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  Prologue


   


  THE MORNING BELL rang out across the Fortress City of Balga, announcing that it was seven o’clock. I greeted another day in this other world. I’d been here for about a month now, all the while lodging in a room at the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth. Soon, Mirana, the innkeeper, would bring by the morning wash water. I crawled out of the wooden bed, which felt a bit small even for sleeping alone, and poured myself a cup of water from a pitcher. I chugged it down in one go.


  “Did I drink a bit too much yesterday?” I asked myself out loud.


  Last night, I’d had dinner with Ashley, and for the first time since falling into this world, I enjoyed a delicious meal and drinks. As an FPS player, drinking while gaming was, of course, strictly forbidden, so I had hardly ever drunk in my previous world. The only times I did imbibe were at victory parties celebrating my team’s wins or occasionally when going out with colleagues or my boss. 


  The sunlight streamed through the window and dazzled my eyes. From outside I heard greetings exchanged by workers and adventurers who had started their day early. I wondered if Ashley had awoken with a hangover, too. I had walked with her to the Comprehensive Guild’s dormitory, and despite having drunk more than I did, her steps had been steadier than mine. Maybe her tolerance was higher because she was used to drinking fruit wines like we had enjoyed. 


  After I recalled last night’s events, I began to review the day’s plans. Today, I intended to take a break from dungeon exploration and use the data I had collected from the Wolf Fang Labyrinth’s first and second basement floors to create maps to sell to the archive. I was fed up with the poor quality of the maps I had seen, and when I’d expressed this to Ashley, she told me that the archive would buy accurate and beautiful maps, and I could also earn guild points from the sales. 


  This was appealing because if I didn’t receive rewards from the guild as an adventurer, I would have to pay taxes separately. Since I preferred to spend my time exploring dungeons rather than fulfilling adventurer requests, the idea of earning rewards and guild points simply by transcribing automatically mapped data was a promising solution. 


  I decided to go to the archive first thing today to confirm the map specifications, so I headed to the Comprehensive Guild in the Fortress City of Balga.


   


  ***


   


  In one room of the guild’s administrative building, guild investigator Remi was reporting to her superior, Count Galbas Bjuritz, the head of the Balga branch.


  “Remi, what is the status of the newly discovered labyrinth?” he asked.


  Remi had returned to the guild to make a preliminary report on the new labyrinth discovered west of Myral Village.


  “The underground labyrinth has been named the Green Ogre Labyrinth. An investigation team was formed and has entered the first basement floor, but they haven’t progressed any further than that level.”


  Count Galbas Bjuritz, the branch head, listened to her report in his characteristically modest office. However, there was not much to take in: All that Remi could say was that the exact location of the underground labyrinth had been identified, that its first basement floor was far more complex and expansive than any other labyrinth, and:


  “It seems that only goblins have appeared on the first basement floor. We’ve explored it for about a week but haven’t encountered any other species.”


  “Hence the name Green Ogre. Why is it taking so long to get through the first level? There are investigators skilled in surveying and mapmaking on the team, right?”


  “Well, around the same time the Green Ogre Labyrinth was discovered, there was a gatekeeper defeat at another labyrinth near the royal capital. Most of our investigators have been dispatched there, resulting in a shortage of personnel. That, plus one party that ventured deeper was wiped out. That is why mapmaking for the Green Ogre Labyrinth has not progressed.”


  The term “gatekeeper defeat” referred to defeating the powerful magical beasts or demi-humans that guarded the teleportation magic circles placed every ten floors in a labyrinth, thereby opening the way to deeper levels. Gatekeepers never moved from their posts until they were defeated. Thus, eliminating them was essential to conquering a labyrinth.


  “A party was wiped out on the first basement floor?” exclaimed the Count. “That’s most unfortunate.”


  “According to another party involved in the investigation,” Remi continued, “the interior was so intricate that they lost track of their location and couldn’t withstand the battle waves.”


  “The information blackout is reaching its limit. We need to investigate as much as possible before more explorers get lost in the labyrinth. We need to gather more people. I want you to issue a direct request to all explorers capable of drawing maps.”


  Following the branch head’s orders, Remi headed to the archive to meet with explorers who could be given direct requests. Creating labyrinth maps was a lucrative business for those with the necessary skills. The more beautiful and precise the map, the more likely it was that it would be purchased. 


  By speaking with the archive’s librarian, she hoped she could find out who had recently sold such expert labyrinth maps. However, there hadn’t been a single gatekeeper defeat around the Fortress City of Balga this year. The maps for the area’s surrounding labyrinths were already nearly complete, so it was uncertain whether any skilled explorers would be available.


  “There does happen to be a suitable explorer,” the librarian told Remi. “Early this morning, I received an inquiry about mapmaking, and after explaining the specifications and arranging the necessary tools, he brought in a trial map of the first basement floor of the Wolf Fang Labyrinth. It’s an excellent map—would you like to see it?”


  “Ah, yes, please show me.”


  The map was more beautiful and orderly than any Remi had ever seen. The lines were perfectly straight; each path’s scale was consistent, which made distances easy to understand; and the locations of stairs and other features were drawn in detail. It was masterful, and even those cartographers with the “Ability” might not be able to draw such a chart.


  “Could you introduce me to the adventurer who drew this?”


  “I don’t mind, but he’s still D-rank,” said the librarian. “So, you can’t issue him a direct request.”


  How could a D-rank adventurer be able to draw such a map? Remi wondered.


  “Very well,” she said. “I’ll meet him directly and request his cooperation.”


  “One moment...the mapmaker is a D-rank adventurer named Schwarz.”


  Chapter 1


   


  THE GUILD’S SPECIFICATIONS for labyrinth maps were not particularly detailed. The only requirements were to use their designated paper and to follow certain conventions for icons indicating stairs or purification springs, as well as examples for representing labyrinth structures. Although I’d only explored the Wolf Fang Labyrinth, I had heard that in the deeper levels, there were floors with structures other than earthen subterranean passages, and even field-dungeon type floors that looked no different from the natural world, despite being underground. All I needed to do was learn how to represent these special labyrinth structures and depict them as accurately as possible.


  To start, I would try charting the first basement floor of the Wolf Fang Labyrinth. I rented a private room in the archive. I purchased the designated paper, special ink, and pens, and then shut myself in the room and immediately activated the Tactical Support System. It displayed the Labyrinth’s first level from the map search. The TSS screen monitor could be freely resized from its default office paper-sized dimensions, so I matched it to the size of the map paper and overlaid them. All I had to do was trace the displayed chart with my pen.


  In my previous world, I worked at a PC peripheral manufacturer, where I was active as a semi-professional. While I mainly worked in sales, I sometimes participated in the design and development of new devices. I often used CAD, but I was also used to freehand collage and basic design work without a PC, so drawing freehand lines with ink and pen was second nature to me. This time, I only needed to trace, so I quickly made clean lines, rotating the pen tip as I drew. The map was finished after an hour, since the first basement floor was not particularly large.


  “I’ve finished the map and would like you to take a look at it,” I said to the librarian.


  “What, you’ve already finished?” she exclaimed. “That was quick. But we don’t buy just any map, you know.”


  When I showed her the completed map, she was initially suspicious because of the speed at which I’d finished it, but her expression froze the moment she looked at it. She compared it with an existing labyrinth map she had prepared for reference, and her gaze moved back and forth between the two documents.


  “This is an excellent piece of work. Is the distance between this path here and this path over here the same?”


  She probably wanted to know if the scale was consistent. Since I had simply traced the map from the screen monitor, I didn’t know the actual scale, but I was confident that it wasn’t distorted.


  “Yes, I drew it to fill the entire sheet. I don’t know the exact distances, but the scale is consistent throughout. The sizes of the small and large rooms are also to scale.”


  “How wonderful! I’ve never seen a map like this. I would love to buy it; however, the purchase price and guild points are evaluated per sheet of map paper. I’m afraid the reward won’t change despite how excellent the content is. If this were a direct request, it would be a different matter. Is that acceptable?”


  “That’s fine. I just drew it as practice anyway.”


  “Thank you. The purchase price for the map will be fifty silver coins, and you will receive one hundred guild points. Please present your guild card.”


  I handed her my guild card. As I received my reward, I thought about the future. The amount per map was not particularly large, but small amounts did add up over time. It was a satisfactory way to earn some extra money while conquering labyrinths. 


  Once I returned to the inn, I planned to finish the second basement floor map immediately. The librarian returned my guild card, and I purchased several blank map sheets and special ink before returning to my room at the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth. Once there, I completed the second level map by lunchtime.


  Lunch didn’t actually exist in this world. People here generally ate only two meals a day, and lunch was usually just a light snack. The cost of breakfast and dinner was included in the inn fee, but if I wanted to eat lunch in the inn’s dining hall, I had to pay separately. I paid Mirana, the innkeeper at the front desk, for lunch and entered the empty dining hall. I sat down and waited for my meal, but instead of food, Remi appeared.


  “Hey, Schwarz. I’m glad you’re here.”


  “Hey, Remi! Long time no see. Do you need something?”


  “I need a favor. I saw your map at the archive, and I’d like to borrow your mapmaking skills.”


  “My mapmaking skills?”


  After checking that no one was nearby, Remi asked if she could join me. I had no reason to refuse, so I invited her to sit and listened to the details. There was a new labyrinth called the Green Ogre Labyrinth, which had been discovered west of Myral Village. Myral was the first place I visited in this world. The Labyrinth’s first basement floor was already quite large, and mapmaking efforts hadn’t kept up. Plus, there was a shortage of cartographers, so it had been decided to issue direct requests to explorers skilled in mapmaking.


  Since labyrinth subjugation was a national project, Remi explained that because I was D-rank and normally outside the scope for direct requests, this would be more of a cooperation request than a formal commission. In other words, this wasn’t an official request from the guild, so I wouldn’t receive any guild points, but the monetary reward would be increased, and the maps themselves would be purchased as usual.


  “I have a few conditions,” I said. “But I generally have no objections.” 


  “Thank you; that’s a big help. What are your conditions?”


  “First, I would like my name as the mapmaker to be kept confidential. Second, I want to explore the labyrinth for mapmaking either alone or with a small group of trusted people. Third, I ask that you not disclose my mapmaking methods or any skills you observe me using during exploration. That’s all.”


  I didn’t dislike the cooperation request itself, but it could interfere with my goal of conquering labyrinths if similar requests increased in the future. Of course, making accurate maps was directly connected to labyrinth conquest, but I wanted to achieve that through my own efforts. This was my own selfishness. The second and third conditions were because I did not want the powers of Virtual Reality Multiple Battlefield to become widely known. VMB’s various powers were too advanced in this world to show off, and others might notice it in the labyrinth. I had not expected the map I drew to attract a cooperation request within hours, and I realized I would need to be more careful in the future.


  The same applied to the gift box ability Marta had mentioned. It was fine to occasionally help with escorting or transporting merchant caravans, but if I became inundated with those sorts of requests just because it was convenient, it would be a problem. In that sense, remaining in D-rank might be the best position for me since it didn’t allow for direct requests but granted me the qualification of a labyrinth explorer.


  What I was worried about more than anything was that people would also learn that I was a dud. If my various VMB powers drew attention to me and I tried to pass them off as a rare bloodline skill called Arms, I would only attract more attention as a rare bloodline-skill holder. What would that lead to? Would I be admired, trusted, and envied for my abilities? No. Those drawn to power only cared about the power itself, not the person who possessed it. Unsavory people would start to gather around me like moths to a streetlight.


  I learned this firsthand when I started making a name for myself as an FPS player in my previous world. Many clans invited me to join and offered attractive terms, but when I looked into their actual situations, most of them were terrible. They taunted and belittled other players, did anything to win, and lacked respect even for their own teammates.


  At this point, I did not think Marta or Remi were like that, but I knew that most people would inevitably be drawn to power, and I wanted to avoid them as much as possible. Hence, my three conditions.


  “Okay, I accept your conditions.”


  After hesitating for a few moments, Remi accepted all of my terms. We confirmed the schedule and reward details over lunch. I told her I would start traveling immediately.


  “You’re going right away?” she asked.


  “Yes, from what I’ve heard, the sooner I leave the better. I’ll go to Myral Village first.”


  “Then please stop by the Comprehensive Guild before you leave Balga. I’ll have a written notice of the cooperation request for you to give to the staff at the Myral Village guild outpost.”


  While Remi seemed surprised, she quickly arranged everything I needed. She really was quick-witted.


  “Be aware that there is always mortal danger in the labyrinth, and some people have already lost their lives. I want to reduce the number of victims, even if only by one. I’m counting on you.”


  With that, Remi lowered her eyes and bowed her head.


   


  ***


   


  Travel between Myral Village and the Fortress City of Balga took about half a day by wagon. It was already past noon, and if I set out now, I would normally arrive in the middle of the night. However, this time, I had something much better and faster than a wagon.


  “Mirana, I have to leave Balga for work for a while.” 


  We were at the front desk, where I returned my room key to her.


  “Thank you for staying with us,” the innkeeper said. “But that’s rather sudden. Are you really leaving Balga now?”


  “Yes, I want to get started on my work as soon as possible.”


  “I see. Please take care. We look forward to your next stay.”


  I said goodbye to Mirana and to the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth. It had been like a home to me in this world. 


  My first stop was the Marida Trading Company.


  “Hello,” I said.


  “Welcome, Mr. Schwarz. I’m afraid the boss is currently out.”


  “I see. Would you please let Marta know that I’ll be leaving Balga for a while for a new job.”


  “Certainly. I’ll let him know.”


  I left a message with the usual employee at Marida Trading Company. I decided to replenish my Crystal Points while I was there since it would be difficult to buy them in Myral Village. I bought a large quantity of non-elemental magic stones, then scooted along to my next stop: the main building of the Comprehensive Guild. 


  There, I went to the next available counter and confirmed my identity with my guild card. I received a letter from Remi and was told to deliver it to either Barold or Keith at the Myral Village Comprehensive Guild outpost. With preparations nearly complete, I was about to leave when Ashley appeared from behind the reception counter.


  “Oh? Hello, Schwarz, are you taking a request at this hour?” she said.


  “Perfect timing. I wanted to say goodbye before I left.”


  “What? Are you heading out on an expedition at this hour?”


  “Yes, I’m heading to Myral Village at Remi’s request.”


  Ashley’s expression changed at the mention of Myral Village. She came closer and lowered her voice.


  “Is this about the new labyrinth?”


  “Sure is. I’m going to map it.”


  “Do you have the Surveying Ability for making a labyrinth map, Schwarz?”


  “Something like that. Remi asked me because she saw the map I drew of the Wolf Fang Labyrinth.”


  “Ah! Well, please be careful. There’s scant information about new labyrinths, so you need to be ready for anything.”


  “Thank you. I’ll be careful.”


  I was glad I had the chance to say goodbye to Ashley before leaving the Fortress City of Balga for a while. It was too late to take a carriage after leaving the Comprehensive Guild, so I walked to the west gate instead. Once there, the guards checked my guild card and let me pass through. I bid a temporary farewell to the Fortress City of Balga and set out on the road to Myral Village.


  After I’d walked far enough that I was out of sight of the gate, I stopped and checked my surroundings.


  “Excellent. There’s no one on the road or around.”


  I activated my TSS and selected the Support Weapon Summoning option. VMB had many support weapons, including sentry guns, small, unmanned reconnaissance drones like the RQ-11 Raven, and a variety of rideable vehicles. However, using support weapons consumed fuel, which could only be replenished by spending Crystal Points. Considering the Crystal Points cost, I rarely summoned support weapons inside labyrinths, but they were extremely useful for travel and fulfilling requests in the natural world.


  When I first arrived in this world, I didn’t know how to obtain Crystal Points, so I avoided using support weapons. I’d solved that problem once I learned I could convert non-elemental magic stones into Crystal Points. This trip to Myral Village was a good opportunity to test out a support vehicle in this world.


  I operated the TSS, selected Support Weapon Summoning, and chose the Garage option.


  Call Support Force! Summon this weapon? (Y/N).


  Following the system message on the screen, I summoned a support weapon in this world for the first time. Just like with the black supply box, particles of light flowed onto the roadside, but the amount was far greater this time. The light formed the shape of the support weapon, and it appeared before me as the glow faded.


  It was a Kawasaki KLR 250-D8, commonly known as a military bike. VMB players could not summon tanks or other combat vehicles, but there were plenty of two- and four-wheeled vehicles for travel. I had especially enjoyed riding two-wheelers across the VMB maps. I’d never driven a motorcycle in the real world, which was why I’d wanted to ride freely in virtual reality.


  I immediately straddled the bike and started the engine by pressing its starter button between the two meters on the handlebar. Vehicles summoned by TSS looked almost identical to real vehicles, but their operation was game-like. The bike was keyless and lacked any sort of clutch. It was like an automatic car—you just twisted the throttle to accelerate while the gears shifted automatically. Enjoying the engine’s restrained roar and pleasant vibration, I sped down the road to Myral Village on the KLR 250-D8.


  “Woohoo! This feels amazing! Oh, wait, this is scary!”


  I tore down the road on the KLR 250-D8, slicing through the fresh air. Even though it was an off-road bike with good suspension, it still shook a lot. I got carried away and kept the throttle open, reaching nearly 60 mph. Riding at that speed and bounding up and down without a helmet was honestly terrifying. I could have equipped a helmet using avatar customization, but most VMB players used goggles for their various functions. I was one of those guys, so I’d never worn a helmet either.


  I reached the outskirts of Myral Village in less than two hours. I slowed down some, but even then, I made much better time than I would have in a wagon. In fact, I passed two of them along the way. As I overtook them, they mistook me for a monster and whipped their horses to escape. After zipping by them, I caught a glimpse of the drivers’ stunned faces in my side mirror. They hadn’t seen my face, so they wouldn’t recognize me in Myral Village.


  I parked the KLR 250-D8 out of sight of the village gate and stored it in the TSS garage. The garage allowed for repairs and refueling, so I restored the bike to perfect condition before walking into Myral Village at dusk.


  I went to the Comprehensive Guild outpost directly and found Keith, a tall, short-haired man with a gentle demeanor, wearing what looked like leather armor. Like Remi and Ashley, it seemed guild investigators and staff generally wore adventurer-like gear.


  “Hello, you’re Keith, right? I’ve come from the Fortress City of Balga at Remi’s request to help with a job.”


  “Oh, you’re the one who helped Ashley!”


  “That’s me. I’m Schwarz, a D-rank adventurer. I have a letter from Remi.”


  I handed Keith the letter, and he immediately opened it and read the contents.


  “I see...” he said. “Thank you for your cooperation. To explain the current situation briefly, mapmaking for the Green Ogre Labyrinth is temporarily suspended. We’re currently focused on subjugating the monsters and demi-humans that have been drawn there. For tonight, please get a room at the village inn, compliments of the Comprehensive Guild, then return here tomorrow morning at eight. We’ll head to the camp together.”


  “Understood. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”


  I booked a room for the night at the Clear Stream Inn. The village’s only lodging house, it had the same layout as the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth, including a first floor dining hall. This seemed to be the standard inn style in this world. Since it was dinner time, I went there first.


  The next morning, I woke to the seven o’clock bell. Like in Balga, bells rang at set times for morning, noon, and evening. The bell here was apparently at the village chief’s house. I woke up, had breakfast in the dining hall, and headed to the Comprehensive Guild outpost.


  There were three wagons parked in front of the outpost, all loaded up with wooden crates and large cloth bags. I presumed these were supplies for the Green Ogre Labyrinth camp. I found Keith inside signing documents presented by another man who looked like a guild staff member.


  “Good morning, Keith,” I said.


  “Good morning, Schwarz. We’ll be leaving soon. Are you ready?”


  “You bet.”


  “Good. Go ahead and wait in the driver’s seat of the lead wagon. We’ll depart shortly.”


  I went to the front seats of the lead wagon, but sat in the passenger rather than the driver’s seat since I couldn’t drive a horse. Soon, Keith joined me.


  “Let’s go. It’ll take about two hours to reach the camp.”


  “Two hours? So, the labyrinth is quite close.”


  “Yes, we were lucky to secure the entrance before monsters and demi-humans could overflow into the village.”


  On the way, I asked Keith about the camp and the latest intel he had on the Green Ogre Labyrinth. I learned that only the first basement floor had been explored, and the only monsters and demi-humans confirmed were goblin types. Several varieties had been cataloged. There were regular goblins, but also higher species like goblin mages (like the one I had defeated before), goblin fighters, goblin archers, goblin assassins, and more. Keith said that if there were this many types on the first floor, there might be higher-ranked goblin types on the lower floors, like hobgoblins or ogres. This was still just a possibility, since the labyrinth was so new that strong demi-humans may not have developed yet.


  Time passed as we talked, and soon the camp came into view. True to his word, there were large and small tents set up and arranged in an orderly fashion, like a small settlement. The tents were not triangular as I had imagined, but rectangular and box-shaped like military tents.


  “We’re here,” Keith exclaimed. “This is the Green Ogre Labyrinth exploration camp. That largest tent is the operations headquarters.”


  Keith pointed to a tent that was about twice the size of the others. It was centered within the encampment, and all the other tents were arranged around it. Our three wagons stopped in front of a tent assigned to be the supply depot, a little distance from the headquarters.


  “Schwarz, come with me to the headquarters. The others, please unload the supplies into the storage tent.”


  Following Keith, I entered the large tent designated as headquarters. Inside were several desks, and at the far end stood a board with a large labyrinth map, presumably of the Green Ogre Labyrinth. The tent felt like a classroom. Keith led me to the back desk, where Barold, another staff member I had met in Myral Village, was sitting.


  “Welcome back, Keith. And you must be...Schwarz, right?”


  “That’s right. I’m a D-rank adventurer.”


  “Remi asked him to help with mapmaking,” Keith said. “So I brought him to the camp.”


  Since both Barold and Keith were Myral Village guild staff, they were in charge of this camp. They gave me a detailed explanation based on the partially completed labyrinth map, and it was decided that I would begin exploration that afternoon.


  “You’ll be staying at this camp until the map is finished,” Barold said. “I’ll show you to your quarters later, but since this is a camp, you’ll have to put up with communal sleeping. In exchange, we’ll provide a small tent just for your mapmaking.”


  “Thank you for your consideration,” I said. “As for exploration, may I go alone?”


  “No, we’ll assign two people to accompany you. We don’t know your combat abilities, so we can’t let you go alone until we do. Keith, could you bring Mieche and Frau in here?”


  “Of course. I’ll go find them,” Keith said.


  “I’d like to confirm something with you while we wait. According to Remi’s letter, you requested that your skills and mapmaking methods not be disclosed. However, I’d like you to share that information with Keith and me, as well as Mieche and Frau. That would be it. Is that acceptable?”


  “I have requested confidentiality, but I have no objection if my request interferes with exploration or mapmaking.”


  “Thank you. As a D-rank, what are your actual combat abilities?”


  “That’s hard to explain. Let’s just say that I’ve explored down to the third basement floor of the Wolf Fang Labyrinth without a scratch.”


  “Is that so? Then you should be fine on the Green Ogre Labyrinth’s first floor.”


  Keith returned with two women.


  “Here they are.”


  “I’m B-rank adventurer, Mieche of Camellia, nya.” 


  “I’m Frau. I’m also a B-rank adventurer and of Camellia.” 


  “I’m Schwarz, D-rank adventurer.”


  Mieche was a cat-type beastkin, and she had two ears atop her red hair, a slender and supple figure, and a prominent chest. Frau was a slender elf woman with straight blue hair down to her waist. Mieche wore leather armor while Frau wore a robe, cinched at the waist with a belt that gave her a refined and elegant appearance.


  “We’ve been waiting for you two,” Barold said. “You’ll be accompanying Schwarz as his guards in the labyrinth as he makes the map. There’s just one thing: do not discuss his mapmaking methods or skills with anyone except myself and Keith. Understood?”


  “I won’t talk about it if that’s the request, nya. But guarding a D-rank is tough, nya. I want extra pay, nya.”


  “Me too,” Frau said. “Can he even fight? He doesn’t have a sword or a staff.”


  True, I didn’t carry a sword, but I did have my firearms hidden under my coat, so they wouldn’t be visible. But more than that, I had...


  “Don’t worry,” said Keith. “He’s capable in combat. Now, I want you all to head out this afternoon. Go prepare for exploration and return here stat.”


  As I listened to the three of them talk, only one thing was on my mind: Mieche ended all of her sentences with nya! That’s amazing! My isekai fantasy had truly begun! My head was filled with thoughts of that speech quirk.


  We walked west from the camp. There was no clear path, so I followed the two female adventurers through the woods. I didn’t know the exact location of our destination; I assumed the two women ahead of me did.


  “So, Schwarz, what can you do, nya?” Beastkin Mieche asked me, swaying her long, brown-and-red striped tail side to side.


  “What do you mean?” I said. “I told you when we left that I’m a dud. I basically can’t use anything that requires magic. But...”


  “A dud, nya! I’ve never seen one before, nya! But you’re D-rank, nya. What can you do to be D-rank, nya?”


  [image: ]


  Yeah, well, I’d also never met anyone who ended their sentences with “nya” before.


  “...I can use a variety of skills that don’t require magic powers. Those skills are what got me to D-rank.”


  “So, what can those skills do, nya?”


  “Mieche, that’s enough chatter,” said Frau. “The request specifically says not to talk about his skills. In other words, no unnecessary prying.”


  Frau, walking beside Mieche, looked back at me with a suspicious gaze. She might have had her own questions, but refrained from prying in accordance with the request.


  “I have something I’d like to ask as well,” I said. “What is Camellia, which you mentioned earlier?”


  “That’s our clan.”


  “Camellia is a clan of only female adventurers, nya. It’s a mid-tier clan based in the royal capital, nya.”


  A clan here was exactly like a clan, guild, or team in my original world. It was a group of comrades or allies. I belonged to an FPS team called P0wDer. In this world, that had become my family name—“Powder.”


  “I see, so it’s your clan name. Are there many adventurers who join clans?”


  “No one joins from the very beginning, nya. Clans don’t accept new adventurers, nya. You need to be at least D-rank, but I’ve never heard of a dud being accepted, nya.”


  There were perks to joining a clan. Requests that were difficult to accomplish solo became easier if you formed a party through a clan. This was also true for fixed parties that were not quite clans, but depending on the request, large parties—sometimes called raids—could be formed, and the more adventurers involved, the easier it was to complete the request. Of course, the reward would be split among more people, but by receiving the reward as a clan, it could be managed as shared property, which was not possible in ad hoc raids.


  Camellia was a clan of female adventurers. I still did not know how the status of women in this world compared to my original world, but as an adventurer, one had to be careful not only about the nature of the requests but also about the intentions of male colleagues. That was probably the reason for such a clan.


  As we chatted about clans, I looked ahead and saw the entrance to the Green Ogre Labyrinth. Like the Wolf Fang Labyrinth, it was an unnaturally large hole, gaping in the natural landscape. An ominous darkness drifted from its mouth.


  “We’re here, nya. From here, Schwarz goes first, nya. We’ll explore for about four hours before returning to camp, nya.”


  “Understood. Let’s go.”


  I prepared to enter the labyrinth. I brought my FN P90 from my back to the front, took a tactical light and silencer from my waist pouch, and attached them. I also attached a silencer to my FN Five-seveN sidearm and extended the lenses of my goggles. 


  “What’s that, nya? Something just extended from your helmet, nya! And what’s that short staff? How can you use that without magic, nya?”


  This cat-girl was extremely curious. Her tail swished energetically as she looked at the P90 with sparkling eyes. 


  “It’s a secret,” I simply replied, and I proceeded forward.


  The Green Ogre Labyrinth’s interior was a neatly constructed stone-brick corridor, unlike the Wolf Fang Labyrinth’s earthen underground passages. The corridor was about twenty feet wide and ten feet high. The continuous arches and stone paving made it feel more like a subterranean tunnel connecting a European castle to its town than a den of monsters and demi-humans.


  It could be difficult for adventurers using swords or polearms if a melee broke out here. There were a few glowing white flowers—white, luminous grass—but the corridors were otherwise very dark. I turned on my tactical light so it illuminated the way ahead like a flashlight and switched my goggles to night vision mode.


  I heard Frau’s voice behind me. “Light Ball.” 


  I turned to see a ball of light floating at the tip of her staff. Per usual, the magical incantation she used to cast spells sounded like gibberish to me, being a dud and all. I thought Mieche might freak out about my tactical light, but as soon as we entered the labyrinth, her demeanor changed. Now she was alert and quiet, though her tail still swished energetically.


  “Let’s head for unexplored areas first,” I said. “There’s no point retracing already mapped sections.”


  “Okay, nya.”


  The two followed close behind me. I compared the partially completed map Barold gave me with the map displayed on my goggles. We headed for corridors that had not yet been entered, scattering glowing grass seeds as we went along.


  “There’re three monsters ahead around the left corner,” I said.


  “You can tell, nya?”


  “Mieche, do you sense them?”


  “Not yet, nya.”


  “Their footsteps are light. I think they’re ordinary goblins.”


  My sound sensors picked up everything, including my guards’ whispers. I switched the P90’s safety to full auto, leaned around the left corner, and checked ahead. Sure enough, there were goblins with the same faces I’d seen before. No other signals appeared on my map display.


  “Three goblins confirmed. I’m going to attack.”


  “Eh, Schwarz, what are you going to do from there, nya?”


  Mieche was right beside me. She mimicked my posture against the wall. Her cat eyes were wide with curiosity, as if waiting to see something fun, like a new toy.


  “I’m going to attack. They’ve already seen my light source, so they’re coming.”


  In the near-total darkness of the corridor, my tactical light and Frau’s Light Ball stood out. The moment we saw the enemy, they would notice us. Before they could rush us, I would attack from a distance.


  “Here I go.”


  Mieche’s long tail flicked against my leg in reply. I aimed the sight and crosshair at the leftmost goblin’s face. The zoom function activated and magnified its ugly face. The goblins seemed to be shouting at the light, but I ignored them and fired in three-round bursts—left, center, right—and put holes in each head.


  “Three down. Moving on.”


  I glanced at Mieche and Frau and started forward, but they held me back.


  “What was that, nya!”


  “Wh-what do you mean? That was my skill.”


  My shooting with the P90 during our first encounter in the Green Ogre Labyrinth shocked Mieche. She brimmed with questions. Despite the request prohibiting them from talking to me about my skills, my strange equipment and weapons—especially a tool that emitted light like a magic Light Ball despite having no magic—overwhelmed her feline beastkin curiosity. It was too much for even a self-controlled B-rank adventurer like her to process.


  “Schwarz, I want to know too,” Frau chimed in. “I told Mieche not to pry earlier, but I can’t help it after seeing that. I’m not curious, but because I want to understand your abilities to better protect you as we explore the labyrinth together. Also, that’s not a normal skill. Can you explain the difference between skills and abilities?”


  She quizzed me while glancing at the goblins’ corpses. Even Frau couldn’t fully restrain herself. Or perhaps, as an adventurer, she just wanted to understand how to better fulfill the request properly. 


  “I don’t know exactly, but I think ‘skills’ are active while ‘abilities’ are passive.”


  “That’s mostly correct. ‘Skills’ are activated by the user’s will. ‘Abilities’ work constantly, regardless of will. The ‘skill’ you demonstrated is at a higher-level than what we usually recognize.”


  “What does that mean, nya?”


  “It’s either a bloodline skill, or something fundamentally different.”


  Uh-oh. Her deducing that it was a bloodline skill would have been great, but I didn’t like that she suspected it was possibly something more. My excuse might not last long.


  “Well, yeah,” I recovered. “It’s the bloodline skill Arms. It has both skill and ability properties. Please don’t tell anyone.”


  “Oh, you admitted that fast,” Frau said. “Of course, I won’t tell anyone. Neither will Mieche, right?”


  “Of course, nya. I’d be finished as an adventurer if the Comprehensive Guild got mad at me, nya.”


  “Could you explain a bit more?” Frau continued. “I’d especially like to understand the magic-like attack you used on the goblins and your detection abilities.”


  I hesitated for a moment. I knew this would happen—every night before bed, I thought about how to describe my Arms bloodline skill’s settings like summoning weapons, firing crystal-like projectiles, sensing movement, enhancing physical abilities, and so on. I also concocted how to shroud them all within fantasy terms so as to hide the truth of my VMB system.


  Recalling all I had practiced, I easily explained my skills to Frau and Mieche. It seemed to satisfy them for now. We continued our exploration as we discussed our roles and responses in battle. 


  Things went smoothly from there. The idle chatter stopped. I acted as scout and initiated attacks in front of us while Mieche and Frau handled enemies approaching from other directions. Mieche was a light warrior who specialized in quick attacks and carried a small shield and short sword, while Frau was a mage who specialized in water and wind magic.


  For the first time, I witnessed a true mage in combat. I had observed magic and skills during previous mixed-party requests, but I’d never had the leisure to watch carefully. Mages needed to chant incantations to cast spells, but skilled mages could manifest their specialty magic by simply channeling its power into the spell’s name. A full chant allowed for more precise control over size, power, and behavior, but using just the name produced a spell based on the caster’s personal image. Both methods had pros and cons; the flexibility of magic was greater than I imagined.


  “There’s a large room ahead with signs of multiple enemies,” I said.


  I actually could hear the voices and movements of about a dozen demi-humans inside, but I didn’t want to tell them that.


  “What should we do, nya?”


  “I’ll cast a wide-area spell,” Frau said. “After that, you two handle the rest.”


  “Understood. After Frau’s spell, I’ll attack from the entrance, and Mieche, you’ll finish up.”


  “Got it, nya.”


  The Green Ogre Labyrinth’s large room was more like a widened corridor than a truly spacious chamber. There were a dozen goblins positioned at the far end. The three of them nearest the center were larger than the others. Mieche identified them as goblin fighters.


  Frau began her spell as the large goblins roared and the other nine rushed toward us.


  “Cyclone.”


  As Frau chanted, a large tornado appeared between us and the goblins. The cyclone advanced toward and then engulfed them. The goblins were ripped to pieces and blown away by the violent wind. The colorless tornado raged through the large room and turned red as it stirred up goblin blood.


  I knelt near the room’s entrance. When the tornado died down, I fired at the wounded goblins and shot off their club-holding hands. I also fired at the goblin fighters that had stayed behind. To withstand the violent wind, they had crossed their arms near their faces, so I aimed for their exposed stomachs and knees, dealing damage to them all. Naturally, I managed to blow holes in all their defenseless faces.


  When Mieche saw I had started firing, she ran out and used Cyclone to decapitate the goblins that had been immobilized by the gunfire. In the end, the numerous goblins in the large room were reduced to lifeless husks.


  “Let’s rest in this large room for about thirty minutes,” I said. “Once we’re done, we’ll return to camp.”


  “That’s fine, but isn’t it about time to head back? Do you need to work on the map?” Frau asked.


  “I have been. I can’t go into details, but the mapmaking is going smoothly.”


  Frau looked at me suspiciously. It was true, though. While we’d only been exploring for a few hours, I had mapped out a significant portion of the intricate internal structure of the Green Ogre Labyrinth. The overall layout was still unclear, but at this pace, I would likely find the stairs to the second basement floor within a few days. 


  “I’m hungry, nya.”


  From her tool bag, Mieche took out something like a roll with grilled fish inside and began to eat it. It looked like a fish fry roll. Frau also took out a canteen from her tool bag and poured steaming water into a cup. 


  I took out some dried meat from my waist-bag and started chewing on it. I yearned for a better meal, but I couldn’t cook. This was a fatal flaw for an adventurer, but I had to endure it for now. 


  “Does time stop inside a tool bag?” I asked Frau.


  “Not completely. Time passes so slowly that hot tea stored away in the morning will still be hot at night.”


  “Huh. Tool bags are so convenient. I’m jealous since I can’t use them myself.”


  Although I had a gift box that I used as a substitute for an item box, it still couldn’t match a tool bag’s convenience. That and I had to be careful. I had no idea what people would say if I summoned and used the gift box too often.


  “Then you should form a party, nya. Schwarz, you could get along with anyone, nya.”


  “It’s difficult for a dud. It’s impossible to explain everything about my skills from start to finish and have people understand. Besides, working solo is more convenient for me in many ways.”


  Forming a party or team for exploration would certainly be more efficient. However, I consumed a lot of non-elemental magic stones to use the VMB system. Not only that, but sharing rewards and coordinating combat methods would inevitably lead to conflicts with others. Moreover, I didn’t want people to know about my body, which had a self-regenerating ability that never seemed to tire. I was afraid of not being accepted as a person—or worse, becoming a test subject. I couldn’t imagine such knowledge ever turning out well for me.


  “Let’s head back soon. We’ll go straight to the surface on the way back.”


  Not wanting anyone to sense my fear, I quickly took the lead and darted ahead.


  Back at camp, we entered the operations tent where Barold and Keith waited for us and reported our return.


  “Good work. How did the Green Ogre Labyrinth and the mapmaking go?”


  Before I could answer, Mieche spoke up.


  “Schwarz was a capable explorer, nya. But today we only explored, nya. He didn’t seem to do any mapmaking, nya.”


  “Huh? Schwarz, you haven’t done anything yet?”


  “No, I’ve been working on it. I can’t explain how I do it, but I’ll now transfer today’s exploration area onto the map paper. Is the space you prepared for me ready?”


  Because Mieche had said something unnecessary before I could answer, Barold looked a bit confused, but I denied it with a wry smile. I hadn’t explained my mapmaking method to either Mieche or Frau, even inside the labyrinth. From their perspective, it probably just looked like I was looking around.


  “It’s ready. I’ll show you the way. Barold, let’s wait for the detailed report until after the map is drawn.”


  I followed Keith to the private mapmaking tent I was promised. As we left, I heard Mieche quietly ask Frau, “Was he surveying?” 


  “He wasn’t,” Frau replied in a low voice. “But apparently it’s not a problem.” 


  My mapmaking didn’t involve surveying, so of course I hadn’t.


  “Schwarz, how long will it take you to draw?”


  “If it’s just a rough map, I can finish in about an hour.”


  “Then return here in an hour. We’ll dine in here tonight.”


  “Great! After you, Keith.”


  I bowed lightly to Barold, Mieche, and Frau, and followed Keith out.


   


  ***


   


  After Schwarz left the operations tent, the three of us who remained discussed our impressions of him.


  “You did good back there, Mieche, Frau. What did you think of him?”


  “He had no problems with the labyrinth exploration,” Frau said. “In fact, he was so good that we were a bit bored. As for his mapmaking, I’ll wait to see the finished product before commenting.”


  “Schwarz tries to hide his skills, but it’s pointless, nya. Rumors will spread quickly, and a scramble to recruit him will start, nya.”


  “A scramble?” Barold exclaimed. “But he’s still just a D-rank and doesn’t have any notable achievements yet.”


  “He has detection abilities on par with beastkin, and night vision that’s equal to—if not better than—ours. His ranged attacks are faster, more accurate, and more powerful than a bow, and he can draw maps. Fixed parties and quite a few clans will want to recruit him.”


  “If Schwarz were a girl, I’d definitely try to recruit him for Camellia, nya.”


  “I see...”


   


  ***


   


  Unaware that my abilities were being discussed, I sat in my tent engaged in the tracing work that passed for mapmaking. The tent was about nine feet squared and had a work desk plus several candle lanterns prepared for me since I couldn’t produce a magical Light Ball. I hadn’t expected such a spacious workspace, but with the desk, tools, and a board for pinning up papers, the available space felt surprisingly tight.


  “Looking at the Green Ogre Labyrinth like this, it really feels like a giant maze attraction...”


  These were my first impressions as I contemplated the traced map. The Green Ogre Labyrinth was vast and had an unusually high number of corners. Many of the turns led nowhere, and, without an accurate map, wanderers would likely get stuck in a dead end. It was no wonder that the first basement floor hadn’t been fully explored.


  I, of course, had no such troubles. Thanks to automapping, I could see up to five hundred feet ahead, so I knew in advance whether or not a turn would become a dead end. By avoiding wrong paths and only taking the correct routes, I could reach the stairs to the second basement floor without any mistakes. In today’s exploration, I had avoided all routes that ended in dead ends. I understood that my role was to expand the explored area as much as possible in a short time.


  The tracing took exactly one hour. With the completed map in hand, I returned to the operations tent. Inside, Barold, Keith, Mieche, and Frau were waiting for me.


  “I’ve finished today’s exploration map.”


  As soon as I handed it over, the four of them gathered around and murmured in admiration.


  “I see now why Remi went out of her way to request your cooperation. I’ve never seen a map drawn so neatly. Schwarz, please continue to help us. We’ve had your dinner brought to the table over there, so please eat before it gets cold.”


  “Thank you.”


  I moved to the table set apart from where Barold and the others were sitting and began my meal, which consisted of bread and soup. The soup looked like a stew, but it reminded me of pork soup with its white broth and large pieces of vegetables and meat.


  The four of them continued to discuss the map in hushed voices while I ate. Normally, I wouldn’t have been able to hear them at this distance, but my sound sensors picked up everything clearly.


  “Barold, the quality of this map is going to be a problem. People will be dissatisfied with the maps we’ve had other cartographers make.”


  “Keith, I agree. Right now, they’re helping clear out monsters drawn to the labyrinth, but it’s impossible to expect them to produce maps of this quality. We’ll have to have Schwarz draw all of them.”


  “We didn’t go down this path,” Frau said.


  “We didn’t go here, either, nya.”


  “What does that mean? Are there paths on the map we didn’t take?” 


  “That’s right,” Frau answered. “Schwarz led the way during exploration, but he chose this route at this intersection. Yet, on the map, all the other paths are marked as dead ends.”


  “There are a lot of dead ends here, but we never had to turn back during exploration, nya.”


  “So...does that mean he knows what’s ahead without going there?”


  “No, maybe he was just lucky, or maybe he drew the dead ends by guessing. We’ll need to verify the map’s accuracy.”


  “Understood. Let’s make copies of this map by tomorrow and send a verification team into the labyrinth, separate from Schwarz’s group.”


  “The verification team should include other cartographers and guards. If they see the quality and accuracy for themselves, they won’t complain even if their maps have to be redone.”


  Hmm...things were becoming complicated. I had avoided dead ends because I could see them on my map, but maybe actually avoiding them was a mistake. 


  Should I deliberately lead them to dead ends in tomorrow’s exploration? No...better not. It would only raise more doubts if I acted suspiciously. I’d repeatedly told them I couldn’t talk about my mapmaking skills. It’d be better to let them conclude that I had a skill that let me see ahead.


  “Thank you for the meal. What should I do with the dishes?”


  “Just leave them there.”


  “Understood. Well then, let’s do this again tomorrow morning. I’ll be turning in for the night.”


  “Yes,” Keith answered. “You know where the sleeping tent is, right? Any open bed is fine. Good night.”


  I bowed lightly and left the group to continue inspecting the map.


  As I headed to the sleeping tent, I reflected more on my abilities and the powers the VMB system gave me. My mapmaking method might look like cheating to the people of this world.


  Cheating. As an FPS player, I had always detested that word thanks to cheating programs that intentionally broke a game’s balance and sometimes even ruined entire titles. In this world, I was not just a bug, but a cheater—someone who intentionally altered the world with external tools. It made me sick.


  On the second day of our exploration, Mieche, Frau, and I set out for the Green Ogre Labyrinth right after breakfast, map in hand. Before we left camp, Barold and Keith told us that a verification team would enter the labyrinth after us to check the map’s accuracy. This must have been what they discussed during dinner. From what I overheard, it sounded like I would have to redraw even the parts of the map that had been made before I started. For now, though, I focused on moving ahead. 


  The labyrinth’s first basement floor split into two large paths right after entering. The route we took yesterday was the opposite of the one that had already been mapped, and I wanted to quickly determine whether the stairs to the second basement floor were on this path, the previously mapped path, or if the routes merged further ahead.


  “Let’s head straight to the large room we reached yesterday without any detours,” I said. “We’ll move quickly. Is that okay?”


  “Of course, nya.”


  “Yes, since we don’t know how big the labyrinth is, we should get to unexplored areas as soon as possible.”


  The B-rank adventurers Mieche and Frau both agreed with my plan. I held my P90 ready, lowering the muzzle as I increased our pace. It was slower than running but faster than walking, and my tireless body moved at a steady rhythm. The adventurers behind me kept up easily, and even Frau, a mage, seemed unfazed. Perhaps she was skilled in physical techniques as well.


  “Stop.”


  I signaled them to halt. I heard five sets of footsteps ahead—the light steps of normal goblins—and a tapping sound like from a staff.


  “Five ahead—looks like there might be a mage among them.”


  “I smell them too, nya. Goblins, nya.”


  “If there’s a goblin mage, I’ll prioritize it and put up a magic barrier.”


  In this world, magic attacks were extremely powerful. However, in mage-versus-mage combat, it wasn’t as simple as that whoever casted first would win. Mages could also deploy magic barriers for defense.


  According to Frau, magic barriers were invisible, and their size depended on the mage’s skill. At minimum, they could cover the caster, but skilled mages could cover their entire party or even a small room. These barriers blocked all attacks created by magic power, and to break them, you needed to either use a stronger magic attack or hit the other mage directly with a physical attack. Physical ranged attacks like arrows could work, but any mage with real combat experience would never forget to use defensive magic against arrows.


  “I’ll attack first. Mieche, go for the mage’s head.”


  “Got it, nya.”


  I knelt in the corridor with the P90 at the ready, and I waited for the goblins to appear. I turned off my tactical light and scattered glowing grass seeds ahead. The seeds quickly sprouted and gave off a faint light. With my goggles in night vision mode, their glow gave me a clear view.


  Soon, five ugly faces appeared in the darkness. The fifth one belonged to the Mage.


  “Mage is the farthest back.”


  I relayed this to Mieche, who was behind me to the right. I began firing at the non-mage goblins, starting on the right where Mieche would run. As my shots hit the rightmost goblin’s face, Mieche dashed forward. The goblins screamed and flailed at seeing their comrade fall. They apparently were unable to see us, though. Did they lack night vision? 


  Only the goblin mage saw us. It raised its staff and shouted something. I saw the air around it distort for a moment. It must have deployed a magic barrier, as my night vision goggles struggled to see straight.


  I kept moving my crosshairs and took out the remaining goblins. They were flailing so much that it was hard to aim for their heads, so I switched to body shots and stopped the three in front. Behind them, the Goblin Mage chanted, and a fireball formed at its staff’s tip. Just before the spell was completed, the mage’s head rolled unnaturally to the side and the fireball dissipated. Mieche had circled behind it and literally taken its head.


  “All done, nya.”


  Mieche picked up the goblin’s magic stone as she returned. For reference, we split the magic stones we obtained three ways. It wasn’t exactly even, but since we couldn’t exchange them for money at camp, we divided them as a whole.


  “Let’s move on.”


  In truth, the best move would have been to take out the goblin mage first, but I suspected that my supposed bloodline skill attacks wouldn’t work on its magic barrier. That’s why I left it to Mieche. As I explained to Mieche and Frau, I knew that a magic barrier couldn’t stop P90 bullets. Back when I helped Ashley, the H&K MP5A4’s 9 x 19 mm Parabellum rounds had pierced a magic barrier. Whether the bullets overpowered the barrier’s magic or simply bypassed it as non-magical physical attacks, I wasn’t sure. 


  We continued through the corridors, each fulfilling our roles, and soon returned to the large room we had reached yesterday. We took a short break there, then we began moving into the unexplored areas of the first basement floor, scattering glowing grass seeds as we went. Watching the map update on my goggles, I could see that the labyrinth had a consistently intricate maze structure from the entrance onward.


  During the break, I asked Mieche and Frau if any other labyrinths had such a large first basement floor. They said that only a few centuries-old labyrinths in other regions were this big. But the Green Ogre Labyrinth was newly formed, as evidenced by the recent surge in monsters and demi-humans nearby. Why was the first basement floor so large?


  We continued deeper, defeating goblins and their higher-ranked variants as we went.


  Then, something appeared on my map...


  “What’s wrong, nya? Are more goblins coming, nya?”


  Since I had stopped at the front, Mieche and Frau took up combat stances. I just stood there, surprised by what I saw—it wasn’t enemies, but something I hadn’t expected.


  “Schwarz, is it an enemy?” Frau asked.


  “No, well...I think...there’s a purification spring ahead.”


  A small square space appeared on my map. It was the same size as the purification spring I had seen in the Wolf Fang Labyrinth. While purification springs could appear on any floor, according to my research at the Comprehensive Guild’s archive, there were no known labyrinths that had one on the first basement floor. Which was where we were in the Green Ogre Labyrinth.


  “There’s a spring, nya? On the first basement floor, nya?”


  “That’s unusual... No, I’ve never heard of a spring being on the first basement floor.”


  They were both surprised; it seemed this was indeed an anomaly.


  “For now, let’s go see if it’s really there,” I said. “It’s just a bit further ahead, after turning right.”


  We hurried down the underground corridor. As soon as we turned right, it was immediately clear that my prediction was correct. There was no doubt—it was a purification spring. 


  It was bright. Until now, the labyrinth had only been illuminated by my tactical light, Frau’s Light Ball, and the faint white glow of the luminous grass. This room shone with dazzling light, illuminating the entire space. 


  “It’s really a spring...” Frau said.


  “This is bad, nya.”


  “Bad?” I asked. “Because there’s a purification spring on the first basement floor?”


  “In most labyrinths, there is always a gatekeeper two floors below a spring. But if that’s the last spring, then one floor below is the gatekeeper, and below that is...the dungeon master.”


  “So, if there’s a spring on the first basement floor, does that mean the gatekeeper is on the second floor, and the dungeon master is on the third?”


  “No, nya. This labyrinth is much larger than others, nya. Just getting here, we’ve walked more than two floors’ worth compared to other labyrinths, nya. If we keep going, we’ll probably walk another two floors’ worth, nya. In other words...the gatekeeper and dungeon master are likely still ahead, nya.”


  “We should return to camp and report the discovery of the spring to Barold and Keith,” Frau said.


  “Agreed, nya.”


  “Understood. Let’s head back.”


  We hurried back to camp, eager to report our new theory. We concluded that the reason the Green Ogre Labyrinth was so large, despite being newly formed, was that it had everything packed into a single floor rather than being distributed and made up of multiple floors.


  “A purification spring on the first basement floor?! Is that true?”


  When we returned to the operations headquarters, we were greeted by Keith, who was working on paperwork. Barold was off having dinner in the mess tent, but he would come back as soon as he was notified of our return.


  “No mistake. It’s about five hours’ travel from the labyrinth entrance,” I told Keith.


  “Five hours?” he said. “In most labyrinths, that would be enough to clear two more floors.”


  “Exactly, nya. I think the Green Ogre Labyrinth is a giant labyrinth made up of only one layer, nya.”


  “Schwarz, could you draw a map to the purification spring as soon as possible? We’ll use it to plan the labyrinth subjugation. Mieche, Frau, please form a full party. We need six people, including Schwarz.”


  “I’ll start the map right away, but does being in a full party mean I’ll be participating in the subjugation?”


  “That’s right. In a normal labyrinth, the monsters and demi-humans beyond the purification spring are of a higher rank. I need you to scout the route to the gatekeeper, but that means increased danger along the way. You’ll have to face the gatekeeper... Are you afraid?”


  “No, that won’t be a problem.”


  That’s right—there was no problem at all. The vague sense of purpose and meaning I had found while sitting by the spring in the Wolf Fang Labyrinth was to conquer labyrinths. It was the reason I had ended up in this world. So, this was a good opportunity. I could see just how far my power—this VMB system—would work against a labyrinth’s monsters and demi-humans. If I confirmed that now, it would surely help me when I eventually faced a gatekeeper or dungeon master alone.


  “Keith, Mieche, and I will go to Balga tomorrow,” Frau said. “We’ll meet up with the Camellia members there and return the day after tomorrow.”


  “Understood. Also, Frau, please contact the Comprehensive Guild while you’re there. I’ll have a report ready by the end of dinner; you can pick it up then.”


  “Got it. Mieche, let’s go get dinner. Schwarz, take tomorrow off from exploration and rejoin us the day after, okay?”


  “Understood. I’ll go make the map now, then, if you’ll excuse me.”


  After leaving the operations headquarters, I immediately went to the tent prepared for mapmaking, drew the newly mapped areas on a fresh sheet, and also made a reduced version showing the route from the entrance to the purification spring. I finished by nightfall, and I emerged to see the area was lit by numerous bonfires.


  I found Keith and Barold waiting for me and the completed map when I returned to the operations headquarters. After handing it over with a brief explanation, I headed to the mess tent to finally eat dinner.


  Chapter 2


   


  THE NEXT MORNING, Frau and Mieche set out for Balga on horseback. As for me, I went back to the mapmaking tent. I wasn’t drawing maps, but it was the only place where I could check my equipment and plan my loadout for the upcoming labyrinth expedition without being seen.


  While my main and sub weapons would remain unchanged for now, I needed to consider bringing a more powerful firearm in case I encountered enemies that the 5.7 x 28mm rounds could not handle. In VMB, firearms themselves did not have inherent attack power settings. Instead, their stats—such as muzzle velocity and RPM—were set close to real-world values, and the effective attack power was determined by the size of the ammunition used.


  Generally, the larger the bullet diameter and case length, the higher the attack power. In reality, there are many types of bullets—full metal jacket, hollow point, and so on—but VMB did not go into such detail. For example, the 5.7 x 28mm rounds used by my P90 and Five-seveN had specific settings for increased penetration, but most other rounds were simply set as full metal jacket. This simplification was likely for gameplay balance, but the 5.7 x 28mm round had special settings because it was unique to the FN P90 and Five-seveN. What I needed was a bullet more powerful than the 5.7 x 28mm. The 7.62 x 39mm round used by the AK-47 or, better yet, the 7.62 x 51mm NATO round seemed appropriate.


  I opened the firearms tab in my TSS inventory and began selecting weapons. I had collected many firearms over more than three years of playing VMB. There were also some I could purchase newly from the shop. Among the options, I summoned an assault rifle I had always liked using.


  From the summoned supply box, I took out the FN SCAR-H Black Model, an ARF assault rifle developed by FN, the same company that made the P90 and Five-seveN. This ARF was developed for U.S. Special Operations Forces, and the “H” stood for “heavy,” meaning it used 7.62 x 51mm NATO rounds. Although the magazine only held twenty rounds, the 7.62 x 51mm NATO round had very high attack power, so I decided to use this if the 5.7 x 28mm rounds proved ineffective. There was also an “L” model, but since it used 5.56 x 45mm NATO rounds, I decided not to use it this time. The SCAR-H was a black color model available only in the VMB game, and it was one of my favorite firearms.


  If the FN SCAR-H proved ineffective, I would have to consider using a resource-intensive laser rifle or an RPG. The battlefields in VMB were not limited to past wars; there were also near-future settings and PvE scenarios involving alien-like monsters. As a result, some equipment included science-fiction weapons like laser rifles, which did not exist in reality.


  However, FPS players generally preferred real firearms. I was no exception, and I used realistic guns more often than futuristic ones. The laser rifles’ energy packs were high-powered, and so consumed Crystal Points at a tremendous rate. This made them impractical for regular use in battle. The same was true for rocket launchers like the RPG-7, which also consumed a lot of Crystal Points and were too inconvenient to carry around. I knew I would have to try them out eventually, but now was not the time.


  I took the FN SCAR-H’s magazines from the supply box and loaded them into my magazine belt. I put the FN P90 into the now-empty supply box, closed the lid, and watched as the box dissolved into particles of light.


  My preparations complete, I left the mapmaking tent and headed outside the camp. The FN SCAR-H had strong recoil, and if I used it in the labyrinth without practice, I would be thrown off by the difference between it and the FN P90. I needed to practice recoil control in advance.


   


  ***


   


  I walked for about fifteen minutes in the direction opposite the Green Ogre Labyrinth. Soon, I found myself in a gently rolling field with a good view. I needed to be sure not to accidentally fire toward any adventurers or guild staff coming and going from the camp, so I looked for a spot where I could shoot toward the slope of a hill.


  I thought it would have been nice to bring something to use as a target, but instead, I found a suitable slope and drew into the stones human-shaped figures the size of goblins. I also drew shapes for goblin fighters and mages, creating makeshift targets.


  “Now, let’s see how the SCAR-H performs in another world.”


  First, I knelt down, set the safety to semi-auto, and pulled a single shot. I aligned the crosshair displayed in my goggles with the FN SCAR-H’s iron sights. Since I was aiming at a slope, the zoom function didn’t activate, but I aimed at a drawn goblin’s head and fired. The sound was just as I remembered from VMB, accompanied by the metallic clink of the ejected shell casing. 


  The familiar sound boosted my spirits, and I kept pulling the trigger at the targets on the slope. As expected, the recoil was significant. But if I couldn’t control it, I had no business using this weapon. I changed magazines and switched to full auto, letting the gunfire ring out across the area. After emptying the magazine, I approached the slope to check the spread and accuracy.


  Not bad.


  The twenty-round magazine felt a bit unreliable for group combat, but I planned to bring both the P90 and SCAR-H into the labyrinth. In VMB, you could only carry one main weapon, but in this world, there seemed to be no such restriction as I confirmed I could carry two at once. I would need to carry more magazines, and, if I moved quickly, the gun I wasn’t holding might swing around, but I could deal with that by shortening the sling—or just put up with it.


  I spent about two hours practicing changing attachments and shooting stances. After finishing my shooting practice, I returned to camp and had a late lunch. While I was eating, a guild staff member told me that Barold and Keith were looking for me. I quickly finished my meal and went to the operations tent.


  Inside were Barold, Keith, and several guild staff and adventurers.


  “I’m here. I heard you were calling for me,” I announced.


  “Schwarz, you finally made it. Where have you been?”


  “Sorry to keep you waiting. I went outside camp to train.”


  “Huh, I heard you were a mapmaker. Training up is a good attitude to have.”


  This comment came from a large human man standing beside Barold. He had short brown hair, wore plate mail, and was probably in his early thirties. This was the prime age for an adventurer, as you were still full of energy.


  “And you are?” I asked.
“I’m Lynel, an A-rank adventurer from Corpse Flower.”
“Nice to meet you, Lynel. I’m Schwarz, a D-rank adventurer.”


  A-rank...wow! Mieche and Frau were B-rank, but it seemed there were even higher-ranked adventurers coming and going at this camp. As for Corpse Flower, that must be a clan name, as the only things I knew by that name were the large, foul-smelling red flower from Southeast Asia and the white flower used in a Chinese soup called “overlord flower.”


  “So you’re joining the subjugation too, mapmaker?” Lynel said.


  “Yes, I’m scheduled to participate with Camellia members in a full party.”


  “The fox women, huh! Listen, Mapmaker, a man who gets ridden by a woman isn’t a real man! You—”


  “Lynel, that’s enough,” Keith interrupted. Lynel clicked his tongue and left the table, clearly dissatisfied. I wasn’t sure where Lynel’s comment was going before Keith cut him off, but it was enough for me to know I didn’t like that guy. 


  “Schwarz, we called you about tomorrow’s subjugation,” Keith continued. “You’ll have to wait for Camellia to arrive, so you won’t be able to join until tomorrow morning or maybe the afternoon...”


  This was the reason Keith and Barold had called me in—they wanted to discuss tomorrow’s schedule. Since I had to wait for Camellia to arrive, another party would head into the labyrinth first thing in the morning.


  The first parties to go in would be Lynel’s Corpse Flower party and another made up of guild staff. The guild staff party would settle in and set up a base camp at the purification spring. No one knew how large or deep the Green Ogre Labyrinth was, so it was important to have a place to rest and recover. Once the base was established, they would return to camp and handle the supply runs.


  The Corpse Flower party would go beyond the purification spring for exploration, mapping, and subjugating monsters as they moved through the labyrinth. They would be on a cycle of three days of exploration and one day of rest back at the base camp.


  My party with the Camellia members would begin the day after tomorrow. We were to follow the same three-day exploration, one-day rest cycle. At the same time, a knight order from the Fortress City of Balga was scheduled to join the effort. They would also operate on the same cycle, thus ensuring that there was always an active subjugation party beyond the purification spring.


  While Barold and Keith filled me in, Lynel sat at a distant table with, I assumed, the rest of the Corpse Flower party. In addition to Lynel in plate mail, there were two lightly armored men and a heavy warrior, six and a half feet tall, in even thicker plate mail. Two female mages in hooded robes stood quietly a little apart from the men. They were not participating in the conversation.


  After my discussion with Barold and Keith was finished, one of the lightly armored men approached me.


  “You’re Schwarz, right? I’m Will, and I’m an A-rank mapmaker from Corpse Flower. I saw your map. Do you have a moment?”


  He extended his hand, and I realized that handshakes existed in this world. I shook it, and we agreed to share exploration information and maps and to respect each other’s mapmaking work.


  Unlike Lynel, Will was polite and intelligent. His short brown hair was well-kept and almost too shiny for an adventurer. There were adventurers like this, too...but perhaps, at heart, he was not so different from Lynel. Despite his comrade’s rudeness, he approached me as if nothing had happened. Maybe that’s just how things worked in their group.


  “Will, feel free to use the space at the purification spring to make your maps. I’ll have a small room I’ll clear out for myself and work there.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, it’s no problem. Besides, I can’t concentrate with people around. I prefer to work in a quiet space. Barold, Keith, I’ll excuse myself now. Oh, may I bring some of the mapmaking tent equipment into the labyrinth?”


  “Ah, yes, Remi arranged those for you, so use them as you like.”


  “Thank you. Well then, I’ll be going.”


   


  ***


   


  As planned, the Corpse Flower and guild staff parties headed into the Green Ogre Labyrinth the next morning. My own departure would be the following day, so I had free time until the Camellia members arrived. I spent my time clearing out monsters and demi-humans drawn to the area around the labyrinth in place of Corpse Flower.


  I also used this as an opportunity for live-fire training with the SCAR-H. I practiced high-mobility movements while carrying the P90, as well as reloading magazines. I also confirmed that ordinary goblins could be taken down with a single headshot and checked the ammo’s penetration power. I considered whether the SCAR-H was truly the right choice.


  In the real world, an ARF assault rifle would be underpowered against large beasts during actual hunting. That was common sense. However, in VMB, the attack power of the 7.62 x 51mm NATO round was set to exceed the real-world power of actual firearms. How did I know? Because when I landed a headshot on a goblin, its skull exploded. In reality, a head wouldn’t explode off the neck like that with a 7.62 x 51mm NATO round.


  I found this power reassuring but frightening. This was not something to be used against people. Previously, when I was accosted by an adventurer party at a shop in the Fortress City of Balga, I shot one of them in the knee with the Five-seveN. The 5.7 x 28mm round was highly penetrative, so it merely pierced the knee. Had I used a 7.62 x 51mm NATO round, the knee would have exploded, and the leg would have been blown off.


  I suspected this power was not exclusive to the 7.62 x 51mm NATO round. I needed to check the effects of shotguns and sniper rifles soon. I owned so many types of firearms that I’d lost count. I needed to fully understand the VMB system and its capabilities to be able to select the best firearm for not only the Green Ogre Labyrinth but for any future labyrinths I explored.


  With that resolved, I hunted the monsters and demi-humans drawn to the labyrinth. Incidentally, I did not skin any of them for materials. I once tried skinning a glass wolf, but everything became so bloody that I vomited. I decided I would only collect magic stones when it was worthwhile.


  I cleared the area around the Green Ogre Labyrinth from morning until noon, then I returned to the operations camp for a lunch break. In the dining tent, I found a group of female adventurers with two familiar faces among them.


  “Ah! You’re back, nya!”


  “Welcome back, Mieche, Frau,” I said.


  “We just arrived, Schwarz,” Frau said. “Let me introduce the Camellia members: Marinda the Heavy Warrior, Lyu the Swordswoman, and Lapitirica Balga the Mage.”


  “Hello! I’m Schwarz, a D-rank adventurer. It’s great to meet you all.”


  “I’m Marinda, an A-rank adventurer of Camellia. So nice to meet you, Schwarz!”


  [image: ]


  Marinda was the first to return my greeting. She was so tall and buff that it almost felt rude to call her feminine. She was taller than me, perhaps around six feet, with dark skin and red, buzz-cut hair. I wondered if she hailed from the same region as Guild Investigator Remi. She had striking features and a massive physique. Her arms were several times the size of mine.


  “I’m Lyu, an A-rank adventurer of Camellia. Nice to meet you.”


  Lyu was slender and wore her long black hair tied back. She had a striking, Japanese-style beauty, and her expressionless, sleepy-looking eyes stared at me intently. Although she was a swordswoman, the sword at her waist wasn’t a Western blade; it had a slight curve and looked more like a katana.


  “I’m Lapitirica Balga, a C-rank adventurer of Camellia. Please call me Laly. Nice to meet you, Schwarz.”


  Lapitirica greeted me last, and she was clearly the youngest in the group. While the rest of us were in our twenties, she seemed to be in her mid-teens, standing five feet tall. She had short-cropped blonde hair and wore a white robe resembling a cleric’s vestments.


  But...Balga? With that surname, she’s probably a noble, but is she related to the Fortress City? If so, that would make her the Lord’s daughter.


  “Laly is the third daughter of Franklin, Duke of Balga, but she’s currently training with Camellia, so you don’t need to worry about it, nya,” Mieche added, sensing my confusion.


  “I-I see. Well, it’s nice to meet you,” I replied.


  It was curious that a lord’s teenage daughter would join an adventurer clan and participate in a labyrinth subjugation, but I let it go. We continued our discussion in the dining tent. We talked about the labyrinth expedition and confirmed each other’s skills and roles. Night had fallen by the time we finished our preparations.


  The next morning, we set out for the Green Ogre Labyrinth at dawn. My party role was scout, and I walked ahead of the five Camellia members and took the lead in navigation and reconnaissance inside the labyrinth. As we advanced, I checked the map displayed in my goggles while the others consulted guild copies of my drawn map to verify its accuracy as we explored. I could hear Marinda and Lyu discussing the map behind me.


  “Schwarz’s map is amazing! I’ve never seen one where the layout and the sense of distance are so consistent!”


  “Our own mapmaker could learn a thing or two from this level of precision.”


  We walked in a 1-2-2-1 formation. I led up front, while Marinda and Lyu followed behind me, then Frau and Laly behind them, and Mieche brought up the rear. I didn’t know if this was standard, but it seemed to be Camellia’s usual arrangement, plus me as the scout.


  Until we reached the purification spring, Marinda, Lyu, and Laly took the lead in combat to get used to fighting in the labyrinth. Marinda, as the heavy warrior and party shield, wielded a short-handled double-bladed axe and a large shield about three feet tall, shaped like a Roman scutum with a slight curve. With it, she blocked goblin attacks and knocked them back to finish them off with her axe.


  Lyu’s sword was odd. It looked like someone had tried to make a katana, but only copied the shape. It looked like a katana. The shape was unmistakably that of a slender, curved, single-edged Japanese sword, but its guard and lack of hamon made it different. Still, her swordsmanship was impressive. She favored iai techniques, and would decapitate a goblin in a single stroke and sheathe her sword, only to thrust it into another’s heart in a smooth, flowing motion.


  Laly was the support specialist, who cast various enhancement spells on Marinda and Lyu. She explained to me that her magic improved the flow of magic power in the recipient. It also increased the effects of body enhancement spells and cast magic barriers around targets.


  Incidentally, we’d had a lively debate the previous night about whether to use honorifics with Laly. I had a habit of adding “mister” or “miss” to acquaintances’ names and generally spoke politely, but Laly insisted that, as both the youngest and a trainee, she didn’t need to be addressed so formally. In the end, we agreed that I would call her whatever felt most natural, so I continued with “Miss Laly.” 


  “Once we pass this small room,” I told them. “We’ll reach the purification spring.”


  “Finally, nya.”


  We passed through the last small room and entered the purification spring. Inside, the guild staff party had set up a base camp with various supplies and provisions. However, the space was clearly divided between Corpse Flower and us. Corpse Flower had about half the room, while our share was only about a quarter, since one corner was taken up by the spring itself.


  A guild staff member who had been left behind at the spring came over to explain the situation. Apparently, Lynel from Corpse Flower had insisted on this division at the operations headquarters and forced it on-site.


  “That’s a rather high-handed way for a clan to behave,” I commented.


  “Corpse Flower is the oldest clan in the country,” Frau explained as she unpacked her gear in our area. “It was originally founded by the Kurtmelga royal family, and not only does it have history and fame, but its strength is still top-tier.” 


  Our plan was to take a short break here before beginning our exploration beyond the spring.


  “As long as we can rest, it’s fine! Let’s take a break and get ready for the afternoon’s exploration!”


  “Agreed. The labyrinth should be conquered as soon as possible. I’ll make some tea. Schwarz, would you like some?”


  Laly ran to the spring to fetch water, moving like a small animal. The others set down their camping gear with a sigh. I wanted to do the same, but...


  “Schwarz, didn’t you bring any camping gear?”


  “Oh, yeah. I only brought a blanket and food, though. I’ll take the rest out before bed.”


  After a short tea break, we left our gear with the guild staff member and resumed our exploration beyond the spring. The planned exploration time was about three hours, including the return trip, so we aimed to go about an hour and a half before heading back. From here on, all six of us would fight together. The map displayed in my goggles showed the same maze-like structure as before the spring, with many corners and dead ends.


  “At the fork ahead, there are three on the left at a dead end. There’re two on the right on the main path,” I said.


  With my sound sensors and map’s light dots, I could almost track enemy movements flawlessly. So far, not a single enemy had surprised us and had always shown up as a dot or made a sound. I didn’t expect that to always be the case, but it certainly made scouting easier.


  “Marinda and Schwarz, right; the rest, left,” said Frau.


  She was the party leader and issued instructions based on my scouting report. Although Marinda and Lyu were A-rank adventurers, Frau was the senior member in Camellia, so she naturally took the lead.


  I switched the P90 to full auto, aimed down the sights, and advanced while firing on the move. Marinda followed at my side, shield at the ready. Two goblin fighters came into view as we turned right at the T-junction.


  They were larger-than-normal goblins who wielded big clubs. I slid my crosshair over the two goblin fighters and fired two-round bursts at each as they crossed in front of me. Marinda tensed at my ranged attack, but, seeing the goblin fighters collapse, she kept her shield up and stayed alert. The goblin fighters both went down with little effort.


  With our side clear, I checked on the others. They had also taken down their three opponents without issue. It seemed those were also fighter-class goblins.


  “Schwarz,” Marinda praised me. “That thing of yours is amazing!”


  She slapped my shoulder hard enough to hurt a little. 


  “It’s so much easier with Schwarz around, nya,” Mieche added, as she collected the magic stones and handed them to Laly, who oversaw storing them.


  When I handed Laly the stones from the goblins I defeated, she looked at me with sparkling eyes. “Thank you for your hard work!” she said cheerfully. She was really adorable.


  We continued along the main path and defeated goblins in both small and large rooms without getting lost in dead ends. There were hardly any normal goblins beyond the spring. Most of them were fighters, but there were a few mages and assassins mixed into the groups.


  At one point, I noticed ten dots moving in a dead end on the edge of the map. It was probably Corpse Flower. Judging by the time, they must have gone toward the dead end on their way back to the spring. Not wanting to run into them, I led our group along the main path a bit further.


  “There’s a small room ahead. Looks like there’re three monsters inside. I don’t recognize these sounds, though. The footsteps are heavier than a fighter’s.”


  “Hobgoblins?” Lyu tilted her head and murmured stoically.


  “Maybe. Hobgoblins are a bit bigger than Goblin Fighters and much stronger,” Frau said. “Marinda, I’m counting on you.” 


  “Leave it to me! I’ll hold them down!”


  As we approached the small room, we could see three hobgoblins from the entrance. Unlike the green-skinned fighters, these had reddish-brown skin, stood a head taller, and wielded large double-edged swords instead of clubs.


  “They’re using living weapons. Schwarz, draw the one on the left; Marinda, take the center; Mieche and Lyu, the right! Laly, use your support magic!”


  Everyone moved into action at Frau’s orders. I aimed at the left hobgoblin’s skull, but it tilted its head and dodged two of my shots. The third shot hit its right eye, blinding it.


  Enraged, it charged at me. I quickly broke from our formation, took aim, and fired two-round bursts at its torso. All the shots hit its chest, and the hobgoblin staggered backward and fell on its back.


  The dot on my goggles disappeared. I could no longer hear its breathing, so I was sure it was down. I immediately shifted my crosshair to the other hobgoblins, but the others ended those fights quickly as well. Marinda cleaved one hobgoblin in half at the waist. The last one burned to death. After Lyu cut its arms off, Frau and Laly finished it off with fireballs.


  As I changed the P90 magazine, I noted that the 5.7 x 28mm rounds were usable, but less effective on hobgoblins than normal goblins. Maybe it was time to use the SCAR-H slung on my back. 


  I walked over to rejoin the others. Our first day of the Green Ogre Labyrinth subjugation was over, and we returned to the base camp at the purification spring. Corpse Flower had already returned as well and occupied half the room. Apart from the corner where they kept their gear, the men were gathered around a campfire, chatting with cups in hand. The two female mages stood back silently, almost like maids or attendants.


  “Well, well. Back already, Mapmaker? What, are you not only leading those fox women around, but also babysitting now?” 


  Lynel called out to me as soon as we returned. He obviously looked down not just on Camellia, but on female adventurers in general, and clearly disliked that I was working with them. 


  What did he mean by babysitting? When I looked back, I saw Laly looking down apologetically.


  “They’re all very reliable and excellent adventurers,” I said. “More importantly, Lynel, the division of the camp space is different from what was decided at the operations headquarters. What’s up with that?” I hadn’t intended to say anything, but his rudeness prompted me to speak up.


  “What are you talking about? You said you didn’t need a place to draw your map, right? So, we’re just making good use of that space,” Lynel replied. 


  That was his justification? I couldn’t accept that. I was about to argue when Frau stopped me and told me to let it go.


  “Sorry, Frau, it seems my comment caused trouble.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Schwarz. But where are you planning to draw your map?”


  “I’ll clean out the small room just before here and draw it there. I don’t want anyone watching me while I work.”


  Lynel apparently didn’t hear our conversation and, perhaps feeling ignored, raised his voice again. 


  “Hey, Mapmaker! You’re going to draw a map now, right? Show us how you do it. Those fox women can’t make use of your maps, so at least teach Will your method.”


  “What are you talking about, nya? Schwarz’s mapmaking method is strictly confidential. Didn’t Barold or Keith tell you? Or did you forget because you’re a moron, nya?” Mieche hissed.


  Was there some history between Corpse Flower and Camellia? Behind me, Lyu stifled a laugh. Instead of her usual blank expression, her face was red and her cheeks puffed out. Laly and Marinda ignored the commotion by preparing tea. Laly seemed a bit concerned, but Marinda was all smiles as she worked.


  “Shut up, cat-girl!”


  “Mieche is right, Lynel,” Will said, stepping in to calm his comrade. “Barold said not to talk about Schwarz’s personal matters or methods. Besides, we can share the map information, so there’s no need to know how it’s made.” 


  Will turned to me. “Hey, Schwarz, welcome back. We’ll be spending several days together here, so let’s avoid pointless quarrels. You’re going to draw a map now, right? Let’s compare our exploration results later. We can share info about the types of goblins we’ve encountered.”


  I agreed. As I left Corpse Flower to go have tea at our designated space, I heard Lynel click his tongue in annoyance behind me.


  After about thirty minutes of tea and conversation around the campfire, I went to the small room before the spring to make today’s map. The others offered to help, but I politely declined and told them to rest and prepare dinner instead. I couldn’t cook, so I was grateful they would handle it.


  In the small room, I quickly dispatched three goblins, then activated the TSS. I considered taking out the desk and tools I had brought from the mapmaking tent using the gift box, but I was wary of being seen by Corpse Flower or being interrupted by more goblins. Instead, I decided to summon a vehicle to test for safety.


  I selected the AEC armored command vehicle from the TSS garage. It’s a World War II British vehicle—essentially an armored bus with thick steel plating and minimal windows—nicknamed the “Dorchester” after the luxury hotel. I mainly chose it for its safety and spaciousness. It had a camper-like interior that featured an L-shaped desk with three chairs around it and two more flanking the outside, providing ample workspace for mapmaking.


  I summoned the Dorchester near the wall, entered through the rear door, and found the interior just as it had been in the game. Even the shelves and cupboards worked. Curious, I put a magic stone in one of the cupboards, exited, and returned the vehicle to the garage. When I summoned it again, the magic stone was still there, confirming that items left inside would remain stored.


  Smiling at this discovery, I took out all my mapmaking tools from the gift box and stored them in the Dorchester’s cupboards and storage spaces. I then sat down and began drawing today’s map. Tracing the explored areas didn’t take long, but making copies for each party member, the guild staff, and Corpse Flower took more time than expected.


  At some point, I heard strange noises outside. The goblins had respawned. Looking through the peephole, I saw three goblins chattering, apparently unaware of the vehicle. Perhaps monsters didn’t recognize it as a threat unless they saw a human. I took my P90, opened the side door, and shot them as they turned toward the sound. After collecting their magic stones, I noticed two dots approaching on my goggles’ map. Judging by the heavy and light footsteps, it was Marinda and Laly.


  “Schwarz! Dinner’s ready!”


  Oops, I had left the Dorchester out. I quickly tried to return it to the garage. Just as I was about to press the button, Marinda and Laly entered and froze at the sight of the vehicle.


  “Uh, I just finished the map,” I said.


  “Schwarz, what is this?!” Marinda exclaimed. She circled the Dorchester with a huge grin.


  “Is this...yours?” Laly asked, clearly intrigued.


  “Well, yes, it’s mine. I’ll tell you about it later. Please go ahead. I’ll clean up here and join you soon.”


  Unsure how to explain, I put a finger to my lips to indicate secrecy, turned them around, and sent them back to the spring. I quickly gathered the completed maps, returned the Dorchester to the garage, and headed to the purification spring.


  Back at the spring, everyone was already eating. Dinner was soup, black bread, and an unfamiliar yellow fruit. 


  “Here you go, Schwarz,” Laly said. She handed me a large wooden bowl filled with meat and vegetable soup. The soup reminded me of a vegetable soup I’d had in Russia, and the black bread had a pleasant wheat aroma. The yellow fruit, called “namii,” was juicy and could be eaten with the skin, much like a pear.


  After dinner, I deflected further questions about the Dorchester with a finger to my lips, and enjoyed good tea and conversation. Will from Corpse Flower then approached.


  “Hey, Schwarz. Is now a good time to talk?”


  “Yes, let’s join the guild staff over there.”


  We approached the guild staff member, who was sitting alone wrapped in a blanket, and together we exchanged maps and information. Will had copies of Corpse Flower’s exploration prepared, and we compared the layouts, goblin types, and where higher-ranked hobgoblins began to appear.


  As we discussed tomorrow’s route, it became clear that the area beyond the spring was not a single main path, but a complex network of branches and merges. Will and the guild staff were fascinated by the detail and accuracy of my map, while I studied Will’s map closely.


  Is this really the route Corpse Flower took? Will’s map covered a wider area, and it suggested that they had explored broadly while avoiding the purification spring. It showed that Corpse Flower had not ventured far beyond the purification spring, mostly exploring side paths instead. Why had they chosen such a route? Could they have really explored so much beyond the spring in such a short time?


  “If you have any questions, feel free to ask,” Will offered, noticing my scrutiny.


  “I’m just noticing how cautious your progress has been,” I replied.


  “Well, a party has already been wiped out here before,” Will explained.


  Wiped out? I recalled Remi mentioning casualties when she first requested my help. That explained it.


  “Will, have you decided on tomorrow’s route?” Lynel asked as he approached.


  “Not yet, we’re still working out the details.”


  There was no point in overlapping with Corpse Flower’s route. We agreed to decide our paths in advance. If we met at a fork, we’d use the presence or absence of glowing grass to choose a direction, and the slower party would take the other path. The guild staff would inform the arriving knight order of this arrangement.


  “So, you drew this?” Lynel commented behind me as we finished exchanging information. “It’s better than I expected...but that’s a shame.” 


  “What’s a shame, Lynel?” I asked, unable to ignore him.


  I was confident in my work. The map was drawn to scale, with clear lines, and icons for all the rooms and springs. All known information was included. What could possibly be missing?


  “You really want to know?”


  When I turned around, Lynel was looking down at me with a sneering grin.


  “I’m curious. After all, I’m here because my labyrinth mapping skills are in high demand.”


  “That’s right. Your labyrinth map is impressive indeed. The shame of it is it came from you.”


  Lynel lightly tapped my chest with his index finger, then pressed harder as if to push me away. It was enough that I staggered back a step.


  “See? You lose your balance from just a little tap. What’s a shame is your own weakness. The great labyrinths across the kingdom go beyond a hundred floors. With your strength, the deepest floor you’ll ever map is twenty at best. You’re bound to freeze and die at the roar of an ogre. Your mapping skills are wasted—”


  “Lynel, that’s enough,” Will interjected.


  Lynel clicked his tongue, shot me another sneering smile, and returned to his group’s area. 


  “Sorry about that,” Will muttered before following after him. I felt an unusual chill in those words.


  After finishing the information exchange, I returned to the Camellia members. I distributed the maps I had made, shared what I had learned from Will, and discussed the next day’s exploration route. After that, we went to sleep.


  Including the guild staff, there were thirteen adventurers at the purification spring. Even with such numbers, we couldn’t afford to sleep without a watch, nor did either party trust the other enough to leave all the watching to one side.


  “We’ll do three-hour shifts. First watch will be Schwarz and Mieche, then me and Lyu, then Marinda and Laly. We’ll use this to keep time.”


  Frau produced an ordinary hourglass with a wooden frame and a glass body. It was just like the kind I often saw in my original world.


   


  ***


   


  Since Mieche and I had the first watch, we spent our shift chatting idly. Of course, I kept an eye on my goggles’ map, watching for any approaching signals. I also discreetly monitored Corpse Flower’s group to make sure they weren’t up to anything.


  “Schwarz, fetch some firewood, nya.”


  “Here you go.”


  I brought some dry branches in from the labyrinth. Mieche tossed them onto the small campfire, which was burning with a faint flame, and she started various topics of conversation.


  “Schwarz, where are you from, nya?”


  “No comment.”


  “‘No comment’? I’ve never heard of it, nya.”


  Obviously, that wasn’t a place, but I decided not to correct her.


  “Where are you from, Mieche?”


  “Nyaa, a small village southeast of the royal capital, nya. By the way, Frau is from far north of the capital, and Marinda is from the far south, nya.”


  “What about Lyu?”


  “She said she’s from an island east of Kurtmelga, nya.”


  An island country to the east, huh.


  “So, Schwarz, do you have a wife, nya?”


  “Huh?”


  The abrupt change in topic from hometowns to relationship status caught me off guard, and I couldn’t help but gulp. Mieche sat hugging her knees, resting her chin on them as she looked at me.


  “Wh-where did that come from all of a sudden?”


  “Judging by your reaction, you don’t, nya.”


  “No, I don’t,” I kept my expression neutral and replied bluntly. An image of a certain woman did float through my mind, but I kept that to myself. 
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  “Purr...”


  Mieche seemed pleased with my answer. Still sitting with her knees hugged to her chest, she skillfully shuffled herself closer until she was right beside me.


  Our conversation continued and ranged over many topics. There were two things I particularly wanted to ask about: the relationship between Corpse Flower and Camellia, and why Laly, Lord Balga’s third daughter, had joined Camellia and participated in labyrinth subjugation.


  Mieche, who was not usually discreet, leaned against me so that Corpse Flower’s members couldn’t overhear us. She was so close that I caught a whiff of her strangely alluring fragrance, something feminine mixed with the musk of post-exploration sweat.


  “Mieche, you’re too close.”


  “Labyrinth nights are cold, nya. It’ll affect tomorrow’s exploration if you get chilled, nya.”


  “But the labyrinth temperature is constant. What could cause it to change?”


  “Do you want to know about Corpse Flower or not, nya?”


  “Okay, fine.”


  The relationship between Corpse Flower and Camellia was not complicated. Mieche explained that Corpse Flower was an established, well-known, and powerful clan. Over its long history, a culture developed that placed male adventurers above females, partly because the royal family of Kurtmelga, who often participated, was exclusively male.


  In contrast, Camellia was formed by female adventurers who disliked being looked down on and used by male adventurers. Camellia’s history was as old as Corpse Flower’s, and while the latter often included male royals, Camellia attracted many noblewomen and daughters of noble families. Hence, Laly. So, why did noblewomen like Laly join Camellia and work as adventurers? The answer was simple: bridal training.


  There were two types of nobility in this country. There were ordinary nobles and magical nobles, who maintained bloodlines with high magical power. To preserve these bloodlines, magical noble families sent their daughters out for training upon adulthood in order to develop their magical power and gain experience. After becoming accomplished mages, they would be married off to other magical noble families or within the royal family, thus continuing the line of powerful mages. The magical nobles of the Kingdom of Kurtmelga had maintained their bloodlines this way for generations. The Balga ducal house, to which Laly belonged, was one such family, and she had been sent to Camellia for training as proof of her growth.


  “Is magical nobility really something that must be preserved to the point of sending young women out for training?” I asked.


  “I don’t know, nya. But without powerful mages, this country would be swallowed by the labyrinths, nya. Adventurers alone can’t do it; someone must lead from the front. That’s the role of magical nobles, nya.”


  Mieche rubbed her cheek against my shoulder as she spoke. She wrapped her long, brown-and-red striped tail around my waist, moving it up and down. She pulled my hand against her large chest, hugging me close.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Marking you with my scent, nya.”


  “I-I see...”


  That seemed to be the end of the conversation. Mieche, apparently enjoying herself, purred softly as she focused on her “scent marking.”


  So there are magical nobility and bridal training here. I still know very little about this country, this continent, this other world... Maybe I shouldn’t judge it too quickly based on my own feelings. It felt like I had found yet another meaning, goal, or purpose for living here. Its people, culture, customs—I wanted to learn more.


  Chapter 3


   


  WE GREETED THE MORNING after an uneventful night of a watch rotation. Our goal for the day was to locate the gatekeeper, so we began our exploration early, making sure to eat a hearty breakfast to avoid getting hungry along the way.


  Corpse Flower was also planning an early departure, but since they would be resting at camp after their exploration, they were busy packing up their designated area. In reality, though, only the two female mages were doing the actual work. Lynel and the other men seemed to be checking their weapons and gear.


  “It’s time to go,” Frau announced, resuming our labyrinth exploration.


  We headed straight to the area we had reached the previous day. By comparing our map with Corpse Flower’s, we could confirm that we hadn’t passed the gatekeeper’s location. In a labyrinth believed to have only one floor, it was unlikely the gatekeeper would be somewhere in the middle; it would probably be at the far end, or perhaps in a central area reached by circling around. In any case, we needed to push forward.


  We dispatched any goblins we encountered, avoided unnecessary fights, and reached the small room where we had last encountered hobgoblins in less than half the time it had taken the previous day.


  “They’re here. Five of them. Frau, may I initiate the attack?”


  “Are you going in alone?”


  “Of course not. I’ll attack from outside the room.”


  “That’s fine. After Schwarz’s attack, Lyu and Mieche will move in front, Marinda will take the middle, and Laly and I will take up the rear.”


  Around the corner, a straight corridor led to the small room. I could hear the hobgoblins’ footsteps inside. I stopped at the corner and told Mieche and Lyu to keep their distance.


  “Up until now, I’ve used relatively quiet attacks, but what I’m about to use is much louder. Please move back a bit. I’ll attack from a crouch, and when I stand up, both of you should move forward.”


  “Understood, nya.”


  This time, I was using the SCAR-H. I darted around the corner, dropped to one knee, aimed down the sights, switched to semi-auto, and aligned the crosshair with the head of the hobgoblin in the center of the room. The distance was less than sixty-five feet. The monsters noticed me and growled menacingly. In that instant, the gunshot echoed throughout the labyrinth and a hole appeared in the hobgoblin’s head, exploding its skull.


  “Nya!”


  The gunshot wasn’t the only thing that echoed from the walls. For Mieche, whose beastkin hearing was especially sensitive, the raw gunshot was painfully loud. My own ears were protected by the sound sensors, which automatically adjusted the volume to prevent ringing or pain, but Mieche’s cat ears flattened against her hair.


  Mieche momentarily distracted me, but then the hobgoblins in the room roared in response. I turned back to face them as two charged at us, wielding greatswords. There was no time to aim for their heads. As they rushed forward, I fired two-round bursts at their torsos, sweeping the crosshair from left to right. 


  I moved too quickly! The bullets struck the right hobgoblin in the chest, knocking it onto its back, but only hit the left one in the shoulder. I missed a shot. The left hobgoblin, merely flesh-wounded, closed in on me.


  “Gwooooo!” it roared.


  With one hand, it swung its greatsword in a horizontal slash aimed at me. But my left hand was already in the path of the blade.


  “Not so fast!”


  I activated the Circle Barrier Shield on my left arm, and it intercepted the incoming greatsword. The shield, deployed in midair, absorbed the blow with a loud impact. Using the momentum from swinging my left arm, I twisted my waist and with my right hand thrust the SCAR-H into the hobgoblin’s mouth from below. I felt the barrel hit its upper jaw, and I pulled the trigger. The 7.62 x 51mm NATO round blew its head off, with only its lower jaw remaining.


  “Are you all right?!” Lyu rushed over. From behind the corner, neither she nor Mieche had seen the monster’s approach. Normally, they would have heard its footsteps, but the SCAR-H’s gunshot had left Lyu with a slight ringing in her ears.


  In that state, it would have been impossible to react to a hobgoblin and its already-swinging greatsword coming from a blind spot. Their recovery and follow-up was quick, though. Seeing me blow off the hobgoblin’s head, Lyu immediately understood the situation and moved to cover me. The remaining two hobgoblins in the room cautiously approached.


  Frau issued instructions: “Marinda, move up! Mieche, pull yourself together! Laly, watch Schwarz’s arm!”


  Marinda joined Lyu at my side, facing the creatures two-on-two. Frau and Laly also advanced to my side.


  “Schwarz, give me your left hand!” Laly said. “I’ll cast a healing spell!”


  Laly took my left hand, raised her mace that served as a magic conduit with her right hand, and began chanting an incantation.


  “Aqua Heal.”


  When the spell name was invoked, a bluish-white mist drenched my left hand, making it glow faintly. Within seconds, the mist burst and vanished.


  “Eh?!”


  I knew it...


  I had a feeling this would happen. In this world, enhancement and healing magic apparently worked by interfering with the target’s magic power to strengthen or regenerate them. In other words, such magic had no effect on a dud like me.


  “N-no way!”


  Laly immediately understood what had—or rather, had not—happened. Really, though, it wasn’t a big deal.


  “It’s fine, Laly. My left hand isn’t injured at all, so there’s no problem.”


  “But...you blocked that greatsword with your left arm.”


  “Really, it’s fine. Could you let go of my hand?”


  Laly still held my left hand. Realizing this, she let go, still looking confused.


  I created some space in front of my left hand and deployed the CBS. It wasn’t completely invisible—it was a distortion in the air that formed a circular shield.


  “Is that...a magic barrier? But I thought you were a dud?”


  “It’s not a magic barrier, but it’s similar. That’s what blocked the attack earlier, and why I’m not hurt.”


  “Wait, what?”


  Completely lost, Laly looked as if a bunch of question marks floated above her head. Meanwhile, it seemed the remaining two hobgoblins had been defeated. The plan had gotten a bit off track, but with the fight over, we could resume exploring...


  “What is that, nya!”


  But not quite yet.


  “I’ve told you before: This is my skill.”


  I remembered having this same conversation before, but there was nothing else I could say. I had no intention of revealing anything about VMB or that I was an outsider from another world. Bloodline skills were rare, possessed by only a handful of families, and their details were never made public. In the Kingdom of Kurtmelga, the only thing known was that the royal family possessed one. That was all the cover I had to conceal the truth.


  “What’s wrong, Mieche?” Lyu and the others came back to check on us after having finished off the remaining hobgoblins.


  “Lyu-nyan, listen to this. Schwarz wasn’t injured at all, nya.”


  Wait, “Lyu-nyan”? Mieche has a nickname for her?


  I hadn’t talked much with Lyu, not even after joining up at camp. She maintained a poker face and didn’t seem chatty. Apparently, she was friendly enough with Mieche to be called that...


  “Mieche, please don’t call me that during exploration,” Lyu said.


  “Sorry, nya.”


  “Schwarz! It looked like you blocked the hobgoblin’s greatsword. Are you really okay?”


  Marinda peered closely at my left hand.


  “Yes, I’m fine. My Arms skill is both offensive and defensive.”


  “Bloodline skills really are mysterious. What I’m wondering is: can you do more than just attack and defend?” Frau’s sharp gaze and emerald eyes silently pressed mine for answers.


  Before I could answer, Laly’s lament cut off Frau’s questioning.


  “Frau-sis, my healing magic had no effect on Schwarz.”


  “Because he’s a dud, right?”


  “I think so,” I said. “Laly, try casting a Body Enhancement spell on me.”


  “Huh? O-okay.”


  At my request, Laly began chanting the incantation.


  “Strength.”


  When Laly’s magic was successfully cast, a thin membrane of light spread to envelop my entire body, but midway through, it burst and scattered.


  “Ugh.” Seeing her magic fail again, Laly slumped to her knees in disappointment.


  “As expected, enhancement and healing magic don’t work on Schwarz,” Frau said.


  “Yes,” I replied. “Both enhancement and healing magic activate by interfering with the target’s magic power, right? Since I, as a dud, don’t have magic power to interfere with, this type of magic has no effect on me.” 


  “I haven’t tried it, but status ailment magic probably wouldn’t work, either. That also causes disturbances in the target’s magic power to induce the effect,” Frau added.


  While comforting the disheartened Laly, I listened to Frau’s analysis. 


  What exactly is a dud? Why were unmagical people born into a magical world? Well, there’s no time to ponder it now–we need to move on.


  We reformed our formation and resumed our exploration into the labyrinth depths. From now on, I was not allowed to initiate risky attacks. The crew thought that if I were injured, there would be no way to heal me, since healing magic and items would have no effect. In truth, my body had a natural regenerative ability, so even if I were wounded, a short rest would suffice for recovery. I kept that to myself, of course.


  We passed through the small room and continued deeper. Looking back at the previous fight, I realized that Mieche’s shout had thrown off my aim, but I was otherwise satisfied with the SCAR-H’s firepower. However, the noise it produced was harsh for beastkin like Mieche, so I needed to warn her before using it. While submachine guns like the P90 had suppressor attachments, the VMB system did not allow ARF-type rifles to use them for game balance. There were some ARFs with built-in suppression or other offensive attachments, but there was nothing to reduce sound. Incidentally, there was no gunpowder smell at all.


  I switched back to my main weapon, the P90, and continued mapping as we advanced. According to what Will from Corpse Flower had told me, the demi-humans encountered deeper in the labyrinth would be of a higher rank than those near the small room. Hobgoblins were now the baseline, and even stronger variants were expected ahead, likely near the gatekeeper.


  As we proceeded, eliminating hobgoblins in the corridors, a large room appeared on the map. Unsurprisingly, there were many signals inside, and I could hear several heavy footsteps.


  “Turn there and go a little further,” I reported. “There are multiple presences ahead. It might be a large room.” 


  “If it is, then the deepest point may be close.” Frau nodded, then issued instructions.


  As before, Frau and Laly would cast Area-of-Effect spells at the room’s entrance. I would follow with my ranged attack, and then the three melee fighters would move in to secure the area.


  I made sure to warn Mieche about using the SCAR-H. 


  “Got it, nya,” she replied, and flattened her cat ears against her head to minimize the acoustic trauma. I’ve always been a cat person, so I couldn’t help but find her gestures adorable. I also kept that to myself.


  As we approached the entrance, everyone saw the hobgoblins inside. There were seven in total, with three near the center and four scattered around the room. Frau and Laly advanced to just behind me, but didn’t attack immediately.


  “Those are hobgoblin mages,” Frau said. “Even if they never leave the room, they’ll put up a barrier if they hear a magic incantation.” 


  “Those three in the center?” I asked.


  The three in the center wore different clothing from the hobgoblins we’d fought so far. While the normal ones were bare-chested, these guys wore necklace-like ornaments and tunic-like garments down to their knees.


  “Yes. Laly and I can probably cancel their barriers, but we don’t know how much damage we can do. Schwarz, focus your attacks on those three.”


  “Understood.”


  “Marinda, take care of the four around the edges.”


  “Leave it to me! I’ll draw them in!”


  The hobgoblins in the large room had already noticed us and growled that they were ready for battle. Why monsters and demi-humans gathered in such rooms, I had no idea, but perhaps it was at the will of some greater force to instigate group battles.


  “Cyclone.”


  “Aqua Dance.”


  Frau and Laly began chanting their spells. This made the hobgoblin mages scramble, and the air in the large room rippled and distorted. They must have put up magic barriers.


  I watched as a raging tornado and a disc of water swirled toward them. 


  If such magic were ever cast at me, how would I avoid it? Would I slide-jump out of the area? Deploy the CBS to withstand it? Or could I prevent the enemy from chanting in the first place?


  As I considered future tactics against magic users, I knelt and aimed the SCAR-H, aligning the crosshair beyond the cyclone and whirlpool.


  When my view cleared after the two area spells subsided, I saw that the three mages were still alive. Of the four normal hobgoblins, one was outside the barrier and lay battered on the ground, while the other three seemed only lightly wounded.


  Before the mages could counterattack, I aimed and finished them off. The fire selector was set to semi-auto. I targeted the one kneeling in the center first, as it seemed to be the leader, and pulled the trigger. Three thunderous gunshots rang out, accompanied by the metallic clink of ejected casings. Three hobgoblin mages’ heads exploded.


  As soon as I confirmed I’d done my job and the Mages were neutralized, Marinda, Lyu, and Mieche charged past me. I had enough rounds left to take out the normal ones, but there was no need to be greedy.


  I aimed at the normal hobgoblin felled by the initial magic attack and watched it become enveloped in black mist until it faded away. Then I shifted my aim to observe the melee fighters through the iron sights.


  “Frau, I’m going to step out for a bit,” I said as we took a short break in the cleared large room.


  “Be quick about it. We’ll be leaving soon.”


  I headed back toward the exit, activating the TSS in the corridor. The real reason I left the party wasn’t just to relieve myself. Ever since joining the Camellia party, I had made it a habit to step away during breaks to resupply ammunition. Even when I didn’t need to, I did so to make it seem routine. Normally, leaving the party like this would be extremely dangerous and it was forbidden in most groups, but given my scouting and combat abilities, I was permitted to do so as long as I avoided combat as much as possible. Again, they worried my healing would be difficult if I were injured. Presumably, the others took care of their own needs during this time as well.


  As I operated the TSS, I reflected on this exploration and my current job. What began as a mapping request from Remi had quickly turned into a labyrinth subjugation mission. When I accepted the request, I gave Remi three conditions: first, to keep the mapmaker’s name confidential; second, to allow me to explore alone or with a small, trusted group; third, not to disclose my mapping methods or skills used during exploration.


  Looking back, I realized these conditions weren’t being strictly observed. I had explained my disguised abilities to the Camellia members, and while I had asked them not to talk about it, my name as a mapmaker was now known not only to guild staff but also to the top clans in the country. Participating in the labyrinth subjugation was something I wanted to do, but as a result, my abilities would be seen by many. 


  This job had both advantages and disadvantages. On reflection, it wasn’t even officially through the Comprehensive Guild, but as a direct request from Remi. I was unsure how much authority she had, but perhaps I was naive to expect strict information control. The conditions weren’t meant to be absolute, but to prevent my freedom from being restricted by similar direct requests in the future.


  At the very least, I would reiterate my wishes to Remi regarding information control on the Comprehensive Guild side. As for Corpse Flower and the knight order, we would meet after today’s exploration, and I could clarify what information could and could not be revealed. Firearm performance, vehicle existence, mapping ability, detection ability, and the gift box were acceptable. However, my system use via TSS, sound sensors, auto-translation, support weapons other than vehicles, vehicle mobility, and my tireless and self-regenerating body were not. These were not to be revealed to anyone I didn’t trust.


  That boundary was absolute until I understood why I had ended up in this other world.


  “I’m back. Shall we get going?”


  “Ah, Schwarz is back, nya.”


  “Schwarz, we’re ready. Let’s aim for the gatekeeper today. We’ll attack if we find it early.”


  “Understood. Frau, I’m ready anytime.”


  When I returned to the large room, the Camellia members were already prepared. We resumed our exploration further into the labyrinth depths. The demi-humans we encountered were all higher-ranked than hobgoblins, confirming we were getting close.


  And then, we saw it.


  “A gate,” Lyu murmured.


  In the previously featureless stone-brick corridors of the Green Ogre Labyrinth, we saw, for the first time, a structure that was not just stone walls, but a gate.


  “It’s been a while since I’ve faced a gatekeeper!” Marinda exclaimed.


  “Marinda, you’ve fought a gatekeeper before?” I asked.


  “Yeah! Both Lyu and I have. It’s one of the requirements to become A-rank!”


  “Enough chatter. We still have time. Let’s go!” Frau said, immediately deciding to attack the gatekeeper.


  The gate before us was made of pure white stone, the pillars and doors covered in intricate carvings. The design reminded me of Auguste Rodin’s The Gates of Hell. The carvings depicted humans, beastkin, fae, and, in contrast, monsters and demi-humans. At the top center of the gate was a small stone throne, but it was empty—no one sat there. According to the map, there was a large room beyond the gate. That was likely where the gatekeeper waited.


  Gatekeeper and dungeon master battles were said to be one party versus the boss. The standard party size was six, so six-on-one was the most common scenario, though sometimes multiple parties or clans would attack together. When the subjugation was a Comprehensive Guild request, the gatekeeper was first-come, first-serve, while the dungeon master was usually defeated together with either guild investigators or the knight order.


  As I listened to these common practices, I pushed open the gate before me. The gatekeeper’s chamber was vast—it was just an open space with no pillars. At the far end stood an imposing figure far larger than any green-skinned goblin I’d encountered. It had a massive upper body and short, thick, muscular legs.
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  The creature must have stood over six and a half feet tall. Its upper body was clad in light leather armor to protect its shoulders and chest, and it wore a large gauntlet on its right hand. It held a warhammer with an intricately designed head, bound to the shaft with chains. Its hips were covered only by tattered cloth trousers, while its head was protected by an iron helmet that concealed the upper half of its face. Underneath it, only its fierce red eyes and large, fanged mouth were visible.


  “That’s an ogre...a fighter type,” I heard Frau murmur. 


  This was an ogre, a rank above the hobgoblins we had fought so far, and even among ogres, this was a higher-tier variant. This was the gatekeeper of the Green Ogre Labyrinth!


  “Bwooooo!” it roared. 


  We spread out into formation as Frau and Laly began their magical incantations. Marinda took the front with Mieche and Lyu flanking her.


  “I’ll take the initiative,” I said. I knelt beside Marinda, aimed my P90 and aligned the crosshair with the ogre fighter’s head. It remained at the far end of the room and continued to roar and threaten us.


  I fired two quick bursts, and the 5.7 x 28mm rounds struck the gatekeeper’s head cleanly. There was a dull metallic sound that rang out simultaneously.


  “Did it bounce off?” I asked.


  I couldn’t tell how thick the ogre fighter’s helmet was, but it must have been several centimeters thick for the 5.7 x 28mm rounds not to penetrate. Still, not every shot hit the helmet; some grazed the ogre fighter’s cheek and drew blood. It was enraged by the attack, and it let out an even louder roar that echoed throughout the gatekeeper’s chamber.


  “Watch out! That’s not just a roar!” Marinda shouted.


  Indeed, the moment the roar was unleashed, I could see the air tremble and a wave-like force spread out. That definitely wasn’t good.


  Frau and Laly finished their incantations and cast enhancement magic on the three frontliners. The last spells I heard were “Strength” and “Agility.” Empowered, the three frontliners charged forward. The ogre fighter readied its warhammer and charged at us as well. At this point, my opportunities to attack were limited. I couldn’t shoot carelessly and risk friendly fire. 


  I moved slightly to the right of the formation, away from the frontliners and rear guards, and positioned myself to target the ogre fighter’s legs. Kneeling, I aimed down the sights, tracking both the monster’s and the frontliners’ movements, and aligned the crosshair with the ogre fighter’s knee.


  Watching the fight, I waited for a moment when I could shoot without risking hitting an ally and, when the ogre’s attention was elsewhere, pulled the trigger. 


  There—


  “Guaaargh!”


  The ogre fighter clutched its right knee and collapsed to a crouch. I couldn’t tell if I had destroyed the cap, but its flesh armor was clearly vulnerable to the 5.7 x 28mm rounds. The ogre fighter quickly realized who had caused its pain. It turned toward me, its red eyes burning even brighter, and growled menacingly.


  But was it wise to focus on me?


  As the ogre fighter clutched its right knee and stopped moving, the three frontliners converged on it with their attacks.


  “Sword Unsheathed, Crescent Moon!”


  “Four Shadow Moons, nya!”


  “Whoa, Splitting Slash!”


  Next, Frau and Laly’s attack magic rained down on the ogre fighter.


  “Aqua Lance.”


  The Aqua Lance spells poured down like rain, covering the ogre fighter’s entire body in blood. As its angry shouts turned into a snorting moan, I fired another bullet into its right knee, obliterating it.


  “Guugyyaaaa!”


  The ogre fighter’s red eyes fixed not on the three fighters in front of it, but on me, who had been continuing my relentless attack from the side. Its mouth opened wide, and a red glow lit up from within. It was a Magic Cannon!


  I quickly prepared to deploy the CBS on my left hand, but the Magic Cannon missed me.


  “Aqua Lily!”


  I was not the only one who sensed the ogre fighter’s movement. Frau quickly chanted a magic incantation, and a rotating water shield shaped like a lotus flower appeared between me and the ogre fighter.


  At the same time, a roar infused with magical power thundered out, and the red blast it emitted collided with Aqua Lily.


  “Schwarz, don’t let your guard down! Laly, seal its mouth!”


  “On it!”


  “Yes!”


  The magical blast’s heat clashed with the water shield, and I was enveloped in steam. Through the mist, I heard the three frontliners attacking, and Laly’s incantation: “Aqua Band!”


  As I heard the spell name declared, I slide-jumped out of the steam and landed in a kneeling position while drawing my P90. Through the iron sights, I saw the ogre fighter struggling with a band of liquid wrapped around its mouth and nose. No matter how it clawed at it, the liquid could not be grasped, and it sealed off the ogre fighter’s ranged attack. With its Magic Cannon disabled, close combat with the three frontliners resumed.


  However, ignoring the three people directly in front of it, the ogre fighter fixed its gaze on Laly, who was currently causing it the most trouble. It swung its massive warhammer wildly, repeatedly striking Marinda’s large shield, all the while desperately trying to remove Aqua Band.


  The red eyes glowed beneath its iron helmet as it twitched in pain. It was likely suffocating with its nose and mouth sealed. Although it managed to keep moving far longer than an ordinary person could, even it was reaching its limit.


  “Voooooo!”


  A wave of magical energy surged around the ogre fighter. Did it intend to blow Aqua Band away? Regardless of the liquid covering its face, it roared and frothed at the mouth, and the magical wave caused the air around it to tremble once again.


  “Laly, hold on!”


  “Got it!”


  Laly focused intently on maintaining control of Aqua Band, while Frau used another spell to bind the ogre fighter’s legs and restrained its movement. However, the wave of magical energy had a repelling effect and sent the three frontliners flying backwards. The moment the area around the ogre fighter was cleared of enemies, its focus narrowed to a single target—me.


  I aimed the crosshair at the ogre fighter’s chest, aligning it with the iron sights and preparing to pull the trigger. 


  But I hesitated. Is it about to do something?


  Even though no one else was nearby, the ogre fighter began swinging its warhammer overhead with increasing momentum. I noticed the decorative-looking chain wrapped around it was writhing. 


  No way. Could it be...?


  I lowered my P90 and dashed toward the spot where the monster had been glaring. At the same moment, the head of the swinging warhammer was released. It flew straight toward Laly, the chain clinking loudly as it extended across the gatekeeper’s chamber.


  “Laly, watch out!” I shouted.


  A warning shout, almost like a scream, echoed through the chamber, accompanied by the metallic sound of the chain.


  “Laly!”


  I dashed into a slide jump, keeping my eyes fixed on the incoming hammerhead. I tackled Laly from the side, pulled her into an embrace to get her out of harm’s way, and simultaneously deployed the CBS.


  The warhammer was like a flail or a morning star. It had a concealed chain connecting the head to the shaft. The chain extended much farther than it appeared it would. Clearly, this was a magical weapon of some sort.


  As I held Laly, the CBS intercepted the flying hammerhead. However, the impact was far greater than I anticipated, and both Laly and I were sent flying, crashing back-first into the wall of the gatekeeper’s chamber. The hammerhead recoiled and its clinking chain snaked its way back into the ogre fighter’s grip.


  “Th-thank you very much,” Laly said. “I’ll heal you right away. Oh, right.” 


  She looked worried and apologetic as she realized there was nothing she could do.


  I couldn’t be healed by magic if I were to get injured. With only a small amount of healing salve available, I really couldn’t afford to get hurt in this situation. That was the official stance, at least. The wall slam had made me lose the strength in my legs, and I ended up sitting on the floor.


  “I-I’m all right. I just hit my back a little, that’s all.”


  In reality, the pain in my back would soon disappear, as simply waiting a short while in a non-combat state would be enough for my injuries to heal. That’s just how my body worked now.


  “Laly! Schwarz! Are you all right?” Frau’s worried voice called out to us while she stayed focused on the ogre fighter’s next move.


  “I’m fine!” I replied.


  Because Laly had been blown away, Aqua Band dissolved into ordinary water and flowed away. The freed ogre fighter opened its mouth wide and roared. Whether it was anger at Laly’s survival or at my last-minute intervention, it was so enraged that foam formed at its mouth as it glared at us with a furious expression.


  And then—gradually—I could no longer hear its roar.


  “Hey, something’s wrong—be on guard!” Marinda shouted. She was still standing in front of the ogre fighter.


  The roar that echoed through the gatekeeper’s chamber was charged with magical power and became a skill in and of itself. The air-shaking roar passed through our bodies. For me, it felt like a tickle, but for the Camellia members—no, for all inhabitants of this world—it was different. Once the magic passed through their bodies, the others trembled as if paralyzed by fear. They all collapsed to their knees and became immobile.


  “It used Fear Howling!” Laly murmured. She trembled against my chest as I turned my gaze back to the Ogre Fighter.


  I saw smoke rising from its right knee. I thought I’d destroyed it, but it was regenerating. I wondered if it also possessed extraordinary natural healing abilities, like me.


  Satisfied with the effects of its spell, the ogre fighter put strength into its healing knee and stood up. It set its sights on Marinda as its next target. She had been knocked back by the roar’s wave and was now the closest prey.


  Marinda leaned on the large shield, still unable to move. The ogre fighter stood in front of her and looked down at her trembling knees with satisfaction. He swung the giant warhammer down.


  “Marinda!”


  “No way!”


  Frau and Laly screamed.


  I had no intention of watching that blow go by without doing anything. I reached out to Laly, who was clutching at my field jacket, as if to hug her. I took aim with the P90. 


  “Eh?” Laly let out a confused sound at my sudden movement, but I ignored her for now.


  I aimed the crosshair at the descending warhammer and kept pulling the trigger. The rounds fired almost silently thanks to the suppressor, and altered the warhammer’s trajectory as it came down. I emptied the magazine into the Warhammer, and it struck just to the side of Marinda.


  “Schwarz!” Marinda exclaimed. She immediately realized why the warhammer missed her. She glanced over at me and gave a bold, appreciative smile.


  I returned a slight smile, then switched weapons. I aligned the SCAR-H’s crosshair with the Ogre Fighter’s head. It also realized how its attack was thwarted. It faced me and roared so aggressively that it opened itself up to my advantage. My target wasn’t its armored head, but its unprotected gaping mouth. I aligned the crosshairs and warned the others.


  “Cover your ears.”


  “Eh?”


  “Laly, please cover your ears.”


  Still clinging to my chest, she didn’t immediately understand me, but when she saw the black SCAR-H next to her face, she quickly realized. She let go of my field jacket, covered her small ears, closed her eyes, and buried her face in my chest—though that was probably more than necessary.


  I pulled the trigger, sending the NATO rounds into the monsters’ exposed mouth. The recoil caused the barrel to jump with each shot. I controlled it and tracked the ogre fighter’s head, making millimeter adjustments as it jerked from the impacts. The gatekeeper tried to block its mouth with its left hand, but I shot off its fingers, then through its palm. I destroyed its mouth, jaw, and throat, ensuring it could never use the troublesome Fear Howling again.


  Unable to bear it any longer, the ogre fighter let out a sound that was neither a scream nor a shriek. Howling in pain, its warhammer dropped from its right hand and it clutched its face.


  “Mieche!”


  “Hiss!”


  I had bought enough time. Lyu and Mieche, having recovered from Fear Howling’s effects, leapt in from either side to flank the ogre fighter. Mieche circled behind it and gouged at its nape. The force of her attack caused the ogre fighter’s jaw to lift, and as its hands moved to cover its face, they ended up behind its neck.


  “Sword Unsheathed, Purple Lightning Strike.” Lyu activated her skill and targeted its now-exposed neck.


  True to the name, Purple Lightning, the slash she made while drawing her sword was so fast it was almost impossible to see. As she sliced through its neck, only a shining trail and the sound of the sword being sheathed remained. Fresh blood spurted from the ogre fighter’s neck, and the gaping wound had grown more than halfway through its thick neck.


  “Whoa!” Marinda cried out in surprise. 


  Recovered from the immobilizing condition, she swung her double-edged axe as if to deliver the final blow. It met the slashed neck wound perfectly, and the impact sent the ogre fighter’s head skyward into the ceiling. This signaled that the battle with the Green Ogre Labyrinth’s gatekeeper had been won.


  [image: ]


  The headless ogre fighter slowly collapsed on its back. The flying head rolled down between the gatekeepers and was quickly engulfed in a black mist and sank into the ground. The headless body was also enveloped in a black mist and sank into the labyrinth, but the ogre fighter’s warhammer remained unscathed.


  “It looks like it dropped its Living Armor.”


  “As far as magical weapons go, Living Armor is a rare find.”


  Frau and Mieche, like me, watched the ogre fighter’s body dissipate.


  Lyu was watching Marinda. Though the ogre’s final blow had missed, she’d taken many as the party’s shield throughout the bout. It was no wonder she was injured.


  “Laly, it’s over.”


  Laly was still buried in my arms with her hands covering her ears. I lightly tapped her back to let her know the battle was over.


  “Huh? What? Did you defeat the ogre fighter?” she asked.


  “Yeah, Marinda was the last one to—”


  “Nya! Laly, what are you doing?!”


  I sat with my back to the wall, and Laly leaned against my chest as if she was being held. She looked nothing like the explorer who had been fighting just a moment ago.


  Seeing this, Mieche came running over to me, meowing.


  “Whoa!”


  “Laly’s the only one getting away with it! Nya!”


  With the same momentum as she ran, Mieche dove into my arms.


  “Mieche, that hurts.”


  Mieche, not minding that Laly was between us, hugged me, rubbing her cheek against Laly’s, then jumped on top of me and gave me a hug.


  “Well done, Schwarz.”


  Mieche’s large chest pressed against my face. Its softness was obvious even through her light armor. The excitement from the battle threatened to turn into something else, but the other members quickly pulled Mieche off me, helping me regain my composure.


  Laly also stood up and straightened her disheveled clothes while trying to cool her blushing face. Marinda stood next to her.


  “You saved me, Schwarz! Thank you!” Marinda gave me a big smile and reached out her hand. I took it, stood up, then looked around to see that Lyu and Frau had also joined us.


  “Schwarz, is your back okay?”


  “I’m fine, Frau.”


  “Don’t let your guard down,” Lyu said.


  “She’s right,” Frau said. “Let’s head back for now. We’ll join up with the knight order before facing the dungeon master.” 


  “Still, that was dangerous. I never expected the gatekeeper to use Fear Howling in the first room.”


  “That’s a skill you hardly ever see, even below the fiftieth floor, nya.”


  “It’s also rare for a magic weapon to be a living weapon. If Schwarz had hesitated for even a moment, Laly wouldn’t have made it out unscathed. And if you weren’t a dud, Schwarz, Marinda would have died. Thank you so much!” Frau added.


  “That just comes with the territory,” I replied. I felt a bit embarrassed by Frau’s straightforward gratitude. Still, it was precisely to prevent adventurers and explorers from falling into such unforeseen dangers that the Adventurers’ Guild and labyrinth management existed.


  “This victory is all thanks to you,” Frau continued. “The living weapon can serve as our proof of subjugation. You can have it, if you want it, Schwarz.” 


  Mieche went to retrieve the warhammer. Thanks to Laly’s healing magic, Marinda seemed to have recovered as well. I declined Frau’s offer. If I were promoted to C-rank, I might start receiving direct requests. So long as I was qualified to enter labyrinths and could earn enough to live comfortably, I wanted to avoid the hassle of promotion exams and direct requests. 


  Besides, I lacked the basic knowledge needed to hunt monsters and demi-humans in the wild. For now, I judged it easier to keep fighting in labyrinths than to study up on that. Being able to see and experience firsthand the gatekeeper’s strength and armor was valuable experience for when I eventually tried to conquer a labyrinth solo. Now, only one enemy remained in this subjugation: the dungeon master.


  I did not intend to participate in that. Once we returned to the purification spring, the final subjugation party—the knight order from the Fortress City of Balga—would probably be there. It was bad enough that I’d have to remind the Comprehensive Guild staff and Corpse Flower to not discuss the quality of my maps. I’d end up revealing even more of my secrets if I joined the knight order in subjugating the dungeon master. Remi probably had no influence over the knight order, since it was a separate organization, so I decided to step back voluntarily.


  With that, we all gazed at the back of the room at the white stone gate that led to the dungeon master. We then left the large room and returned to the purification spring.


   


  ***


   


  When we returned to the purification spring, we found a group clad in matching armor had arrived. This was the knight order, as expected. What was unexpected was that there were not just six people, which equaled one party, but eighteen, making them the size of three parties.


  “Oh, Lady Lapitirica! You have returned!”


  The speaker was a particularly large knight who stepped forward from among the others busily working around the spring. He was an elderly knight with slicked-back white hair and a neatly trimmed white beard. His armor, though similar in design to the others, was a full plate with even more intricate detailing. 


  “Vice Commander Keimon! You came for the labyrinth subjugation?” Laly exclaimed.


  The knight order—formally, the Kingdom of Kurtmelga, Western Balga Knight Order—was led by Viscount Butler Keimon, the vice commander. I introduced myself briefly as the D-rank adventurer and mapmaker accompanying the Camellia party. I left the subsequent reporting to Frau and the others, so I could go to the Comprehensive Guild staff stationed at the spring and receive the map of today’s exploration area that Will from Corpse Flower had submitted. I then left the purification spring to work on my own map.


  Before leaving, I reminded the Camellia members not to talk about my skills or mapmaking abilities. I also told them I wouldn’t be joining the dungeon master subjugation the next day. After having seen me slammed into a wall while saving Laly, Frau agreed that it was best for me to avoid the high-tier dungeon master fight.


  To be safe, I moved not just to the small room before the spring, but all the way back to a dead end. There I summoned the Dorchester and worked inside it to draw. After about an hour, I finished mapping, checked from the driver’s seat that there were no demi-humans around, and, hearing nothing, cautiously returned to the purification spring.


  When I got back, the knight order had decreased from eighteen to twelve members. Were they planning to continue the subjugation through the night?


  “Schwarz has returned, nya.”


  “Welcome back.”


  Mieche and Lyu immediately noticed me. The other three—Frau, Marinda, and Laly—were on the knight order’s side, drinking tea with Vice Commander Keimon around an antique wooden table they had apparently brought.


  “The knight order seems to have thinned out. Did they head deeper in?”


  “They went to clear the area around the spring,” Lyu answered. She ladled some soup—today’s dinner—into a bowl for me. When I took the bowl and scooped up a spoonful, I saw vegetables, some thinly sliced meat, and...maybe it was rice?


  My hand trembled as I held the bowl. I was overcome with emotion. It had been over a month since I fell into this world, and I had never seen rice served at any table—not even at the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth in the Fortress City of Balga, where I usually ate. I never asked anyone if rice existed, afraid the answer would be no. I eventually became resigned to a rice-less life, and after becoming accustomed to daily life here, stopped thinking about it. Now, suddenly, it was right in front of me.


  “What’s wrong, nya? Don’t you know rice?”


  “I-I do. It’s just been a while since I’ve seen it.”


  “Rice is expensive, nya. Normally, you wouldn’t eat it while out on a job. The knight order brought it today.”


  “Rice is expensive? Like, it’s a luxury item?” I was nonplussed.


  “It’s brought from the east of Orland by a teleportation magic circle. The usage fee is high, so the price naturally goes up.”


  “Ah, so that’s it.”


  The rice porridge-like soup was a bit salty, but since I hadn’t had rice in ages, it was very comforting. After dinner, I met with the Comprehensive Guild staff and Johan, the Western Balga Knight Order’s scout, to hand over maps up to the dungeon master and discuss the appearance patterns of demi-humans and estimated travel times. Vice Commander Keimon approached us as we discussed.


  “Johan, have you figured out tomorrow’s route?” he said.


  “Yes, sir. Based on Schwarz’s map and intel, we expect to reach the destination in three to four hours.”


  “Let me see the map.”


  “Here you are, sir.”


  Keimon looked at my map, then at me.


  “Schwarz, you said you were D-rank, right?” he said. “When do you think you’ll be promoted to C-rank?”


  “I’m afraid, as someone making a living quietly in the labyrinth whose only skill is mapmaking, it will take a while to accumulate enough guild points for promotion.”


  “I see. Would you consider joining the knight order? You’d have a better life than scraping by as an explorer.”


  “I’m honored by the offer, but I don’t think I could fulfill the duties of a knight. I’m neither skilled with sword nor magic.”


  “I see. Well, you can always come see me at our headquarters if you change your mind.”


  “Thank you.”


  Keimon gave Johan a few more instructions and returned to the knight order’s area. I wasn’t sure if I handled that well. He must have realized the value of my mapmaking skills at a glance and wanted to secure me, but whether he’d withdrawn his invitation because it had been casual or because he hoped to ask again, I couldn’t tell.


  If I joined the knight order, I’d probably end up working as a mapmaker. Maybe that wouldn’t be a bad life, but for now, I didn’t want to change my path or my goals. I wanted to conquer the Wolf Fang Labyrinth on my own first and foremost.


  The next morning, Vice Commander Keimon led twelve knights and the Camellia members to the dungeon master. The remaining six knights would clear other routes throughout the labyrinth. After the dungeon master is defeated, and the great magic stone Dungeon Core is removed from the deepest part, the labyrinth’s magical energy gradually dissipates, and it is completely gone within a month. Over the course of this time, the labyrinth “withers” and closes from the bottom up, eventually sealing the entrance and vanishing completely. This is how a labyrinth dies.


  Once the dungeon master is gone, so are the monsters and demi-humans. Instead, empty magic stones appear. These stones can’t be obtained by defeating monsters, and they will continue spawning until all the magic is gone. If the dying labyrinth contains a field dungeon mimicking the natural world, trees and minerals can be harvested as resources during this period. Finally, the teleportation magic circles—one at the deepest level and with others at every tenth floor—are removed and taken out. By copying the original, one-way teleportation can be established to the replica, allowing instant travel over any distance.


  Not only the Kingdom of Kurtmelga, but all countries on the Orland continent used these teleportation circles to transport ingredients, materials, people, and information. The teleportation circles were managed by the state for national defense, and their use was decided by the king and royal family. Adventurers and merchants needed permits and had to pay high fees, so large cargo was still usually transported by land. I thought this world resembled the Middle Ages, but the abundance of seasonings and spices in cooking was clearly different. Thanks to teleportation circles and tool bags, small items were transported in bulk. 


  Conquering a labyrinth meant not only eliminating a threat to the natural world, but also claiming all its resources. That’s why, after the dungeon master was defeated, other knight order parties explored the labyrinth. As for me, completing the map was my real job so that future magic stone collection and other activities could proceed smoothly.


  I left the purification spring and mapped unexplored routes as I went toward the exit. I fought several battles along the way, and now I heard four sets of footsteps ahead. I threw glowing grass seeds to add a bit of light to the corridor and turned off the P90’s tactical light. Creating shadows in the underground corridor, I knelt in the darkness, aimed my weapon, and waited for the demi-humans to appear in the crosshair and iron sights.


  Soon, goblins appeared in the green-tinted night vision. As soon as I saw them, I fired, putting a hole in the head of the lead goblin. The first was a normal goblin, but the other three were goblin assassins. These moved quickly through the corridors, making them troublesome in a melee.


  As I swung the crosshair and shot the second assassin, the remaining two scattered left and right and leapt at me. From a kneeling position, I slide-jumped backward, dodged the attack from the right, and shot it in the torso. The one on the left kicked off the wall and tried to attack from above, but my slide jump covered sixteen to twenty feet, so it landed awkwardly in front of me. I greeted it with a lethal headshot.


  I was about to return to the purification spring after several more battles while mapping, when a wailing sound echoed through the labyrinth, making the air tremble. The dungeon master must have been defeated, or the Dungeon Core removed. The labyrinth’s death was beginning.


  Originally, the plan was for me and the Camellia members to leave the labyrinth and return to the operations camp after today’s exploration. But after defeating the gatekeeper, the situation changed, and we decided to camp another night at the purification spring. Corpse Flower, who were scheduled to re-enter the labyrinth this morning, were apparently waiting at the operations camp for a day. The guild staff member on watch had run to deliver the message during the night.


  I returned to the purification spring ahead of the others and waited for the knight order and Camellia to return. The first to come back was a knight order party that had not gone to fight the dungeon master. They, too, had heard the labyrinth’s wail and returned to the spring.


  After waiting several hours at the base camp, my sound sensors picked up the footsteps of more than ten people.


  “They’re back,” I said.


  The six knights raised their voices. They, too, noticed the approaching group.


  All twelve knights and the five Camellia members who had gone to defeat the dungeon master returned safely, with no injuries. However, none of them looked satisfied or triumphant; instead, their expressions were troubled, as if something was unresolved.


  “The dungeon master wasn’t there?” I asked.


  “That’s right. There was nothing beyond the gatekeeper’s room.”


  “There was an empty throne with only the Dungeon Core on its pedestal, nya.”


  “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”


  According to Frau and the others, when they opened the ornate white gate beyond the gatekeeper’s room, they found a large empty space. However, since the Dungeon Core was still on its pedestal, they removed it. This caused the wailing I heard, signaling to all that the labyrinth had begun its slow death.


  Where did the dungeon master go? Mieche mentioned an empty throne. Was it just like the one above the white stone gate? Maybe there has never been a dungeon master in this labyrinth? 


  Frau answered my unspoken question: “A labyrinth only exists if it has a master. It’s unthinkable for there not to be one. But this labyrinth is different from any we’ve seen before and only has one floor. Maybe it’s not impossible, but until we’ve searched everywhere and confirmed there’s no master here, we can’t make a final judgment.”


  Indeed, we couldn’t draw any conclusions yet. With its Dungeon Core removed, the Green Ogre Labyrinth itself was now headed for a slow death. We discussed plans for the coming days over dinner, and decided that I and the five Camellia members would return to the operations camp first thing tomorrow morning.


  Vice Commander Keimon and the knight order would remain behind, hunting any remaining demi-humans and searching for any sign of a dungeon master.


  After dinner, we left the night watch to the knights, prepared for the morning, and got some rest.


  Chapter 4


   


  AFTER RETURNING FROM the Green Ogre Labyrinth, I headed to the main tent that served as the headquarters of the operations camp. Since we had gone to bed early the previous night and left the labyrinth before sunrise, we arrived at camp early in the morning. However, Comprehensive Guild staff Barold and Keith were already waiting for our return in the main tent.


  “Oh! You’re back!” Barold beamed. “We heard what must have been the wail of the Green Ogre Labyrinth’s defeat last night, so we knew it’d be worth waiting this early to hear from you all.” 


  The labyrinth’s wail echoed even into the outside world! Both Barold and Keith wore satisfied smiles at the great achievement of the labyrinth’s subjugation. Frau gave the report on our behalf since she had served as our party leader.


  “Yes, there’s a lot to report, so we hurried back. First, we successfully defeated the Green Ogre Labyrinth’s gatekeeper and obtained the Dungeon Core.”


  Frau prompted Laly to step forward as it was she who removed the Dungeon Core from its pedestal. This victory marked the completion of her Camellia bridal training.


  “Congratulations, Lady Lapitirica! May I see it?” Barold asked. His manner had shifted into something more appropriate for the daughter of the lord of his city, rather than an adventurer subordinate.


  “Of course. Here it is—the Dungeon Core of the Green Ogre Labyrinth,” Laly replied.


  She took from her tool bag a rugby-ball-sized, brilliantly colored magic stone. Its radiance was not just rainbow-hued, but prismatic, and it was cut in a way that made it shine with intense brilliance. A magic stone’s color reflects its contained attributes: fire, water, wind, earth, darkness, light, lightning, ice, wood, air. Including the non-elementals, there were a total of eleven attributes. 


  Dungeon Cores were also highly valued as works of art, and those brought back by adventurers were often auctioned off in major cities, traded by merchants and nobles alike. Pragmatically, a single core like this could power massive magical devices, such as the purification facilities for a city’s water supply.


  “It’s certainly a magnificent stone. There’s no doubt it’s a Dungeon Core,” Barold said. Both he and Keith were transfixed by its brilliance.


  “Barold, there’s still something important to report,” Frau continued. “There was no dungeon master at the deepest part of the Green Ogre Labyrinth. The knight order is still searching the depths, but I doubt they’ll find one.” 


  “No dungeon master? How is that possible? I thought that if you remove the Dungeon Core, the dungeon master should perish as well,” Keith said, voicing the question we all asked.


  Despite our queries, the fact remained: no master had been found. What mattered now was not the empty throne, but what to do about the labyrinth that was now certainly dying.


  I would need to continue mapping it to fill in the unfinished areas. Of the Camellia members, Frau and Mieche would accompany me as guards as originally planned. The other three would return to Myral Village and the Fortress City of Balga to report to the Comprehensive Guild and the lord.


  A month from now, the Green Ogre Labyrinth’s Harvest Festival would take place. Adventurers, merchants, and various workers would gather from around Balga to seek its magic stones and resources. Centered on Myral Village, a long festival would continue until the labyrinth’s final moment.


  “Thank you for everything, Schwarz. Thanks to you, we were able to achieve labyrinth subjugation so quickly,” Laly said as I saw the three Camellia members off to Balga.


  “You all did the heavy lifting,” I replied. “Please, raise your head, Laly. Pardon me: Lady Lapitirica.” 


  After returning to Balga, Lady Lapitirica would resume her role as the lord’s daughter and, as a powerful magic user, would be matched with a suitable marriage partner. The Dungeon Core would also serve as part of her dowry.


  “If not for your help, I would have been crushed by that warhammer,” Laly exclaimed. “And thanks to your map, the safety and efficiency of the Harvest Festival will be greatly improved. I wish I could introduce you to my father.”


  “Lady Lapitirica, that’s...”


  “I understand. As you wish, none of us will speak of it.”


  “Sorry for being selfish.”


  With that, Lady Lapitirica boarded the carriage prepared by the Comprehensive Guild, with Marinda and Lyu as coachwomen. After returning to Balga, they would come back with Duke Franklin Balga to witness the labyrinth’s death during the festival. Marinda and Lyu had been assigned as her guards during her time with Camellia, and their task would end with the festival’s conclusion.


  “We’ll be back before the festival ends!”


  “We’ll see each other again.”


  “Yes, I look forward to it. Take care on your journey.”


  I had no need to say anything more about my skills. I trusted them not to speak of it. We would see each other again before long; this was not a final farewell.


  After seeing them off, I returned to the mapmaking tent to update the map with the latest information. I found Lynel and Will from Corpse Flower waiting for me.


  “So, Mapmaker,” Lynel said. “I hear the labyrinth has been conquered.”


  As always, Lynel only called me “Mapmaker,” meaning that my only value to him continued to be my sole skill. 


  “Yeah, by the knight order and Camellia clan.”


  “You led them there, didn’t you?” Will said. “A newborn dungeon master wouldn’t have been that strong anyway, had there been one. I hear there wasn’t, but maybe you killed it without realizing.”


  “That’s possible,” I replied. 


  Will’s point was valid; perhaps the ogre fighter we fought as the gatekeeper was the dungeon master. Frau and the others had been shocked that it used Fear Howling, a skill usually seen only on much lower floors. Were that the case, then why was the throne above the labyrinth’s gate empty? Barold and Keith said that the throne above the gate always had a seated statue of the dungeon master. They’d never heard of an empty throne before.


  “In the end, you’re the biggest contributor, Mapmaker. We spent over a week and couldn’t get anywhere, but you reached the depths in just a few days.”


  “It was thanks to the Camellia members.”


  “Those fox women were just extras!” Lynel smirked. “It’s a shame we could only recover one teleportation circle after the subjugation, but discovering your talent was a real find.”


  Lynel really did look down on Camellia and on women in general. 


  “Schwarz, we at Corpse Flower value you highly. How about joining us?” Will asked.


  “You want me to join Corpse Flower?”


  “That’s right!” Lynel said. “Camellia is a clan of fox women; it’s no place for a man like you. But we’re different. We have a few women, but we’re a group of strong men. You have the strength and the right to join us! Come to Corpse Flower!”


  I’d never heard such a recruitment pitch before. I’d been in several clans in various FPS games before joining P0wDer. Some groups were just for fun, some were focused on winning, and some were for teaching beginners. None of them were as arrogant as these guys. They reminded me of the worst kind of clans from the past.


  “No, thanks,” I said.


  “What?!”


  “You’re turning down an invitation from the largest clan in Kurtmelga? We hardly ever recruit directly. Don’t you realize what an honor this is?” 


  Their words bothered me.


  “Do I need to spell it out? I don’t like your attitude. Not just toward Camellia, but toward women in general. There have always been clans like yours—resting on past achievements, looking down on others, always claiming to be right, doing whatever they want. I can’t stand arrogant clans. It’s the same in every world!”


  “Mapmaker...you...!”


  “Schwarz, I understand how you feel,” Will interrupted. “But let me be clear: we want your power—as a tool! With your mapmaking skills and your ability to withstand that roar, Corpse Flower could conquer every labyrinth in Kurtmelga. No, in all of Orland, and beyond! You’ll see, eventually, who you should serve.”


  I realized what had been bothering me. “You knew, didn’t you?”


  Lynel and Will exchanged glances, then looked back at me with sinister smiles I’d never seen before.


  “Well...who can say? But let me tell you this: There’s little profit in conquering a newborn labyrinth. With just a bit more nourishment, we could have gotten two teleportation circles instead of one. What a waste.”


  With that, Lynel and Will left for the camp. I glared at their backs, mulling over their words. Corpse Flower knew about the ogre fighter’s strength and skills. They kept that intel secret so they could wait for the labyrinth to expand as other explorers were killed. Their goal? They said so themselves: the teleportation circles—special magic circles that allow instant travel over any distance with minimal magic. The circles were supposed to only be managed by the state. No one, not even a major clan, could control them alone.


  Unless...it was the royal family. If Corpse Flower, with its frequent male royal members, could influence their use of the teleportation circles, they’d gain great power if they obtained one themselves. They saw me—and other explorers—as tools or bait for their own gain.


  I would never join such a clan.


  “Phew...” I took a deep breath to calm myself, then returned to the camp to focus on completing the Green Ogre Labyrinth map.


  The next day, having transferred all the mapped areas to the map, I hurried to finish mapping the Green Ogre Labyrinth for the upcoming Harvest Festival. Specifically, I split from Frau and Mieche, who were acting as my guards, and had them sweep the area around the purification spring while I moved at high speed to unmapped sections. Even though glowing grass dotted the corridors, it was still dim, so I used Night Vision mode to secure my view. Using continuous strafe jumping—the high-speed movement technique common in VMB and near-future sci-fi shooters—I literally bounded through the labyrinth corridors.


  To explain strafe jumping simply, it is used in many FPS games to move faster and farther. You jump at a slight angle to your intended direction, then rotate your body slightly in the air. If you jump diagonally right, you rotate left in the air. By adjusting the angle, you can increase your jump distance and speed. 


  Continuous strafe jumping involves alternating the direction of your jumps without stopping, allowing for even greater speed and distance. It’s not just a movement technique. From this state, you can enter combat, mowing down enemies as you spray bullets and shoot them down.


  While performing this technique, I unconsciously processed the map information and listened for surrounding sounds. Dots appeared on the map—three just past a left turn ahead. In the area I was in, the only goblins left were normal or slightly higher-ranked ones. 


  I placed my finger on the P90’s trigger, held it in front of my chest, adjusted my strafe direction, and jumped left around the corner. At the apex of the jump, I made sure to clear the corner, and even in that moment in midair, I calmly aligned the crosshair with the goblins’ head height. There was no need to aim carefully at each one. I simply pulled the trigger as my body and crosshair passed over each goblin’s skull.


  With a three-round burst for each, I continued my strafe without confirming whether they had fallen. There was no need, as I had done this enough times to know the feeling of a kill. I left collecting magic stones for later; right now, the priority was to complete the mapping as quickly as possible. In the end, it took another full day to achieve. Still, to finish and submit the maps to the Comprehensive Guild just two days after the labyrinth’s subjugation was an astonishing feat.


  When I left the mapmaking tent with the completed maps, the sky was dark and the sun had set. However, the area was bathed in the warm red glow of bonfires set up throughout the exploration camp, which was full of laughter and cheers. The labyrinth’s Harvest Festival had already begun, turning the night into an unusually sleepless and bright one. Adventurers were arriving from the Fortress City of Balga, and merchants and laborers were also appearing after hearing about the labyrinth’s subjugation. 


  When I entered the headquarters tent, Barold was still working despite the late hour. He had company. It was Remi, the guild investigator who had sent me here.


  “The labyrinth map is complete,” I announced. I handed the map to Barold, marking the end of this request.


  “Good work, Schwarz!” Remi said. “I knew you were the right person for the job.”


  “Thank you, Remi. But taking this job may have been a mistake for me.”


  Remi answered with silence.


  “Uh, Remi...” Barold said. “I’ll go have the staff make copies of this map. See you later, Schwarz.”


  Sensing the tense atmosphere that had risen between Remi and me, Barold quickly left us alone in the tent.


  “Schwarz, is there a problem?” Remi said. She sat on Barold’s desk and listened to me.


  “Well...”


  I listed several issues that had arisen during this request. I didn’t mind that the mapmaking job had turned into a labyrinth subjugation, since I had wanted that myself, but I was concerned about whether my personal information as the mapmaker would really be kept confidential. That, and I was worried about Corpse Flower’s intentions.


  “I doubt Corpse Flower will leak your information. If they want you in their clan, they won’t spread your story and create more competition,” she said. “Still, I’ll speak to them directly, just in case.” 


  Indeed, if Corpse Flower wanted my mapmaking skills, they wouldn’t spread rumors and risk attracting other clans’ attention.


  “I’ll take responsibility for keeping the mapmaker’s identity confidential for this cooperation request,” Remi added.


  “That phrasing sounds a little off to me.”


  “You don’t get it, Schwarz? Do you plan to keep selling labyrinth maps to the Comprehensive Guild?”


  “No, if I did that, this whole secrecy arrangement would be pointless. It was a nice way to earn some money, but people’s reactions are too extreme for me to handle keeping my secret alone.”


  “Then don’t handle it alone.”


  “Are you telling me to join Corpse Flower?”


  “Of course not. I understand why you dislike them, but making them your enemy is unwise. They’re the top clan in Kurtmelga, in both name and reality. The current master is Prince Kirik Kurtmelga, second in line to the throne. He’s said to be the most powerful master since the founder.”


  “I’d heard the clan included royalty, but a prince... I see.”


  “If you want to stand against Corpse Flower, you’ll need some backing of your own.”


  “Meaning?”


  At that, Remi got off the desk and approached me. She was gorgeous, with short red hair, an alluring dark complexion, and full, pink lips. She came so close to me that her face almost touched mine. Our lips would almost touch if I spoke. 


  “Join the guild,” she whispered.


  It sounded like a mourning dove cooing love into my ear and heart. 


  “I don’t want anyone to hear this, but honestly, your maps are dangerous.” Her pale red eyes met mine. “I think so, anyway.”


  Remi came even closer. Her lips brushed past mine, gliding along my cheek to my ear.


  “You’ve only drawn labyrinth maps so far, but...you could draw maps of the natural world with the same precision, couldn’t you?”


  My mind stopped hearing her words. Only the vibration of the air resonated in my ears.
She was right... I could. Just as with the labyrinth, I could trace and map the natural world.


  What is a map, but a bundle of information? I didn’t know this world’s military level, but there were no organizations called armies, only knight orders. From the maps I’d seen in the guild archive, it seemed they didn’t have large-scale surveying technology. If I used my ability to create traced maps, they would be overpowered tactical maps in this world.


  “Does your silence mean yes?”


  I couldn’t respond. I didn’t know what the right answer was.


  Corpse Flower probably wanted me for this same reason. I was not just a tool for labyrinth subjugation, but for what lay beyond.


  “Yes...I can,” I barely peeped.


  I didn’t want to admit the truth, but there was no point in lying. That and I realized again just how alien VMB power was in this world. The word “cheat” flashed through my mind. It was the very thing I, and all FPS players, had always despised. In this world, I wasn’t just an anomaly—I was a cheater.


  “You look pale. Are you all right? I’m not blaming you.”


  Remi gently rubbed my back. To an outsider, we must have looked like lovers embracing.


  “No, I’m fine... I-I just need some time to think.”


  “That’s fine. You can collect your reward from Lesmond at the Comprehensive Guild. Just show your face and they’ll give it to you.”


  With that, Remi slowly stepped away from me and left the tent. I stood alone with my thoughts, stunned. 


  Should I keep using VMB? If I’m going to live here, should I abandon it and just live as an ordinary human? But why do I have to live in this world at all? Why am I here? 


  I don’t know. I don’t know. Someone, please, someone tell me...


  “Why...am I here?”


  Ping!


  The VMB mail notification chimed in the empty headquarters tent, as if in answer to my muttered words.


  “Mail...?”


  I reached for the TSS on my left arm, but just then, someone entered the tent.


  “Oh? Only you here, Schwarz? I heard you finished the labyrinth map—good work.”


  It was Keith.


  “Hi, Keith, thank you.”


  “Do you know where Remi went?”


  “She was just here, but she left before you came in...”


  “I see. Maybe she went to the sleeping tent. Thanks. You should get some rest too—you’ve been in the labyrinth for two days straight.”


  “Yes, I will.”


  I bid Keith farewell and left the tent. Instead of heading for the sleeping tent, I walked out of the camp and toward the field where I’d practiced shooting a few days earlier.


  I sat on a small hill, gazing at the stars and the blue moon. I was only just now realizing that this world had a moon. I looked around, listening to the insects. With a slightly trembling right hand, I activated the TSS and opened the mail inbox.


  “So many!” 


  There were dozens of new, unread messages. The subject of the latest was...gibberish? I couldn’t read it. It wasn’t in Japanese or the alphabet, but was just a string of symbols, like pictographs.


  For a few seconds, I stared at the strange characters, then remembered the auto-translate function and activated my goggles to focus on the text. A translation appeared below the unreadable characters.


  Subject: “I will answer” Sender: ‹ERROR›


  My heart pounded in my chest. It felt a suffocating tightness. With shaking fingers, I opened the message. It was more unreadable text, but a translation began to appear after a moment.


   


  O lost child cast down from another world, I am ‹ERROR›.


  By the will of ‹ERROR›, you were cast into this world.


  Their purpose was singular: to make you a dungeon master.


  However, their hands have been halted by my will.


  Though there were reasons why your fall could not be stopped,


  You have been accepted by this world as you are.


  You cannot return to your original world.


  May you live well in this world, as you wish.


   


  Why was the translation rendered in classical Japanese? The email’s original text displayed in characters I had never seen before, neither in my original world nor in this one. If the translation rendered it as classical Japanese, was the script the equivalent of ancient writing in this world?


  More important was the content. The sender’s name and the name-like part in the body both triggered errors in the translation function. Perhaps, like magical incantations, the name itself was imbued with magical power?


  I hadn’t studied classical Japanese since my student days, so it took me a moment to parse it out, but I could grasp the meaning. In short, someone had cast me into this world to become a dungeon master, but the sender had prevented it. Now, since the world had already accepted me, I could not return to my original world. I was told to live as I wished here... Was that right?


  “What does this mean!” I shouted.


  Without thinking, I had stood up to yell, and my cry was swallowed by the night sky. There were too many things that came to mind, like how the place of origin on my guild card displayed as VMB. Just as I had suspected at the time, this world recognized VMB and knew I had come from there. That’s why my place of origin was listed thus.


  What about the new labyrinth that had appeared near where I fell? Was that the labyrinth that tried to make me its master? Is that why the Green Ogre Labyrinth had no dungeon master?


  Who did this, and why did they want me? It had to be someone, or something, with the power to make someone a dungeon master. It had to be the creator of labyrinths, who was a so-called evil god. Then, the sender must be a different god who opposed the evil one. 


  I looked up at the night sky, searching for a sign of this divine sender. But of course, I found nothing. All I saw were the moon and stars. All I heard was the sound of grass and insects in the wind.


  I’ve been accepted by this world, huh? And I can’t ever return to my original world? So I should just live here as I wish? Don’t be ridiculous! With this inhuman body?! This monstrous healing power that never tires! All these abnormal powers from VMB! And this world accepts them?


  There were no new emails or any other answer to my cry into the night sky. My heart overflowed with emotions. I was angry at whoever cast me into this world, sad that I could never return home, joyous that I was accepted here and not seen as an anomaly or a cheat, and anxious at being able to use VMB’s powers freely.


  A dry laugh escaped my lips as I continued to search the sky. I didn’t even know what I was laughing at. Even though my heart was enraged at whoever did this to me, at the same time, I was genuinely happy to have gained this power.


  How pathetic. I loved FPS games, I loved VMB, and I’d always wished I could move and shoot freely in that world. That wasn’t because I wanted to shoot people or animals and take lives. I just wanted to push myself to the limit and accomplish something.


  I didn’t want fame. I didn’t want honor. I didn’t want wealth or status. I just wanted to live through FPS.


  Eventually, I stopped stargazing and consulted the TSS and the other dozen unread emails. As I scanned them, my hand froze.


   


  Subject: Where are you now?


  Subject: Ren, where are you? Contact us.


  Subject: We miss you since you disappeared.


  Subject: P0wDer won the VMB world title.


  Subject: I heard you passed away.


   


  “Ha ha ha. I died?!”


  I learned from the subject lines alone what had happened to me in my original world.


  Well, that was then, and this is now, and right now I had fingers, hands, and a body that moved at my will. Apparently, I hadn’t fallen into this world with my original body, but only my soul, consciousness, or spirit, which was connected with my VMB avatar. Naturally, the body I left behind, now without a mind, had died. No wonder I couldn’t go back.


  With trembling fingers, I checked the emails one by one. They were all messages from my P0wDer teammates, VMB friends, and coworkers, all mourning my death. There was no way I could tell them I was alive. No, Japan’s son, Ren Saito, was truly dead, along with any chance that I would ever return to my original world.


  Suddenly, I lost it. My chest tightened, my face crumpled, and my body shook with uncontrollable tears. Confronted with reality, my heart understood before my mind that I would never see my friends or my parents again. I didn’t even know how to mourn such a sudden parting—my cheerful, kind mother who always guided me; my quiet, neat, but terrifyingly strict father...


  I tried to hold back the tears, took a deep breath, and attempted to think calmly about what to do next. But I couldn’t stop crying. I don’t know how long I stayed like that. Looking up at the night sky, I said goodbye to my memories of friends and parents with each falling tear. I was letting go of my regrets about my original world.


  The cold blue light of the moon seemed to symbolize this world’s harsh reality. From now on, I would have to live in this world alone except for the power of VMB. If that was the case, then I’d no longer hesitate to use this power. If I had to survive alone in this harsh world, then...


  Eventually, I realized that my will and my heart were finally aligned. 


  From now on, I am Schwarz Powder. From now on, I will live in this world.


   


  ***


  The next morning, I informed Barold and Keith that I would be returning to Balga, stopping first at Myral Village. Remi was not there, but apparently she had been making frequent trips between Myral Village and the camp to handle various arrangements. I was still holding off on responding to her offer to join the guild. It was a possibility, but I couldn’t give an immediate answer since my position after joining would be unclear. Of course, I could just ask Remi for clarification, but I wanted to postpone that as I was eager for the challenge I would find at the Wolf Fang Labyrinth.


  If this world had accepted me—as I was, to live as I pleased—then I would interfere with the plans of whoever cast me into this world. I would make them regret sending me here. It was a small goal, but for now, that was enough. With this tireless, regenerative body and my VMB power, I would use all my FPS experience to its fullest and conquer, destroy, and master every labyrinth.


  I said farewell to Mieche and Frau, promising to return to witness the labyrinth’s end. Frau and Mieche were staying behind at the camp to help collect empty magic stones and take on local security work. I set out for Myral Village.


  Once I reached it, I was able to catch a wagon heading to the Fortress City of Balga right away. I could have used my own vehicle, but, due to the Harvest Festival, wagons were running frequently between Myral Village and Balga, carrying adventurers, workers, and merchants. I didn’t want to stand out unnecessarily and risk being unable to enter the Wolf Fang Labyrinth, so I refrained.


  I arrived in the city just before sunset. I decided to wait until tomorrow to collect my reward from the Comprehensive Guild and went to secure lodging at the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth.


  “Welcome, are you here for a meal or to stay the night?” The innkeeper, Mirana, greeted me with her usual smile.


  “To stay, please.”


  “Oh, Mr. Schwarz, welcome back! Thank you for staying with us again.”


  “Do you have any rooms available?”


  “Yes, we do.”


  I paid for a week’s stay, received my key, and headed to my room. The location was different from last time, but the basic furnishings were the same.


  Sitting on the single wooden chair in the room, I planned my schedule for the next day. In a month, the Green Ogre Labyrinth would close completely, and the Harvest Festival would reach its peak. I intended to be there for that moment.


  My plans for tomorrow were to go to the Comprehensive Guild and collect my reward from Lesmond for the cooperation request. I wanted to greet Ashley if she was there. I was lucky to see her last time at the guild, but who knew about tomorrow. After that, I would go to the Marida Trading Company to sell the magic stones I had obtained during the exploration. I also wanted to replenish my supply of non-elemental magic stones and purchase camping gear and other necessities needed for my Wolf Fang Labyrinth attack.


  I wondered what to do about food. Should I prepare cooking utensils for self-catering or have ready-made meals packed like bento and store them in the gift box? As a dud, I couldn’t use teleportation circles. The deeper I went in the labyrinth, the harder it would be to return. There was a purification spring for water, but I needed to carry plenty of food.


  I planned to consult with Marta. He’d know what to do. With preparations made, I went to sleep in a real bed for the first time in a long while. I was ready to start my new life in this world with renewed determination.


  Chapter 5


   


  AS I PREPARED to head to the Comprehensive Guild the next morning, I noticed that the TSS mail function was once again only displaying the word Error. I felt a twinge of loneliness at the complete severing of my connection to my original world, but I had already decided to live in this other world—or should I say from now on, this world. I closed the TSS screen monitor and left the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth, heading for the Comprehensive Guild annex. The Balga branch of the Comprehensive Guild felt busier than ever. It was overflowing with adventurers from the early morning on, due to the Harvest Festival.


  Harvest Festival-related requests were not limited to collecting empty magic stones. Many merchants and laborers were traveling back and forth between the labyrinth, Myral Village, the Fortress City of Balga, and the royal capital. With so many people, goods, money, and magic stones being transported, the festival also attracted more thieves, so escorts were always needed. 


  Passing the crowds at the main building, I entered the annex, which was quieter in the early morning. There, I was greeted by Lesmond, the appraisal officer.


  “Welcome back, Schwarz.”


  “Hello, Lesmond.”


  “You’re here to collect something from Remi, correct?”


  “Yes, do you have it?”


  “Indeed, I do. Please wait a moment.”


  Lesmond disappeared into the back and soon returned with a large bag. Since this job hadn’t gone through the guild, I didn’t need to show my guild card, but I did have to sign a receipt. With this reward, I now had plenty of funds. I thanked Lesmond and left the annex. I didn’t see Ashley in the main building—maybe she was in the office wing or out on a job.


  The entertainment district and shops in the south of the Fortress City of Balga were bustling in anticipation of the Harvest Festival. For ordinary citizens, a labyrinth’s death was simply a cause for celebration. In the taverns, adventurers and laborers on break from work were both raising their glasses, even in broad daylight. Cheers celebrating the labyrinth’s subjugation could be heard everywhere. For this country—no, for this world—labyrinths must be something truly abhorred. 


  Ignoring the festivities, I entered Marida Trading Company.


  “Welcome, Schwarz. Have you finished your work?”


  “Yes, safely. Is Marta here?”


  “Yes, I’ll call for him. Please wait in the back.”


  The usual employee was at the counter. He seemed to know me well by now. I was shown to the reception room, where I enjoyed a delicious tea while waiting for Marta.


  The tea Laly had made during the Green Ogre Labyrinth exploration was good, but this tea was exceptional.


  “This light color and aroma...is it sencha? It’s not astringent, but sweet... No, it’s not sencha, but bancha!”


  “As expected, Schwarz, you can tell the difference!”


  I’d been so focused on the tea, I hadn’t noticed when Marta entered the room.


  “Today’s tea is made from the first flush of midsummer leaves,” he continued. “They are carefully fermented for about a month. This lessens the astringency and heightens its sweetness.”


  “It’s delicious. It’s been a while, Marta.”


  “Yes, I’ve been waiting for you. If you’re back at this time of year, does that mean you participated in the labyrinth subjugation?”


  “Yes, I didn’t see the final battle, but I helped out a little.”


  “Then thank you for your service.”


  “Thank you. Today, I have some magic stones from the subjugation I’d like to sell, and also to pick up the camping gear I ordered before.”


  “Of course, everything is ready. We’ll gladly buy your magic stones as well.”


  I sold all the magic stones I obtained in the Green Ogre Labyrinth except for some non-elemental and water stones, which I kept for use in magical canteens. The proceeds, minus the cost of camping gear, were converted into non-elemental magic stones.


  Thanks to the stones, my Crystal Point balance for P90 and SCAR-H ammunition was now positive. However, usage would increase, and the balance could go negative if I continued exploring solo. But If I didn’t use rocket launchers or lasers excessively, I could maintain a positive balance without issue. If I recovered living weapons or magical tools from the lower levels of the Wolf Fang Labyrinth, selling them would solve many problems.


  “Does Marida Trading Company handle food and cooking utensils, by any chance?” I asked.


  “Unfortunately, the Balga branch doesn’t. The main store in the capital does, though.”


  “I see. Could you recommend a good shop in Balga?”


  “Yes, but it might be a bad time.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “A lot of food is being sent to Myral because of the festival. You might be refused, depending on how much you need. For merchants, the festival is a test of business acumen. A shop’s reputation suffers if it runs out of stock during the festival.”


  “I see. I would need enough for two or three weeks. At three meals a day, that’s about sixty-three meals.”


  “That would require an advance order. Hmm.”


  Marta thought for a moment. His gentle face turned shrewd, his eyes shining with a sharp light.


  “Schwarz, I have a proposal.”


  “What is it?”


  “In three days, I’ll return to the capital to bring back a large shipment for the Harvest Festival. Would you help escort and transport the goods? As payment, in addition to the usual fee, I’ll have one hundred meals prepared in the capital and delivered by express horse. Of course, the price will be discounted.”


  That would be a good way to get food cheaply. I also wanted to see the capital at least once. I’d avoid the Comprehensive Guild, but I was interested in the city itself.


  “Let me confirm a few things: the size of the caravan, other escorts, the route, and by ‘help with transport,’ you mean using my item box?”


  “Exactly. The caravan will have three wagons. The first shipment will arrive in Balga from the capital tomorrow. We have our own guards, but we’ll also hire adventurers or mercenaries for warehouse security.”


  I confirmed the details of the caravan and the goods I’d be responsible for. The plan was to travel three days to the capital by wagon, stay two days, then return to Balga in three days. That would give me plenty of time to explore the capital.


  “All right, I accept your proposal.”


  “Thank you!”


  “But I’ll be in disguise as an escort. I don’t want my skills or item box to become too well-known. If word gets out, clan recruitment will become a hassle.”


  “Understood. Mum’s the word.”


  If I was going to live in this world, I couldn’t keep hiding VMB’s power forever. Sooner or later, it would become widely known. So long as I could disguise myself as someone other than Schwarz, I could attack labyrinths freely. I’d hide my face and use the voice changer function, which meant it was time to bust out that mask!


  The morning after accepting Marta’s escort request, I was eating breakfast in the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth’s dining room. My plan was to attack the Wolf Fang Labyrinth. I was going to stay overnight, so I asked the innkeeper, Mirana, to prepare me some bento lunches. At first, she didn’t understand, but after I explained in detail that it was a boxed meal to be eaten in the labyrinth, she agreed to prepare four of them, separated into bread and side dishes.


  The magic tool bag, commonly used by adventurers, could hold more than its size and slowed the passage of time for whatever was inside. My gift box, however, had no concept of time, so I could store and retrieve food without it spoiling.


  I had explained the bento concept to Marta as well. In this world, adventurers usually carried dried meat and bread or brought ingredients in a tool bag to cook on site. Carrying prepared food as I wanted was unusual, and Marta listened intently, eyes shining.


  The main issue with preparing a hundred meals was the containers. There was no technology to make aluminum or plastic bento boxes. After discussing with Marta, we settled on small plant-based boxes with lids, like bamboo baskets, and I requested non-soupy ingredients. For now, the four meals I’d receive today would be in trial bamboo baskets, covered with cloth instead of lids, but that would be fine since I’d store them in the Gift Box.


  While sipping tea in the dining room as I waited for the bento, Ashley arrived.


  “Welcome back, Schwarz.”


  “Ashley! It’s been forever. I managed to make it back.”


  It hadn’t been that long, but it felt like years since we’d last met.


  “Hee hee, I’ve heard you’ve been quite active.”


  “Nah, it was all thanks to the Camellia members who guarded me.”


  I invited Ashley to sit, and we chatted about the Green Ogre Labyrinth and the operations camp. While I was in the labyrinth, Ashley had been working as a guild investigator north of the Fortress City of Balga. There, she investigated a flock of harpies and the much higher-ranked monster Ocypete near Monesia Village. The Comprehensive Guild concluded that the harpies and Ocypete had been drawn from afar by the Green Ogre Labyrinth’s magic. The appearance of the higher-ranked harpy cantados was likely for the same reason.


  Labyrinths were enemies of the natural world. The evil they produced spread harm and attracted disasters. Within its midst, the dungeon master was the evilest of them all. If things had gone differently, I might have become Ashley’s enemy, but thankfully that hadn’t happened. I had decided to live in this world, and I was quietly grateful that my place here—and with her—was not as an enemy.


  As we talked, I mentioned that Remi had invited me to join the guild, and Ashley’s eyes sharpened slightly.


  “Did Senior Remi say ‘join the guild’ or ‘join the Comprehensive Guild?’”


  “She said ‘join the guild.’ Is there a difference?”


  “Yes. If she said ‘join the Comprehensive Guild,’ that would be an invitation to join as a staff member. If she said ‘join the guild,’ she might be inviting you to a specific department within the guild, maybe particularly one Remi is involved in.”


  Ashley fell silent. Perhaps it was a department she couldn’t talk about openly.


  “Thank you for telling me. Whether I accept or not, I’ll make sure to confirm that before deciding.”


  Our conversation started to wind down just when the bento boxes arrived. Ashley was staying for breakfast, so I excused myself to return to my room. As I stood to leave, bento box in hand, Ashley casually remarked, “Schwarz, did you get something off your chest? You look much more refreshed than before.”


  I felt my heart pound. Of all people, she seemed to see me as myself.


  “Yes, I finally resolved one of my worries.”


  “I’m glad. Oh, you’re heading to the Wolf Fang Labyrinth, right? Take care.”


  “Yes, I will.”


  Chapter 6


   


  HAVING FINISHED ALL my preparations in the Fortress City of Balga, I was ready to attack the Wolf Fang Labyrinth. My goal was to surpass the twelfth basement floor, and if possible, reach the purification spring on the eighteenth floor. I entered the labyrinth’s management office, submitted my exploration schedule, and had my guild card checked. 


  I also asked about current explorers and was pleased to hear there were none currently inside. Progress had stalled within the Wolf Fang Labyrinth due to the inability to pass the gatekeeper. It had become an unpopular labyrinth—that, and pretty much everyone was heading toward Myral Village for the Green Ogre Labyrinth’s Harvest Festival. This meant that I didn’t have to worry about being seen by others inside.


  I descended to the dimly lit first basement floor, illuminated only by glowing grass. I checked my equipment and decided to attach a silencer and tactical light to the P90, as well as a silencer to my Five-seveN sidearm. This setup would be sufficient up to the purification spring on the third basement floor, but beyond that, the monsters and demi-humans would get stronger, so I planned to prepare the SCAR-H as well.


  “Let’s do this.”


  I reviewed the route to the second basement floor and took off. I started with a dash, transitioned to an acceleration jump, and then into a strafe jump. From there, I accelerated rapidly with continuous strafe jumps.


  I shot down glass wolves and horned rabbits that appeared in the tunnels, mowing them down with strafe-jump shooting. I didn’t collect magic stones on these floors; I just kept my momentum focused on heading straight for the third basement floor. Only after passing the purification spring would I slow down to proceed cautiously and start collecting magic stones.


  In less than an hour, I cleared the first basement floor. I used the same strafe-jump combat to quickly traverse the second and third basement floors. Honestly, if another adventurer saw this movement-combat style, I’d have no way to explain it.


  While exploring the Green Ogre Labyrinth with Camellia, I’d learned a lot about adventurers’ skills. Active Skills, triggered by the user’s will, didn’t always require magical incantations or declarations. Just willing it was enough to activate the body and use one’s own magic power as fuel. However, to maximize a skill’s effect or power, it was most effective to declare it aloud. It wasn’t enough to just imagine the intent, it had to be expressed verbally. This influenced the world and made the skill more effective.


  Marinda’s shield techniques and Lyu’s sword-drawing techniques were all skills. As high-ranking adventurers, they had plenty of magic power and never ran out during exploration. Lower-ranking adventurers, however, had to use skills sparingly while exploring or working in the wild.


  There were many movement-type skills, so my strafe jump would probably look like a skill-based leap to others. Continuous strafe jumping, without stopping, would clearly look like a waste of magic power, or indicate an abnormally large magic reserve. On top of that, my transitions directly into combat probably appeared like I was unleashing what looked like magical or skill-based mid- and long-range attacks. These were things that no D-rank adventurer could do.


  As I kept moving, I heard heavy footsteps ahead and saw dots appear on the map. Adjusting the angle of my strafe, I moved from the center of the tunnel toward the wall. A red bear came into view. It noticed me and roared, but it didn’t get any further than that.


  As I strafe jumped, I lined up my crosshairs with its open mouth and pulled the trigger in one go. In an instant, blood flooded its roaring jaws, stopping it from moving. Without landing in the tunnel, I kicked the wall from the strafe, jumped over the red bear, and circled around to its back, this time aiming for the base of its neck. I fired once, blowing its head from its body.


  When fighting a large monster, you need a lot of 5.7 x 28mm bullets, or you need to narrow your aim. Next time I encountered one, should I aim for the heart from the front and back, or should I just blow its head off from the start? It would be fine to switch to SCAR-H, but relying on its NATO bullets from the third basement floor on was worrying.


  I considered my future combat tactics while watching the red bear sink away. Identifying more efficient and faster time-to-kill shot placements would be crucial. In a typical FPS, landing a headshot would grant a damage bonus. However, this was the real world. While it was biologically natural for headshots to be effective, in previous battles, some enemies had managed to avoid headshots, and sometimes their armor provided protection. Moreover, monsters and demi-humans were diverse creatures, and some of them would not have weak points in the head. Gaining experience in identifying and targeting the optimal points for each enemy would be the surest path to conquering labyrinths.


  My current location was the purification spring on the third basement floor. From here, I stopped using continuous strafe jumps and proceeded with caution. I debated whether to focus on 100 percent mapping or to descend as quickly as possible. I decided to prioritize going deeper. Mapping as I went would take too much time and would probably prevent me from reaching the eighteenth floor.


  Beyond the purification spring, the monsters and demi-humans became stronger, and higher-ranked variants would begin to appear. According to my prior research at the Comprehensive Guild archive, more advanced goblin types would start showing up now.


  While eating my bento, I operated the TSS to resupply ammunition, special grenades, and to prepare the SCAR-H. I also hydrated with the canteen at my waist while swapping out equipment. The canteen I had ordered from Marida Trading Company was a magical tool that, with a water magic stone inserted at the bottom, would automatically activate a magic circle to collect moisture from the air and fill the canteen. It was a popular and rather expensive item, since it didn’t require the user’s magic power. I couldn’t make all my gear into magical tools, but this canteen was truly invaluable.


  After my lunch break, I resumed my advance. The next purification spring was on the eighth basement floor. It would take five hours to reach at an even pace of one floor per hour. I checked the map I had scanned from the archive for the third basement floor, compared it to my expanding mapped area, and proceeded toward the stairs to the fourth basement floor.


  My sound sensors picked up multiple footsteps ahead. They were goblin-type sounds I’d heard countless times in the Green Ogre Labyrinth. There were three in total. 


  The Wolf Fang Labyrinth had many glowing grass plants along the main path, making visibility quite good. If I kept going, I’d soon be in a long-range engagement. 


  I knelt down, aiming the crosshair and iron sights down the straight corridor, which stretched for over thirty-three feet. The P90’s effective range was a little over six and a half feet. In this world, the maximum range for magic was about three and a half feet, except for certain spells that created and launched physical objects. Bows and crossbows could theoretically reach hundreds of feet, but without scopes, their effective range was less than three and half feet if you expected to hit the target. The advantage of firearms in long-range combat was overwhelming. There would never be corridors that long in a labyrinth. 


  I waited, and the moment I saw a goblin face emerge at the end of the corridor, I shot it in the head. The other two were goblin mages, and both were taken out without hesitation. I advanced to the corpses cautiously, confirmed that only magic stones remained, and collected them.


  From there, the enemy combinations became more varied. There were higher-ranked goblins plus other monsters, but the P90 and M84 flashbangs neutralized them. The M84 flashbang was especially effective, making it easy to finish off even large monsters like red bears with a headshot. I couldn’t throw one during every fight, but considering the Crystal Point cost, the cost-effectiveness was excellent. It was quickly becoming an essential weapon for labyrinth exploration.


  I cleared the large room on the third basement floor and descended to the fourth. The fourth floor had a high proportion of red bears, so I switched my weapon to the SCAR-H. It was loud and could attract monsters and demi-humans, but, based on my experience in the Green Ogre Labyrinth, I didn’t need to be overly cautious.


  Of course, if I were with a beastkin like Mieche, or in a party, I’d need to be careful about the noise. After this excursion, I planned to prepare a silenced weapon instead of the SCAR-H for the Marida Trading Company caravan escort job. But this would do for now. I wanted to see how much destructive power the NATO rounds had against large monsters. It had blown off hobgoblin heads—how about red bears?


  The answer was, again, explosive. A shot to a red bear’s head blew it off in one hit; a shot to the heart left a gaping hole. As expected of the 7.62 x 51mm NATO round. With this level of performance, the P90 and SCAR-H would suffice as my main weapons for the time being.


  Switching to the SCAR-H as my main weapon dramatically increased my rate of extermination. Despite being on unexplored floors, my progress matched that of the upper levels. I soon reached the fifth basement floor. However, with only twenty rounds per magazine, I felt uneasy, so I summoned a supply box and stocked up on extra magazines.


  The fifth basement floor had the same underground corridor atmosphere as the previous levels. According to what I had researched at the archive, the atmosphere would change starting from the next floor on. Also, this floor was supposed to have the higher-ranked variant of the horned rabbit—the long-horned rabbit.


  Proceeding cautiously through the fifth floor, I heard footsteps I had never heard before. There were also two sets of heavy footsteps that likely belonged to some red bears.


  “That sounds huge.”


  I saw it through the iron sights. Its size took me aback. The long-horned rabbit was about twice the size of a normal horned rabbit, easily over three feet long. Its fur was the same shade of brown, but the horn on its head was longer and spiral-shaped, like a drill. 


  [image: ]


  It had already noticed me. It roared like an idiot, threatening me, but it should have closed the distance before doing that. First, I aimed my crosshairs at the two nearby red bears. I aimed for their chests where the bullets couldn’t be dodged. In previous battles, they would occasionally react when I aimed for their heads, denying me a clean hit. I changed from aiming solely at the heads, which had plenty of attack power and could avoid a strike with minimal movement, to the chests, where a hit would result in an instant kill.


  I slid my crosshairs around and fired semi-automatically, one shot at a time, at the red bears. They reacted to the gunfire and tried to dodge, but with their large bodies there was no way they could avoid a pointed attack. The bullets hit and left large holes in their chests.


  Seeing the dead red bears, the long-horned rabbit’s red eyes flared, and it roared, spitting flaming bullets from its mouth. I had seen this kind of attack before when I fought a dire glass wolf, a higher-level glass wolf. Naturally, I remembered it and was on guard.


  “That was a pain!”


  I slid and jumped forward to the left to avoid the flaming bullet, then turned sideways and jumped again to the left, accelerating as I passed the long-horned rabbit. It followed my movements, swinging the long horn on its head in my direction. However, its head’s rotation speed couldn’t keep up with my movement. 


  I changed the SCAR-H’s injector from semi-auto to full-auto, aligned the crosshairs along the long-horned rabbit’s body from its head to its hind legs, and pulled the trigger. The sound of gunfire and the metallic sounds of ejected shells echoed throughout the underground tunnel. The long-horned rabbit, hit by 7.62 x 51mm NATO bullets all over its body, collapsed to the ground riddled with holes.


  I landed from my jump, then got onto my knees and aimed my sight at what had been the long-horned rabbit. I wondered if I’d gone too far, but I’d rather overkill a monster I’d never seen before than underestimate it. A mistake like that would mean my death.


   


  ***


   


  After clearing the fifth basement floor and descending to the sixth, I immediately noticed a change in the labyrinth’s atmosphere. First, there was the smell. In the dim underground passage, the stench of rotting flesh pervaded the air. 


  Despite being an underground tunnel, the ceiling was high—perhaps nearly thirty-three feet. The underground labyrinth wasn’t actually dug out like a real tunnel. It was a kind of extradimensional space. You couldn’t reach lower floors by digging, and while you could break through walls to reach adjacent passages, the labyrinth’s magical energy would naturally repair any damage.


  According to my research, floors six through ten were the “undead zone.” Zombies, skeletons, and labyrinth bats would appear here. I switched my main weapon back to the P90 and proceeded cautiously. Before long, my sound sensors picked up dragging noises and groans.


  “Is that...a zombie?”


  I stopped and knelt, waiting with my crosshair and sights aligned for it to appear.


  Soon, a zombie appeared. Half of its face was melted like sludge, its skin blackened. Its clothes were filthy and tattered, and its movements were extremely slow. 


  I aimed at its head and fired. Even with the P90’s 5.7 x 28mm round, its head was blown off in one shot...but it didn’t stop. It kept coming.


  “What? A headshot doesn’t kill it?”


  In the FPS games I knew, there were plenty of zombie enemies, and most could be neutralized by destroying the head. Zombies in this world operated on different principles, apparently.


  I shot out both knees to stop its movement. The 5.7 x 28mm rounds not only pierced but blew the caps apart, dropping the zombie to the ground.


  “What now?”


  Even after losing its head and both lower legs, it kept crawling toward me. Next, I shot off both shoulders, blowing its arms off its body. Still, it kept writhing, refusing to sink into the labyrinth. Was it truly immortal? No, it was already dead. There had to be a core reanimating it...a magic stone.


  I didn’t know where the zombie’s stone was, so I tried shooting its heart. The resulting hole was huge, but the zombie kept moving. I tried the abdomen, and kept firing until the zombie finally sank into the labyrinth. Its magic stone had been in its waist.


  “So, their stones are in the waist, huh?”


  That was true for this zombie, but I doubted it was a universal trait. I remembered the monster encyclopedia I’d scanned from the Comprehensive Guild archive and searched my TSS files for information on zombies. I learned that the undead could be defeated by separating them from or destroying the magic stone somewhere in their body. Ordinary explorers used blunt weapons to knock the magic stone out, but since I couldn’t tell where it was, I had to blow apart the limbs and riddle the torso with bullets until I hit it.


  Should I follow the explorers’ example? But the only blunt weapon I have is a baton. Maybe I could just burn them? When it came to zombie extermination, it was either headshots or burning—those were the classics.


  I returned to the stairs connecting to the fifth floor and activated the TSS to select my main anti-undead weapon from the inventory. Particles of light gathered before me, and the black supply box appeared. I opened it and took out a particularly large weapon: a flamethrower, specifically the Japanese Ground Self-Defense Force’s Type 1-1 portable flamethrower.


  Flamethrowers were widely used through World War II, but have since fallen out of favor and development. The Type 1-1 is an improved version of the American M2 flamethrower, with a maximum range of one hundred and thirty feet—the longest of its kind—and a three-tank setup (two for fuel, one for air) for more uses per load.


  In VMB, the game’s specs increased the number of full bursts from ten to twenty for balance, and fuel could be easily replenished via TSS. However, the Crystal Point cost to refill the tanks was high—higher than for SCAR-H or P90 magazines. But it wouldn’t put me in the red. Thanks to daily magic stone collection and Remi’s reward, my Crystal Points reserves were healthy. Even so, it wasn’t practical for long-term use as flamethrowers are large main weapons, and, while using one, I couldn’t use other guns.


  Technically, I had to hold the barrel with both hands at all times. The Five-seveN sidearm was fine in its holster, but I stored the SCAR-H and P90, along with their magazines, in the supply box.


  I also took out TH3 incendiary grenades. Also known as thermite grenades, they are about six inches long, and, when the pin is pulled, spew sparks after about three seconds. They look like big sparklers, but have a real kill radius of seven feet (three in VMB), and burn for twenty to thirty seconds at over two thousand degrees Celsius, enough to melt steel beams.


  With my anti-undead loadout ready, I resumed my advance, holding the Type 1-1’s barrel with both hands. The Type 1-1 is used in a hip-fire stance, aiming with the crosshair in my goggles. I was ready to fire at any moment.


  After passing the first battle area and moving further in, I heard zombie groans. Like when using regular guns, I had to be careful not to let them get too close, since flamethrowers aren’t for close combat. There were three zombies, approaching so slowly it was almost questionable whether they intended to attack. I pulled the trigger and swept the crosshair over all three, bathing them in fire. 


  The gelled fuel ignited, and the zombies were quickly reduced to ashes. When shot with the P90’s rounds, their bodies had seemed soft, but they burned away much more easily. As they collapsed, black mist enveloped them and they sank into the labyrinth, only leaving the smell of burnt flesh and magic stones behind. 


  I checked the stones to make sure they weren’t too hot, but they were fine to pick up. Flamethrowers work by spraying ignited gelled fuel, so the flame itself isn’t that hot. The magic stones retained some heat but didn’t melt. I didn’t feel any radiant heat while using the flamethrower—maybe because this was a game weapon. Just as with guns, there was no gunpowder smell. Unnecessary elements like that weren’t reproduced in the game.


  The flamethrower wasn’t perfect, though. It had also burned away the white glowing grass in the tunnels. Smiling wryly, I took out more glowing grass seeds from my pouch and scattered them along the tunnel as I went.


  On the sixth floor, all I encountered were zombies. Was there something about this floor that made it difficult for ordinary adventurers? The smell was awful, but the threat level was low. If they were this easy to clear, it seemed like a great floor for farming magic stones.


  Later, I learned that zombie-type monsters and demi-humans could inflict a disease status just by touching you, interfering with your magic and causing a high fever and various other physical ailments. I never noticed the threat during my exploration. Such magic-based status effects didn’t work on me since I was a dud.


  As I went deeper, I started seeing different zombie types. At first, they were all humanoid, but then I encountered zombie glass wolves and zombie horned rabbits—undead versions of the monsters found near the labyrinth. I was a bit wary at first, as these versions were as fast as they had been in life, but the Type 1-1’s flames burned them up instantly.


  On the seventh floor, skeletons began to appear. Their magic stones were exposed in the center of their chests, knitted in place by rib bones. I shot at and shattered a skeleton’s skull with the Five-seveN, but it kept ambulating. As expected, you had to remove the magic stone to defeat it.


  Skeletons were much more dangerous than zombies, simply because they were armed. They didn’t wear armor, but they carried short swords or hand axes, and some even had small shields. When I used the flamethrower, the gelled fuel stuck to their bones and burned them to pieces. 


  The skeletons tried to defend themselves from the flames with their small shields. These shields, however, were made of wood and quickly burned away, leaving their chests fully exposed. Once the part supporting the magic stone collapsed, the skeleton fell apart like a marionette with its strings cut. 


  “This is powerful.”


  I began to reevaluate flamethrowers, including the Type 1-1, which had been useless in PvP during my VMB era. I didn’t know how it would perform against non-undead enemies, but since every labyrinth had an undead zone, the Type 1-1 would likely become a staple weapon going forward. However, having to refill the tank after every battle was a bit of a hassle.


  As I paused to operate the TSS, I heard a flapping sound I had never heard before. I turned my gaze toward the direction of the sound. 


  It came from the high ceiling, nearly thirty-three feet above. Something was coming!


  The moment I sensed something approaching, I performed a slide jump backward, just as a large black mass launched a V-shaped attack at the spot where I had been standing. It was a labyrinth bat, and a big one at that. Its wingspan must have been about seven feet.


  It repeatedly dove and climbed, baring its fangs in its foxlike face and trying to bite at the moment of impact. I observed its movements while dodging, and once I determined this was its only attack method, I aimed the Type 1-1 flamethrower at its back and fired as it ascended.


  Bathed in flames, the labyrinth bat let out a shrill screech, its back burning as it crashed to the ground. It must have landed headfirst, because I heard bones break as it crumpled.


  When I used the flamethrower on a living monster, the burning effect persisted. Even when I put distance between myself and the burning labyrinth bat, the fire didn’t naturally extinguish. Presumably, as long as the fire from the flamethrower continued, the damage calculation would persist. Until that effect ended, the monster wouldn’t simply disappear into particles of light, even if I moved away. I formed this hypothesis while watching the labyrinth bat burn as it was enveloped in black mist and sank into the labyrinth.


  Moreover, this encounter marked the first time I had faced an enemy that I could not detect by sound. With the sound sensor, any moving target that made a noise within a radius of five hundred feet would appear as a dot on my goggle map. Even outside the map’s display range, I could distinguish sounds up to about 1,640 feet away. However, bat-type monsters like this, which wait in place for prey, are silent until the moment they attack, making them undetectable. 


  In the Wolf Fang Labyrinth, the glowing grass scattered along the tunnels provided enough light for me to use my goggles in normal mode. I realized I needed to switch to Night Vision mode and frequently check the ceiling now that I knew monsters like the labyrinth bat lurked about.


  Even if the tunnel itself was bright, the ceiling—over thirty-three feet above—remained dark. I kept a close watch ahead, but I also made sure to stay alert for ambushes and checked above at every branch in the tunnel. In this way, I descended to the eighth basement floor.


  This floor was still part of the undead zone, but here, all kinds of zombies, skeletons, and labyrinth bats—monsters I had already defeated on the upper floors—appeared in mixed groups. Thanks to the reliable power of the Type 1-1 portable flamethrower I held in both hands, I made my way to the purification spring while burning through the armies of the undead.


  Here, I took a long break, ate dinner, and took a nap before planning to push further during the night. Originally, I had hoped to reach the eighteenth basement floor by now, but that proved impossible at this pace. I was running out of time. The day after tomorrow, I would have to leave for the capital to escort the Marida Trading Company caravan.


  I changed my plans and decided to return to the surface after observing the structural change on the eleventh basement floor. I activated the TSS and summoned the Dorchester from the garage. I still camped at the purification spring, but, for better physical and mental rest, I ate dinner sitting in the Dorchester’s rear living space and slept in the chair with my feet up on the desk. I would have preferred to lie down, but the floor of the Dorchester was just as hard as the labyrinth itself. In the future, I’d prepare a futon or sleeping bag—something that would ensure a good night’s sleep.


  I woke up after napping for four hours, and checked the surroundings through the peephole inside the Dorchester. Nothing had changed; I was still alone. I returned the Dorchester to the garage and washed my face at the spring to perk up.


  I slung the Type 1-1 flamethrower over my back and double-checked the rest of my gear. Awake and fully loaded up, I set out again toward the ninth basement floor. I remained vigilant as I expected to encounter higher-ranked monsters and demi-humans, or at least stronger variants. I also stayed alert for ambushes from the ceiling. 


  When I came to the tunnel, I heard three zombies shuffling ahead. I guessed two of them were probably glass wolf zombies. I kept the Type 1-1 flamethrower at my waist, ready to pull the trigger at any moment, and aligned its crosshair with the path ahead. I heard two of the three creatures start to run—I guess they noticed me too. I stopped advancing and waited for them to rush out. I was ready to roast them the moment I saw them!


  “Grrrrrgh...” the two glass wolf zombies groaned as they leapt out from around the corner. They entered my crosshairs, and I pulled the trigger the instant I saw them, bathing them in gelled fuel and a stream of fire.


  The glass wolf zombies rolled on the ground, desperately trying to extinguish the flames. It was to no avail, and the smell of their burning flesh permeated the air. I watched their bodies crumble and sink into the labyrinth, then moved after the last remaining one.


  Turning the corner, I saw the creature ahead. It was clearly a zombie, but unlike the basic ones I had seen on the upper floors, its face was swollen with dark lumps. Its belly distended grotesquely, as if it harbored some kind of pathogen. This was an illness zombie, an upper-tier undead I remembered reading about in the monster encyclopedia in my TSS.


  I didn’t attack immediately, too grossed out by its appearance. The illness zombie arched its chest backward and spurted a dark, murky green liquid from its mouth, spraying toward me.


  “How disgusting!”


  Instinctively, I retreated and ducked back around the corner. I avoided a direct hit, but its spew reached all the way to where I had been standing, despite being about thirty-three feet away. The spray attack was like the Type 1-1 flamethrower, but was the dark green liquid poisonous? In any case, it didn’t look like something you should get splashed with.


  Before it could spray the next geyser, I jumped from around the corner to avoid stepping on the dark green liquid scattered throughout the tunnel and showered it with flames. While it was more durable than a normal zombie, the illness zombie also became engulfed in flames and collapsed, spraying out the dark green liquid inside its burning body.


  “I really need to be careful with this,” I muttered to myself. 


  I opened the monster encyclopedia from the TSS and searched for information on the illness zombie. As expected, its liquid was poisonous. Getting splashed by it would dissolve your skin into ulcers and cause excruciating pain.


  How would an ordinary adventurer defeat something like this? According to the encyclopedia, you had to decapitate the illness zombie in order to retrieve the magic stone residing in its head. However, once the magic stone was separated from its body, it would collapse and all the poison would gush out. It was dangerous to stay close after taking off its head.


  For me, an illness zombie with an attack that could reach nearly thirty-three feet was definitely an enemy to watch out for. After it sank into the labyrinth, its magic stone remained, but so did the poison. The initial spray of its attack and the pool released after it died both took some time to be absorbed by the labyrinth. I gave up on retrieving any magic stones that fell into the poison and moved on.


  After several more battles, burning away filth as I went, I came to what looked like a large room. Numerous dots moved inside. Judging by the sounds, they were probably skeletons, but they seemed heavier than usual. Peeking into the room, I counted twelve, but they weren’t all grouped together. They were split into two groups of six, each arranged as if they were an exploring party, resting around a purification spring.


  Observing the composition of the two groups, I saw that there were no normal types; they were all higher-ranked. Each group had two skeleton fighters in leather armor, one skeleton archer, two skeleton mages, and one skeleton guard with a large shield. This would be challenging.


  What to do...? If they were living creatures, I’d throw an M84 flashbang, inflict status effects, and take them down one by one. They were undead, though, and skeletons had neither sight nor hearing. And yet, they still sensed me somehow.


  I considered my options. I could either attack from outside the room to reduce their numbers, or use a TH3 incendiary grenade for the opening strike, then charge in for close combat. I wanted to gain more experience, so I decided to try both.


  First, I targeted the group closest to the entrance, making full use of the Type 1-1’s one hundred and thirty feet range. I aimed the crosshair at the back of the skeleton archer who rested near a campfire, and pulled the trigger. Sweeping the crosshair left and right across the circle, I burned up the archer and both fighters sitting in front.


  I wanted to burn the three in the back as well, but the guard’s large shield didn’t burn and effectively blocked my flaming attack. Was it made of steel? However, its shield didn’t cover its entire body, so I aimed the crosshair at its exposed feet and toasted them.


  The guard lost its balance when its ankles were burned and crouched down on one knee. Unable to keep the shield upright, its bony body was exposed. I quickly aimed the crosshair at its chest and sprayed fire around the magic stone.


  It had been protecting the two mages with its shield, and they had begun chanting spells behind it. Two black orbs, each about twelve inches in diameter, floated up and shot toward me. I immediately slide-jumped out of the room and dodged the black orbs as they crashed into the corridor wall. I slide-jumped back across the entrance, spraying another burst of fire as I passed. I incinerated the guard, but as I passed through the entrance, arrows from the other group’s archer flew at me.


  I’ll deal with you after the mages. 


  Pressing my back to the entrance’s edge, I leaned out and aimed at the remaining two mages, pulled the trigger, and set them ablaze. Maybe they had magic barriers, but the Type 1-1’s flames weren’t magical, and were unstoppable. With the first six skeletons reduced to cinders, I turned my attention to the other party. 


  Peeking in, I saw they had formed a battle formation: the guard in the center, fighters on either side, and three in the rear. It was to be a six-on-one group battle. I pulled the pin on a TH3 incendiary grenade, slid into the room, and transitioned into an acceleration jump. I tossed the TH3 at the guard’s feet, then shifted into a strafe jump to dodge the archer’s arrows.


  The TH3 ignited at the guard’s feet, instantly engulfing it and its shield in flames. The fighters flanking the sides were also caught up in the fire stream, but continued to advance. I strafe-jumped to the left side of the skeleton party, pulling the Type 1-1’s trigger in midair. The burning gelled fuel engulfed the left fighter and created a flaming pool at the skeleton party’s feet. Landing, I aimed the crosshair at the mage behind the fighter, but then a wall of earth rose from the labyrinth floor before me, blocking my view.


  “What?!”


  The mage from the first group must have realized that the Type 1-1 flamethrower’s fire had penetrated their magic barrier. As a physical shield against the flames, it cast the defensive spell Earth Wall, but...


  “Too naive!”


  While the Earth Wall blocked my line of sight, it also obstructed theirs. 


  Can they see my movements? In FPS games, hiding behind impenetrable objects like walls or boxes is a basic tactic with plenty of options.


  I took out another TH3 from my field jacket, pulled the pin, and lobbed it in a high arc over the Earth Wall to land near where the mage had been. At the same time, I saw the archer on the side aim at me. I slide-jumped left to dodge the incoming arrow and circled around to the back of the Earth Wall.


  Behind the Earth Wall, the mage had already collapsed, engulfed in rising flames. I continued with a series of leftward jumps, completely circling around behind them. Where I passed, another Earth Wall rose up uselessly. It had been cast by a mage who misjudged my position.


  Now, an archer and a mage were right in front of me with a fighter behind them. I aimed the crosshairs and sprayed fire at the archer before he could nock an arrow. Sweeping the crosshairs, I engulfed the mage as well and finally reached the fighter, burning down all three at once.


  “Phew!”


  I collected the magic stones and glanced at the scorched floor of the large room. I was shocked at these higher-ranked skeletons’ intelligence. The fact that they responded to the Type 1-1 flamethrower by using Earth Wall after seeing it only once showed that future labyrinth exploration would not be easy.


  Still, it didn’t feel daunting. As I refueled the Type 1-1 from the TSS, I felt a mixed sense of caution and exhilaration. I knew now that even smarter monsters and demi-humans would likely appear in the future, and so I should tread carefully. But I felt really accomplished in a way I hadn’t felt before here. I had successfully handled a group of higher-ranked enemies!


  Just a bit further and I would reach the ninth basement floor. Considering the time needed to return, I couldn’t afford to bask in my emotions. I steeled myself and pressed on deeper.


  In the latter half of the ninth floor’s undead zone, I struggled against swarms of illness zombies and another type of upper-tier zombie.


  “Whoa!”


  Without regard for the upper-tier zombie in front of me, three illness zombies behind me simultaneously sprayed poison. I slide-jumped backward, spun 180 degrees, and before I could be cornered, ran up the wall, retreating even further. Jumping from the wall toward the opposite side, I spun another 180 degrees in midair, and as my crosshair swept at high speed, I instantly aligned it with the upper-tier zombie, a hopper, and pulled the trigger, spraying it with fire.


  This hopper wore a hooded robe and lunged with its mouth open so wide its cheeks seemed torn. It aimed to bite me. Its movements were fast, and if it had come alone, I could probably have handled it, but its coordination with the illness zombies behind was troublesome. They sprayed poison to block my escape. 


  I managed to burn the hopper and turned to deal with the three illness zombies behind me. From my experience so far, I knew that after spraying poison once, they wouldn’t do it again for a while. They could only fight in close combat, but I had no intention of letting them get that close. I swept the crosshair, sending waves of fire from the Type 1-1 flamethrower dancing toward them.


  On the ninth basement floor, not only did upper-tier zombies appear, but the zombie type of the dire glass wolf, the upper variant of the glass wolf, also showed up.


  The dire glass wolf zombie was just as fast as the hopper, so I had to keep moving to avoid being cornered while burning it down. Unlike the dire glass wolf I had fought before, it didn’t use any magical attack roars and had no magic cannon. I wasn’t sure if that was just by chance, or if zombie types simply couldn’t use such abilities. I’d have to check the archives later. Even skimming through the captured pages of the monster encyclopedia, I couldn’t find an immediate answer.


  As I continued down the corridor and burned a mixed group of zombies in a small room, I discovered a stone box in the center of the room that looked just like a chest.


  “Could this be...a treasure chest?!”


  I collected the magic stones from the defeated zombies in the room, then approached the box. The stone chest was about three feet long, two feet wide, and two feet tall—just a bit narrower than my gift box. I noticed that the top of the lid was covered with intricate engravings. They reminded me of the magic circles inscribed on my magical canteen.


  According to what I had researched in the archives, magical tools or magic weapons expelled by the labyrinth were usually placed on pedestals in shrines or large rooms, but perhaps sometimes they appeared in stone chests like this? Or could it even be a monster in disguise? I observed the stone chest for a while without touching it. I realized I wouldn’t know anything until I opened it. I prepared the CBS on my left arm to be deployed at any time, and slowly lifted the chest’s lid with my right hand.


  There was no sign of a trap, just the grinding sound of stone against stone. I pushed the lid all the way off, letting it fall to the labyrinth floor. Peering inside, I found a single bare dagger.


  When I took it out, the stone chest turned to sand and crumbled away. The sand was absorbed into the labyrinth, and the room returned to its original state as if nothing had happened. Fascinated by this strange sight, I turned my attention to the dagger.


  The blade was about four inches long, with a wooden handle and a slightly wavy double-edged design. Since it was a weapon expelled by the labyrinth, it was probably a magic weapon. It didn’t look like a magic stone-consuming type, so it was likely powered by magic. This meant it was probably useless to me. 


  I had no intention of swinging around a magic weapon whose effects I didn’t even know. Since I couldn’t carry it around with the blade exposed, I summoned the gift box and stored it inside. I’d have Marta from Marida Trading Company or Lesmond from the Comprehensive Guild look at it later.


  Discovering my first magic weapon during labyrinth exploration added yet another layer of enjoyment to the adventure. Stoked, I proceeded to the back of the small room and descended to the tenth basement floor. There was a teleportation magic circle on this level. I couldn’t use it myself, but I wanted to see it. 


  This was also the last floor of the undead zone. From the eleventh basement floor onward, the labyrinth supposedly changed into a field dungeon modeled after the natural world. While the undead didn’t appear exclusively in the undead zone, the encounter rate for undead would naturally decrease as the variety of monsters increased.


  I would retire the Type 1-1 portable flamethrower after this floor. I planned to return to the surface once I cleared the tenth floor and confirmed the atmosphere of the eleventh basement floor. Until then, I’d use the Type 1-1 just a little longer.


  I encountered far more labyrinth bats than zombies or skeletons. As I advanced through the tunnels, I checked above me at every corner and branch, and I found many labyrinth bats lying in wait to ambush me. That in itself wasn’t troublesome, but whenever I turned a corner, I used the lean technique. This had me pressing my back to the edge of the wall and peeking ahead and upward to check my direction and the ceiling. If I spotted a labyrinth bat hanging there, I would immediately align my crosshair from the lean and unleash merciless fire on it before it could move.


  The burning gelled fuel not only hit the labyrinth bat directly, but also covered the ceiling itself in flames. It fell from the red-hot ceiling with a strange cry. I aimed the crosshairs at it, and sprayed more fire onto it, burning it to ashes.


  With its long range of one hundred and thirty feet, the Type 1-1 flamethrower was an extremely effective weapon for solo exploration where collateral damage could be ignored. I hadn’t thought about it at first, but the oxygen level inside the labyrinth never decreased, even after continuous use inside the labyrinth. In reality, a flamethrower used in confined spaces like caves could consume all the oxygen inside, creating an anoxic environment. The ability to eliminate living creatures by causing oxygen deprivation, without even needing to hit them directly with flames, was both a powerful and a brutal aspect of the weapon.


  After breaking through small and large rooms, I finally came across a labyrinth gate supported by white stone pillars. It had the same design as the one I had seen in the Green Ogre Labyrinth, but a demi-human with a wolf’s face sat on the throne atop of the gate. So, this was the Wolf Fang Labyrinth’s dungeon master.


  I passed through the gate and entered the large room where the gatekeeper had once been. I saw the teleportation magic circle in the center of the room.


  “That’s what it looks like!”


  Out of curiosity, I drew my combat knife from the leg sheath on my thigh, made a small cut on my finger, and let a drop of blood fall onto the circle. However, there was no sign that it had registered my biometric information.


  “As I thought, it’s no good.”


  It couldn’t be helped. Labyrinth exploration would be much easier if I could use this, but I couldn’t, so there was no point wasting further time on it. I headed for the stairs at the back of the large room that led down to the eleventh basement floor.


  From there onward, the labyrinth became a field dungeon. Its scenery was so realistic it could have been mistaken for the natural world outside the labyrinth. However, the pseudo-field I saw didn’t look anything like the eastern forest.


  It was certainly like a forest. There was a path that appeared as a woodland trail, but the surrounding atmosphere was completely different. It was dark, shrouded in an eerie mist, and felt like a truly haunted forest. The field dungeon size varied by floor and seemed vast. Although if you left the trail, you’d eventually come up against a wall. While they weren’t invisible, the floor’s edge was clearly defined by actual walls that I couldn’t see from where I stood.


  I really wanted to know where the trail led, but today’s exploration had to come to an end. No problem—I would come back after completing the caravan security job.


  I returned to the tenth basement floor and decided to take a meal break by summoning the Dorchester in the gatekeeper’s chamber. While I couldn’t replenish water as I could at a purification spring, there was no risk of monsters or demi-humans invading this area. An explorer might appear from the teleportation magic circle, but I would deal with that if it happened.


  Tucked away inside the Dorchester, I sat in a chair in the rear living space, ate my meal, resupplied and checked my equipment, and set out again after about an hour.


  Chapter 7


   


  I RETURNED TO the Fortress City of Balga just as the sky was beginning to turn red. I wanted Lesmond at the Comprehensive Guild to appraise the magic weapon dagger I found in the Wolf Fang Labyrinth, but the annex would be crowded by now. Many adventurers would be flooding the annex to report completed requests and submit proof of subjugation. I didn’t want to waste time waiting, even at Lesmond’s efficient counter. I decided to go to the Marida Trading Company instead and ask Marta about the dagger’s appraisal. 


  I headed first to the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth. I wanted to enjoy a good dinner and prepare my equipment for the caravan escort job that started tomorrow. Since I would be leaving in the morning, I planned to get ready quickly and spend the night recovering from the fatigue of labyrinth exploration.


  As I walked down the main street toward the inn, passing adventurers and laborers chatting about where to eat dinner after work, I heard a tense voice and running boots ahead.


  “Make way!”


  “Isn’t that the knight order? Did something happen?”


  “Who knows? Probably some idiot got rowdy at a brothel again.”


  Passing adventurers, like me, watched the group as they hurried by. The group in question, clad in silver full plate armor, was the Western Balga Knight Order. They were heading in the opposite direction from me, toward the commercial district, which also included the entertainment quarter with many taverns and brothels. As I wondered if something had happened there, I saw an explosion and black smoke rise from the direction the knights ran toward.


  “The knight order couldn’t contain it!”


  Behind the knights, a group ran after them. They were too well-dressed to be adventurers. Among them were two familiar faces: Remi, running at the front with a claymore on her back, and Ashley, her red-gold hair streaming behind her. The rest of the group were Comprehensive Guild staff, not adventurers.


  I had planned to enjoy a good meal at the inn, but I decided to detour and follow the knights and Ashley’s group toward the source of the black smoke.


  “Hurry with the firefighting!”


  “Keep the onlookers back!”


  “Do we have all the information on those barricaded inside?”


  “Yes, we’ve heard from the Comprehensive Guild investigators.”


  The source of the smoke appeared to come from a tavern, but the knights, the guild staff, and a crowd of onlookers were gathered around the building across the street. It was a box-shaped, three-story wooden brothel. If its roof had been tiled, it could have been mistaken for a Japanese hot spring inn. However, the entrance and first-floor windows were sealed with stone walls, likely created by magic. Blending in with the crowd, I tried to figure out what was happening. It seemed there was indeed trouble at the brothel.


  With the Green Ogre Labyrinth subjugated, adventurers, explorers, and laborers from the surrounding region had gathered in the Fortress City of Balga. Merchants, craftsmen, and sex workers—both female and male—had also come to do business. I was surprised by the way people approached the Harvest Festival, which didn’t exist in my previous world, but I was even more surprised by the local attitude toward brothels. In this world, prostitution was recognized as a legitimate profession and not necessarily the result of being sold off for debt. Of course, as in any industry, there were unscrupulous operators, and some brothels did force young men and women into work, but...


  As I listened to the commotion and the knights’ conversation, a man appeared at a third-floor window.


  “Tell the knights to back off!” As he spoke, he launched a volley of Fireballs at the bar in front of him.


  “Deploy magic barrier!”


  As soon as the spell was cast, a knight who had been on alert deployed a magic barrier to protect the tavern. This was why the tavern, rather than the problematic brothel, was on fire.


  “Ahh! They hit my shop again!” I heard the lamenting cry of the tavern’s owner. 


  What was the real cause of this commotion? The knights and guild staff only surrounded the brothel, not preparing to storm it. Then, as a young knight nocked an arrow to his bow, a different man’s voice rang out from the second floor.


  “Hey, don’t do anything stupid! If you draw that bow, I’ll make sure this woman never works again!”


  The man who appeared at the second-floor window was not the same one who had cast the spell. He was shielding himself with a prostitute, pressing the flat of a dagger to her cheek as he looked down at us.


  “Lower your bow—don’t provoke them yet,” the middle-aged knight captain said. He placed a hand on the young knight’s shoulder to stop him.


  Barricade...hostages...


  The captain then went over to where the guild staff were gathered, and together with Remi, who stood at the center, began consulting what looked like the brothel’s floor plan.


  “Is it this room?” 


  “No, this one is more likely,” they discussed, apparently searching for something.


  As I watched, Ashley, standing next to Remi, suddenly turned and met my gaze. Remi, noticing Ashley’s movement, also looked over. Her eyes wandered before settling on me. She smiled slyly, and I had a bad feeling...


  “Ashley, bring him here.”


  “You mean Schwarz?”


  “He’s the only one who can resolve this situation.”


  “Who? Who are you calling, Remi?” the captain asked.


  At Remi’s instruction, Ashley hurried over to me. The captain spoke with Remi, who watched me as Ashley approached.


  “Does that adventurer know something?” he asked her.


  “Yes, I think he does.”


  While my sound sensors picked up their conversation, Ashley reached me.


  “Good evening, Schwarz.”


  “Good evening, Ashley.”


  The sun had set in the short time I’d been watching the commotion around the brothel, and the area was illuminated by shop lights and street lamps. Ashley’s red-gold hair shone vividly in the light, and I couldn’t help but be captivated by its brilliance.


  “Could you come with me to see Remi, please?”


  “Of course.”


  I answered without thinking, but decided I might as well hear what they had to say.


  “Thank you!” Ashley smiled.


  For now, just seeing that was enough for me.


  As I moved with Ashley from the crowd of onlookers toward where Remi and the knights were gathered, I heard a few suspicious voices about me.


  “Who’s that guy?”


  “No clue. I don’t see him around much.”


  “Oh, that’s the guy who always works solo. Haven’t seen him lately, though...”


  Ignoring the voices, I headed to where Remi and the others waited.


  “Hey, Schwarz.”


  “Good evening, Senior Remi. Do you need something? Or is this about my answer from before? I’d like a bit more time to decide—”


  “No. I’ll want your answer eventually, but right now there’s something I want you to investigate.”


  “Remi, what are you planning to have this adventurer do?”


  “Nothing dangerous. Schwarz, this is Captain Brad of the city guard. Brad, this is Schwarz, a D-rank adventurer. I’m sure he can figure out what we’re looking for.”


  What exactly did they expect me to figure out? Captain Brad looked at me suspiciously, but after I gave a slight bow, Remi left the captain behind and took just Ashley and me to a corner where the guild staff were gathered.


  “First, let’s explain the situation. Ashley?”


  “Yes. As you can see, six adventurers are barricaded inside the Evening Light brothel. They are holding four women hostages, including the proprietor.”


  “What are their demands? It’s not money, is it?”


  If it were money, they wouldn’t attack a brothel at this hour. They’d target a merchant house late at night.


  “It’s not a robbery, but a crime of passion, so to speak. One of the adventurers misunderstood a prostitute’s kind words, got obsessed, and demanded she quit her job and marry him. Of course, it was just business for her. When she rejected him, he lost his temper, fought with the brothel’s guards, and his companions joined in, which lead to a brawl and this standoff.”


  “So, where are the guards now?”


  “According to the escaped prostitutes, they’ve already been cut down.”


  “I see. So, Remi, what exactly do you want me to do in this situation?”


  “From the accounts of the women who escaped, we have a good grasp of the internal layout. Here.” Remi handed me the floor plan she was holding and continued. “As you can see, one of the hostages is in that room on the second floor, but we need you to find out where the other three are being held. We have a hunch about your detection abilities, especially after your performance in the Green Ogre Labyrinth. This shouldn’t be too difficult for you.”


  Oh...


  Indeed, I could get a general idea of where people were moving from the sounds picked up by my sensors. I could probably mark that on the floor plan. However, with sound alone, I could only tell where moving targets were. If someone was sitting still and keeping watch, or was unconscious, I couldn’t be completely certain.


  But...


  “What do you think? They can’t escape this cordon, and its certain death if they’re caught. The knight order is just maintaining the perimeter for now, but if nothing changes, they’ll storm the place and end it by force. But if they do, the hostages might be killed in a murder-suicide. Even if the knights do go in, just knowing the exact location of the hostages and the six adventurers’ positions would give us a huge advantage.”


  “Schwarz, please. I’m asking you as well,” Ashley added.


  “Understood. But I can’t guarantee the accuracy of my results. Also, may I borrow this floor plan for a bit?”


  “You’ll do it? Thank you. Use the plan as you like, and we’ll cooperate however we can.”


  “No, I’d like to do this alone. That’s my condition.”


  “A condition, huh? If everything goes well, do you want your name kept confidential again?”


  “Yes, let’s do that.”


   “All right, I’ll leave everything to you,” Remi said, half-exasperated. She returned to Captain Brad to explain my involvement.


  “Thank you, Mr. Schwarz. Are you sure you don’t need any help?” Ashley asked, looking a little worried.


  “It’s fine. I’m not storming the brothel or anything. I’ll be okay,” I reassured Ashley, and headed for the alley beside the brothel.


  This wasn’t so much a formal request as a favor for Remi and Ashley. Since they weren’t asking me to storm the place with the knights and eliminate the adventurers or rescue the four hostages myself, I had no reason to refuse. If I was going to live in this world, I couldn’t hesitate to use VMB’s power. That said, I had no intention of flaunting my abilities like a fool. Even if I was cooperating with Remi and Ashley, I didn’t want to draw too much attention as Schwarz.


  The Marida Trading Company caravan escort job started tomorrow, and after that, I planned to attack the Wolf Fang Labyrinth again. If I acted with the knight order, those plans could be disrupted, which I wanted to avoid.


  I slipped into the alley beside the brothel, hid in the shadows, and activated the TSS. Without a precise grasp of the brothel’s interior, I couldn’t provide any useful support for an assault. Accurate information was what was needed. To get that in this situation, I would need to “see” for myself.


  I rummaged through my inventory and took out the special equipment I needed. Particles of light gathered before me, and a small black supply box appeared. I opened the lid and took out the item inside.


  I summoned an ultra-compact helicopter: the Black Hornet Nano drone, about six inches long and palm-sized. It had been tested by special reconnaissance units in the U.S. and U.K. militaries. Its features included two quiet rotors—main and tail—for near-silent operation, and three cameras on the front of its gray body.


  Like my goggles, it could switch between normal, night vision, and infrared thermography cameras. It had a maximum operational time of twenty-five minutes and could be controlled within a 5,249 foot radius. In VMB, for balance, the Black Hornet’s max operational time was ten minutes and its range about 1,640.5 feet. It was controlled by using the TSS screen monitor like a tablet controller, allowing the user to pilot it remotely while watching the live video feed.


  I picked it up and flipped the switch on the bottom of the fuselage, and the two rotors began to rotate. There was a faint operating sound, just like with VMB, and the back of the alley was displayed on the screen monitor. After confirming that the drone was operating without any problems, I released it into the night sky.


  All that was left to do was operate the Black Hornet and check the live footage of the inside of the brothel. I’d have it scout as stealthy as possible, but even if it were spotted, they would probably just think it was a big insect flying around. Even if it was shot down, they wouldn’t think that the Black Hornet was being used to scout the interior.


  It only had ten minutes to operate. I immediately took to the sky and looked for a place to enter the interior. First, I checked the second floor, where I could see the magician-type adventurer who had fired the Fireball with another adventurer. He was a large, heavy warrior type, holding a small shield. His role was likely to protect his mage companion from physical attacks and to use the hostage prostitute as a shield to deter the knight order.


  The mage type repeatedly appeared at the window. He demanded that the knights lift the siege and fired Fireball spells at the surroundings. Each time, the knights deployed a magic barrier to defend, but this only further irritated the attackers.


  Inside the private room, I saw alcohol and food scattered everywhere. They were barricading themselves in for a long standoff while eating and drinking. The hostage prostitute had her mouth gagged and her hands tied behind her back. She didn’t appear to be injured, but, perhaps due to anxiety over the situation, she looked extremely exhausted and haggard.


  The surrounding onlookers were starting to make fun of the situation. Tired of the stalemate, some people were starting to leave. It seemed that not only the hostages’ physical strength was being tested, but the patience of the crowd and the knights alike was nearing its limit.


  In the end, I decided to enter through a window in a room on the third floor. It was open, and I began my infiltration there as I thought it would be easier to search by working my way down from the top. First, I sat in the alleyway, leaning my back against the wall of the brothel. From there, I compared the screen monitor with the floor plan I had spread out in front of me. While my eyes were watching the live feed from the Black Hornet, my ears captured the position and height in three dimensions as picked up by the sound sensors.


  Since the doors to each room were left open, it was easy to get from the window into the hallway. Generally, unused rooms were left with their doors open. It seemed that the rooms that had been in use were also left open when people escaped. 


  Judging by the sounds, there were at least three people on the third floor. My goggles always displayed a chart of my surroundings, but it wouldn’t be mapped unless I actually set foot on each floor of the brothel. I had to rely on sound and the Black Hornet’s live video for reconnaissance.


  “Hurry up and open the safe.”


  “Even if you steal the money, there’s no escape for you. You’d be better off surrendering now.”


  “Shut up! When the time comes, we’ll burn down this brothel and the surrounding area and escape in the chaos.”


  Moving the drone from the room it’d entered into the hallway, I used the conversations picked up by the sound sensor on the top floor to pinpoint their locations. 


  There they were—the two adventurers. One was a bearded man with a longsword, the other a chubby guy carrying what looked like a tool bag. They were forcing an elderly woman to open the safe at sword point. She was likely the brothel owner.


  Were they planning to steal the brothel’s earnings? If so, once the safe was open and they had the money, the owner would be of no further use. She might be killed on the spot. Perhaps she was aware of this. The owner kept talking to the adventurer threatening her, trying to buy time before opening the safe.


  There was nothing I could do in this situation. The best I could do was to quickly confirm everyone’s location. I decided against checking every room on the third floor and sent the drone down to the second floor instead.


  I already knew there were two adventurers and one prostitute there. The question was where the remaining two adventurers and the last hostage were. However, judging by the sounds, there was nothing else coming from the second floor. The Black Hornet’s live video showed no one in the private rooms. Just as I concluded there was no one else on the second floor, my sound sensor picked up angry shouts and of something being struck.


  “Enough already! I told you, I only slept with you because it was my job! How many times do I have to say it before you understand?”


  “Heh heh heh. You don’t have to lie. I know better than anyone that you love me...!”


  “Stay away from me!”


  “Yeah! Get away from her, you pervert!”


  “Shut up, you filthy sow! Stay out of it!”


  The sound came from the first floor. I quickly moved the Black Hornet and, using the floor plan, searched the area where the voices were coming from. 


  There they are. The live video showed two prostitutes and two adventurers in what looked like a banquet hall, as well as three dead guards. Presumably, these were the ones who had been cut down. With this, I had identified everyone’s location. However, the atmosphere around the adventurer who seemed to have started the whole incident was extremely dangerous. He was thin, trembling, his eyes bloodshot, and breathing heavily in excitement, and he looked ready to explode at any moment. He gripped a mace-like short staff, and held at its tip was a prostitute, lying on the floor, bleeding from her head.


  This agitated, thin adventurer was probably the instigator. Another young adventurer was halfheartedly trying to calm him while showing no concern for the prostitute in front of him.


  “Y-yeah, I know. As long as I have her, I’m fine. The other two are for you guys...”


  “Hey, are you okay? Hey, are you all right?”


  The prostitutes were tied up and unable to move, but one was leaning over, checking on the condition of the woman who had been struck. At that point, the Black Hornet’s operational time warning beeped. The alarm sounded, and a few seconds later, the live video cut out and the Black Hornet dissolved into particles of light. That was close, but I had grasped the situation in time. Before the positions changed, I needed to report to Remi and the others.


  I closed the TSS screen monitor, double-checked the positions of the adventurers and hostages I’d marked on the floor plan, and then heard multiple footsteps entering the alley where I was sitting. It was Remi, Ashley, and Captain Brad.


  “Schwarz, what’s the situation?” Remi asked.


  “I just finished confirming everything.”


  “Really?!” Captain Brad exclaimed, stepping forward.


  “Yes, here you go. The adventurers are split into two on each floor. You probably already know about the two on the second floor and the hostage, but there’s two on the third floor, in what appears to be the owner’s room, forcing an elderly woman—probably the owner—to open the safe. The remaining prostitutes and adventurers are here in what looks like a banquet hall.”


  I handed the floor plan to the captain and, together with Remi and Ashley, explained the situation.


  “It looks like one of the prostitutes held in the banquet hall is injured. You’ll need to be ready to provide immediate medical care after the rescue.”


  “You know that much...? All right, I’ll have the medical mages stand by.”


  “Also, after they take the money from the safe, they plan to set fire to the area and escape in the chaos.”


  “What?! The area around the brothel is all wood. If they use indiscriminate fire or area magic, we might not be able to stop it.”


  “Brad, let’s get ready to storm the place.”


  “Yeah, but from what I’ve heard, we’ll need to deal with both the first and third floors quickly. That means we’ll have to neutralize the two on the second floor first.”


  Remi and Captain Brad began planning the assault based on the information, but it seemed the two adventurers on the second floor were the main obstacle. They were probably using magic barriers and small shields for defense, making them hard to remove. If they used attack magic strong enough to break the barriers, it would destroy the brothel and endanger the hostages. Shooting arrows from below was also difficult, and the small-shielded adventurer and the prostitute hostage complicated things further. The knight order prioritized lives, but in this situation, they had some tough choices to make.


  “We’ll have to split our forces,” Remi said. “Schwarz, could I ask one more favor?”


  “Depends on what it is.”


  “Brad and his team will storm the first floor, and we—the guild—will enter the third floor. During that time, I want you to neutralize the two adventurers on the second floor and rescue the hostage.”


  “Wh-what are you saying, Remi? He’s only D-rank, isn’t he? You’re telling him to take on a mage and a shield-bearer on the defensive, and rescue the hostage all by himself?”


  Captain Brad’s immediate objection to Remi’s request was understandable. If a D-rank adventurer could handle it, the knights or the guild wouldn’t have been bothered in the first place.


  “Calm down, Brad. I’m not saying he’ll do it alone. Ashley.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Schwarz, you and Ashley will secure the second floor.”


  “Understood.”


  “Remi, I haven’t agreed yet...”


  “Not satisfied with just Ashley?”


  Remi smiled at her own words, but her eyes, fixed on me, weren’t smiling at all. I instantly realized that assigning Ashley to me was just to help Brad accept the plan. Remi’s eyes were telling me: handle it yourself.


  I took a deep breath and steeled myself under that gaze.


  “Understood. Then—”


  I explained the assault timing to Remi and Captain Brad and made sure Ashley would be helping me.


  There was little time left. My sound sensor picked up the sound of the safe being opened on the third floor and someone shouting, “Hurry up and pack the money!” The brothel standoff was reaching its conclusion.


  Leaving Remi and the others in front of the brothel, I moved away on my own. My target was a spot with a clear view of the brothel’s second floor—the rooftop of a nearby house, two streets over. I used a wall run to climb up.


  The area was surrounded only by houses with no lights. It would be difficult for anyone on the brothel’s second floor to spot me. On the other hand, the brothel was clearly visible from my vantage point as it was illuminated by the surrounding lights.


  While hiding on the rooftop, I activated the TSS, selected firearms, attachments, and special ammunition from my inventory, and summoned a supply box. From it, I took out a streamlined ARF assault rifle developed by FN Herstal of Belgium—the FN F2000. This ARF assault rifle was made by the same manufacturer as my usual FN P90, so the streamlined design of the barrel and grip was similar, but its most distinctive features were the trapezoidal 1.6x optical sight mounted above the barrel and the forward ejection mechanism.


  Since I usually preferred shooting with iron sights, I didn’t use the F2000 very often since it comes with an optical sight. The optical sight had a circular design with a crosshair reticle, but the entire sight was large and tended to block the surrounding field of view, which was a drawback. As for the forward ejection mechanism, the F2000 was designed to eject spent cartridges from the upper front of the barrel, unlike most firearms that ejected them from the barrel’s side. This feature had no advantage in a game like VMB, but for real firearms, it prevented the risk of hot spent casings hitting and burning nearby allies.


  Another reason I chose this firearm was that it used 5.56 x 45mm NATO rounds. Remi and Captain Brad had made it clear that the primary objective was to capture the two adventurers on the second floor alive, not kill them. For that reason, I couldn’t use a weapon firing the much more powerful 7.62 x 51mm NATO rounds, nor could I use a handgun with 9 x 19mm Parabellum rounds.


  For the operation to be able to capture the adventurers on the second floor, I needed a weapon that could incapacitate without killing and that allowed the use of a grenade launcher. The F2000 immediately came to mind as the firearm that met both requirements. The F2000 I selected was the variant equipped with a GL1 grenade launcher mounted under the barrel, giving it two triggers—one for standard shooting and one for launching grenades. 


  Lying on my stomach on the roof, I peered through the 1.6x optical sight and spotted the second floor of the brothel about one hundred and sixty feet away. I followed the movements of the two adventurers through the zoomed-in circular scope. The hostage, who should’ve been in the same room, was nowhere to be seen.


  Alas, it was about time to get going.


  “Hey! Can’t you see this? The moment you draw that bow, I’ll pull this guy’s head in the same way!”


  It seems Captain Brad had carried out the provocative act I’d asked him to do before we started moving. Lured by this provocation, the heavy warrior adventurer appeared at the window, using a prostitute as a shield.


  I aligned the crosshairs of the circular scope, placing the reticle’s center on his head, but did not pull the trigger yet. The knights and the guild ordered me to capture them alive. Even though they were criminals, I did not have the authority to carry out their punishment. Besides, saving the hostages should be top priority.


  The knights stopped their provocation. The heavy warrior adventurer threw the bound prostitute into the corner of the room. Here was my chance.


  Instead of pulling the regular gunfire trigger, I pulled the trigger for the GL1 grenade launcher mounted under the barrel. This is also called an underbarrel grenade launcher, and the low, arcing trajectory it traces when fired is distinctive. Because of that, the more I fired it, the more it became an almost instinctive skill to land grenades exactly where I wanted.


  A grenade flew into the brothel’s second floor, accompanied by a dull, heavy gunshot. The heavy warrior adventurer was in the private room. He tried to protect himself from physical attacks, but he was unable to stop the flying grenade coming at him at high speed from outside his awareness. No explosion occurred inside the room; instead, a white smoke screen filled the room. 


  Yes, the GL1 round I used was a special smoke grenade. Three seconds after impact, it released a harmless white smoke for a full minute.


  [image: ]


  “Hey, what is this?!”


  “Did it break through the magic barrier? No, I didn’t hear anyone chanting a spell.”


  I heard the two adventurers panicking as the smoke billowed inside. At the same time, I switched my goggles to infrared thermography mode, which allowed me to see through the smoke. I placed my finger on the trigger for live fire.


  Through the window, I saw the confused figures’ heat signatures moving inside the smoke. Even as their bodies disappeared behind the window frame and wooden walls, their panicked footsteps were clearly audible. Aiming to avoid killing, I targeted their lower bodies and fired two-round bursts through the walls. Then I targeted elsewhere—only an arm was visible from the window, but that was enough to know where the legs, torso, and head would be. As with the first group I fired at, I aimed at the unseen lower body behind the wall and fired another two-round burst. I heard the adventurers’ cries of pain from behind the wooden walls.


  That was as much support as I could provide. The eruption of smoke and gunfire signaled for the knight order to break through the stone wall at the front entrance and storm the first floor. Shortly after, I heard the rear banquet hall wall being breached as well. At the same time, Ashley leapt through the second-floor window while Remi and the guild staff entered through the third-floor window. This staggered entry was meant to distract the adventurers on the first floor and ensure the hostages’ safety.


  With the echoing sound of the GL1 firing and gunshots, the rooftop area around me grew noisy. I decided to blend in with the onlookers in front of the brothel before any more witnesses could spot me. When I returned to the crowd, I saw that the knight order was bringing out the captured adventurers. None of them seemed seriously injured except for the two from the second floor. They dragged on battered legs.


  “Come on, walk properly! Aren’t you supposed to be adventurers?”


  “Ow! D-don’t pull, it hurts like hell! I can’t walk straight!”


  “Ugh... I just wanted to be with her...!”


  “Captain Brad, that’s all of them.”


  “All right, take them to the guard station. Remi, I’m counting on you to look after the prostitutes. Also, please question the owner as well.”


  Captain Brad and Remi appeared behind the six adventurers, with Ashley and the rescued prostitutes emerging after them. It seemed all four hostages had been safely rescued. The prostitute who had collapsed in the banquet hall on the first floor was walking on her own with support from a female knight. 


  “Understood. The Comprehensive Guild will take care of their protection as well.”


  “Has he come back yet?”


  “He should be around here somewhere. But he wasn’t involved in this incident at all—just another bystander, apparently.” 


  Captain Brad and Remi looked around, but I was at the back of the crowd of cheering onlookers, somewhere not easily found.


  “We don’t mind, but...don’t use him too much or he’ll slip away from you.” 


  “Thanks for the advice, but it might already be too late...”


  I started walking toward the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth, leaving their conversation behind me. The Marida Trading Company caravan escort job would begin tomorrow. I needed to prepare for that.


  Come to think of it, I hadn’t discussed any reward for helping. Well, that was fine. I didn’t want to be the sort of person who demanded compensation for everything. 


  Still, I thought I should at least say goodbye to Ashley. When I looked back, I saw her from behind the crowd celebrating the resolution of the incident. She smiled at me. I smiled back and raised my hand in greeting. She gave a small wave in return. That was reward enough for me.


   


  ***


   


  The brothel standoff was resolved without incident, and the entertainment district returned to its usual bustle. Amid this, Remi was conducting a scene investigation at the Evening Light Brothel with several other guild investigators. Ashley was not present; she had been entrusted with the protection of the rescued prostitutes and the brothel owner.


  “So, he attacked the adventurers’ legs through the wall from outside...?” Remi asked.


  She was in a room on the brothel’s second floor, the same room where the adventurers had rampaged with fire magic and used a prostitute as a human shield. She leaned out the window, examining the holes in the wooden wall.


  “Any magical residue left?”


  Returning inside, she addressed an investigator using a special magical tool that checked for magical residue in the room.


  “I can sense traces of fire magic, but I can’t tell what the white smoke was during the assault.”


  “Anything else? Is there any physical evidence of what made these holes?”


  “No, nothing. We’ve also confirmed that nothing was embedded in the adventurers’ legs,” another investigator answered. He was collecting the adventurers’ equipment and inspecting the room.


  “I see...” she said. Just like when Ashley was captured in the goblin den...


  Remi recalled the first time Schwarz appeared in this country. The goblins he defeated had the same mysterious puncture wounds as were found in the adventurers’ legs and the wall before her.


  Ashley is right. He definitely possesses a Bloodline skill, but its effects are completely unknown... He can do far more than any of us can.


  “Remi, where should we check next?”


  “Ah, yes. You all check the owner’s room on the third floor.”


  “Understood.”


  Remi remained behind while the investigators left the second-floor room to examine the third floor. She was waiting on another investigator’s report. 


  “So, he wasn’t found out, was he?” Remi muttered quietly to herself.


  A voice answered her in the supposedly empty room. “No. As instructed, I observed from a considerable distance, so he didn’t seem to notice me.” The space behind Remi shimmered, and a man appeared.


  “I kept my distance and stayed in the shadows,” he said. “So I couldn’t see every detail...”


  “That’s fine. What did you see?”


  “He produced a magical tool out of thin air and used it for long-range attacks.”


  “Produced a magical tool out of thin air...?” Remi responded. Ashley said something similar. That he manifests magical tools with his Bloodline skill and uses them in battle...


  “Should I keep following him?”


  “No, return to your usual duties. Until we know more about his detection abilities, I don’t know how long you can keep up surveillance, even with your skill.”


  “Understood,” the man said. The space around him shimmered again, and he vanished.


  Alone again, Remi quietly gazed out the window at the lights of the Fortress City of Balga’s entertainment district. When she had spotted Schwarz during tonight’s commotion, two things had come to mind: to resolve the standoff quickly, and to investigate his abilities. Since their first meeting near Myral Village, Remi had been secretly investigating him for several reasons. It was unnatural for someone to suddenly “appear” without identification or travel gear; he was born in this world without magic power, as a dud; and his Bloodline skill was a rare skill possessed by only a handful of families.


  Her direct superior, the Comprehensive Guild Balga branch chief, had judged Schwarz as “not worth worrying about.” He was only interested in the local labyrinths anyway.


  I should report this to the higher-ups... Remi thought, gazing down at the lights of the entertainment district and reflecting on the other organization she belonged to.


  Chapter 8


   


  IT WAS ALREADY 2 a.m.


  “I didn’t expect to spend this much time on my loadout...”


  In my room at the White Flower Pavilion of the Labyrinth, I was preparing for the caravan escort mission. I decided that for tomorrow’s job, I wouldn’t be “D-rank adventurer Schwarz,” but rather “someone else in disguise.” So, I reviewed my avatar customization and equipment configuration. It ended up taking much longer than I had imagined.


  Many people had already seen various aspects of my VMB powers. However, only a handful actually knew about my combat abilities. To most witnesses, I was just a mapmaker with excellent detection skills. My combat abilities would eventually become known since I was attacking labyrinths solo, but if I could separate Schwarz’s mapmaking skills from the combat abilities of “someone else,” I could focus on labyrinths without being pestered by clan recruitment.


  I had already decided on the appearance. First, I would wear a tactical Kevlar mask to hide my face. This mask gives a very intimidating impression. It looks like a black Jason mask, with openings only for the eyes. In the real world, it was used by special forces in Taiwan and Bosnia and could stop 9 x 19mm Parabellum and even .357 Magnum rounds.


  The real version had fully open eye holes, but in VMB, the Kevlar mask had lenses like my goggles, so I could still see my map and ammo count. However, people stopped using it in-game because it restricted their field of view. It was a rare sight by the time I fell into this world. I also planned to use the VMB voice changer function to alter my voice.


  For clothing, I changed my powered suit to its thinnest design. I would wear another outfit over it, and since it was already mid-November, wearing heavy clothing wouldn’t be suspicious. Normally, I wore a field jacket, but this time I chose something completely different—a black uniform like a World War II German SS officer, with a matching black leather overcoat. The coat had a belt, which I left undone so I could easily draw my handgun from the shoulder holster. The combination of the black Kevlar mask and black uniform made me look like a full-blown edgy officer. Using avatar customization, I changed clothes instantly and saved the set. 


  As for weapons, I started with the U.S.-made Magpul FMG-9 submachine gun. Based on the Glock 18, it featured external parts that allowed it to fold into a compact rectangle that could fit in a back pocket. It held thirty-three rounds and could be deployed from its folded state in less than half a second. I planned to use this for close-quarters in the capital, but I struggled with what to do if we were attacked by monsters on the road. 


  I wanted something that looked different from my usual P90 or SCAR-H... I spent a long time considering the firearms and attachments combinations in my inventory. I genuinely enjoyed this process and so lost track of time and found myself facing the morning.


  In the end, I chose the special suppressed assault rifle, the Russian Spetsnaz AS-VAL, as my main weapon. It used 9 x 39mm rounds, fired slowly but was extremely quiet, and had a 20-round magazine, balancing its special features. Its power was between a 9 x 19mm Parabellum and a 7.62 x 51mm NATO round, more than enough for most large monsters.


  I prepared a suppressor for the FMG-9, and, so it would look like I was unarmed, concealed both weapons under my overcoat. Finally, I prepared a special electric baton as a non-firearm weapon. An original VMB melee weapon, this was an improved version of a commercially available stun baton. It was a slim, extendable cylinder, about five and a half feet when extended. Pressing the tip against a target and activating the grip switch would deliver a stun effect. It was considered a joke weapon in VMB; “If you use this, you might as well just shoot” was a common refrain. So I almost never used it, and it was mostly for show.


  With preparations complete, I packed a few belongings, told Mirana the innkeeper that I’d be away for about a week, and paid for an extension on my room—minus meal service—before departing.


   


  ***


   


  As I approached the Marida Trading Company’s office, I saw three large wagons already parked outside. There were employees in the middle of loading boxes and bags onto them. I peeked inside, looking for the usual employee, but all the workers stopped and stared at me. Their gazes were not those of customers being welcomed, but of clear wariness and unease. No wonder—I was wearing a Kevlar mask and a black SS-style uniform, after all.


  Among the anxious employees, one stepped forward, his face tense. “W-welcome, what can we do for you today?”


  “I’m Shaft. I was sent by the company president of Marida Trading Company to serve as an escort for the caravan.”


  Shaft was the alias I’d decided to use with this avatar outfit. I hadn’t had time to come up with a fake name, so I just used the Russian Spetsnaz AS-VAL’s codename.


  “I’ll check with the company president right away. Please wait a moment.”


  I told Marta I’d be coming in disguise without mentioning the details or the alias. I hoped he’d catch on.


  “Go ahead.”


  “Thank you. I’ll be right back.”


  After a short wait, I saw Marta emerge from the back of the store, eyeing me cautiously.


  “I’m Marta, president of Marida Trading Company. Excuse me, did you say your name was Shaft? And you’re here as an escort for our caravan? Who requested you?”


  “I’m here in place of D-rank adventurer Schwarz. I was told the president was already informed.”


  “My apologies. Of course, I’m aware. Shaft, let’s talk in the back. There’s still a bit of time before departure.”


  As expected, Marta smoothly guided me and confirmed my identity. He led me to the usual reception room.


  “Schwarz, you really went all out with your disguise.”


  “A half-hearted disguise would be pointless.”


  “Well, the clothes and mask are one thing, but even your voice is completely different. I couldn’t be sure it was you until you took off the mask.”


  Thanks to the mask and the voice changer, my voice was much deeper than usual. It sounded even lower since my mouth was covered. Even after showing me to the reception room, Marta wasn’t fully convinced, so I had to take off the mask to confirm my identity.


  “So, you’re Shaft for now. What about entering and leaving the city?”


  “I can’t disguise that, so I’ll use Schwarz for entering and leaving Balga and the capital.”


  “That’s best. You can have multiple guild cards if you register with different guilds, but separate names mean separate taxes.”


  I didn’t know you could have multiple guild cards...


  “Is double registration rare?”


  “Not at all. Many people register with the Adventurers’ Guild and the Merchants’ or Mages’ Guilds. Some facilities require the proper guild card.”


  “I see...”


  If it wasn’t unusual, maybe I’d get a separate registration for Shaft when I reached the capital.


  While we chatted, the same employee who greeted me before came to the reception room.


  “President, three adventurers sent by the Comprehensive Guild have arrived. Should I show them in?”


  “Ah, they’re here. Please show them in.”


  “Understood. I’ll bring them right away.”


  The employee never looked at me, just delivered the message and left.


  “Maybe I look too intimidating?” I asked.


  “Better that than looking too soft for an escort,” Marta said, laughing and shaking his belly. 


  “Hey! Is this the place?”


  “Yeah! This is it, Leader!”


  “I’ll open the door!”


  I heard a commotion outside the reception room. I felt like I’d heard these voices somewhere before...


  “Hey there, I’m Maximilian, a C-rank adventurer and clan master of Patrinia Villosa!”


  “I’m Volkaiser, a C-rank adventurer of Patrinia Villosa!”


  “And I’m Gotthard, a C-rank adventurer of Patrinia Villosa!”


  The three adventurers who entered were the blokes who hassled me at the tool shop when I first came to the Fortress City of Balga. They were clearly a fixed party from the same Patrinia Villosa clan. When I heard the name “Patrinia Villosa,” I thought of the common weed, but apparently it was a sturdy plant that could grow up to two or three feet tall and produced small white flowers. It was also known for its foul smell.


  Maximilian was a large, cat-eared man in leather armor. Volkaiser had a rat-like face and wore a hooded robe, perhaps because he was a mage? Gotthard had a tanuki-like face and light equipment, but his round belly made it hard to imagine him as a light and nimble warrior.


  “I’m Marta, president of Marida Trading Company. Thank you for accepting the request. This is my friend Shaft, who will also be escorting the caravan.”


  “Hey,” I said, keeping my greeting short and sweet.


  The three Patrinia Villosa members seemed a bit put off by my appearance. As clan master, Maximilian glared at me, stepped forward, and sized me up.


  “Are you a mercenary, or an adventurer?” he asked. “If you’re an adventurer, what’s your rank?”


  “I’m neither a mercenary nor a registered adventurer. I’m just here to help with the escort as Marta’s friend.”


  “You think you can handle an escort job if you’re not a merc or an adventurer?”


  “We don’t need any dead weight!”


  “That’s right! The Leader’s enough for us!”


  “You idiots!” Maximilian said. “I told you to call me ‘Master’ while we’re working!”


  “It’s fine,” Marta said. “I know Shaft’s abilities well. He’ll be with my wagon. Patrinia Villosa will take the front and rear of the caravan. Do you have horses ready?”


  Before Patrinia Villosa arrived, Marta and I had agreed to drop the casual speech between us, to clearly separate Schwarz and Shaft. I also changed my speech to match the Kevlar mask’s intimidating impression. Shaft’s persona was being built up by small details.


  “Of course we brought our horses.”


  We had a brief meeting about the escort, confirming roles and watch rotations.
I was a bit worried about these adventurers, who had once caused me trouble at the tool shop, but they had apparently successfully completed several Balga–capital escort jobs. They were certainly confident.


  “Leave it to us!” they exclaimed.


  “All right, let’s get going!” said Marta.


  After all the loading was done, we set out from the Fortress City of Balga. The three Patrinia Villosa members rode ahead on horseback, followed by our three wagons. The caravan’s formation was: the cat-eared and rat-faced Patrinia Villosa members in front, three wagons—one driven by Marta, two by employees—and the tanuki-faced member at the rear. I sat with Marta in the lead wagon.


  There was the usual I.D. check at the city gate, so I switched back to Schwarz inside the wagon, showed my guild card, and then changed back to Shaft after passing through. The road between the Fortress City of Balga and the capital had two rest stops, each with a simple shelter and a cooking area. Today’s goal was the Balga-side rest stop.


  The first day passed without incident, and Marta and I chatted along the way while I kept an ear out for trouble. There were two main concerns: monsters like glass wolves coming out of the woods and bandits. Since it was the Green Ogre Labyrinth Harvest Festival, traffic between Balga and the capital had increased, and large amounts of goods and magic stones were being transported. Our caravan was carrying a lot of magic stones, mostly collected by adventurers who had returned to Balga to settle accounts before joining the festival.


  Bandits targeted these shipments, and while the knight orders from the capital and Balga worked to suppress them, their efforts wouldn’t show results until the middle or end of the festival. For now, with the festival just beginning, bandit suppression was still lacking.


  Bandits usually struck at night. Like the rest stops on this road, similar shelters were built along highways everywhere, and attacking them at night was a standard bandit tactic. Rest stops used by many merchants and travelers were convenient for bandits both to monitor and to ambush their targets. Keeping an ear out for both types of threats, I continued to chat with Marta while listening to the surroundings. On the first night, Patrinia Villosa’s three members and I rotated the night watch, but nothing happened.


  For this escort, Marida Trading Company provided all the meals along the way. Sometimes adventurers have to prepare their own food, but sometimes the caravan provides everything. In this case, it was clear they were also experimenting with bento boxes.


  The meals were prepared using the bamboo basket-like boxes Marta and I had found, with white bread, meat, and vegetables neatly separated by waxed paper to keep the juices from mixing. Marta explained that my vague description of bento boxes had inspired him. For me, as long as I didn’t have to chew on jerky with just bread and water, anything was welcome.


  Even the Patrinia Villosa members seemed surprised to be eating such proper meals on an escort job. I’d been worried about their skills, but they’d apparently done several Balga-capital escorts before, and the watch rotations at rest stops went smoothly. But that was only true for the first day.


  On the second day, we left the Balga-side rest stop and headed for the capital-side rest stop. About halfway through the day’s journey, with only a few hours left, I heard a sound I hadn’t heard before: horse hooves. 


  There’s two of them? I thought. 


  They weren’t ahead or behind us on the road, but came from the woods beside us. The sound was just within the range of my sound sensors, so I couldn’t pinpoint the exact location, but they were definitely shadowing us.


  “Marta, I think we’re being followed.”


  “Really, Shaft?”


  “There are two horses in the woods, running parallel to us.”


  “I can’t see anything, but maybe they’re bandit scouts.”


  “Bandit scouts?! I didn’t see anything!” Maximilian said.


  “Yeah, if there were, our leader wouldn’t miss them!”


  “I told you to call me ‘Master’ while we’re working!”


  I had to reevaluate my opinion of these guys... Even after arriving at the rest stop, the Patrinia Villosa trio didn’t take any special precautions and simply rotated the watch as before. I told Marta to have all Marida Trading Company employees stay together in one wagon and be ready to move at a moment’s notice. I also had them hitch all the horses to the wagon, so they could flee to the capital if things went badly.


  If those were really bandit scouts, the attack would come tonight. I didn’t know the standard tactics for this, but if there were people and goods to protect, I had resolved under the blue moon not to hesitate. I checked the wagons without horses and prepared for the attack by activating the TSS and readying plenty of AS-VAL magazines and M84 flashbangs. Not knowing the enemy’s numbers, I wanted extra magazines. I considered heavy weapons, but using them would reduce my powered suit’s mobility—a limitation of VMB. Not knowing the direction or number of attackers could be fatal, so I decided to rely on the AS-VAL’s power and suppressor to create confusion instead.


  While Patrinia Villosa rotated the watch, I stayed up all night on guard. Just before midnight, I left the shelter’s roof and patrolled the area, listening intently and scanning with my night vision goggles.


  I heard it. There were countless hoofbeats coming through the woods toward us.


  “They’re here!”


  Even if Patrinia Villosa hadn’t believed in the bandit scouts, they’d have to act now that the bandits were attacking. I shouted a warning, but their reaction was beyond anything I’d expected.


  “You idiot! There’s no way we’ll survive against that many!”


  “Exactly! There are forty of them!”


  “Let’s get out of here!”


  “What?!” I exclaimed. What the hell were they saying?


  The three Patrinia Villosa members jumped on their horses and fled toward the capital.


  Behind me, I heard men’s war cries. Looking back, I saw nearly forty mounted bandits burst from the woods, with more coming behind them. All with swords drawn, charging and shouting, there were about sixty in total.


  This was bad. If I tried to protect the wagons and Marida Trading Company’s people, we’d be surrounded and finished.


  “Marta! Go to the capital!”


  At my first shout of warning, Marta was already peeking out from the wagon cover, staring at me.


  “Go! Get out of here!”


  I wasn’t sure if Marta understood my words, but as soon as he ducked back under the wagon cover, the wagon started moving. The horses pulling the wagon had the Night Vision Ability that allowed them to run even at night. While they couldn’t reach daytime speeds, there was a good chance they could escape as long as they got a head start.


  All of the most valuable magic stones were transferred to that wagon. The other two wagons only carried goods. Even if those were lost, the financial damage wouldn’t be too great. My job now was to act as the rear guard, stopping the bandits’ advance and making pursuit impossible. Then I could retreat as well.


  According to Marta, the typical size of a night-raiding bandit group was at most a dozen or so. I had expected about that many this time as well, but reality, as always, was harsher. The attackers were a massive bandit gang, nearly sixty strong, including both mounted and foot soldiers.


  Probably only a handful of such large bandit groups existed within the Kingdom of Kurtmelga. The more bandits a group had, the more they needed a large base, huge amounts of food, and the money to maintain myriad horses. The required resources and funds increased exponentially with group size.


  The Green Ogre Labyrinth’s Harvest Festival had only just begun. I couldn’t imagine that a raid at this stage would yield enough loot to justify it. It was far too early in the season for such a large bandit gang to appear.


  The situation appeared unfavorable. The Patrinia Villosa members, who were supposed to be escorting the caravan with me, had fled at the first sign of trouble. I couldn’t blame them. Running was the right call when facing a bandit horde of that size. But we couldn’t all run. Someone had to act as the rear guard and buy time for Marida Trading Company’s wagon to escape—in other words, that someone was me.


  The enemy had forty horses. The bandit gang must have seen that one wagon had escaped from the rest stop. To maximize the benefits of the attack, I couldn’t let these guys slip away. First, I needed to make them aware that I was still there. Then I’d launch an attack that wouldn’t let them easily pursue me.


  The bandit gang was now right in front of the rest stop. I moved behind the two remaining wagons. I readied my specially suppressed ARF assault rifle and aimed the sights down at the approaching group of mounted bandits.


  The rest stop was lit by several bonfires, which provided a certain level of brightness, but the approaching bandit gang was still shrouded in darkness. I switched my goggles to Night Vision mode. 


  As the mounted bandits charged in a loose formation, I aligned the crosshair with the head height of the horses in front. Sweeping from left to right, I pulled the trigger in short bursts the moment the crosshair overlapped with a head. Thanks to the silencer and the highly suppressed rounds, the shots were almost completely silent, like a faint whisper of air. Each horse’s head only had a small entry wound in the front, but the energy raging inside the 9 x 39mm bullet caused the back of the head to explode, spilling the horses’ brains onto the bandit who rode it.


  “Argh!” he cried.


  “Whoa!”


  The mounted bandits, more shocked by the sudden spray of brains than by the exploding horse heads, lost their balance. They fell one after another along with their dead mounts. In the deep night, lit only by the blue moon and the bonfires at the rest stop, the bandits were probably charging toward the flames as a landmark. The sudden collapse of the lead group caused the following bandits to stumble and fall as well.


  There were still more to come. My initial attack with the AS-VAL had caused about a dozen enemies to fall. The remainder changed their approach, split into two groups, and began circling around the rest stop. I could see all their movements perfectly with Night Vision mode. There was no loud gunfire, but they would have seen the red muzzle flashes from the front.


  Even if they didn’t understand what it meant, they realized they were under attack. Not all the bandits charged straight in; two groups split off to flank, while another group at the rear stopped moving.


  “What are you idiots doing? Don’t get careless! Luber, chase the merchants! Don’t let them get away!”


  As I hid behind the wagons and reloaded, my sound sensor picked up a man’s voice shouting from the rear group—a deep, beast-like voice. Was that the leader? What did he mean by “chase the merchants”? That struck me as odd. Wasn’t their aim the goods and cargo on the wagons? Peeking from behind the wagon, I saw the group split off and circle wide around the rest stop to chase after the escaping wagon.


  Were they going after Marta? Should I pursue them? No, I hadn’t finished holding them off yet. First, I had to deal with the two groups closing in from the sides.


  Prepared for just such an attack, I pulled the pin on an M84 flashbang and threw it at the group approaching from the right. 


  It detonated. In the darkness, lit only by the blue moon and bonfires, erupted a blinding flash and deafening bang. The horses, startled by the unfamiliar light and sound, fell and threw off the bandits riding them.


  I didn’t directly check the results. There was no need to look. The sound and the crosshair’s subtle expansion in my goggles told me the effect had landed. 


  I immediately began firing at the group on the left. After I took down the lead horse, they spread out to avoid being caught in a pileup. This was no mere rabble. They were trained. 


  At this point, it made less sense to target the horses. For the first time in this fight, I aimed the crosshair directly at the humans riding the horses. Yes, for the first time since coming to this world, I was aiming at live people with an intent to kill. Having chosen to live as an adventurer in this world, I knew I would have to cross this line eventually. Under that blue moon, I decided that I would not hesitate. The time had come to cross that line. That’s all.


  Taking the horse’s speed into consideration, I fired with deflection, killing the bandits circling around to my left one by one. As the magazine only had twenty rounds, I had to change magazines halfway through, but I still managed to kill nine bandits.


  Meanwhile, the group on the right still reeled from the flashbang. Having never experienced such a visual and auditory status effect before, they seemed unable to regain their senses even after the typical VMB effect duration had passed. I reached into my overcoat and pulled out two M67 fragmentation grenades, carefully spacing them apart to ensure no one was missed, and blew the gasping group away.


  The M67 fragmentation grenade was shaped like a green pear and detonated three seconds after being thrown. It delivered lethal damage within a sixteen foot radius, scattering fragments that could wound or kill within a fifty-foot radius. In VMB, any fragments that traveled beyond that fifty feet simply disappeared as particles of light.


  I killed the group coming from either side and swapped out my magazine to maintain my twenty rounds, despite the current one being only half-empty. I then turned my attention to the back of the group. 


  “Not coming, huh...”


  The rearmost group didn’t approach the rest stop. They joined up with the slower foot soldiers, arranging them as shields at the front. They were probably wary of my long range attacks. In that case...


  I activated the TSS and summoned the KLR 250-D8 from the garage. I couldn’t keep dealing with the bandits in front of me forever. I decided to pursue the mounted bandits who had split off from the rear to chase after Marta.


  Mounting the summoned motorcycle, I also took two TH3 incendiary grenades from my pocket and tossed them at the two wagons I was leaving behind. I couldn’t just leave them behind intact. I had no intention of letting the bandits take the goods, and it would be troublesome if they used the wagons to transport their foot soldiers. I set them ablaze as a diversion and left the scene.


  With the rising flames of the burning wagons behind me, I twisted the KLR 250-D8’s throttle and accelerated, chasing after the mounted bandits. I opened up the throttle to race down the midnight highway at top speed. Riding only by the light of the blue moon and the bike’s headlight was even scarier than the first time I rode it in this world. But it was a minor concern when compared to the bandits chasing the Marida Trading Company.


  While steering with one hand, I pulled the folded Magpul FMG-9 from my back pocket. Flicking the side lever, it unfolded with a toy-like click, transforming from a rectangle into a submachine gun. Controlling the recoil of the AS-VAL with one hand was difficult. I opted for the FMG-9 since I could manage it in semi-auto mode even one-handed.


  Soon, I saw the backs of the mounted bandits ahead. Beyond them was the Marida Trading Company’s wagon. The distance between them was closing rapidly.


  The FMG-9 didn’t have a very long effective range. Since I was shooting while riding, I had to get close enough to line up the crosshair on the bandits’ backs and fire single shots in semi-auto mode. The last bandit turned to look back, perhaps alerted by the sound of the KLR 250-D8’s engine approaching him from behind. Thanks to Night Vision mode, I could clearly see the bandit’s confused face look at me, while all they saw was the bike’s headlight.


  I calmly took aim from the unsteady seat of the moving vehicle. Amid the sounds of the fleeing wagon and the galloping bandits, the gunfire of the FMG-9 began to ring out. Hit by a 9x19mm Parabellum bullet in the back, the bandits fell off their horses and screamed in sudden pain. I slowed down as I snaked down the road, widening the gap between the wagon and the bandits.


  “Who the hell is that guy?!”


  “If you keep getting in our way, I’ll kill you!”


  The bandits riding behind me shouted. I didn’t hear them attack, though. It seemed they couldn’t use magic or any skills while on horseback.


  Once I had put enough distance between the fleeing wagon and the bandits, I kept an eye on the road ahead, then looked back and switched the FMG-9’s safety from semi-auto to full-auto. I swept the crosshair across the bandits suspicious faces and unleashed a hail of bullets.


  “Marta! It’s me, Shaft! Stop for a moment!”


  Marta had been so focused on escaping the bandits that he hadn’t noticed me running alongside him. A Marida Trading Company employee poked his head out from the driver’s seat under the wagon cover and called out to Marta. Finally, Marta seemed to realize. He looked over, eyes wide in surprise at the unfamiliar figure running beside him. He gradually slowed the wagon down after I called out again to stop.


  “Ah, thank goodness you’re safe,” he said.


  “I’m fine. Sorry, but I had to burn the wagons we left behind. I disabled a lot of their horses, so there shouldn’t be any more pursuit. I’ll ride in the wagon cover with you. Let’s head straight for the capital.”


  “Understood, Schw—err, Shaft. Thank you for saving our lives not just once, but twice.”


  “Only doing my job. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect the wagons. Let’s just keep moving for now.”


  I returned the KLR 250-D8 to the garage and climbed into the wagon cover. Inside were numerous tool bags filled with magic stones and all of the company employees, pale and frozen in fear. 


  “It’s all right now,” I reassured them. 


  I instructed one of them to take the driver’s seat while I sat at the very back, where I could see outside. I told Marta there probably wouldn’t be any more pursuit, but if the real target wasn’t the cargo or goods, but the people themselves—specifically Marta—then the attack might not be over yet. Just in case, I kept watch from inside the cover as we resumed our journey toward the capital in the middle of the night.


  Epilogue


   


  WHILE SHAFT—a.k.a. Schwarz—and Marta, along with the Marida Trading Company employees, made their way to the royal capital, the bandit gang that had attacked them was also heading that way.


  “Boss! Luber and the others were taken out up ahead on the highway.”


  “Tch, useless bastards. Was there any sign of the merchants?”


  “No, only our own men were down. The merchants must have headed for the capital.”


  The man called “Boss” was a lion-beastkin named Runord. He stood imposingly on the dark highway, but inside, he was far less confident than his posture suggested. While his direct subordinates returned from scouting, he briefly observed the foot soldiers waiting in the rear.


  What a burden I’ve been saddled with, he thought, viewing them as nothing but dead weight.


  Originally, Runord’s bandit gang, Oni Lotus, was a group of mounted bandits. For this attack, the client insisted on absolute success and forced many unknown, washed-up adventurers on him. This was the result.


  “All right...we’re heading for the capital too. We’ll avenge our fallen comrades in full.” The ferocious light in Runord’s eyes made his gathered subordinates tremble.


  “Y-yes, sir,” they said. To themselves they thought: Those merchants and the man in the black mask will not die easily.


   


  ***


   


  After escaping the bandit attack and rejoining Marta and the Marida Trading Company group, we continued our journey toward the capital through the deep night, guided only by the small light of a lantern. In this world, animals apparently could use abilities and skills just like people. All of Marida Trading Company’s horses had the Night Vision ability, allowing them to see in the dark or at night. The success of sending Marta and his group ahead to escape the attack was largely thanks to this. As I’d been told, the horses’ speed was slower at night than during the day, but even with just a little light, the horses pulled the wagon without fear.


  Perhaps relieved that they had escaped, the Marida Trading Company employees were stretched out inside the wagon cover, asleep. As it rattled along, I kept watch from the back. While gazing at the blue moonlight, I realized the scene before my eyes was not just the moonlit highway. What I saw—or rather, what I couldn’t stop seeing—were the faces of the bandits I had killed. It was one face after another.


  I didn’t feel any guilt or regret about what I had done. If anything, it was the opposite—I felt nothing at all. No matter how many times I replayed the moments I shot and killed them, I only accepted the facts calmly.


  It had been the same when I first shot and killed a goblin after falling into this world. I had simply discovered a new, colder side of myself. At the time, I told myself it was because the target was a goblin—subconsciously postponing any deeper reflection on my own inner change.


  The world was dyed blue and cold by the moonlight. As I gazed at it in silence, I gripped and released the AS-VAL in my hand. 


  I had gained the power of VMB since coming to this world. I also gained a body that never tired, with limitless stamina. It was a monstrous body that could regenerate from any wound. What were these powers for? The answer was clear: to make me a dungeon master.


  Was that really all I had gained? Or had I, perhaps, lost something in exchange for this power? There was no answer to that question. Only the unwavering blue moonlight shone down coldly.


  In the end, there was no further pursuit from the bandits, and we arrived at the royal capital of Kurtmelga at dawn. We entered the city as soon as the gates opened, and at the capital-side rest stop, we reported the bandit attack to the gate guards. We were questioned and had our identities checked, but I entered the city as Shaft, claiming to have left my identification with the luggage in the wagon at the rest stop. Normally, if one’s identity could not be verified, entry into the royal capital would be strictly restricted. However, with the personal guarantee of Marta, the president of the well-known Marida Trading Company, I was able to receive a temporary identification card and enter the city.


  I glossed over some details when recounting the attack, and the city guards quickly dispatched a knight order to the rest stop. After our statements were taken and we were released from the guard station, smiles returned to the faces of the Marida Trading Company employees. Everyone still looked exhausted after traveling all night under the fear of pursuit.


  “So, this is the royal capital...”


  Sitting on the driver’s seat of the wagon, I listened to Marta talk about the capital as we headed for the Marida Trading Company headquarters. Kurtmelga had been here since the founding of the kingdom over five hundred years ago. It spread out in a circle from the royal castle, and after many expansions over the centuries, it was now surrounded by three concentric walls.


  The city was divided into three districts: the first district, where the castle and the nobles’ residences were; the second district, home to many trading companies, shops, and entertainment venues; and the third district, where ordinary citizens and merchants not permitted to work in the second district lived.


  Outside the walls were vast farmlands that supported the capital’s food supply. A large river running through the capital provided water resources and a transportation route. The third district was mostly wooden buildings, while the second district, like the Fortress City of Balga, was dominated by stone structures.


  Marida Trading Company had its main office in the second district and a branch in the third. Marta’s home was also at the main office, and we were now headed there.


  “Shaft, we’ll be there soon. How should I introduce you to my family?”


  “Just as Shaft. Also, I’d like to speak with you privately later.”


  “Privately? Understood. I’ll prepare a room and come see you as soon as we arrive.”


  I hadn’t told Marta yet that the bandits’ real target might not have been the cargo, but him. With the employees in the back of the wagon, I decided it was best to wait until things settled down before bringing it up.


  Even though it was still early in the morning, the streets of the royal capital already bustled with activity. All walking in the same direction were men who looked like adventurers. They rubbed their sleepy faces or staggered along hungover as they likely headed toward the Comprehensive Guild.


  Merchants were setting up stalls and greeting adventurers with morning salutations. Some stalls were already open, especially food vendors targeting the breakfast crowd. The sound and aroma of grilling meat wafted along the main street, making my stomach grumble.


  Marta must have felt the same. 


  “Let’s have a meal as soon as we get to the company,” he muttered, looking at the skewers grilling at a stall.


  As the wagon proceeded down the main street, the crowds grew denser, and I began to see more laborers and craftsmen. The faces of the people walking the avenue were bright and full of energy. Seeing the lively citizens made me feel motivated as well, but I also understood that there was a definite darkness behind this vibrancy. I couldn’t believe that the bandit gang would simply give up after entering the capital. Nearly sixty of them had attacked, targeting the merchants of the Marida Trading Company. There must have been a significant reason or objective. Anything could happen, even here in the capital.


  But, I would not hesitate. As an FPS player living in this world, empowered with VMB, this body and heart would face whatever came its way.


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU FOR picking up When a Clueless First-Person Shooter Player Falls into Another World: Volume 2. I am JIRAIGEN, the author.


  This book is a revised and expanded version of the work I originally posted on the web novel site Shousetsuka ni Narou, edited to be worthy of being sold as a book.


  Thanks to your support, I was able to publish this second volume. Continuing from the first, this volume tells the story of the protagonist Schwarz’s resolve to live in another world and of his discovery for the reason he fell there.


  From here, the protagonist will meet various people and travel to many places in this other world. Also, Schwarz’s other persona, Shaft, who wears a black mask, has made his appearance. I hope you will look forward to the future activities of them both.


  Let me step back for a moment. In this second volume, the protagonist sets out to conquer a labyrinth and learns the reason for his fall into another world. At the same time, he learns that he is already dead in his original world. Schwarz was never cynical about his original world and life, and that is why he was saddened by his mortal death and being separated from that world for good.


  Compared to the web version, I made the flow of the Green Ogre Labyrinth arc more intense, more dangerous, and sweeter through revisions and additions. I also wrote this parting scene in greater depth. Some readers may empathize with the protagonist’s sinking feelings, while others may find his weakness frustrating.


  Still, I wanted to write this part more deeply. I wanted to depict his resolve to part with the past and live in a new world—a completely changed environment. This is simply my selfishness as the author, and perhaps a privilege.


  From here, the protagonist will interact more deeply with the world in both of his personas. Battles with labyrinths, conflicts with people, making money—FPS abilities and this other world will cross even more.


  In the future, various firearms and melee weapons will appear, as well as many FPS-essential gadgets and special equipment. There will also be many military and large vehicles. I hope you will continue to support the protagonist’s new life in this world as he makes use of all these things. Thank you very much.


  I would also like to thank the editors at Kadokawa Books, my editor W, and everyone involved. Thank you, again, to UGUME for the illustrations this time.


  Not only is When a Clueless First-Person Shooter Player Falls into Another World being published as a book, but a manga adaptation is also being serialized for free in the web magazine Young Ace UP. Please enjoy the world of When a Clueless First-Person Shooter Player Falls into Another World as drawn by manga artist Junichi Saiki, and support both the manga and the book.


  Finally, if I may, I would like to write a little about myself.


  At the very beginning of 2016, my father collapsed at work and, after a valiant fight, passed away. It was exactly one year after I started writing this work that my father passed, so it was almost as if he was telling us all it was okay to take a break from work.


  I started working part-time at fifteen. I worked six days a week after school, earning money I could use as I liked. More than twenty years had passed since I started working, but I had never had a week off.


  My main job is also very busy in January. I had planned to make time for revisions and additions, but all of that was swept away, and I spent all my time with my father. He was a quiet man who never smiled, who loved alcohol, period dramas, and pro wrestling. He liked things to be neat and tidy, hated sloppiness, and often yelled at me. But he accepted everything I did and let me live as I pleased.


  I published this book. I’m sure my father would have accepted it with his usual expressionless face. I never told him about publishing this work. He wasn’t a reader, but I kept wondering if he would have read it if I gave it to him. In the end, I put it in his coffin on his last day.


  I will bring this second volume to his grave as well. If possible, the next one too... As long as the series continues, I want to deliver it to him and share even a little of the joy of seeing it in print. I can’t hear his thoughts now, but maybe in a few decades, I’ll be able to ask him.


  I dedicate this volume to my late father.


  —JIRAIGEN


  About the Author


   


  JIRAIGEN


  I love FPS so much that I’ve even written a novel about it. I’m not a fan of military games. I’m not a fan of airsoft, either. I’m just an old guy who simply loves FPS games.
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  Thank you for reading!
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