


  Could I really tell him the truth? I took a look at him. It felt like keeping it to myself would be the ruder option. “That…sounds about right to me.”


  “I see, and I agree. Splitting it into those two camps just doesn’t make any sense to me.” He agreed!


  “Oh, but their discussion really is quite interesting. I’m amazed they can create such firm theories from mere hypotheses. I could never do something like that.” It kind of sounded like I was criticizing the Investigation Team, so I added that last part. I mean, they really were impressive. I doubted you could witness such a high-level and advanced debate even within the halls of academia.


  “So that’s your thinking. Your adventuring spirit is truly corrupted.” Petrus’s voice fell. “Continuing to climb the ladder is the endeavor of a fool, one that goes beyond all understanding. There’s no reason or logic in that, just baseless egoism sitting on the edge of religious faith.” His expressionless eyes turned to me. “But I’m sure that’s exactly why you were able to defeat that boss,” he finally said.


  At first, my mind didn’t want to admit I understood his words. I wanted to tell him I wasn’t so sure. In his voice, I sensed the roots that formed this Investigation Team. I remembered what it was about the Labyrinth Freak magazine that had me so captivated, and in his tone was the same undercurrent as that preface I had read in the hospital.


  “That’s why they’re fighting like that.” The two turned to look at us.


  “Aha ha ha… I think it’s just because they’re on such good terms.”


  “Nope, they’re on terrible terms. It’s a mere coincidence that what happened between them only ended as a failed attempt.”


  A failed attempt of what, exactly?


  Anyway, if they truly hated each other, then I was only more surprised. Despite their intense antagonism, they served as comrades on the same Investigation Team. Not to mention, it was that very antagonism that led to truly fruitful debate. Such relationships were completely beyond my understanding.


  “I, um, really respect those two.”


  “Huh? Don’t. Kevin and Vanessa are idiots.” Petrus looked completely exasperated. Huh, I was sure he was trying to flatter them, though.


  The metaphorical rug had been pulled out from under me, and that’s when the conference room fell quiet. Petrus’s voice was low and carried well within the room. The two engaged in the war of words had heard us. Realizing they had been called out by name and ridiculed, their faces turned away from each other and toward Petrus.


  Given the passion in the air, it was clear this signaled the start of the real war.


  The debate had settled down, but rather than reaching a conclusion, it was more that both sides had expended all their arguments. No matter how many hypotheses were constructed, none seemed to truly hit at the heart of the matter. 


  All the members turned to look at Rita. Apparently, this was a custom that played out in all their meetings.


  “Actually, we’ve successfully analyzed the numbers.” Rita pulled out a stack of papers from her bosom. However, just as everyone was about to let out cheers of joy, she tossed them on the ground as if to keep us quiet. “It’s the worst possible outcome we could have imagined—the same one as last time. The principles governing this ‘sky’ are stagnant between floors. In fact, this only proves our measurements were accurate, and that’s not going to help us at all.”


  I had never seen Rita’s expression look so dark. She must have purposefully hidden this information to see if any of the opinions that were shared could provide a breakthrough solution.


  “I was sure that it was a measurement error that kept these principles a mystery, but if that’s not the case, then we have no way of analyzing this. It throws the magical axioms into question.” The room filled with sighs. “It’s hard to consider this experiment a success, given our results. Let’s go back to the drawing board. Good job today, everyone.”


  Some sparse claps of defeat reverberated through the room. The members of the Investigation Team gathered up their scattered papers, while some just walked out without cleaning up.


  Wait, they’re just going to end it here?


  “Um, Rita!” As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I reflexively called out to her.


  “Hmm? What is it, Mr. Strauss?”


  The momentum of suddenly jumping out of my seat made my voice louder than I had intended, and now everyone was staring at me. Though…I didn’t actually have anything I wanted to say. 


  It just felt…disappointing. That’s right, I was sad. I wanted to keep talking. There was no way such an amazing experiment could end in failure! I had something I could share. If mages and priests had their own points of view on the matter, then so should a support caster.


  “U-um, I just wanted to share my thoughts about today, or, um, give a report…” I was a newbie, so I had a hard time sounding confident. That’s why I just walked up to Rita and handed her a memo I had written.


  “All right, I’ll take a look.”


  Everyone stopped looking at me. Thank God.


  Written on the memo were calculations that supposed the barrier had been reproduced via granting magic. If you could somehow cast a buff on a portion of the atmosphere and change its properties, you could potentially create a phenomenon that resembled a barrier.


  “Hmm?” Rita brought her free hand to her chin. “I don’t think I understand. Aren’t these results wrong? You’ve skirted around finding the inner product.”


  Damn it. I hadn’t thought this through and used my own personal equations, which only meant nobody else could understand what I wrote.


  “Oh. Well, um…”


  “Huh? No, wait a second. The rules are just different.” At least, that’s what I had thought, but she saw through her misgivings in an instant. I was shocked—she really was amazing. “Then are these calculations unique to granting magic? Could you explain?”


  As we talked, the guys who had left the room froze and stared at us. In the end, I had still accidentally drawn everyone’s attention.


  “Well, you guys calculated the patterns on the barrier that you can see in picture as straight lines, right?”


  “Huh? Yeah, we have.”


  “But in the picture, they seem to be a bit…curved.”


  “Yeah. I thought that was a physical phenomenon resulting from the balloon pushing on the barrier, but…”


  “Um, then the problem is that it contradicts the magical axioms, right?”


  “Well, I suppose you could put it that way, but that’s more just a figure of speech, and—”


  “Um, my granting magic actually changes a portion of the magical axioms.”


  Rita furrowed her brow. Instead of her animated expression from earlier, she now stared at me seriously. “Did you just say you change the magical axioms?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “That means a whole new branch of magic. You made one?”


  “Um, well, it’s really nothing so amazing…”


  “Do you have a foundational formula?”


  “N-no, I haven’t gone that far. As of now, it’s just a bit of a unique enchantment.” My heartrate started to rise. I was surrounded by professionals, but I was spouting radical delusions. I was absolutely certain I had really screwed up here.


  However, Rita’s expression seemed to lack those doubts. Instead, she waited for me to speak, her face full of pure curiosity. “Sorry, I interrupted you. You’re saying this is connected to the barrier, right? Go on.”


  “Um, I’m still not certain of that. It’s just an idea, but—”


  “Out with it already!”


  “R-right. Well, I concluded that the most suitable axiomatic lineage for granting magic was [Definition: Die genehmigung axion, die doppelinie ewig, verrühre], which means ‘shall cross.’ I, um, assumed that bilinear magical lines wouldn’t stay parallel forever.” The hand Rita had on her chin was covering her mouth. “The lines in the picture are probably magical lines, so…if they’re actually not straight and instead slightly curved—for example, like coordinates around a sphere—than the calculations might change.”


  The conference room fell silent. The atmosphere felt strange, as if everyone was trying to keep everyone else quiet.


  “Let me try that.” One voice broke through this deadlock—Rita’s. She tore off one of the papers on the blackboard, threw it on the floor, and picked up some chalk in her right hand. It was a weird sight; I had never really seen her like that before. Everyone in the Investigation Team was always scribbling stuff down but not once had I seen Rita pick up a pen herself. The sound of chalk meeting board reverberated through the room as she scratched down some words and calculations, creating a five-line formula in a flash.


  “This is what you’re saying, right?” she said, pointing to the formula.


  I was shocked. It was the procedure for casting a buff on the forearm when assuming a change to the magical axioms. She placed her letters differently, but I was quite certain the general idea was the same.


  “Um, yes. That’s right.”


  “Just like I thought.” Rita’s hand grew faster. This time, she wrote down a complicated equation that spanned twenty lines in an instant. “How about this one? It must involve homeostasis, right?”


  This time, I followed along as she wrote, since I thought she might ask me about her equation. I could barely understand the first few lines, but I was pretty sure it was a code for a homeostasis buff, like the speed buff I would often cast.


  But…shoot. I couldn’t follow the conversion. “Well, up until the first ten lines it is, but as for the rest…I’m sorry. I can’t quite make that part out.”


  “No, it’s okay. As long as the first few lines are right, it should be fine.” From then on, Rita stayed aloof as she continued to put together equations. She invaded the areas of the board covered by paper, claiming the entire blackboard into her territory.


  “Huh.” She froze, and the hand carrying chalk fell limp. “That’s it! That’s it, that’s it, that’s it!” Then, she started to ruffle her hair. “Um, uh, is this the bilinear theorem? No, that’s not right. Oh! It was just pretending to be a definition.” She continued to write, the sound of chalk scratching the blackboard even louder. “I need more paper! Paper! Hurry! Agh! Seriously! Find me the numbers!”


  Rita was no longer the leader I had always seen her as. The look in her members’ eyes changed as they followed her orders, searching for documents and handing her graph paper, all the while watching and making sure they didn’t do anything that would get in her way.


  “Mr. Strauss! When it comes to templates—um, the ones in the textbooks! Actually, just give me a forearm buff! How many tautologies are there for the traditional ‘verrühre nicht,’ to not cross?!”


  “Um…?”


  “Hurry!”


  “R-right! There are two: the fifth parallel theorem, and the inner value harmony theorem.”


  “Thanks!”


  She scratched down some more letters, which were getting bigger and messier. At times, she left odd spaces between words. Suddenly, a huge leap of an equation covered the neighboring wall.


  We waited for…hours.


  “I’ve figured it out.” Rita’s hand stopped. Words and diagrams interlocked like chains on the blackboard. It was messy, but I recognized the shape. The diagram closely resembled the patterns on the teleportation circles. “Do you understand what this means, Mr. Strauss?”


  I shook my head.


  “It’s the basic formula for latent magic, but… Huh. It’s kinda hard to see like this, huh?” Rita underlined a section of her formula and started to rewrite it. She summarized the intertwining symbols and diagrams in words, reworking it into something much easier to understand. What was most important was the shape of the formula, and I gradually started to see it.


  She had finished her equations. She tapped below the term she had worked out with her chalk, which created a bang that reverberated through the hair. “This is passive. Past-tense, to use the traditional magic formulaic system. Either way, the meaning’s the same: ‘In a space in which they cross, the arbitrary corollary magically acted upon shall be…’”


  After that much explanation, I noticed something. To the right, above the term, she had factored out a –1, and I knew what that meant. It represented the same word used to indicate that the symbolic chants which I used to cast my magic had been completed.


  “‘Enchanted.’”


  I gulped.


  “We were all under a fundamental misunderstanding. The items in the labyrinth aren’t actively operated by magic. There are no mechanisms inside them. Instead, they’re all passively operated by an outside magical apparatus.” Rita stomped right up to the blackboard before turning to me, grinning. “In other words, the labyrinth is enchanted!”


  Having reached that conclusion, we could finally take one step further toward understanding. The other members of the Investigation Team had been too overwhelmed to work, but their hands now jumped back into action.


  “Let us welcome in a new paradigm! The formula I worked out is just a model! The calculations add up, but the full meaning is still a mystery, and it still needs some organizational work. The time for mastery begins now. Analyze and train to your hearts’ content!” Rita clapped her hands as if marking a return to step one. “Fortunately, we’ve got plenty of applied examples to work with!” Rita gleefully announced.


  Everyone’s sparkling eyes turned to look at me. “No! Um, it’s just a working theory! Barely a working theory!”


  “Now that you’ve spoken, I’m gonna make you cough everything over! Give me everything, even just your theories!”


  Pure pandemonium lay in my wake. They didn’t just fight tooth and nail—they stripped me down to my bones. No matter how fast I spoke, I couldn’t keep up with them. I had to confirm every single thing, as if they wanted every last drop I had to offer. I felt like somewhere down the line, I just screamed.


  Cognitive stamina—the ability to study complicated subjects for extended periods of time—was certainly a real thing, and it’s what I lacked the most in that moment. Once I shared everything I possibly could, I collapsed on a desk with a groan.


  “How you feeling, Mr. Strauss?”


  “Tired.”


  “This night was revolutionary! I’m so glad you accepted my invitation.”


  “R-really? The formulae are all so complicated and high-level I barely understand them at all.”


  “That’s just because you lack experience. With a little practice, you’ll understand them in a flash!”


  Was that really true? From what I could see, the formulae I shared had already been completely analyzed, and the others were reworking them into new theories and models.


  Researchers really were something.


  “So? It wasn’t not fun, right? At least a little bit?” I felt like these were the first words Rita said to me that carried a hidden meaning, as artless as that sounded. So, she wanted me to experience this.


  I gave an equally artless response. “It was.” 


  “I’m glad.”


  I collapsed back onto the desk. I had never been part of such a tumultuous discussion in my whole life, not to mention that I was able to say whatever I wanted, and completely forgot about the way I spoke—I just didn’t have the time to think.


  And it seemed like no one was bothered by either.


  “Commander!”


  Just as I was getting lost in the depths of the unfamiliar emotions surging in me, someone new arrived. They didn’t seem like a researcher—in fact, they didn’t seem to belong here at all.


  “What is it? We’re kind of in the middle of something.”


  “Sorry, but you better hear this.” They whispered into Rita’s ear, causing her head to droop.


  “That was quick.”


  “Yes, but…”


  “Got it. I’ll return immediately. Don’t come back here again.”


  “Understood.”


  Something was off. Rita seemed to be hiding her expression, but once she lifted her head to face me, it was the same as always. “There’s something I wanna show you. Will you come?”


  “S-sure. Um, come where?”


  “Sorry, we need to hurry,” she said, pulling on my hand. “It’s in a separate room.”


  I was confused, but since I didn’t have any reason to refuse, I got up to follow her. In fact, I was curious as to what she wanted to show me. We stepped out of the conference room, which was now filled with people who were completely fired up; the atmosphere was no longer violence-free. Weren’t they a little too into this?


  “Don’t you think you should stop them?”


  “Their risk, their responsibility!”


  “Someone drew a weapon…”


  “It’s fine, it’s fine! The true heart of an abenteurer isn’t bound by morals!” Those words weren’t exactly comforting. They were more…hmm…


  Rita led me to a hallway that stretched into the inner depths of the base, seeming to go on forever. It was so long that the lamps spaced evenly between each other couldn’t provide enough light, so Rita held a torch as she guided me.


  The temperature gradually dropped, and my burning skin began to react to the cold. The atmosphere started to change. It even felt…eerie.


  We arrived at a large door.


  “Um… Where are we, Rita?”


  “You’ll see as soon as you step inside.” 


  She urged me to push the door open, so I did. On the other side wasn’t a room, but a giant hole—one that didn’t seem natural. It had clearly been excavated with human hands, like a mineshaft.


  “This is my experiment room, the real important thing this base holds!” said Rita, as she skipped past me and into the opening. I followed her. Above was an old, patched-together scaffolding, and below was a giant pile of rubble and some sandbags that somebody had dragged in.


  “Oh, you’re here, Laura!” Rita shouted into the hole. “Just like you were supposed to be!” 


  A young girl popped out from where Rita was looking. “Hello, my name is Laura, and I’m Dr. Heynckes assistant. It’s nice to meet you.” She was a cute, tiny girl, but what stood out most about her was her beast-like ears. Was she an Ausländer?


  “Just as she said, this is Laura, my trusty assistant.”


  Her assistant? This little girl?


  I knew it wasn’t right to judge others based on their appearance, but she looked too young to be working in a pit that could cave in at any moment.


  If Rita noticed how confused I was, she ignored it, and she dragged me to the other side of the cavern. “Can you see it, Mr. Strauss? That’s the deepest we’ve dug, our ultimate goal in creating this giant pit.”


  I looked in the direction she was pointing. This hole could fit a whole army, but the spot she gestured to seemed particularly deep.


  “We dug this hole to investigate the framework of the labyrinth—the same reason we experimented on that ‘sky.’ We’ve been challenging the labyrinth via excavation even before you led Drachenflügel into paving the road to the ninety-eighth floor.”


  That was when a weird feeling began to take over me. Of course, all of this had been weird from the start, but there was something especially off about Rita’s tone. Her nonchalant intonation rose with fervent passion, but all we were looking at was an expansive, mineshaft-like cave. I felt like a curtain had been lowered between myself and the emotions I had been feeling earlier.


  No, it didn’t just feel like that—I realized it was the girl before us, Laura, who had shaken me awake. There was something inorganic about her eyes as she watched Rita.


  “All right, Laura. You know what to do.”


  With those orders, the girl kicked off the ground and leaped before the wall.


  I heard a low groan. In the next moment, her back bulged.


  “Gwar! Agh!” Laura’s new form used its big claws to scratch the wall.


  “Listen up, Mr. Strauss. The layer of rock right before the barrier is incredibly hard. A normal warrior wouldn’t be able to break through it.”


  Barrier? What is she talking about?


  Laura’s claws continued to scrape against the wall. Something cracked and crumbled. It took me a moment to realize that it was Laura’s claws, and even longer to realize that blood was spilling from her fingers.


  “Agh! Hah!”


  Yet, the transformed girl didn’t stop. I glanced at Rita, who didn’t seem to be bothered at all. In fact, she seemed to find this sight incredibly normal.


  Wait a second. Wasn’t that…weird?


  “There it is, Mr. Strauss! Good job, Laura. Out of the way.”


  Laura transformed back into a little girl and quietly moved to the side, hiding the blood dripping from her hands.


  “Um, shouldn’t we give her some first aid or—?”


  “It’s fine, Laura’s trained. But anyway, look!” Rita grabbed my head and forcibly turned it toward the wall. 


  I could see a pale blue light coming from the other side of the crack. It formed a membrane that flashed with symbols and diagrams, maybe even letters. Then right before my eyes, the stone morphed and concealed that light like a closing wound.


  “That’s what the absolute deepest part of the labyrinth looks like! Doesn’t it seem like that ‘sky’ from earlier?! Still, it’s kinda hard to see high up in the air, so this wall is the perfect way to take a closer look!”


  “I-I guess so, but…” I shook my head free from her grasp and approached Laura. “Um… Are you okay? How’s your hand?”


  She stared at me, her expression blank.


  “Huh?”


  “She’s fine! Right, Laura?”


  She nodded.


  “Anyway, let me hear your thoughts, Mr. Strauss! Just as we discovered a moment ago, we really overlooked granting magic, and it totally kept us from getting close to the true secrets of the labyrinth! We absolutely need to analyze things from a granting magic perspective from here on out. There aren’t a lot of support casters out there, much less one with brains like yours. You’re one in a million!”


  I ignored her voice ringing behind me and chose to stop Laura’s bleeding using some cloth I had on me. It was only when I finished that I turned back to Rita.


  She looked dissatisfied. “You don’t get it, do you? I’m inviting you in, Mr. Wim Strauss. Together, we’ll be able to solve the secrets of the labyrinth. Of course, I had my eyes on your strength too, but after today, I realized that just like me, you have the heart of a true abent—”


  Invite me in? Wasn’t I just joining a club?


  Her words kept becoming more and more incomprehensible.


  “Um, can I say something, Rita?”


  “Hmm? What is it? Ask me whatever you want.” Based on her expression, she didn’t seem to think there was anything weird going on at all. Her perception didn’t seem to match my confusion, which only made me feel worse about all this. Just what was she thinking?


  Once I began to doubt what was happening here, I realized there was something odd about this whole organization in having a leader like Rita Heynckes.


  My earlier passion completely simmered down. “Um, it must have been hard to dig a big hole like this, but I haven’t seen anyone who looks like an excavator.”


  “Hmm? Oh, that. Well, that’s because we’re already done digging.”


  “But the labyrinth’s walls regenerate.”


  “Yeah, of course you’d realize that.”


  If the walls regenerate, then it was awfully strange that I didn’t see anybody working here. It wasn’t just that; the personnel I witnessed down here just didn’t seem to fit. The Investigation Team was a group of researchers, and they really were conducting cutting-edge, revolutionary experiments—ones that should have required a lot of human resources. And by that, I didn’t mean a small number of elites, but a significant number of menial laborers.


  So why didn’t I see any?


  “Um, excuse me, but…” My doubts were starting to morph into convictions. “Are you hiding something?”


  I stared straight into Rita’s eyes. She put a hand to her chin, then used it to yank her head left and right. She pushed her cheeks up, the action sending a shiver down my spine and chilling me to the bone.


  “Hah… Guess I failed,” she said, sounding defeated. “I really rushed things, huh? They reacted quicker than I was expecting, so I thought I’d rush to show you the most interesting thing down here even if I had to force you a bit. Your chauffeur is here, Mr. Strauss.”


  Someone slammed the door open. “Get away from her, boy!” I knew that low, dignified, and powerful voice well. Her hair glowed silver even in the darkness, her huge frame towering over any man. 


  That’s right, the voice was Camilla’s.


  As I stood there dumbfounded, more familiar faces rushed inside. There was Hans, Abel, Heidemarie…everyone.


  “We’re here to rescue you. This is the hideout of Minerva Archaea!”


  Minerva Archaea?!


  I turned toward Rita. Her eyes were as childlike as always as she shrugged with a dramatic sigh. 


  “Let me reintroduce myself. I’m Rita Heynckes, the leader of Minerva Archaea!” she announced, sounding as casual as ever.


   


  ***


   


  It didn’t seem like the boy understood his situation.


  “I see you’re as crooked as ever, Rita.”


  “How insulting. At least say I’m a true follower of the adventuring spirit!”


  “I believe you mean slave. Hurry and release the boy.”


  “Really, though. I never thought you’d find us here!”


  I scoffed. “I’m sure you wouldn’t with your scam intelligence.”


  I kept an eye on the situation as my gaze swept over our surroundings. From a quick look, there was Rita and…was that an Ausländer child? In any case, those were the only two who appeared to be present. 


  Still, I had to remain vigilant. It was best to assume that I wouldn’t be able to face her down so easily.


  “Listen, boy, you’ve been tricked. The Investigation Team of the Abenteurers’ Guild has been corrupted by Minerva Archaea!”


  “Hey, don’t put it so meanly!”


  I pointed Decapitator toward Rita’s throat. “Shut your mouth.” 


  “Come on now, Laura! Protect me! That’s all you’re good for, isn’t it?!”


  “Yes, Dr. Heynckes.”


  The innocent child immediately put herself between Rita and me. As vexing as it was, Rita knew I wouldn’t cut down one of her underlings like the girl standing before me.


  “Um, Camilla? I already failed, so you can go ahead and just take Mr. Strauss. But do you mind telling me how you found this place? Even if you placed a transmission crest on him, I don’t understand how you could have figured out what floor we were on.”


  “What foolishness. If that was your first thought, it only speaks to that fact that you’re a mere scoundrel who fails to even consider the law!”


  “Huh? I think that’s a valid inference to make.”


  “We have Heidemarie, not sham intelligence like yours!” I glanced at Wim from the corner of my eye. He didn’t appear to be particularly wary of Rita, but given his demeanor, I was certain they had conversed for quite a while. We were truly in a race against time. Her brainwashing skills had caused me much grief over the years, and I shuddered at the thought of what might have happened had we not had Heidemarie.


  “Let me tell you exactly what defines a true sage. Just logic will always win against evil!”


  Heidemarie’s contributions went beyond mere feats in this case. Despite myself, I had accidentally given the boy my permission to join this survey, and had she not run in looking as pale as a ghost, I would never have realized that Minerva Archaea was after him.


  I also truly had nothing but praise for her actions. Her deductive skills were jaw-dropping. She climbed up the ladder of logic with such limited information, it was as if she knew the answer from the start. She was truly a sage that lived up to her name as the seventy-fourth elder, and I was glad to have her as an ally.


  “A-ahem, aha ha ha! You hear that, Rita? This is what you get for underestimating the seventy-fourth elder!”


  “Hmm… Well, that still doesn’t sound quite right to me, but if it’s the work of the seventy-fourth elder, I guess there’s nothing else I can do. You’re free, Mr. Strauss.”


  At her words, Wim ran toward us. In accordance with the orders I had given in advance, Abel and the rest of the shield unit surrounded him to form a protective circle. Once that had happened, it seemed the boy finally realized he had been rescued.


  “We’ve accomplished our objective. Retreat!”


  I didn’t want to stay here a second longer. This was no place for men. I ignored everything about this terrible hideout and went back to the path we had taken here.


  The boy had been missing for two days at most. We had made it in time. He would easily rejoin us.


  “Bye then, Mr. Strauss! Keep us in mind, okay?”


  The only thing that gave me pause was that he turned around at the sound of Rita’s shoddy, cheery voice.


   


  ***


   


  Once we returned to the manor, I learned that everyone had been terribly worried about me. In their eyes, I had fallen victim to an ingenious solicitation from Minerva Archaea, kidnapped, and was about to be brainwashed. But to me, it didn’t feel like that at all. I didn’t suffer one bit, and I actually had a lot of fun hanging out with them. If that was brainwashing, then… Well, maybe it was.


  Of course, I was certain that Minerva Archaea was as slimy as I had heard. I had watched Rita treat that Ausländer girl so harshly, so I could sense the same evil that Camilla was so terribly critical of.


  Still, I couldn’t get over the extra words of warning Camilla gave me in her office. “Listen, boy. You’re Nachtlibelle’s ace, and your skills live up to that title.”


  “Um, I know that, of course.”


  “We need you. That’s not only a fact, but also a testament to the trust I have in you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “So, please. You have the right skills and right mindset. Prove that to me.”


  There was nothing odd about her statement—there shouldn’t have been. Working with Nachtlibelle was my heart’s deepest desire, and everyone there relied on me. In fact, now that I recovered the time I spent with the Investigation Team—erm, Minerva Archaea—I would be able to rest and train more.


  Yup! I’d give my all tomorrow too. All of this had just been a little accident.


  Chapter 5:
Wonderful Days


   


  AFTER I GOT MY GEAR IN ORDER THAT MORNING, I headed for the grand hall on the first floor. Today, we would be diving into the labyrinth. Now that the ninety-eighth floor had been conquered, it was time to head to the ninety-ninth. Once we had gathered some preliminary intel, our days quickly grew busy once again.


  I didn’t have the time to rest my wary heart after all that had happened with Minerva Archaea, but as a member of a party that stood at the labyrinth’s frontier, it was time to hunker down. As a newbie, I had to be on my best behavior.


  I froze in front of the grand hall. I could hear some noises coming from the other side of the door, and I was hesitant to barge in. Taking a deep breath, I flexed my jaw and cleared my throat so I would be ready to speak loudly.


  Be confident, Wim Strauss.


  Camilla had called me this party’s ace. That meant I had to have the attitude of one.


  “Good morning!” I succeeded in being loud. All was silent for a moment, which made me worried I had messed up.


  “Hey, morning!”


  “Mornin’!”


  “What’s up?”


  “Good morning!”


  Thankfully, everyone greeted me back. That was a relief.


  I managed to be normal, and went to an empty seat to wait. Apparently, there was still some time left until we headed out. I had accidentally gotten here a bit early.


  Currently, only the vanguard was in the grand hall. Those with weapons and gear that were too big to prepare in their rooms would apparently come here early to do so.


  I didn’t have anything to do, so I glanced around the room. I had memorized the names of everyone who would be attending today’s dive, but I realized I couldn’t match some of those names to a face. I had better fix that quickly.


  Um, that was Carl, and that was Raimund, which meant that guy over there had to be Fritz. The person over there was definitely Marianne, the only girl in the vanguard. I could see Abel too. They were all chatting among themselves—half were joking around, and the others discussed important business. I had seen this ever since I joined, but the eyes of everyone in Nachtlibelle really glowed. Somehow, they all seemed so happy as they spoke. Maybe this was the result of trust backed by real success, but there was no doubt that everyone here was close.


  A lot of them seemed to be putting on a bit of an act, though. Maybe they were from well-off families, but it sounded like they were watching their words. You could tell they always remembered to hold their conversation partner in high regard, and spoke as if they were conscious of how their words might come across. Most abenteurers were ruffians, but not these guys. I could hear a lot of pleases and thank-yous. 


  Now that it reared its head in my mind, I realized once again that I really didn’t belong here. Still, I had to be this party’s ace. I couldn’t lose confidence and let myself get caught up in my own thoughts. I had to be ready for anything and give a performance worthy of their praise and my salary.


  Even to other abenteurers, the ninety-ninth floor was incredibly peculiar. Obviously, a big part of that was because it was covered in a jungle, but a similar topography couldn’t be found on any previous floors of the labyrinth, either. The terrain wasn’t cave-like passages, but an open space overgrown with trees.


  Of course, the existence of a ‘sky’ was striking as well. We not only had to be cautious of what could be flying in the air above us, but also consider that there could be rain like we experienced on the ninety-eighth floor. This floor was a new beast not just to Nachtlibelle, but to every abenteurer party. We had to put together a plan of attack that utilized the techniques we used on wide-open floors and against plant-based monsters.


  However, there was something else that made this floor unique, something that surprised even me. Drachenflügel had recently advanced to this floor, and the memories of Chronos’s reckless labyrinth dive was still fresh in everyone’s minds. While the other parties were still focused on exploring the ninety-eighth floor, Chronos had decided to get ahead and challenge this one. As a result, he suffered a defeat so great that some of the party members he led had died. He was now embroiled in a storm of criticism that engulfed all of Filburn.


  Hearing that news came as a huge shock. A party I once belonged to had—admittedly, indirectly—messed up so badly that some abenteurers had lost their lives. While I could have turned a blind eye if that were all there was to the story, I felt guilty for never confronting Chronos with the criticism he deserved. I couldn’t help but think that my choices had led Chronos to make such a rash decision.


  The casualties were all abenteurers, so they were responsible for accepting the risks that came with heading into the labyrinth’s frontier. That wasn’t something I could argue with otherwise. However, I couldn’t fully accept that.


  Despite my inner conflict, I started to hear favorable things about Drachenflügel’s recent debacle. It was a reframe, a suggestion that they had only gotten that outcome because they had been the first to jump onto the frontlines.


  Given the other rumors, their reputation in town still wasn’t good. To abenteurers though, Drachenflügel’s recklessness was just a part of the adventuring spirit. Ultimately, there wasn’t much of a reason to criticize the party that had revealed the dangers of the floor on their own. Some parties were already starting to flip their appraisal.


  Anyway, thanks to them, intel on this floor’s boss was already fully gathered. Put simply, the main problem this floor posed was that there were many more blind spots than on others. It was obvious if you thought about it, but floors built like a maze left you with some cover. As long as you paid attention to the forks and corners in the road, you could fully protect yourself.


  In a jungle, there were plenty of obstacles to consider every few steps, which was why using my speed buffs wasn’t a good option. Instead, it was safer to keep some distance between us so we could proceed while protecting each other. Thus, my main job was to gather intel and perform enemy detection, but…


  Whenever anyone glanced at me, it felt different, and so did the way we were positioned. I was placed in the frontline so I could properly observe new intel, but next to me was Monica the mage and Abel the tank, who were obviously fighters. We were prepared for it, and that’s why they hadn’t given me much to do.


  There was a lot of pressure, and I felt kind of sorry doing nothing, so I tried to collect all the information I could. There were countless indicators to observe, whether that was the species of the trees, the insects that called this jungle home, or the small, monster-like plants.


  “Um, Wim?” Monica’s voice cut in. She must have realized I was caught up in my thoughts. “I wanted to ask about the buff you cast on [Fire Membrane].”


  “Right. What is it?”


  “You said you don’t cast elemental buffs, right? In that case, how do you cast buffs on spells?”


  That’s right. I guess we were comrades now, so it was probably best to explain. My old self would have started to blabber and proactively mix in lingo that I had created myself. But I was no longer my old self. I already had a bold explanation that covered what was important.


  “I’m actually not casting buffs on the spells themselves. Instead, I’m adjusting the physical matter created by expelling mana to hit our enemies as effectively as possible.”


  “Effectively?”


  “Exactly. For example, a spell like [Fire Membrane] manipulates air, so the surrounding pressure is quite important. I manipulate the air pressure so the fire burns brighter and hotter, and do some other things like change the shape of the flames that eat up oxygen to keep loss to a minimum. The spell won’t ever be inferior to the image you have in your head, so you can rest assured when you cast it.”


  “I see.”


  All right! That explanation was perfect.


  “But isn’t that difficult if you don’t know a lot about magic?” The look in Monica’s eyes changed, and I could now sense some curiosity. It felt like she had taken a step closer to me, which made me feel like it was time to back off. Although, we were basically just chatting, so I continued.


  “Well, my dream was once to become a mage.”


  “Oh! I feel like I’ve heard that before, now that you mention it.”


  “Right, due to some certain circumstances…”


  “Like what? Were you not assigned to that division?”


  “Division?”


  “Yeah, at your academy.”


  Academies were educational institutions, set up in urban areas and certain regions, attended by those who were middle-class or higher. Considering that Monica spoke as if attending one was the default, she probably came from some money.


  “No, I never attended an academy. I dreamed of the labyrinth and came here from the countryside.”


  “Then where did you study magic?”


  “Well, I self-studied…”


  Monica seemed to find that surprising. “Wow! I really respect you for that.”


  “Thank you. Um, but is self-study really all that strange? We’re all abenteurers, so I thought everyone studied theory in their free time.”


  “Not at all! At least half of the mages are academy graduates. A lot even had private tutors.”


  Huh. I didn’t know that. So that’s why there were so many high-class people here.


  Nachtlibelle was the biggest and most affluent party in all of Filburn, so it made sense that there was plenty of good talent that hadn’t made the cut.


  Wait a second. That means…


  “Then are there a lot of people like that in Nachtlibelle?”


  “People like what?”


  “I mean, you know? Nobles and such.”


  “I think that’s the norm, no? Oh, but when we get hard-working types, that’s usually because the commander stole them from other parties!”


  The people who surrounded me were even more amazing than I had thought. So out of all of them, Camilla picked me as the “ace.” The thought made the skin on my back crawl, and I had to hide it by stretching.


   


  ***


   


  The boy’s performance was so astounding that I wanted to nod in approval. The biggest reason I hired him was that he served as a countermeasure to the bosses we were once powerless against. His presence alone allowed my members to proceed with ease, and this confidence let them utilize the full extent of their power.


  By itself, that would have been enough to prove his worth, but whenever he was free, he would spend his time working on maps or collecting intel that could help us maximize our available resources. He gathered information on the surface as well, and it always led to new fruitful discoveries in the labyrinth. His anxiety had given me some pause, but it was also quite possible that it led to his careful eye—which allowed him to be so effective. As the leader of this party, I was beyond grateful.


  The boy hadn’t looked so gloomy as of late, and the atmosphere between our members wasn’t dour, either. In fact, perhaps it was a good thing that our ace was so humble.


  I received a transmission from Hans, who was positioned at our left flank.


  ‹This is Hans. The enemy detection unit has picked up multiple monsters, Commander.› 


  ‹This is Camilla. The details?›


  ‹A large number of monkeys have targeted us. We’re certain they’re the ones from the reports.›


  ‹Got it.›


  Our time to relax was over. Nothing went smoothly on the frontlines of the labyrinth.


  ‹Men! Prepare for battle. We’re surrounded.›


   


  ***


   


  That group transmission from Camilla immediately put us all on edge. Based on the preliminary intel recovered by Drachenflügel, these had to be the monkey monsters. Not only were they incredibly intelligent, but they also worked together to surround their targets before they attacked. That tactic, combined with the advantage the terrain provided, made them formidable. I thought I caught glimpses of fear beyond the trees and foliage around us.


  I expanded the scope of my enemy detection, focusing so I could sense every slight movement. I searched carefully so that I could distinguish which rustles of the leaves were just the wind, and which were the beasts. According to intel, the boss on this floor was also a monkey, so I had to secure all the information I could to make sure we were prepared for anything.


  Ugh, but…


  I had a certain premonition, even if I couldn’t visibly see its source. I had been trying to ignore the voice, but my gut was telling me I couldn’t. 


  “હું અત્યારે જઉં છું.”


  There was no denying it now. I could definitely hear it—I could for a while now. Neither Monica nor Abel seemed to hear that voice, and given that I wasn’t quite right in the head, I assumed it had to be an auditory hallucination.


  I knew this had to be related to the labyrinth, but I couldn’t tell anyone. This was a voice you weren’t supposed to hear. Listening was taboo, and if you heard it, you needed to feel guilty.


  At the very least, I could use it as a radar to detect our enemies, right?


  ‹This is Wim. I think the boss is here.›


  I could see shadows beyond the trees with broad leaves, moving with a certain sense of regularity. After making their presence clearly known, they would lay low, only to repeat the process. It was as if they were trying to wear us down and prevent us from locking onto a target. There was a leader that commanded this monster horde—and it had to be the boss.


  Based on Drachenflügel’s reports, the boss had been dubbed the horned monkey. It wasn’t as large as other monsters, but its speed and overwhelming offensive power made it just as strong.


  ‹Are you certain, boy?›


  ‹I am.›


  It was partially just a hunch, but my gut was practically screaming that it was true despite that uncertainty.


  “તમે કેમ છો.”


  I mean, that voice was still whispering into my ear, and my legs were shaking. I was positive danger was approaching.


  In this moment, everyone’s lives were in my hands because of my judgment. I just wanted to get out of here.


  ‹Then let’s retreat. I want to hear your thoughts.›


  I had given the report, which meant I was the one who needed to decide our plan of attack. Calm down, Wim. Repress this feeling. Don’t turn your back in panic, and don’t rush in, either. Figure out what you need to do first.


  ‹I think retreating will be difficult. These monsters are incredibly strong and intelligent, so they’ll probably try to lure us where they want us. They might even force us toward another large monster.›


  ‹I see. In that case…›


  ‹Right. I’ll head in.›


  ‹What’s your plan, exactly?›


  Based on the reports, the tactic of these monsters was to surround their targets first. Then, once they panicked, the horned monkey would attack the center from behind them, splitting up the party.


  ‹If we all face the same direction, we’ll at least be able to predict how the boss will respond. It’ll approach our center from behind. Then, we can counterattack.›


  ‹All right. Let’s do it.› 


  Camilla sent quick orders via a universal transmission while I moved to the back of the center group to prepare for battle.


  ‹Listen carefully. There is no need to defeat the boss. Don’t overdo it.›


  ‹Right.›


  ‹This is just a preliminary strike. You’re the only one of us who can fight back in a first encounter.›


  I had predicted this development to some degree. The members of Nachtlibelle would be able to fight back after observing the boss’s movements for a bit. My job was to defend against its attacks for the first few seconds, before leading it into a one-versus-party battle. Right now, we were just acting, pretending that we were on guard and completely focused on what lay ahead of us. Naturally, our feet marched in that direction. 


  With how often we could check behind us being limited, we had to detect intel using only our ears and what we could make out from the corners of our eyes. I memorized the positions of the trees, using my sense of hearing and intuition to determine where enemies were located. With my senses heightened, my heart seemed to beat so loudly that it was distracting.


  Then, I saw it—a large humanoid figure from behind the trees. Despite being “humanoid,” this was no human. It was at least as tall as Camilla.


  It was the horned monkey, there was no doubt about it. Just as the name implied, it had horns on its head. But more than anything, it exuded the oppressive and overwhelming presence that was unique to bosses.


  As soon as I caught a glimpse of it, I vividly imagined its long arms and claws ripping my head clean off. Even before the fight began, it forced its opponents to remember the fleeting nature of human life—and everyone felt that intense fear.


  That was just the nature of bosses. Even when we fought the sea slug on the previous floor, everyone did so ready to face their death.


  However, things were different today. I could feel eyes on me, coming from beside me. Were my comrades looking at me? Did I have their faith? Of course, this strategy I put together was built on that. To fight was my duty, and I was confident it was the most effective course of action. This was the best strategy, as well as the safest.


  So it’s okay to do this, right?


  “[Shift: Puppenspieler.]”


  A screech came from deep within the horned monkey’s throat. It seemed to be patiently waiting to see which of us would act, and what we would do. Wait, is it acting exactly as I hoped it would?


  Looking closer, I saw it just standing there menacingly, like a knight prepared to jump into a decisive battle.


  At some point, my surroundings had slowed, though I had gotten quite used to this sight. I risked dying every time I used this buff, but now I was certain beyond doubt—I could keep doing it. This feat was a tightrope walk between impossibilities, but I was so composed I didn’t feel that danger.


  That’s why things were different. The crux of granting magic wasn’t finding a chance at victory among near impossibilities despite the circumstances. It was…


  Damn it. Now that my brain was speeding up, I had recklessly lost myself in these thoughts.


  “[Pump up: Fünfzigmal.]”


  I grasped a machete in each hand. I could tell the horned monkey was about to land on the ground again, so I made my move.


  I greeted it with a slash of my blade. We clashed in the middle of the horned monkey’s charging path. My machete met its claws, forming a cross and creating sparks. Somehow, I managed to catch when it would move. Had there not been a buff on my brain, that would have been impossible.


  After colliding, we both jumped out of each other’s reach. We both kicked the ground and closed in on each other like two pendulums swinging back to the start. As soon as the horned monkey leaped into the air, it lifted its right arm upward while defending with its left, leaving no openings.


  That meant I only had one option—dodge. As it swung its arm down, I avoided it by lunging toward the left. The horned monkey’s excessive momentum caused it to lurch, with its right shoulder facing me.


  I positioned myself immediately and buried my left machete into its side. However, its skin was tougher than I was expecting, and my blow failed to carry the force needed. The horned monkey didn’t even react.


  I realized that its left arm had shifted from defense to offense, and our positions would soon be reversed. I was relying on my right hand, which was the only one I could currently move. That would mean extending my arms outward and leaving my torso open to attack, but since I had predicted how my foe would attack, it wasn’t a bad gamble.


  I let the tip of my blade drift as I lined it up with the approaching set of claws. Bending my knees, I leaped into the air and braced my wrists, elbows, and shoulders, and channeled the energy from the oncoming attack to propel me backward. Basically, I let the strike knock me away.


  Success! I managed to distance myself. I immediately put up my defenses and got back on my feet. I was moving pretty well. I mean, I was actually managing to fight this thing. Did I actually have a chance?


  Considering how composed I am, I could probably accelerate my brain a bit more. Maybe to 1.00001 my normal speed? It was just a slight increase, but I felt like I could handle it.


  But…could I really? Would I lose consciousness?


  Actually, I had to do it, didn’t I? Everyone’s lives were on the line. Didn’t that mean I couldn’t afford to let my own thirst for life rule over me?


  I guess…I didn’t have a choice. It was time to take on a little risk.


  Here it comes. It’s here! It’s here, it’s here, it’s here!


  “[Pump Up: Hundertmal.]”


  My surroundings grew both more brilliant and time seemed to grow more sluggish.


  This was bad. Oh, was this bad.


  My brain operated at full throttle. It felt as if the granting magic codes I had put together were about to disintegrate. If that happened, my body would be torn to pieces. A mere moment of lost focus would either leave me unconscious, break my bones, or rip my muscles to shreds.


  However, my body was moving better than ever. Since I had doubled my speed, I could use more energy. I was more efficient, and suffered no disadvantages besides being unable to keep this up for long. What had increased was the risk I faced.


  The horned monkey seemed to realize something was different about me. Its ferocious eyes narrowed further, and I could see the muscles all over its body ripple as if tensing. They swelled, flexed, and created stark outlines.


  It was still raring to go. I would have been a goner had I not increased my speed. Thank goodness I did.


  It leaped forward, claws meeting machete. I could feel the brunt of our collision as our momentum clashed. Once again, we did a dance of offense and defense, blades swinging. We struck at each other with everything we had, and once we ran out of the force propelling us forward, we froze.


  We were within each other’s reach. The horned monkey’s arms were longer than mine, so I wanted to be a bit further away. However…both of our feet were planted firmly on the ground.


  We locked eyes. That’s when I realized… Yeah, this guy already knows.


  In my hands were machetes, and on the horned monkey’s were claws. My brain was performing a juggling act, but we both managed to align our ways of thinking. I swung my blades at blinding speeds, though I wasn’t so foolish as to add any kicks into the mix.


  Sparks flew. I accelerated further. Whenever I was about to run out of ideas, my brain finagled a new one. The same went for my opponent.


  However, the risk I faced was greater. A single wrong move and I would be split into two.


  This was it! The excitement on the flipside of danger. When one grew, so did the other.


  ‹Enough!›


  I can do this, I can slash and hack away at more!


  The danger I faced grew greater. My body was on the verge of collapse. This was how fights had to be! If your next moment was guaranteed, then it would just be boring.


  ‹Enough, boy!›


  Damn it, I can’t hold up any longer.


  I felt the corners of my lips turn upward. That’s right, this is what I had always wanted! The fact that the danger subsided as my skills advanced always left me disappointed.


  Still, safety was important. Taking extra risk was stupid. But right now, I just had to.


  “Fweh!”


  I held myself back, but I think I might have accidentally let out a weird gasp.


  I’m dead. Oh, I’m so dead.


  However, I was still alive. I was still walking my idiotic tightrope!


  This was the best! Who the hell cared about going home, the lives of my comrades, or anything at—


  ‹Calm down!›


  The horned monkey suddenly leaped aside. It wasn’t reacting to my attacks. It was a blow I hadn’t anticipated—a surprise attack.


  “Calm down! Don’t be reckless!” Decapitator shot out in the shape of a lance between me and the horned monkey. “You’ve done enough. There’s no need to go any further. If you fall here, we’ll all die.”


  Camilla’s voice pulled me back to reality. What was I thinking?


  I could feel the blood rush from my brain. That’s right, that’s what was happening.


  I had lost myself in my own delirium. Camilla was right.


  “There’s no need to eliminate the boss. The rest of us can fight. So please, calm down.”


  I decelerated the buff acting on my brain. She was right, there was no need for me to act so recklessly. If we wanted to vanquish this boss, it was much more efficient to map the floor first, put together a plan, and fight with numbers on our side.


  I had gotten caught in a trance. This fight had always been meant for me to retreat eventually.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Can you keep going?”


  Her words reminded me to check myself. Yup, I was fine. Accelerating my buff had left me feeling sluggish, but that wouldn’t be a problem. “I can.”


  “All right. As long as you’ve gotten yourself under control, that’s fine. Our vanguard is keeping up perfectly. We’ll do as we discussed earlier.”


  Camilla gave her orders via transmission. From here on out, my job was to attack and retreat. I would act just after the rearguard attacked, targeting the exact moment our foe put up its guard again.


  ‹We’re on to step two. Fire!›


  Fireballs shot through the gaps between the trees. While it was a measure meant mostly to keep the boss at bay, a direct hit was certain death for the other monkeys. Naturally, the fire spell sent toward the horned monkey was even stronger than the rest.


  I closed in on the boss, keeping myself a step behind the spell. I was ready for another clash of blades, but we had apparently already chipped away at the boss’s energy. Its vigor failed to match mine, and it promptly retreated.


  I avoided chasing too far after the beast, and instead only sent a few weak slashes its way. Moving forward, it was probably best to focus not on attacking its body, but on cracking its claws to weaken its attacks.


  Our positions were now reversed. The monkeys had surrounded us, but they failed to launch a surprise attack. Now, we had a foothold and could fight back comfortably.


  The monkeys must have realized this, as they lost the calm they needed to surround us. Their movements now lacked initiative.


  The universal transmissions that made their way to my ears were becoming more positive as well. As soon as the tides of battle shifted, the horned monkey turned its back in defeat and disappeared into the woods. The other monkeys followed one by one, until all were gone.


  ‹This is Camilla. Enemy detection unit, what are you seeing?›


  ‹This is Simon. All signals are moving away from us.›


  The tension in the air still lingered, but we immediately determined there was no need to be anxious any longer. After a moment, knowing that we had made it through the worst, relief washed over us.


  ‹Men, we have successfully driven back the boss!›


  Camilla’s transmission gave way to erupting cheers.


  There was a jovial atmosphere around us as we made our way back to the teleportation circle that would take us home. I was shocked by all the praise I got from those who observed my fight. Maybe they were relieved they didn’t have to face the boss, knowing it meant certain death, but they seemed to be playing up my achievements.


  “Wim!” Abel ran up to me and grabbed my hands. “Um… You were so cool out there.”


  R-right…


  Wait, I can’t just back down! Having received those kind words, I couldn’t just try to downplay it. I forced a smile. Now, my voice just needed to be heard. Yeah, that’d be perfect. What was the trick? 


  I imagined myself stretching out my arms in welcome.


  “Thanks! You—and everyone else—were a huge help. To be honest, any more of that and I would have been in trouble…”


  “Impossible! I’m unworthy of such words!”


  “You’re exaggerating, really… I’m truly thankful for you all.” I put on a slight smile as I watched Abel humble himself. 


  All right! I think I did well.


  I only learned this recently, but apparently it was important to make yourself seem like someone who was easy to talk to, or basically just accept the other person’s statements and responses. 


  While we were waiting for our turn at the teleportation circle, Hans approached me. “Hey, Wim! You doing okay?” 


  “Yes, thanks to you all. I don’t think I need to visit the hospital.”


  “All right! In that case, why don’t we grab a meal and—”


  “Hans, his battle earlier was fierce,” Camilla chided. “I’m sure the boy will have a hard time turning down an offer from the vice-commander.” 


  Checking on myself, I found that I didn’t hurt at all, and still had plenty of MP left too. “I think I should be fine. Really. I’m a bit tired, but not more so than I was after our other labyrinth dives.”


  “Is that right? Then I suppose there’s no reason for me to stop you.”


  Now that Hans had official permission, he grinned at me. “Well then, Wim! We’ve gotten past our first hurdle. Let’s go grab a meal once we’re back on the surface.”


  Wow, is this one of those famed drinking parties to celebrate a great day of work?


  “That’s right. Are there any places you frequent?”


  “Frequent? Well… There’s a place I go to every so often.”


  “Then why don’t we go there? Oh, but I’d understand if you want to keep it a secret. If you do, the rest of us will pick a place.”


  Grete’s face flashed through my mind. She did ask for me to spread the word if I got famous, didn’t she?


  “Not at all. The staff asked me to spread their name around. It’s called The Nice Perch.”


  “Hoh!”


  It was just a casual conversation, but my steps felt lighter. So, this was what it felt like to be on the inside. I was finally part of something I had always vaguely longed for. The thought of having days like this from now on made me feel like the step I took onto the teleportation circle was not toward home, but toward something else.


  “મારે તે લોકોની જરૂર નથી.”


  Ugh, seriously, stop it, already. Things were going really well for me just now!


  Don’t whisper to me in that tempting voice!


   


  It had been a long time since I last visited The Nice Perch. I had only ever gone occasionally, but I had been too busy as of late, which made things feel a bit awkward.


  “Welcome!”


  I pushed open the door, which made the bell ring.


  “Oh, it’s Wim! Long time no see!” Grete was there, as always. She was still the usual lively face in the tavern. “I’ve heard all about your exploits! I thought for sure you’d gotten too famous to visit our little old pub.”


  “No, not at all.”


  “The owner’s been trying to sell ourselves by advertising that this place is a favorite of the Wim Strauss’s!”


  “That’s a bit…”


  “And you’re looking better than ever! You seemed so gloomy the last time you were here. Our owner was worried about you, but… What a relief!”


  Had I really looked so gloomy? Was I really looking better now? I guess it had to be true if that’s what Grete was saying. Maybe I was starting to turn into someone honorable.


  A rush of confidence washed over me. I had the feeling that I’d be able to chat without overthinking things today.


  “Anyway, we’ve got a party of one for the counter!”


  “Actually, I’ve come with coworkers—I guess you’d call them. The members of Nachtlibelle are with me.”


  “Huh?”


  “There’s quite a few of us. Will we fit?” I glanced at the people behind me. “If you don’t have any other reservations, I was hoping we could have the whole place to ourselves.” 


  For a few seconds, Grete was frozen. “Hey, barkeep! This is crazy! Members of Nachtlibelle are—”


  “Huh? Oh, you must mean Heidemarie. What’s gotten into you?”


  “No, there’s a lot of them! Um, who was there again? There’s Hans the ‘Fierce,’ Abel the ‘Impregnable,’ and, um…”


  “H-huh? Such famous abenteurers are really…? Oh, you’re right.”


  Huh? Did those two always have those nicknames?


  “Calm yourself, girl. A pub in Filburn takes any and all abenteurers whenever!”


  “I am calm! Anyway, come on in!”


  Before my eyes, I watched as everyone gracefully took their seats. I was herded to a table opposite the exit, right next to Hans.


  “This place is great, huh?”


  “It is.”


  “Got any recommendations?”


  “They’re famous for their sausages.”


  “A classic. What makes them special?”


  “They’re huge. As big as an arm.”


  “Huh… All right, guys, let’s get those giant sausages! My treat!”


  The men roared and clapped. I could even hear some expressing their gratitude loudly. I guess since Abel said it, the other younger guys followed suit.


  “Hans!” I called.


  “Hmm?”


  “Thank you very much!”


  “R-right. Eat up!”


  I was more used to saying “sorry” rather than “thank you,” so I was worried I came off as a bit clumsy. Surprisingly, Hans and the others didn’t seem to care. In fact, it seemed to make them realize that I wanted to speak with everyone too.


  “You’ve really introduced us to a great place, Wim! I might come alone sometime.”


  The Nice Perch’s food was a big hit. I was a regular, but I only ever ordered one thing. As I had just learned, everything on the menu was delicious. I hadn’t visited in a while, which only made the food taste even better, though I discovered from everyone else that my usual order lacked seasoning and flavor. Maybe I’d challenge myself with a new dish next time.


  “The girl’s cute too. You two are about the same age, right?”


  “I think so.” 


  Hans was whispering for some reason. “You after her?”


  “Huh? Oh, no, not at all. No way.”


  “Come on, now! It’s nothing to be so embarrassed about. Now that you’ve made a name for yourself, I’m sure you’ve thought about settling down.” I guess that was normal for most abenteurers. 


  Hmm… If anything, the best part about this place was that she rarely talked to me. She would chat with me for a bit when I entered, left, or when she settled my bill, but picked up on the fact that I wanted to be left alone and just let me be.


  “I’ve never really thought about that before.”


  “I see… I guess maybe you haven’t.” He seemed disappointed. “Then what about Heidemarie? Y’know… It doesn’t openly seem that way, so I had avoided asking.”


  “No, we’re not like that at all. We’re more just childhood friends.”


  I considered Heidemarie an actual friend too, but I wasn’t sure how she felt about it.


  “Well, I guess everyone’s got some distance between them. I’m in no place to talk, but if you do wanna be with her, don’t hesitate and just go for it!”


  I’ve never had any experience with romance, so I just couldn’t imagine what he was saying. In fact, my understanding of love was so terrible I didn’t know how any of the couples I saw in town got together in the first place.


  “By the way, Wim, if you’re from the same town as Heidemarie, then you learned by self-study and not at an academy, right?”


  “Yes. I just picked up what I could myself.”


  “Then we’re cut from the same cloth! I dreamed of Filburn from out in the sticks and came here by myself. It was a struggle.”


  That really surprised me. Hans had a relaxed air about him, so I thought he came from a more elite background. Maybe Camilla had been considering how to balance the party when she chose him as vice-commander, and she thought it would be best to keep the party from being composed of just nobles.


  “I was the third son of an impoverished local lord. I was able to get quite a bit of support, but it was really hard going at first. I could only get second-hand equipment, and I had to work outside the labyrinth everyday too.”


  Huh? Wasn’t that normal—or actually, wasn’t he better off than most? Considering how the others reacted to his tale, they didn’t seem to think so. It looked to me like they really thought he was poor. Those the same age as him were nodding, sympathetic to his struggles.


  “Somehow the commander saw hope in me, and I managed to get into Nachtlibelle’s sub-organization. Those days were hell. I felt like I had hit the ceiling, like I found the limits of my skills. It hurt my spirits. I was disappointed that I couldn’t be more.”


  Well, I guess they were right. He probably did suffer; I mean, I’m sure he did. He might have started out ahead of me, but I remember feeling the same frustration. In fact, I felt it right now. When people faced their limits, what was left was loneliness. Those around you and the rest of the world didn’t care about your personal struggles. You had to see your own problems through to the end with nothing but your own decisions.


  “But my girlfriend—my wife, now—supported me.”


  I didn’t know he had a wife. “I’ve never heard much about it before, but are there many who are married in Nachtlibelle?”


  “Hmm? Well, I guess. Besides the younger ones, I think most of the guys are married. Mark’s even a father.”


  Wow, I had never really thought about it before, but finding that out gave me a weird feeling.


  So that’s how it was. Knowing that the person I had been talking to was married changed how I viewed our earlier conversation.


  I looked around the table, and my eyes slightly turned downward. It all felt…smooth. We shared a meal and the same air. There were times when we were meant to chat, and times when we were meant to laugh. Everyone knew that conversations were important and carried them out naturally.


  So, outside the labyrinth, these people were husbands, lovers, or whatever else. They were proper members of society. Proper adults.


  Oh, Abel is leading a toast. I looked down and realized that multiple mugs were held out toward me, waiting for me to clink.


  “Cheers!”


  Am I just supposed to say the same thing?


  “Ch-cheers!”


  I tried copying them, gulping down my beer. Is this fine? Am I doing this right? Am I being weird?


  I was having fun, but I wasn’t used to any of this. It wore me out. Not to mention, there might be more festivities after this event too. This was a work function of sorts, so what would I do if I couldn’t really refuse? There was a good chance I’d mess up at some point.


  [image: ]


  That was my worry, but there was no afterparty. A small group of those who still wanted to drink did gather, but there was no pressure to join them.


  Everyone in Nachtlibelle left me in awe.


   


  ***


   


  We encountered a boss without suffering a single casualty. Did the boy fully understand the gravity of that?


  The majority of abenteurers feared the bosses, worked to avoid them, and tragically fell at their hands. How many had let that fear stop them?


  That was the reason it took years to conquer a single floor. The ability to explore the labyrinth without fear of encountering a boss was radical.


  Today, I confirmed that the boy could replicate the strength I had once witnessed. It wasn’t the result of overlapping coincidences, as he claimed. His strength was absolute, beyond compare, and one he could use both intentionally and effectively.


  I made no mistake. I had certainly won the lottery. The boy had already justified his salary and more. From here on out, I couldn’t be stingy with our funds.


  However, that wasn’t enough. If I believed that money alone would be enough to secure him, another party would scoop him right out from under us.


  What kept someone around wasn’t money, but bonds.


   


  ***


   


  Without missing a beat, Nachtlibelle safely conquered the ninety-eighth floor and moved on to exploring the ninety-ninth. Our busy period was now over. Once all of us in the party were back to our usual routines, we could finally relax.


  Meanwhile, I had joined the party during our busiest period, and it left me feeling like I had nothing to do. I was ordered to slow down and let myself recover, but I just couldn’t bring myself to relax. That’s when Camilla took pity on me and assigned me to a menial errand at the Abenteurers’ Guild. Even just walking around town took off some of the edge.


  I stepped into the doorway of the guild and took some deep breaths until my number was called by the front desk. I was a member of Nachtlibelle, and a prominent one at that. I shouldn’t have been fidgeting and acting suspicious.


  “Hello, I’m Wim Strauss of Nachtlibelle. I’ve brought our financial report!” Was I being too loud? I needed to be when talking to the receptionist, so I felt like my voice was at a proper level.


  I looked around and noticed a few people were looking at me. I bet they just took me to be an energetic young man.


  “Ah, right. I can take it.”


  “Thank you.”


  The receptionist girl flipped through the pages to check the report. “There don’t seem to be any problems. I’ll be keeping this, then.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  All right! I made it through without biting my tongue or suddenly falling silent. What a relief.


  Maybe the girl realized that because she grinned at me. “You seem to be in good spirits, Wim.”


  I managed to smile back. “Am I? I’m glad.” 


  My footsteps were light as I made my way back home. All right, I was turning into a respectable abenteurer! I was still a bit awkward and funny, but I was doing a hundred times better than before. 


  Maybe everyone else already knew, but apparently, being bright and cheery usually made it easier on your conversation partner too. Everything just seemed to go smoother that way. It was a bit exhausting, but it made things easier overall.


  “Huh?”


  Once I stepped through the gates to our party house, I realized it was oddly quiet. There were usually signs of everyone else being present—like a few voices chatting—but not now.


  Still, the lights were turned on. Were they all gathered in the same room for an emergency meeting? I needed to hurry.


  I pushed open the heavy door, announcing my return to whoever was inside. “I’m b—”


  Pop! Pop! Pop! 


  I jolted at the sound.


  They were party poppers. That’s when I caught sight of a large, hanging banner. The words written on it were: “Welcome to Nachtlibelle, Wim Strauss!”


  I stood there dumbfounded as Camilla appeared from behind the banner. “Ahem! I’m not too used to saying such things, but, hmm… Well, it’s a custom. I apologize for putting it off for so long.”


  “Huh?” What is happening? Everyone is here.


  “Uh, Commander? He’s not going to understand what’s happening if you start with an apology,” said Hans. 


  Camilla’s grin was awkward. “Yes, you’re right. In that case, on my lead! One, two, and…”


  Everyone took a deep breath. “Welcome to Nachtlibelle!” they boomed.


  That’s when I finally understood what was happening. Is this a surprise party?!


  While I knew it had to be that, my mind just couldn’t wrap around it. What is this I am feeling right now? Seriously, what is this? I felt like I was about to cry, but I needed to say something. Um, uh…


  “Th-thank you, everyone!” I was proud of how loud I managed to be, given those words barely made it out of my mouth while I bowed as low as I could. I meant it from the bottom of my heart, though I felt like my voice wavered near the end.


  Once I lifted my face, everyone’s smiles jumped into view.


  The feast was as lavish as one you could find in a festival. I could even see what looked like a few turkeys on the table. The big hall was usually used for our meetings, but it now was decorated into an extravagant venue meant for a party. You could have probably held a wedding here.


  “Holding a surprise party for each of our new members is a custom of ours. We were forced to put it off for quite a while with all that was happening, but since things finally settled down, well…” Camilla was looking bashful. “Um, yes, that’s right. As embarrassing as it is to say this once again, I’d like to bring up what happened on the ninety-eighth floor as a representative of all of us.” She suddenly stood straight. As soon as all eyes were on us, she bowed. “Sir Wim Strauss, thank you for saving us. We are greatly indebted to you, and if possible, I hope you continue fighting by our side.”


  The others followed suit. I heard words of thanks, some kind words, and greetings wishing us all a good future together.


  “Yes, I look forward to continuing to fight with all of you too!” I guess this was what being overcome with emotion felt like. I was on the verge of tears.


  The party continued without further incident. We all dined on tasty food and exchanged pleasantries. I even deepened my relationship with some members I hadn’t really had the chance to talk to before.


  “Wim.” Abel stood in front of me, looking nervous for some reason. “Um, uh…”


  “D-did I do something wrong?”


  “No, um, not at all. But, uh… Do you mind becoming my goal?”


  He looked really serious, but I didn’t quite follow. I felt kind of guilty about that. “What exactly do you mean?”


  “I’ve thought quite a bit about this, and I don’t think simply aspiring to be like you is enough.”


  O-oh, huh. So, he had thought about me a lot.


  “I won’t lose to you, Wim! You won’t just be my aspiration, but my goal. I’ll prove that I can catch up to you one day!”


  I didn’t really understand what was happening, but I knew that Abel was showing me respect in his own unique way. To be honest, that left me feeling troubled. I had never been on the receiving end of such blunt emotion before. If I was my old self, I would have run away out of shock.


  But I was no longer my old self. I now knew it was polite to honestly accept the regards he extended to me. “Sure! We can train together too, if you’d like.”


  I heard a “whoa.” Abel looked incredibly moved. “But even if we sparred, I’m quite certain I’d lose…”


  We shared a warm laugh.


  Once again, I couldn’t help but marvel at how amazing Nachtlibelle was. It wasn’t just because of their skills, but because everyone was so kind and had such big hearts. They had all been born with honest souls under blessed circumstances, raised surrounded by kind people, and gained their power and positions through hard work.


  I was sure they’ve experienced pain and setbacks. That’s what made someone capable of kindness, after all. But when they hit the limits of their fortune and talents, they had overcome them with their strong will, and maybe even the friends, families, or lovers who were willing to face it with them. They were the chosen ones, and those people now respected me as their savior.


  How wonderful it was. They thought highly of my skills and welcomed me into the fold. I was on the inside!


  With them accompanying me, I felt like I could go anywhere. If I walked an honorable path and combined my strength with theirs, I could truly live my best life. There was absolutely no room for doubt! 


  Long live Nachtlibelle!


  That night, I vomited all my food.


  Chapter 6:
Lacking Humanity


   


  MY NAME IS WIM STRAUSS, AND FRANKLY, I’m the ace of the amazing party of Nachtlibelle. The weight on my shoulders is heavy, but I’m proud to be the one to bear their hopes!


  We were off today. Really, it was a day for training. An abenteurer risked their life every time they dived into the labyrinth, which made practice more important than the real thing. Not to mention, I had to work real hard given my position!


  First came my morning routine. I stepped into the courtyard at the crack of dawn. The chilly air against my skin felt amazing.


  Everything was silent.


  I had a bit of a headache and ringing in my ears. Quite a bit of time had passed since I joined the party, and the seasons were changing. I had to do my best.


  “Good morning, Camilla!”


  She was completely focused on lifting some huge weights. She may be known as the greatest warrior in all of Filburn, but she didn’t let that get to her head! That must have been what drew people to her.


  I really, really, had to learn from her. This may sound like bragging, but people were saying that I was the strongest these days. I always had to think about my image and make sure I held the right sort of pride in myself.


  “I’m sorry for calling you out here so early in the morning every day.”


  “Not at all. It’s only the natural thing for me to do as a member of Nachtlibelle!”


  Nachtlibelle was rich, and they gave me a reasonable and appropriate salary. Even though it was the commander who called me out here, answering her call so early in the morning still meant showing up at that time for work, so I was compensated accordingly.


  “All right, then let’s get to it. I give the support caster Wim permission to cast his buffs on me.”


  “Right. You’re now enchanted.”


  I cast buffs on myself and faced her. Her body was huge, and her strength equally formidable. Given our difference in size and build, I’d be pinned down immediately in a real wrestling match. However, my job was just to counter. She’d only enter my guard to grab at my arms. 


  I sidestepped Camilla’s outstretched hands and readied myself to throw her. However, my usual technique didn’t work today. She knocked away the backs of my hands, and I was almost in her grasp. I put some distance between us in a panic.


  “Hmm, I thought that was finally going to work today.”


  “I’m not backing down!”


  We were locked in a dance of offense and defense, trying to get firm grips on each other. Somehow, I found an opening and knocked her back. I felt a bit guilty, but she wasn’t the type to let this get to her. Our sparring was backed by trust, and she quickly leaped back to her feet and flashed me a smile as she readied herself to fight once again.


  “All right. This time, I go in unaltered!”


  Now it was time for the real fight. I’d undo our buffs, and we’d battle once again to try and recreate our earlier movements now without them. By comparing our current movements to those when we were buffed, we could determine where we were lacking.


  We had done this type of training dozens of times already. It was practically a habit at this point.


  I was happy that someone as strong as Camilla could put my buffs to good use. I even felt like I wasn’t just helping her train, but actually improving my own skills.


  Every day, I got stronger. Each day was another step forward. 


  It was marvelous. I was incredibly proud.


  Once our morning training was over, it was time for breakfast. Nachtlibelle put great importance on fostering relationships between its members, and it was particularly recommended that you eat what was prepared in the grand hall at the designated time.


  “Good morning!” I gave a hearty greeting, then I scanned the tables, heading for the one that was least populated. “May I sit here?”


  “Oh, Wim! Sure thing, let’s eat together.”


  The people here were, um… Eckenhart and Lawrence. They were positioned at the back row of the rearguard, so I had never talked to them much. But all right, I actually remembered them! My hard work from last night was paying off.


  “નીચ.”


  It was important to build relationships with various people. Considering this party thought so highly of me and provided me with such a good salary, being too curt could create unnecessary friction.


  But I found that chatting was really fun too! Getting to know others was one of life’s greatest joys.


   


  The afternoon was filled with training and some paperwork. Drachenflügel must have trained me well, as I made good use of what I learned from my previous hardships there. Apparently, I had a knack for office matters, and the people here relied on me to handle it.


  Once that was over, it was time for dinner. Considering how early we all got up, there wasn’t much use to train later into the day, so everyone would call it early and often head out into town before sunset. There were a lot of us, so we would stick out. I’d always hear a surprising number of shrieking women too, and if I wasn’t letting my imagination carry me away, I could swear some of them were directed at me.


  Although, their screams made my headache worse; I wished they’d cut it out.


  I even had my own personal seat for our nights out. I’d get to sit far inside the pubs when we’d eat out, which was apparently quite a position of respect. It made my skin crawl a bit, but they were just trying to be nice. I couldn’t refuse—I had to live up to their expectations! Though since I was new to the party and on the younger side, I did my best to pass out beer mugs and the like.


  “It must be hard work sparring with the commander every morning. Huh, Wim?”


  “No, not at all. I’ve actually learned a lot.”


  “The commander’s really got a lot of trust in you! Even when you’re not around, all she talks about is ‘the boy.’ She just can’t get those words out of her mouth!”


  “Please let her know I’d be happy to visit her whenever she called on me… Heh heh heh!” 


  Wait a second, did that laugh sound weird? I thought it was natural enough…and no one seems bothered by it. What a relief.


  “જનક.”


  The three people diagonally across me were glaring at the menu. “What’s wrong, Mark?”


  “Hmm? Oh, take a look. I was gonna order some.”


  The name of the dish he pointed to was rinderrouladen, an extra spicy meat roulade. Apparently, it was one of this pub’s specialties, but was also famous for being too spicy to finish.


  “All right, I’d like to try it!”


  “Huh? Think you can handle it? You’ll be okay?”


  “I’ve been trying to eat more spicy food lately. I tried some extra-spicy sauce the other day and it was fine!”


  “Huh. All right, then! Let’s get some. You better give me a bite, though.”


  “You can have all you want!”


  The plate was covered in a bright red sauce. All eyes at the table were on me for a moment, and I could tell they were thinking I’d really messed up. For a moment, I thought the same. But I ordered this dish! I couldn’t turn back now.


  “All right, here I go!”


  I stabbed one of the slices of roulade with my fork and shoved it all in my mouth with a single bite. Cheers and claps resounded around me. But I couldn’t just swallow it, I needed to carefully chew and savor the spice!


  “It’s good.” Once I tried it, it was surprisingly not too spicy. In fact, it was tasty. It was as if I could taste the flavors only those who could handle spice were privy to, like I was able to experience the dish without feeling the heat. I couldn’t deny that I drew some unnecessary attention to myself, but the meal was a hit in my book.


  “Really? Let me have a bite.”


  “Go right ahead!” I handed the plate over to Mark, who was enviously eyeing the dish. Then, he took a bite as big as mine had been.


  “Agh, this is damn hot! Eating this whole plate’s gonna be freakin’ impossible!”


  Everyone laughed. Thank goodness, the odd air from earlier had passed.


  “Huh, can you really handle the taste, Wim?” Hans asked cheerfully.


  “Maybe I’ve just got a bit of talent when it comes to spice.”


  “Aha ha ha! I like that you’ve now got a mouth on you!”


  The fun only continued from there. We all chatted away, and the younger guys tried some reckless stunts that earned some claps and cheers. But what earned the most applause was Hans’s announcement that tonight’s meal was on him.


  That was one of the many things that made Nachtlibelle so wonderful.


  We called things off early today so that we could get ready for tomorrow. We walked back home through the dim streets, talking to some of the people in Filburn. So many people were watching us. Some were waving, so I tried waving back. 


  Oh, that little boy looks so happy!


  But all this made me wonder. Abenteurers had a certain look to them, even if they weren’t dressed to be flashy. Did walking in the center of such wonderful people make me look like someone to look up to? I liked that thought.


  “મૂર્ખ જેવું લાગે છે.”


  Oh, shut up! I’m not even in the labyrinth!


   


  ***


   


  Three months had passed since we welcomed the boy into our mix, and he had changed drastically. His timidness had completely disappeared, and he now conversed with vigor. His once hunched back was now straight and determined. He had light in his eyes and could laugh with cheer. He no longer feared us, and now properly recognized his strength. The only thing left of the old boy was the perfect amount of humility. When we first met, he would look around his surroundings excessively, which made him seem suspicious. 


  In essence, he never lacked common sense or the ability to understand another person’s emotions. It was only logical that decent interactions with the party would lead to this result. Quite frankly, there had been some friction between him and the others while he was still just a temporary member. Apparently, some had despised the vast difference between his own skills and how he saw himself, and there were many in Nachtlibelle who did not think highly of him. Perhaps the boy had picked up on that.


  Of course, no one in Nachtlibelle would have been so base as to cause harm to the boy. However, open seams could easily rip open to larger issues, and it was only right to welcome Wim’s change given that he realized this and worked to reform himself. From what I could tell, he was interacting with the rest of our members without issue.


  High skills came with more work, and I did what I could to keep that in check. It was both moral and rational to make sure such a genius was living a healthy life and getting rest, so that he could continue to do his job for a long time. His work ethic was one of the many things I respected about him, but I was incredibly thankful he also understood my intentions and listened when I asked him to take a break.


  The boy was truly brilliant. He had excellent talent when it came to seeing the true essence of things.


  Everything was going perfectly well. I suppose it was easy to think so.


   


  ***


   


  The ringing in my ears wouldn’t stop. The headaches wouldn’t stop, either.


  We were on our most recent out of dozens of labyrinth dives to the ninety-ninth floor. It was just as vast as the ninety-eighth, but thanks to Nachtlibelle’s efforts—and surprisingly, Drachenflügel’s initial onslaught—the floor had already been significantly explored.


  Since it was difficult to ask them myself, I hadn’t spoken with Drachenflügel directly. Though from what I heard, Chronos really transformed into a leader after their first expedition here. Apparently, they were a tad reckless like newer parties, but Chronos just had it and used his sixth sense-like intuition to find gold veins and resources, one after another.


  I was honestly happy for them. Of course, we didn’t part ways on very good terms, but given how things became, I had no lingering grudges toward Drachenflügel. If all of us were successful, I didn’t have to fear any future trouble.


  Yeah, that’s right, I was currently celebrating success. Right now, I was exploring the unknown with the best comrades I could ask for. Each step forward was fresh and new. In the labyrinth’s mysterious jungle, I could see squirming fauna like I had never seen before. Every three steps meant the discovery of a new species.


  There was no limit to my curiosity. This ringing in my ears was no problem at all!


  “લાયક નથી.” 


  Ugh, seriously? Of course, that would happen just as I was having that thought.


  ‹This is Wim. The horned monkey is here.› 


  I sent out a universal transmission, like always. Anxiety spread over the other party members. Just as we discussed earlier, we increased our enemy detection and got into position, ready to fight back.


  My head was pounding. It felt like I could hear everything.


  I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Everything would be fine. Things were going just like usual. Not to mention, there was something else we had been trying lately, too.


  ‹Lawrence! I’m counting on you.›


  ‹Right!›


  That was personal transmission before our battles, meant to help with our coordination. I wasn’t fighting alone. Those of us that stuck out needed to remember that everyone had their pride and time to shine.


  ‹Abel, you got this. I might need to rely on your secret weapon!›


  ‹Why are you bringing that up, Wim?!›


  ‹Because I pay proper attention to you!›


  ‹Wim!›


  ‹Monica, I’ll be attacking the side of the horned monkey first, so aim for the opposite! The first strike is the most important. I believe in you!›


  ‹Right!›


  Did I sound too full of myself? No, everyone’s voices sounded happy enough when they responded. It was safe to assume I was acting properly given my position.


  Everything was ready. My heartrate accelerated. I waited for just the right moment, and all my senses were on edge as I stared into the foliage.


  There it is.


  Our eyes locked. The monkeys were ferocious. Despite the dim lighting, they were still bright red and filled with bloodlust.


  Oh, stop it, I don’t really want to fight you! I mean, look, you were waiting for me too, weren’t you? At least, that’s what your eyes say. Don’t look at me like that!


  “[Shift: Puppenspieler.]”


  My headache and tinnitus subsided.


  I sighed in relief.


  I always described this sensation as my surroundings slowing down, but it was always the slowest right after I buffed my brain. The sensation probably only lasted a moment, though I guess it was akin to revving an engine. For a mere second, all was still. It was a truly mysterious feeling. 


  Maybe I was just getting used to all this, but I had begun to even find comfort in it. Though it really couldn’t be comforting, given the burden I was placing on my own brain.


  I traced the shape of an arch as I rushed toward it. I landed on my right foot, changed direction, and made some light slashes at the horned monkey’s side with my two machetes. This was my usual show of force, but today I openly targeted just its left shoulder.


  The horned monkey picked up on my intention. To the boss, my insistent, focused strike meant that’s all it needed to shield. Just as planned, our somewhat harmonious dance continued.


  And there it came—Monica’s fireball. It was going to directly hit the horned monkey!


  The boss had no choice. It lurched backward to put distance between us.


  All right, I was able to lead it right where I wanted it. All that was left was to continue to work with the others to fight back.


  We faced practically no danger. Once we reached our goal, we’d return to the surface for dinner.


  I tried to control my excitement, which was on the verge of rising. 


  Don’t get too carried away, our goal is to just drive it back!


  Just like always, everything had been going smoothly. That’s when I received a transmission that was not like always. 


  ‹Emergency! The back of our left flank has been breached!›


  What was happening?


  ‹This is Camilla. Can you hear me, boy?›


  ‹This is Wim. What’s wrong?›


  ‹Friendly fire. It’s slight, but it’s opened up a seam.›


  So, it was human error. What terrible timing.


  Actually, I take that back. Considering this was the first time it had happened since I joined the party, it only spoke to how amazing Nachtlibelle was.


  It was now my time to shine.


  ‹Understood. Bring some personnel over to the left flank.›


  ‹I’m sorry. Stick it out for the time being.›


  I sucked in some air, then slowly let it out. Don’t get too excited! Remember your job!


  “Hey, I’ll play along for a bit!” I yelled, taunting the horned monkey.


  I had two reasons for doing this. One was to become a diversion. The other was to announce to the others that I was taking on the horned monkey. So, I wasn’t really being honest. I didn’t want to play along with the boss at all! My job was just to protect everyone.


  “[Pump Up: Hundertmal.]”


  The horned monkey sneered at me, as if it understood that I had raised my power. I couldn’t hope for any support, which meant I had to stir up a commotion. This was a jungle—I wasn’t just limited to the two-dimensional motion of kicking off the floor. I had much more at my disposal.


  I jumped not forwards, but backward, right toward a tree trunk. Once my feet hit bark, I bent both knees and pushed off with all my might.


  I wasn’t going to close in directly, but by traversing these tree trunks. I didn’t just move in cardinal directions, but up and down. On my last one, I jumped down on the boss from above.


  My feet collided with it. Thanks to the force of my fall, I managed to knock the horned monkey back.


  The boss put distance between us—no, it was hanging from a branch on a broad-leafed tree. That’s right. It was a monkey. Three-dimensional maneuvers were its territory.


  We locked eyes again. Damn it, it figured out my intent! But right now, that was fine. I had to keep fighting for a while longer.


  The horned monkey used its arms to leap from branch to branch like a pendulum, all the while picking up speed. In mere moments, it became so fast I could barely track it with my eyes.


  I followed in its footsteps. I kicked off from tree trunk to tree trunk, accelerating so it couldn’t catch up to me—but I could catch up to it. My mind tracked every tree that filled my vision. I made note of its position as we kept an eye on each other’s motions without stopping. I bounded from one tree to another, all the while predicting the boss’s trajectory.


  I continued to launch myself between countless trees as if playing a game of tag.


  Then, at that moment, I realized something. I was able to see what would happen when my steps and the horned monkey’s happened to fall into sync. After three more kicks, we would scrape past each other.


  One. The horned monkey disappeared. To it, it must have looked like I was the one who vanished.


  Two. There it was. We were both floating midair. Once I kicked off the next tree, we would meet.


  Three. It was right before me. Our eyes met once again. 


  Then, I rammed right into it.


  That’s what my body wanted. I knew that kicking off that tree meant colliding with the horned monkey, but I couldn’t stop my feet from bending and absorbing my momentum.


  We swung at each other.


  Surprisingly, we both targeted the other’s vitals. Two strikes clashed, both reinforced by our maximum motion. It threw off the angle of my dash, and I realized that there were no trees in front of me. I ended up crashing onto the ground, but I immediately put up my defenses and got back to my feet.


  I glared at the horned monkey, making sure it stayed with in my sights. Our eyes met again.


  Stop it! Don’t look at me like that, like you’re saying, “We did the same thing, huh?”


  I leaped back into the air and kicked off a tree, staying in constant motion so the horned monkey couldn’t lock on to a target. We resumed keeping track of each other, working to confuse the other.


  Here it comes. I’ll take it out for sure this time!


  The sensation of my stomach floating toward my throat felt amazing. I enjoyed hearing the wind adjust to my changing speed and direction. The thought that what lay ahead was a give and take of lives only heightened that.


  I’m going to kill you! But you better make sure you come after me too. That’s the only way it’s fun, after all!


  We passed each other once again. It sliced a shallow cut into my side. I made sure to land an attack on the back of its hand.


  I was burning, I was in pain! This wasn’t exhaustion—this was a sensation you couldn’t feel from exercising alone.


  I accelerated further to match the horned monkey, forcing my brain to work even faster. One misstep and it was all over—and I couldn’t get enough of the feeling!


  But while I fought, I waited for a transmission from Camilla.


  ‹Boy, we’re done here! You can come back!› 


  That’s why I was able to pick up on her voice.


  Huh. So, it’s over.


  Once I suddenly stopped, I jumped over huge distances until I was back with the others. While I remained vigilant for the horned monkey, it had retreated in the opposite direction.


  “Abel! Are you all right?”


  “What about you, Wim? You really are amazing!”


  The fight was now back to where it had started. From what I could tell, everyone had gotten back into formation.


  “Is everyone all right?!”


  I heard some answers, like “Yeah!” and “Of course we are!”


  “Things were starting to get dicey for me too… I’m really glad it all ended well. But the battle isn’t over yet! Let’s unite our strengths and fight together!”


  I really was glad. This was great news from a strategic standpoint. We could finally regroup and get back to making it out of danger safely. Not to mention, I already managed to repel the horned monkey. I had seen things play out like this before, and the result that lay ahead of us was certain.


  The monkeys seemed to understand this as well. They attacked us a few times as if playing simple pranks, then disappeared into the jungle.


  ‹Men, we have survived once again!›


  With that universal transmission from Camilla, a familiar feeling washed over me. It was really over.


  I didn’t hesitate. I had no regrets.


  I quickly undid the buff on my brain. My slow surroundings began to speed up once again. 


  That sound came back to me. Yup, I had a headache again.


  Once we returned to the Abenteurers’ Guild, we found the people of Filburn waiting for us outside. Some asked for our autographs, while others waved. I could see several who probably worked at taverns. Apparently, a visit from Nachtlibelle greatly increased the pub’s name value. The Nice Perch had been celebrating great financial success ever since I introduced it to the others in Nachtlibelle, and Grete had given me a lot of extreme words of gratitude.


  Apparently, the people in town had an easy time supporting a party that always returned from the labyrinth with success and no casualties. Poets and artists had taken the initiative to exaggerate our exploits in their works, and the members of Nachtlibelle would spend their money in town, bringing prosperity and adding credence to those stories.


  I waved back at the crowd, just like everyone else. Plenty wanted me to acknowledge them. There were housewives, middle-aged men, young boys with innocent eyes, and even little girls who looked up to us abenteurers.


  It wasn’t a bad feeling, people acknowledging me. I was surrounded by the best comrades I could ask for, went on well-planned adventures, did my part, and countless townsfolk were praising those accomplishments. Even my companions credited and thought highly of me. I had succeeded in earning a place on the inside.


  However, my ears were ringing. My head hurt.


  And that voice followed after me, even outside the labyrinth.


  That’s right, I’ll go drinking with everyone. That’ll help a bit.


  Just as always, we went out to eat after returning from our labyrinth dive. I also managed to return to my room at a perfectly respectable time before the night grew too late.


  “Yeah, I had so much fun…”


  I had the day off tomorrow. I needed to rest to make sure I could keep working in the years to come. I always made sure to rest plenty, maybe even more than I needed.


  Before collapsing onto the bed, I grabbed the bucket beside me and vomited. These days, I constantly felt nauseous.


  I didn’t understand. Why was I always vomiting?


  I was so happy with my life! I had always longed to be on the inside with Drachenflügel, and I was finally there with Nachtlibelle. So why was I so nauseous?


  I recalled the faces of those I was just with, the delicious food we enjoyed, and the smiles and friendship we had between us.


  I vomited again.


  I just didn’t get it.


  Wait, what did being nauseous even feel like?


  “No. No way.”


  That was impossible. I mean, what I was experiencing was so wonderful!


  I couldn’t relax in this room. It had a wooden floor reminiscent of an inn, and given my disposition, I kept the others from decorating it too lavishly. However, I could still tell there was elegance in its design.


  I wanted to go somewhere else, but there were too many people outside for it to help clear my head.


  That’s right, I used to go to The Nice Perch whenever I felt like this.


  But I couldn’t. They were busy now. I heard there was a line outside the door every night.


  That was a good thing. There were no problems there.


  What if I tried my normal routine? If I did what I always did, I should be able to free my mind of stray thoughts and calm down a little.


  I turned on the light and opened the notebook sitting on my desk. Inside were the names of everyone in Nachtlibelle and sketches of their faces. I wrote about what we had discussed that day. It also served as a diary of sorts.


  I only realized this recently, but I was terrible at remembering people, especially when I was in the middle of something like a labyrinth dive when I had other things to pay attention to. In times like that, everyone’s faces seemed like a blur.


  I couldn’t just turn to someone in the same party and go, “Um, I’m sorry, but what was your name again?” They’d think I didn’t really consider them worth remembering! If that really did happen, they’d be right.


  “Yup, I had a great day today, too.”


  I finished writing. When I finally lifted my head, I realized it was already late into the night.


  Great, I managed to calm down my bustling mind. I’m actually tired now. I should be able to close my eyes for a bit.


  I turned out the light and lay in bed, reciting the others’ names in my head. There was Camilla, Hans, Mark, Abel, Bettina…all right, I remembered them! I had their faces and our conversations down perfectly.


  Then there was Lawrence, Eckenhart, Monika, Aurél, Barthold, Lucas, Reimer, Max, Gilbert…


  “નકામું.”


  Shut up!


  I heard it again. I always did the moment I let down my guard.


  “આવો.”


  I don’t understand you!


  “અહીંયાં આવ.”


  Just cut it out already! Please, I can still hear you even when I cover my ears. I really just can’t resist when you call out to me like that! My body gets all light, like I’m floating.


  “તમારી ઈચ્છા.”


  Shut up! I’m begging you!


  “રાહ જોવી.”


  I know already!


  “જેમ છે તેમ.” 


  No, You’re wrong!


  “Shut up!” 


  I’m having fun! I’m fine as things are now!


  “લડવા માટે,”


  You just want me to go, right? That’s enough for you, isn’t it? Why does it always sound like you know me so well, when I barely know myself?


  “Wim!”


  Really, you could at least speak clearly. Stop enticing me with that voice of yours, overflowing with underlying meaning, like you think you can speak for me! It only garners my sympathy. Just what do you want?


  “ઠીક છે ચાલો.”


  Ugh, fine! I get it already. Just wait a moment. I’ll be right there!


  “Wake up, you idiot!”


  Pain crawled up my face. 


  It was Heidemarie. She was standing right in front of me.
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  “Huh?”


  “Do you even know where the hell you are right now?”


  “I mean, my room, obv—” As I spoke, I realized that I was no longer in my room. What filled my vision was the Abenteurers’ Guild, the entrance to the labyrinth. It was late at night, and few people were walking the streets. 


  That’s when I noticed the feeling of cold against my skin. I was surrounded by the scent of the outdoors.


  “I saw you step outside, but where the hell are you headed in the dead of night?!”


  “I mean, I was just trying to go to sleep.”


  “While armed?! Look at yourself, you’re headed for the labyrinth!”


  “Huh?”


  She was right. I was fully equipped and carried two machetes with me. Was I actually headed into the labyrinth?


  “Wim, what’s my name?”


  “Heidemarie.”


  “You’re right. Then tell me your name, where you are, and what time it is.”


  “Um… I’m Wim Strauss, and I’m in front of the Abenteurers’ Guild. I think it’s the middle of the night.”


  “That’s right. Then you’re sane. Let’s head home.”


  Yeah, let’s do that.


  Wait, wasn’t I calm? I thought I had done something wrong while I was half asleep, but surprisingly, that didn’t seem to be the case.


  “I’m fine, Heidemarie. I’ll head into the labyrinth.”


  “Huh? No, wait a second. You’re not sane right now! You haven’t slept for a while now, right?”


  “I’ve been lying in bed and closing my eyes, just like I’m supposed to.”


  “That’s not what sleeping is!”


  Yeah. I knew that.


  “I can’t just keep watching this! We’re heading home!”


  “Home? Where’s home?”


  “Our manor, idiot! Just follow me, I’m gonna make sure you sleep under my watch. I’ll keep a constant eye on you!”


  “Aha ha. I wonder if I could really sleep like that.”


  “Who cares?”


  “Do you really think so?”


  “I…”


  Yeah, of course you’d be at a loss for words. You know me well, and that’s why…


  “I want to go,” I stated, looking straight into her eyes. I knew I was being a bit unfair, that being so insistent would make her back down. “It’s calling me. I have to.”


  I had already cast buffs on myself. It would be easy to shake her off.


  Right now, I have to dive into the labyrinth.


  No, that wasn’t right. I wanted to go. Actively. On my own volition.


  That’s just the sort of place the labyrinth was. I mean, it had always been. I wasn’t upset, or anything like that. I had just always run away from my true feelings. 


  It was as if the plug that had been subduing some part of my brain had popped right off.


  I broke through the Abenteurers’ Guild’s security and dashed through the labyrinth.


  “સ્વાગત છે.”


  “I get it already! Not that I know what you’re saying!”


  My suppressed emotions overflowed and swirled around me. They continued to seep out, as if in response to my running feet. My head was all jumbled, like it was submerged in a flood. However, I was still surprisingly calm.


  I balanced speed and safety. At least, that’s what it felt like to me. I really didn’t know much about those things. I mean, I had never dived this deep into the labyrinth alone before.


  I was fast, so fast. Everything seemed so light. I was too focused on everything else to feel my headache or hear the ringing in my ears. I left everything behind.


  I had made my way to the ninety-ninth floor multiple times, and my feet seemed to step onto the teleportation circles on their own. It was refreshing going along this same path alone. I couldn’t believe how such familiar scenery could look so different.


  I didn’t have to proceed in a careful march. I ran at my own pace. Once I stepped on the next hidden teleportation circle, I’d be in the treasure vault on the ninety-eighth floor. All I had to do was step on the neighboring teleportation circle, and I’d be on the frontlines.


  I stepped on it.


  This scenery was familiar. I knew the gem-like minerals that studded the ceiling of this dome. I had forgotten how beautiful they were. With each trip, they had seemed to lose brilliance. They grew smaller, and the place grew more inconsequential.


  I never realized how huge this place was. I didn’t have to look happy to please someone else. All that mattered were the feelings now in my heart. It felt…wonderful.


  I arrived at the frontlines! It was hot and humid, and my vision was obscured. Much of this floor had already been explored, but the jungle was constantly in flux. I couldn’t rely on memory to find my way.


  No, I had nothing to fear. In fact, I welcomed this environment! The humidity softened my joints and made it easier to move. There was no need to warm up, which meant I could go full throttle whenever.


  There was no one watching my back. Anything outside of my vision was a blind spot, and there were plenty of obstacles.


  Did I find it scary? I wasn’t scared at all subjecting myself to such wild danger! There was another feeling that overcame me—excitement.


  “Hey!” I yelled. 


  I vaguely sensed it. The horned monkey had come to fight me. That’s why we encountered it during every labyrinth dive. He was waiting for me. I was dying to fight it, too.


  “You’re here, aren’t you? Here I am! I’m alone. If you fight me now, then…” 


  Do I continue? Could I really say that? Oh, who cares. What does it matter? I had left that all behind. I even stopped thinking, except for one thought I had always wanted to acknowledge, something that I had always wanted to say.


  “…Then no one can get in our way!”


  There, I said it. There was no going back now.


  I was overcome with guilt, but still, I wanted to say those words. I had said what I was never supposed to.


  “સારું હતું.”


  I heard a voice, coming from deeper inside the labyrinth. I had no idea what it was. In some way, I felt like the labyrinth itself was speaking to me, but at the same time, maybe it was the boss instead. I really had no clue. I wanted someone to just tell me the answer.


  However, there was one thing I was certain of—­­I was drawn to that voice. I had once thought that voice was terrifying, that it was something I should never listen to. But I was wrong. I had ignored my true feelings and pretended I couldn’t hear it precisely because I knew how strange it was to be so captivated by it.


  From deep within the jungle, the horned monkey strutted toward me, emerging from between the trees. It didn’t even leap from branch to branch. Instead, it approached me boldly, as if it had nothing to hide.


  “I was hoping to see you.”


  Perhaps the horned monkey understood my words, as it let out a screech and bared its ferocious fangs.


  It didn’t have its usual retinue. I was sure there was no need for me to use enemy detection. It had come for a genuine, one-on-one fight.


  “Oh, sorry. Wait just a moment.”


  If that was the case, I had to live up to its expectations.


  “[Shift: Puppenspieler.]”


  Huh? I cast my symbolic chant, but my surroundings didn’t change, didn’t slow.


  Oh, I had already cast the spell. In that case, all I had to do was amplify its magnitude.


  Right now, I could fight with everything I had. If I died here, nobody else would need to follow after me. I didn’t have to try to survive this fight.


  I relaxed my muscles just a little, like a single drop spilling from a glass.


  Here it comes.


  My consciousness expanded in a flash. My head spun, and light flickered in my eyes. Memories came rushing back to me, and these flashbacks to unrelated moments in my life kept going. Recent times and the distant past welled up in my mind, completely disorienting me before fading. 


  Don’t lose focus! Calm down. Actually, don’t calm down! Don’t stop thinking. Don’t shoot down any of your ideas. Remember everything. Process all the information that comes to you!


  My mind was already jumbled, and only getting worse. I couldn’t even think about getting it back into order.


  “Hah…” I drew in a breath. When I let it out, it rattled my teeth.


  I was dizzy from purposefully accelerating the deluge of information and emotion that flowed into me. My consciousness danced at the edge of a precipice. It would have been perfectly natural if I blacked out, but my consciousness filled every corner of my body. It felt like I was in perfect control of my movements.


  “Fweh!”


  Wait a second…I almost laughed. My knees were trembling. It had been a long time since I last felt this.


  Now, I knew. I wasn’t afraid—I had just perceptively sensed the thrill of danger that awaited me.


  I didn’t tremble with fear, but excitement.


  My senses were heightened to the extreme, spreading to the hilt of my blades. I could even pick up on the sensations affecting the tips.


  I could feel the vibrations in the air. My skin had morphed into an eardrum.


  The horned monkey was staring at me. Even the movements of its eyes seemed completely new to me, and I could even hear them spinning around in its skull. It was waiting patiently for me to make my move.


  Sorry to keep you waiting. 


  Those words never escaped my lips, but I feel like I communicated them regardless. As we approached, we both broke into a dramatic running start. Of course, I didn’t need it, but this was my crucial first attack, and I wanted to hit the boss with the full extent of my power.


  First, I fought with only one blade, lightly gripping the handle with both hands and relaxing all the muscles in my body as much as I could. From the moment I kicked off the ground, I increased their elasticity exponentially, as if my muscles and blade were a whip and weapon crossing like a pendulum. I accelerated to match that rhythm.


  It didn’t take long for me to figure out the moment our speed would reach maximum velocity. I knew we had a mutual understanding that it would be the moment we collided.


  Once claws clashed against blade, I gathered all the strength in my body, prepared to crush the machete’s handle in my grip. I swung diagonally overhead, while the horned monkey used the momentum and the swing of its hips to attack from the right with its full force.


  Steel met steel. Our motive was a façade. Neither wished to simply fend off the other. The impact sent both of us flying backward.


  As I was launched through the air, I lost track of which way was forward, and which was backward. I tumbled across the dirt. My right hand slammed into the ground, and I forcibly maneuvered how I spun to propel me back to my feet.


  I looked before me. We had stood up at the same time. There were no signs that it was about to attack again.


  I leaped to the side. The forest became our battlefield. There were plenty of footholds around us—front, back, right, left, up, down. Not to mention, this was the horned monkey’s sandbox. Strategically, I was at a huge disadvantage.


  But being at an advantage or disadvantage had no effect on my fun. In fact, I could actually use my brain now that we weren’t just clashing with each other, which was its own source of enjoyment. This was the prelude to how the buff on my brain would live up to its worth.


  I committed the complicated tangles of tree leaves, branches, roots, and trunks to memory. Obviously, I also predicted the horned monkey’s trajectory. I caught sight of a line—the path I needed to travel.


  I immediately followed its lead, leaping between trees, all the while accelerating. 


  It was time for us to collide. Our battle was no longer flashy—that was out of the question. If one of us was launched into the air and failed to get back to their feet, they would immediately be torn to pieces.


  As we passed the trees, the horned monkey showed that it had a trick up its sleeves. It abandoned any way of defense as it lunged, and its arms outstretched in opposite directions.


  I was completely focused on defense. I had to dodge, but doing so meant losing power.


  For a moment, as we hovered midair, all was still. We were evenly matched. If I didn’t swing my arms—partly through gut feeling alone—they’d be ripped clean off.


  I readied myself for the horned monkey’s continuous attacks.


  Don’t block, dodge! Hide behind your blade. Run through the gap created by its attack!


  “Aha ha ha!”


  I was gonna die. This was real bad.


  But it was so, so fun.


  I matched the timing of the horned monkey’s dramatic swing, using the force to propel me backward and allow me to escape.


  I landed atop a tree. I was one step behind. That wasn’t good enough! I needed to push myself further.


  I accelerated my brain, which subdued the sensation that everything was about to come crumbling down. I was gradually being driven further into a corner, but I had nothing to worry about. The only thing I feared was this battle coming to an end.


  “A…ha!”


  I could still go further!


  I jumped once again, and once our paths crossed, we swung at each other. I immediately kicked off a tree trunk and turned around to once again close the gap between us. The gears in my brain were spinning frantically. It felt like my cerebral fluids were scattering. Memories flooded me as if my life were flashing before my eyes. Then, they receded.


  This was fun, I was certain of that.


  Really, it was. But…


  “Gloomy? I’m not gloomy!”


  I couldn’t do this. I was having so much fun! That’s all I wanted to feel!


  We swung at each other again.


  “What’s so bad about belittling myself anyway?!”


  A heavy blow hit my hand. The more I accelerated, the more frequently we crossed each other.


  “It’s just a damn habit. It’s easier for me that way!”


  Once the dam was breached, it all came spurting forth.


  “I’m so sorry for being such a coward when I’m so strong. I’ve been properly fighting to live up to your guys’ expectations—properly carrying the weight of my weakness!”


  Oh, this was fun! The closer I was to the brink of death, the hotter my body burned. I was meant for this. I wasn’t strong unless I was facing danger. This was what made it fun.


  I had it all wrong. The essence of my granting magic wasn’t strings of miracles, but the opposite—the risk.


  “Just leave me alone!”


  My understanding was perfect. As soon as I reached the limits of what I thought was possible, I broke through. In the next moment, I realized that what I thought was the threshold was nothing but a brittle wall.


  “Not that anyone’s forcing me or anything, but I just feel like they are, you know? Anyone would want to live life properly, right? I’m not proud enough to act like they all just need to accept my disgusting laugh and unsettling speech habits!”


  The horned monkey was keeping up with me perfectly. In fact, it was trying to surpass me.


  “We’re just cut from different cloths!”


  I needed to go further. I was running out of ideas. I wanted my brain to move faster.


  So, I increased my buff…and remembered.


  I loved the taste of that liquor. I used to be so picky and only ever eat one thing, but now I could handle all sorts of flavors.


  “I always wanted to be on the inside, but it wasn’t all that great in the end. What the heck! I hated listening to them! They never said anything interesting!”


  No, I wasn’t trying to make fun of them. I had been happy. That’s why I had tried to fit in. But I had been mistaken. I believed I could get along with them, that I could be like everyone else. They treated me so well. They never did anything wrong. All I needed was courage and grit, and that was something that normal people certainly had. That’s why…


  “I was jealous of how blessed they were, and how honest they were! That’s why…”


  Still, I couldn’t help thinking this way. “It was so revolting!”


  That’s right. That had always been what it was. “I’m sorry everyone. I’m just not like you all.”


  I was the worst. My feelings grew dull, and my back slumped. But that was just my nature.


  I had already grown accustomed to this speed. I finally regained control of my consciousness. I had overcome my panic, and redirected all my senses.


  I could still go further. I could outstrip the horned monkey!


  So, get backed further into a corner! Die, die! Die some more!


  At some point, I had landed on the ground. There was still some distance between us, but immediately, we collided.


  “Fweh heh!”


  Whatever had been holding back my wheezy laugh was now gone.
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  Footnotes


   


  Foreword


  [1] I simply chose this phrasing for simplicity’s sake. But do not fret, my more scrupulous pupils. I know very well how you must feel.


   


  [2] I have used the common vernacular, but it must be noted that we have yet to prove that these runes were truly left behind by an ancient civilization.


   


  [3] The term I personally use to refer to the beings that made the labyrinth.
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