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      Prologue: I Guess I Really Am Destined to Be Kidnapped


      Linte Arty had led me to the dungeon today. Well, more like dragged me there. It was pretty much a kidnapping. Apparently, this was her way of apologizing for earlier when I was about to have a snack break in the cafeteria. I’d offered her some chocolate fondue on a whim, and she’d polished off every last drop.


      Yeah...I know that probably sounds ridiculous, but that was literally what happened, so there’s no better way to explain it. Usually, you’d expect it to turn into a boy-meets-girl moment or some kind of steamy development, but those kinds of happy-go-lucky stories only happen in manga. There was no point in getting my hopes up. I was probably the only person living who’d be happy with “an adventure in the dungeon together” as compensation. I’d been planning on diving today anyway, so I more than welcomed the idea.


      So, there we were, a two-person team out for an adventure. Or, more accurately, two people and one critter. Carbuncle was perched on my backpack, its front paws resting on my head, casually munching on some crunchy cat treats. We were still on the lower floors, so it was totally relaxed. Besides, it used to wander around much deeper levels than this, so a place like the Forest wasn’t very intimidating.


      “By the way, Linte...why did you take me on an adventure as compensation?” I asked.


      “I’m a dungeon mercenary, remember? Seeing me in battle is the best way for you to measure my worth.”


      “I see. So you’re going to fight in my place?”


      “Huh? Of course not. A mercenary’s job is to fill the gaps in a team. You still have to fulfill your own duties, Kudo. Come on, you’ve got a job to do, right?”


      “Ah, right. I guess so...”


      Or so she said. I’d totally thought she was going to act as my bodyguard. As I stood there feeling conflicted, Linte leaned forward and peered into my face.


      “You don’t look very excited. What, are you frigid or something?”


      “Um, could you please not turn everything into a dirty joke?”




      “Hey, don’t pin that on me. If that’s how you took it, it’s only because your mind’s in the gutter.”


      “Oh, come on, we both know what you were doing! Why else would you use the word frigid?!” I shouted in protest, but Linte just kept a straight face as if nothing had happened. It was hard to read what was going on in her head.


      “Anyway, why do you always go solo?” she asked.


      “Because the more people you have, the more people you need to split EXP with,” I answered.


      “Isn’t that just something you have to deal with? It makes your dives that much safer.”


      “I mean, you’re right, but when I prioritize efficiency, I just can’t bring myself to take that step. And that’s not the only reason, of course.”


      “This might be weird coming from a mercenary, but isn’t that kind of dangerous?”


      “I’ll be fine. I can avoid the worst-case scenarios as long as I’m prepared.”


      “Last time I saw you, it was at the Yellow Wall Ruins. Where are you headed today, anyway?” Linte asked.


      “Usually, when I’m farming EXP, I go just past that area to the Dark Corridors.”


      “That’s...not a place for a mage to go solo.”


      “You’re absolutely right,” I replied. Linte was spot on. I was fully aware that I was doing something irrational, but I’d already figured out how to clear the floor, and I had no intention of stopping.


      “But I guess that means you’re always able to make it that far on your own.”


      “Yep. If I’m on route one, I go to places like the Smoky Verdigris City. On route four, there’s the Red Iron & Cogwheel Mines... Oh, and I went to a secret route the other day too.”


      “Mew!” Carbuncle chirped in response, probably reacting to the words “secret route.” It’d really taken a liking to the northern bananas we’d gathered in the Snowy Jungle recently. Lately, Carbuncle had even been begging for normal bananas when visiting Japan.


      “Oh, that place. Route five. I’ve been there too,” Linte said. “Was that your first time, Kudo?”


      “Yeah. I went to the Giant Mushroom Homeland—a place where a war between the Mushroom Faction and the Bamboo Shoot Faction looked like it was about to break out—then I got chased around by a Grenade Squirrel, almost got Revolcaned by a Murder Mantis, and then ran into the guys from Team Aurora at a safe point.”


      “I didn’t really understand the first part, but Team Aurora is that sparkly group, right? I can’t believe you’ve made it that far already.”


      It seemed she wasn’t following my summary of the trip, but she apparently saw the members of Team Aurora the same way I did. I mean, those guys really were blindingly sparkly.


      “They’re on a roll, aren’t they? I guess it’s because they’re all so talented,” I said.


      “I don’t really think so,” she replied.


      “Oh? How come?”


      “I get the feeling those people don’t really know how scary the dungeon can be,” Linte said.


      “I suppose...it does feel that way,” I agreed.


      “I see them around every now and then, but it feels like their ambition and caution aren’t in balance,” Linte continued. “I have a feeling they’ll end up in real danger sooner rather than later... Though I’m not really one to talk, seeing as I almost died recently myself.”


      Considering how quickly they were conquering the dungeon compared to the time they’d actually spent there, I could see Linte’s point. Even Ashley had mentioned that it was better to take these things slow. Then again, I’d only been at this for about six months myself, and I wasn’t exactly in a position to judge.


      Actually, I remembered that a young swordsman from Team Aurora had recently rushed ahead to challenge a Murder Mantis and gotten himself injured. Considering that, Linte’s words made sense. If Ashley had been in charge of them, she’d probably be lecturing them about risk. She was particularly wary of negative factors piling up during an adventure—things like a Diver’s poor health showing in their complexion or signs of injury visible in the way they moved.


      “By the way, what about route three?” Linte asked.


      “Huh?” I grunted.


      “Route three. Have you never been there?”


      “Lalala! I can’t hear you! I’m not listening!” I clamped my hands over my ears, trying to shut out the sound.


      Linte gave me a dubious look, probably wondering what was wrong with me. “What’s with you all of a sudden?”


      “I’ve only gone as far as the Night Soil Swamps! I haven’t been anywhere past that, like the [REDACTED] or the [REDACTED]! Not at all! Never!”


      It was no use. Whenever I tried to remember, my head filled with visual and auditory static. I didn’t even want to say the name; it was like a He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named situation.


      “After the Night Soil Swamps is the Visceral Cave,” Linte went on. “And after that is—”


      “Ababababababa!” I wailed.


      “Eek?! What’s happening to you?! Calm down!” she cried, shaking my shoulders in surprise, but that only made my fit worse.


      After a moment, my temporary insanity finally ran its course.


      “So, the floor past the Visceral Cave is so bad it makes you lose your mind,” Linte noted.


      “I can’t go there. I don’t even want to think about that place,” I said, holding my head and groaning. It was a literal nest of giant, shapeless monsters. And the worst part was that those monsters constantly muttered things in human speech. It was terrifying beyond belief. They weren’t fantasy monsters; they were like creatures out of a sci-fi horror movie, and they were everywhere. If those things were ever unleashed on the world, it’d be over. We’re talking Armageddon, apocalypse, whatever you wanna call it.


      “But why did you go to a place like that?” she asked. “No one around our level should even be able to set foot in there.”


      “That’s because Dracarion—or Lion-Maru, I should say—dragged me in there even though I told him I didn’t wanna go...”


      “Hey, you should probably stop phrasing it like that for the sake of Beast Belze’s reputation, okay? It sounds dirty.”


      “Again, that’s only because your mind’s in the gutter,” I retorted.


      “True. I won’t deny that,” she admitted.


      “Ugh... She’s tougher than anyone I’ve faced yet. She’s up there with Sensei.”


      Linte was the same type as my Sensei—the kind of person who didn’t shy away from my dirty joke rebuttals. Maybe this sort of composure came with being a grown-up...though she couldn’t have been more than two or three years older than me.


      Eventually, we reached a fork in the path within the Forest.


      “We need to decide on a route soon,” Linte said. “Where are we going?”


      “Well, how about route five? That sound good to you, Carbuncle?”


      “Mew!”


      With Carbuncle’s cheerful approval, we set our course for route five.

    

  

  
    
      Floor Thirty-Seven: Linte Might Be Done For


      A sharp yellow beak flashed past like a gust of wind.


      It was like a missile launched straight out of a vertical launching system. Well, it flew horizontally instead of vertically, but still...a full-on salvo.


      The monster rocketed forward in a straight line, jets of water blasting behind it, not caring in the slightest what happened next. You had to admire the sheer recklessness. It was brave, sure... Also the kind of behavior you’d expect from something with zero survival instincts.


      I ducked under the suicidal charge and immediately spun up a spell.


      “Secondary Magic: Ameithys Mine!”


      The moment I finished the chant, several glowing spheres appeared in midair, drifting lazily like those plasma balls you see in science demos on TV. The spell was inspired by floating mines: Scatter a bunch of electrified lightning orbs through the air and let anything charging in trigger them. It was kind of like a modified barrier spell.


      Just like I’d planned, the monster slammed straight into one. The instant it made contact, the orb burst and dispersed, sending electricity arcing through everything nearby and charring it pitch-black. It wasn’t cooked very evenly, but it wasn’t like I was planning to eat it.


      “Kweee!”


      “Kwe kweee!”


      “Kraaaaaagh!”


      The rest of the monsters were furious. They threw their heads back and screamed at the sky, flapping their flippers wildly. It was a disturbingly violent sight.


      What we were fighting, no joke, were penguins. Not normal penguins, obviously. These were dangerous magical creatures known as monsters. They looked just like regular penguins and were absurdly cute, but each one was about twice the size of an average specimen. On top of that, they were insanely aggressive and had attacked the moment they’d spotted us. They were known as Tyrant Penguins, and the charging attack they continuously used was called a Dart Attack.


      I’d entered route five with Linte, and we were making our way through the Rainbow Coral Seashore when Carbuncle’s ears suddenly perked up. Thinking it must have picked up the sound of enemies, we went on alert right away.


      When I looked around, there were penguins everywhere, probably about twenty of them. I’d read in one of those dungeon guide pamphlets that they traveled in packs, but running into them like this really drove home how dangerous it was. Depth level 13 was no joke.


      “Snip.”


      The voice came from nearby. It was like an onomatopoeia you’d use for scissors cutting something.


      A split second later, a spray of blood flashed at the edge of my vision. When I turned, I saw a headless penguin collapsing to the ground and Linte standing there, snapping a massive pair of shears open and closed.


      A moment passed, and the penguin’s body finally toppled over with a dull thud. Linte pivoted immediately, scanning for her next target while rhythmically clicking the blades as she closed the distance to another Tyrant Penguin.


      I didn’t know how else to describe it. She looked exactly like that thing from Clock Tower. She was even saying “snip, snip” out loud. She was kinda freaking me out. Her combat style leaned way too hard into horror territory.


      Another Tyrant Penguin launched a Dart Attack, and its shadow crossed with Linte’s. An instant later, the penguin’s body went flying, its head cleanly severed mid-charge. She’d read its speed and cut it perfectly. Her cutting technique was absurd. Terrifying, honestly.


      That said, I had my own fight to focus on. A Tyrant Penguin closed the distance at a speed no penguin had any right to display and swung its flipper down with incredible force. The motion looked a lot like a slap. There was nothing funny about it, though. Even normal penguins, according to zookeepers, could seriously hurt you if they hit you like that. King and emperor penguins could break bones. When a monster called a “tyrant” did it, the outcome was pretty obvious.


      These murder penguins meant business.


      “Kwe kwe kweee!”


      Another Dart Attack came flying at me. I dodged, and the penguin embedded itself into some rocks behind me.


      Huh... Now what?


      It looked completely stuck, like an animal caught in a trap. Before I could think it through, several others rushed over and hauled it free. Then they all turned toward me.


      “KWEEE!”


      “KWE KWEEE!”


      Yeah, they looked even angrier than before. Was that my fault too? That felt wildly unfair. Maybe the “tyrant” part of their name wasn’t just for show.


      “Mew!”


      While I was holding their attention, Carbuncle slipped right into the middle of the group. That was the signal. I fired a spell straight at Carbuncle.


      “Tertiary Magic: Lightning Sphere!”


      The moment a purple sphere formed along with its magic circle, Carbuncle synchronized with the spell’s element, absorbed it, and amplified it several times over before releasing it in all directions.


      It was like an explosion had gone off. Technically, it was just shock waves and lightning dispersing outward, but the sheer power made it indistinguishable from a blast.


      “Mew!!!”


      “Krr, kgeh!”


      “Kraagh!”


      “Geh, gehhh!”


      The monsters hit by the massive lightning strike let out some truly awful screams and collapsed, charred. This was what my master had once described as amplifying and reflecting an opponent’s magic.


      Truthfully, Carbuncle and I had been practicing combo attacks like this for a while. If it could reflect magic, then it stood to reason that we could use that ability proactively. Once that idea had clicked, we’d refined the technique until it was combat-ready.


      “Yeah!”


      “Mew!”


      Everything went exactly as planned. Perfect results. I crouched and high-fived Carbuncle. Lately, the little critter had cemented itself as my partner. It was just absurdly competent.


      Once Linte finished decapitating the remaining enemies, she walked over, clearly impressed. “That was amazing. You wiped most of them out in one hit.”


      “That was all Carbuncle, to be honest,” I replied.


      “Mew.” Carbuncle puffed out its chest proudly. Then, right on cue, it latched onto my finger and started draining my mana. The mana tax was unavoidable.


      “So, it reflects magical power,” Linte noted.


      “Seems so. Apparently, it’s a mage’s natural enemy.”


      “You wouldn’t guess that from how it looks.”


      She was right, it was one adorable creature.


      Anyway, the Rainbow Coral Seashore lived up to its name. Once you passed through the Misty Border, the scenery shifted straight into summer resort mode. The vibe was basically Okinawa, Fiji, and every tropical island beach you could think of thrown into a blender. It was a stretch of sand dotted with countless small islands—the kind of place that made you want to go swimming. Of course, with monsters like those penguins around, having a beach vacation here would take some effort.


      The real highlight, though, was right there in the name. The view was gorgeous, including the breathtaking sight of coral that shimmered in seven different colors. According to a guidebook, sunset was the best time to visit. You’d think something so pretty would have been harvested into extinction for jewelry, but apparently the Divers Guild had stepped in early to make sure the ecosystem was preserved. Stuff like this really showed how advanced this world was in some ways.


      Thanks to the guild, there were boats and raft-like platforms set up to make island-hopping easier. Probably their way of encouraging exploration. The last time I’d been here, I’d rushed straight through for my primary objective: grabbing some bananas. But this time, Linte was showing me around.


      “And that over there is the beach house.” She pointed.


      “There’s a beach house here?”


      “Yep.”


      I paused. “Isn’t that a fortress?”


      What stood there was a massive stronghold with a thoroughly hostile appearance, completely unfit for the title of “beach house.” It had sharpened, conical logs no sane person would install in any house, functional watchtowers, and even harpoon cannons mounted in several places. Every surface was stained with unpleasant discolorations that hinted at a long history of battle. The whole thing looked like it had been expanded repeatedly with no regard whatsoever for building codes. Was something horrific crawling out of the sea here? I really hoped there wasn’t a fishing village nearby performing blasphemous rituals.


      “You can stay there overnight,” Linte said.


      “Oh, is this place like the Sleepless Fairy Pavilion at the Nightless Fortress in the Evernight Meadows?” I asked.


      “Exactly. Divers who come here for the first time use it as their summer vacation base.”


      “They actually vacation here, huh?”


      Using a dungeon as a place to relax really said something about how tough Divers were. I could already imagine the annual “pre-beach-opening cleanup,” and none of it sounded safe.


      Linte suddenly looked at me with a strangely suspicious expression. “Kudo, you don’t have mirrors at your place, do you?”


      “Huh? I actually do... Why do you ask?”


      “I see.”


      She looked exasperated for some reason. I had no idea why. As I tried to move on, she grabbed my shoulder.


      “Kudo. Wait a sec.”


      “What is it? Did something happen?” I asked.


      “Yeah, it’s serious. A major emergency.”


      “What? Really? What happened?”


      She was speaking in her usual tone, so it felt like she just dropped a bomb out of nowhere. I looked around, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.


      “I’m hungry,” she declared.


      “Huh?”


      She repeated her childlike declaration. “I said I’m hungry.”


      Her fur-covered head seemed to droop, and for a moment I could have sworn I saw tears welling in her eyes. Was she really that hungry? Or was I starting to hallucinate? Maybe I needed to see a psychiatrist once I got back to Japan.


      “Miss, you just ate. Remember?” I asked.


      “Don’t talk to me like I’m senile.”


      “Fair enough.”


      “I’m hungry,” she said again.


      “Does it really hit that fast?”


      “Well, I’m an Adorner.”


      Right. Adorners were notorious for their relentless appetites.


      “Can you hold out?” I asked.


      “Nope. Obviously not,” she said, leaning back and striking a pose.


      “Why do you sound proud of that?”


      Maybe this was one of those racial pride things that were common among the species of Do-Melta. I knew about ears, tails, and unique combat techniques, but being proud of your hunger was new.


      “By the way, that chocolate fondue earlier wasn’t your main meal?” I asked.


      “Huh? That was just a snack.”


      “You ate all that chocolate. Where do all those calories even go?”


      Maybe they’d been banished by magic. Her stomach was like a black hole. Still, Linte made no move to take out any food.


      “Didn’t you bring anything to eat?” I asked.


      “I did, but I was thinking I’d mooch some more chocolate off you,” she answered.


      “Oh. You really liked it that much?”


      “I did. Don’t you have more? Come on, hand it over.”


      She was getting a bit intense, like she might actually grab me. Come to think of it, wasn’t this whole adventure supposed to be about her repaying me for the chocolate in the first place? Setting that aside, there was a deeply uncomfortable truth I needed to tell her.


      “The thing is, I’m out of chocolate,” I admitted. “I’ve got nothing left. Sorry.”


      Linte said nothing. The life drained out of her. Whatever motivation had been holding her upright shattered instantly. She puffed out her cheeks, then flopped backward onto the sand and sulked like a child.


      Oh, she’s kind of a lost cause...


      She rolled over to face me. “Kudo. You just thought something rude, didn’t you?”


      “More or less,” I admitted. “You’re not wrong.”


      “You ever get told you’ve got thick skin?”


      “Every Diver needs thick skin and thick soles.”


      “You think that was clever?”


      Carbuncle wandered over and began poking her cheek with its paws. Linte just lay there without even trying to stop it. Paw pads did feel nice, to be fair.


      “More importantly, what happened to you paying me back for the chocolate?” I asked.


      “That’s a completely separate matter from my hunger. Besides, the client covers my meals when I’m doing mercenary work.”


      “That’s something you negotiate beforehand,” I pointed out.


      “I generally assume I can push it through.”


      How shameless.


      Then again, it probably worked for her because bringing along an Adorner practically guaranteed results, as I’d seen in the earlier fight.


      “So, what? You want compensation?” she asked.


      “I mean, it would be appropriate for you to give me something.”


      “You want me to offer my body to you? You fiend.”


      “I didn’t even remotely hint at that,” I said. “Please don’t invent things in your head. And definitely don’t go spreading them around.”


      Linte lay motionless for a while, and I waited in hopes of her getting up.


      “I’m hungry. I can’t move,” she complained.


      I stared at her.


      “I’m gonna starve to death,” she added dramatically.


      “You’re acting kinda childish, don’t you think?”
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      “Yeah, I’m a child,” she said, sucking her thumb. “Waaah.” She’d clearly abandoned her pride at this point. She must have noticed the look on my face, because she abruptly straightened and said, “Kudo, you can’t eat pride.”


      “Don’t act like you weren’t just throwing a temper tantrum.” She really was a lost cause. I gave up. “Fine, I’ll go see if I can find something edible,” I said, relenting.


      “Not penguin,” she said immediately.


      “I wouldn’t want penguin either.”


      Penguins weren’t for food, nor were they monsters to hunt. They were creatures you observed from a respectful distance for spiritual healing.


      I left Linte on the sandy beach and headed toward the rocks with Carbuncle. I had a campfire clambake in mind. The pamphlet listed edible shellfish, so if I picked some from around here, we’d be set. Not that I was being cheap with supplies—the shellfish in this world were actually really good. As long as I avoided anything that looked poisonous, they were easy to cook. No prep work, all of them huge and filling. It was a shame there weren’t any ghost clams from the Submerged City here, though.


      I checked the pamphlet for edible shellfish.


      “Let’s see... At the Rainbow Coral Seashore, there’s ogre conch, murmur shell... Wait, ‘man-hand’? That can’t be a real name.”


      It looked grotesque, and the name reeked of cannibalism. This freak show of a mollusk was casually mixed in with the normal ones like it was some sick joke by whoever had written the pamphlet. The horrifying resemblance to a human hand reminded me of the poison fire coral I’d seen on TV at the end of the summer. I genuinely didn’t even want to touch this thing.


      “Hmm... Overharvesting scallops and abalone is prohibited. Guess protecting marine resources is a serious issue everywhere.”


      If anything, conservation efforts were more advanced here than back home. They protected all sorts of animals here, like rabbits and seals. At least there was no confusing naming mess like that one alchemy game where urchins were chestnuts and chestnuts were urchins. Thank god I didn’t have to deal with that “which is which” nightmare.


      Carbuncle brought over a seemingly normal shellfish. “Mew mew.”


      “Thanks.”


      “Mew!”


      Carbuncle was a huge help, though I still didn’t understand how it walked on two legs while carrying things with its front paws. Anatomically, it made no sense. Maybe it was some new Pokémon species, like a knockoff Pikachu. It did use electricity, after all.


      “Ow! Okay, okay, I’m sorry!”


      Carbuncle must have picked up on my rude thoughts because it started grinding its forehead gem against my shin, which hurt like hell.


      “So, this is a murmur shell,” I said, picking it up. “Wonder why it’s called that.”


      According to the pamphlet, the flesh was plump and flavorful. The name came from the murmuring sounds you could supposedly hear when you held the shell to your ear. Did everything here have to be creepy? Where did that sound even come from? Shell sounds came from blood flow resonance, not actual voices.


      “Maybe I’ll listen to it later...” I decided, even though I hated horror. I was just like those people who hate movies but watch them anyway. Why did humans do these things to themselves?


      Carbuncle tugged at my pants. “Mew mew.”


      “What is it?”


      “Mew.” Its tiny paw pointing at a small rocky outcrop densely covered in what looked like human hands.


      “Yikes.”


      It was a nauseating sight. The rocks were covered in man-hands, which genuinely looked like real, severed hands. My mission was to harvest a bunch of the creepy things, but I was starting to wonder if I’d be cursed or something. I could hear a voice telling me to make a sanity check, and my mental dice rolled a critical fail.


      I gathered some shellfish with Carbuncle and headed back to find a hearth already set up.


      “Oh, you got it ready,” I said appreciatively.


      “I can at least do this much,” Linte answered. Maybe she felt bad about her earlier tantrum. She’d gathered rocks and built a proper hearth, a fire crackling inside it and ready to be used.


      I pulled out a brand-new square tin can from my Dimension Bag.


      “What’s that?” she asked.


      “A can. We’ll be steaming seafood in it,” I explained.


      “It’s so light. Seems like it could have better uses.”


      “It’s normally used as a container.”


      Tin still wasn’t common in this world, probably because they didn’t have the plating technology yet. It was kind of weird, considering they had these ruins full of advanced tech.


      I tossed the shellfish and some cooking wine into the can and set it on the fire.


      “Mew mew.”


      “This one’s yours, Carbuncle.”


      I’d prepared a separate pot for Carbuncle’s portion, since too much seasoning wouldn’t be good for it. It watched with anticipation, its three tails wagging excitedly. After a while, fragrant steam puffed out from the lid.


      “Here,” I said as I offered tongs and work gloves to Linte. “Use these.”


      “Thanks.” She examined them. “Huh, nice quality.”


      “They’re useful for just about anything.”


      Work gloves were super convenient. I could probably make a killing just by stocking a ton and reselling them here. Not that I’d actually do that.


      Steam billowed up as I opened the lid.


      “Ooh...”


      “Mew...”


      “Looks good. Let’s eat,” I said.


      Linte was already drooling at the sight of the steamed shellfish. She picked up an ogre conch with a gloved hand.


      Crack!


      “Huh?”


      While I was lifting shellfish with the tongs, I heard a sound you normally wouldn’t hear during a meal. I looked over to find a crushed shell in Linte’s gloved hand, the juices dripping down between her fingers.


      “What is it?” she asked.


      “Oh, that’s, uh...pretty wild of you.”


      “Is it?” She hummed while scooping out the flesh like nothing had happened. Adorners had ridiculous grip strength.


      With the juices on her plate and shell fragments picked off, the preparations were complete. The flesh was perfectly intact too. Her methods were a bit violent but executed with flawless control.


      I scooped out my own shellfish and started eating. Despite the primitive cooking method, it ended up being delicious with a mild, naturally salty flavor.


      “This is good,” I noted.


      “Mew mew.”


      I’d cut up Carbuncle’s portion and removed the organs and any potentially poisonous parts. I doubted anything could hurt such a high-level creature, but it was better to be on the cautious side. It seemed to be enjoying the meal. Then I pulled out my secret weapon.


      “It’ll taste even better with this.”


      “What’s that?” Linte asked.


      “Soy sauce.”


      You couldn’t go wrong with soy sauce on shellfish. Linte poured some on her food. The transparent broth mixed with soy sauce looked incredible. When she tasted it, her eyes widened.


      “Oh...”


      “Good, right?” I asked.


      “So this is soy sauce. I like it. It tastes so much better.” She blinked and stared at the bottle in disbelief. She didn’t call it “shoy sauce,” though, so it seemed she wouldn’t be joining the Church of Shoy Sauce.


      As we ate, the big boss buried at the bottom appeared. Linte held it up with the tongs and furrowed her brow.


      “So this is a man-hand.”


      “Pretty crazy, right? It’s about as shocking as the time I learned ‘dormitory’ is an anagram of ‘dirty room.’”


      “I don’t get the comparison, but yes, this is pretty shocking.”


      The man-hand looked insane, but apparently the flesh came out easily. When I grabbed a right hand and pulled from the wrist-looking area, the finger parts slid right out.


      Thankfully, the inside didn’t look like actual finger meat but more like boiled asparagus. It seemed I wouldn’t be engaging in pseudo-cannibalism today, but if this was a TTRPG, the broth probably would’ve inflicted poison.


      The flesh was plump and tender. Umami exploded in my mouth as my teeth sank in. It had a slightly shrimplike flavor to it, though it tasted different from the ghost clams in the Submerged City. By the way, I have to state for the record that it did not, in fact, taste like meat. That would not have been cool. My sanity would have tanked at the sheer blasphemy of it.


      “Damn, this is good,” I said.


      “Yeah. Still can’t beat chocolate though.”


      “You’re bringing that up again?”


      “It was that good.”


      She’d really fallen in love with chocolate. I dug a left hand out of the can.


      “Anyway, why does everything here look so horrifying?” I asked.


      “How should I know? Ask God if you want answers.”


      “That feels like reading a strategy guide while playing a game. Not my style.”


      “I don’t know what that means. Is it like having the answer key during a test?”


      “Something like that.”


      We went on talking about random stuff and eating our otherworldly shellfish.


      After cleaning up, we headed toward the Misty Border that led to the next floor.


      “So, what’s the plan from here?” I asked.


      “I’m pushing ahead,” Linte replied. “Are you good with that? The next floor’s cold, and it could get dangerous if you’re not prepared.”


      “I’m fine. I always keep equipment in my Dimension Bag.”


      “Mew mew!”


      “Right?”


      Carbuncle knew the drill from diving together last time. We could just do the same thing again.


      We arrived at the Misty Border and prepared to head in. I spread open the collar of my safari shirt and called out Carbuncle’s name, and it replied with a “mew” and slipped inside. Then it flipped around and poked its head out from my neckline, like that famous kid detective with an adult’s brain, stuffed into his mom’s motorcycle suit while she tears down the highway.


      Nice and warm.


      “That looks super cozy,” Linte commented.


      “Right? It’s as warm as it looks. Now I just need to throw on some cold weather gear.”


      I pulled out ear muffs and winter clothes from my Dimension Bag and layered up. For my feet, I threw on crampons. I just needed gloves now.


      “Perfect,” I said.


      “You might be fine in the cold, but you’re pretty bulky now,” Linte pointed out. “Can you still move okay?”


      “No problem. I’m a mage, so I don’t need to do a lot of running around anyway.”


      “You can still cast spells?”


      “Sure can. I can do combo attacks like earlier too.”


      “Mew mew!”


      We’d worked out tactics for this setup, so we were good. Even in this state, Carbuncle provided solid support, shooting lightning at my blind spots. I couldn’t ask for a better partner. The only downside was my clothes getting covered in fur, which was a small price to pay.


      Carbuncle and I were fine like this, but the problem was Linte.


      “Is your gear enough? Looks pretty thin,” I said.


      “I’ve got this Saber Leopard fur. Layer it right and I’m good.”


      “Where’s the monster from, anyway?”


      “This one? My hometown.”


      “Local monster, huh?”


      I’d thought it might be a snow leopard, but maybe it was actually a pretty scary monster. It did have a pretty intimidating name. The head looked kinda proud too. Was I seeing things? Maybe my sanity was running low. I hoped I didn’t start seeing strange shadows or horrors invisible to normal people. My mental health had taken a beating earlier, so I was getting worried.


      “I don’t have a change of clothes, but I do have some extra layers,” Linte said and suddenly started undressing. Her dress slid down along the curve of her shoulders and fell to her feet.


      “Wait! Linte, what are you doing?! Have you lost your mind?!”


      “What do you mean? I’m just layering up.”


      She kept stripping. Her skin, the curve of her waist, the shape of her hips were all revealed, down to her underwear. Once she finished undressing, she pulled out some strange material innerwear from her bag. She didn’t care at all about my presence.
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      Showing zero modesty in public was pretty wild.


      “No, no, stop! I can see...well, everything!”


      “Doesn’t bother me. You’ve already seen me once.”


      “Not like this! This is on a completely different level!”


      “Is it?”


      She genuinely didn’t care. Her exposed skin was too much.


      Gulp...


      Linte looked at me and narrowed her eyes disapprovingly. “You looked. I’m charging you a viewing fee.”


      “Wait, that’s not fair! You tricked me!”


      I belatedly covered my eyes and squealed, but Linte really didn’t seem to care. She got dressed normally. While dressing, she glanced back at me.


      “You know...”


      “Yeah?”


      “You’re kind of weird.”


      “Huh? Weird? What do you mean?” I wasn’t sure where this was coming from. I didn’t think I’d done anything strange, and I wasn’t trying to be funny or anything.


      “I’ve been feeling something’s off for a while,” she said, her expression serious. “I understand now. You’re doing it on purpose, aren’t you?”


      “Well, actually I was peeking through the gaps a bit, heh heh...”


      “I see. So you’re gonna keep playing dumb.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Well, fine. Everyone has a thing or two they don’t want to get into,” she said, leaving it at that.


      I still didn’t get it, but she might charge me more if I stayed any longer, so I went into the next floor first. A snow-covered expanse of jungle filled my sight. It was a strange view no matter how many times I saw it. It was pretty dark due to the shadows cast by the lush greenery, so it was easy to get lost if you didn’t check the route properly. A compass was super essential.


      Plus, there were these weird monsters called Guerrilla Snowmen that would surprise even the Viet Cong. They jumped out from all kinds of places—deep snow, tree tops, between trees—and shot ice-filled snowballs at you, literally using guerrilla warfare. I guessed I should have been grateful they didn’t set traps. Also, they always left part of their body showing while hiding. Was that some kind of self-imposed restriction or aesthetic principle, or were they just bad at hide-and-seek?


      It looked like someone was already at the Misty Border on the Snowy Jungle side, doing final route checks around a big bonfire. One of them noticed me and came over.


      “Oh, it’s you. Kudo Akira, right?”


      “Uh...yes?”


      What’s this about?


      I didn’t know them, so they weren’t an acquaintance. How did they know my name?


      The stranger’s face lit up like they’d just met a celebrity. “You’re the one who made the honey potion! It’s really you!”


      “Huh? Well, yes, I did do that...” I said.


      “Thank you for making the honey potion! Thank you so much!”


      “Oh, uh, no, I just did what needed to be done...”


      “Don’t be so modest! Thanks to you, we can finally benefit from potions!”


      I didn’t know what to say.


      “Thank you! Really!”


      Now that I looked closer, this person was wearing beast fur. I wasn’t expecting to be thanked this much. The Diver vigorously shook my hand up and down, growing emotional, with tears in their eyes. This was getting awkward. I actually felt bad about what’d happened back then. This had been happening a lot lately, but all I’d done was mixed a little honey into that mysterious magical liquid called a potion. It really felt undeserved.


      Linte appeared while the Diver was still expressing their gratitude and walked over as our exchange ended.


      “What was that about? Do you know them?” she asked.


      “No, but that was an Adorner who wanted to thank me for making the honey potion,” I explained.


      “You’re the one who made that?”


      “Well, yes, I did...” I confessed, and her eyes went round as saucers.


      “That’s amazing,” she said. “I don’t know if you realize what a big deal that is for us. Devout old folks might think they were accepted by Lord Torpaz.”


      “I had some idea,” I replied. “Do you happen to know why only Adorners were left out?”


      “I heard it was because of some feud between Lady Ruvi and Lord Torpaz. We haven’t been able to use potions because of the fallout from that.”


      “So that’s what happened...”


      The aftermath of a quarrel between gods. It must have been some feud.


      “I wanna personally thank you too,” Linte said. “Thanks.”


      “Don’t mention it...”


      She seemed to sense my awkwardness in my response.


      “Odd reaction. It’s almost like you feel guilty or something.”


      “Gulp!”


      “You’re not supposed to say that out loud,” she pointed out.


      “Oh, ha ha...” I couldn’t meet her gaze. My eyes kept shifting away.


      “Don’t tell me you actually submitted something random to the potion exhibition...”


      “Gulp, gulp, gulp!”


      Linte silently looked at me with a cold gaze. Cold as a winter wind in the frozen north. I could practically feel the chill.


      “But...I couldn’t help it!” I sputtered. “I was told to enter the event one weekend out of nowhere! I didn’t have time to prepare! And Ashley! She told me I could just wing it and it would be fine!”


      “So you submitted a potion mixed with honey... That’s still amazing from our perspective,” Linte said, looking conflicted.


      “And another thing!” I went on. “When I asked God, just in case, he brought his son Lord Torpaz, who asked me to handle some tasks for him! It was just so much pressure, you know? It’s too much for a guy like me!”


      I tried explaining desperately, but Linte just kept sighing. I didn’t deserve this.


      “You really don’t get it, do you?” she asked.


      “I do! I know I’m just a nobody!”


      “That’s not what I meant. Ugh, never mind. Let’s go.” Looking resigned, she stepped toward the Snowy Jungle.


      After that, we headed to the grove of northern bananas on this floor and harvested some. One person’s and one creature’s eyes lit up at the delicious bananas, then we went to the Giant Mushroom Homeland on the next floor, where Linte fulfilled her main duty by fighting Murder Mantises.


      Nothing out of the ordinary happened then, of course. Linte and I just defeated the murderous bugs without issues. The end.


      §


      After parting with Kudo Akira, Linte Arty stood in the reception area at the Divers Guild. She wasn’t at window three as usual but window seven—Ashley Poney’s station.


      Linte happened to approach when things weren’t quite as busy, so she was able to speak with Ashley right away.


      “Miss window seven receptionist, do you have a minute?”


      “Oh, you’re the one who came back with Kudo earlier. Let’s see... Linte from window three, right?” Ashley replied.


      “Yup. Sorry to spring this on you, but there’s something I want to ask.”


      “Oh? What is it?”


      “It’s about Kudo,” Linte said.


      “What about him?”


      “Well, how should I put this...? Isn’t he kinda weird?”


      “He sure is.” Ashley nodded in complete agreement. “Really weird. He doesn’t form teams, he barely submits reports properly, and he doesn’t think about my profits as his receptionist at all.”


      “That’s not what I mean.”


      “Hm? Then what?”


      Linte closed her eyes for a moment, deep in thought. “I mean, there’s something off about him. Like his usual behavior and things he says are inconsistent.”


      “Yes, I think that’s true to an extent,” Ashley agreed. “But can’t that be said of anyone? Nobody’s completely consistent all the time.”


      “You have a point, but...with Kudo, it’s more like...”


      Something important is missing.


      Linte swallowed the words in the back of her throat. She was uncertain whether they should be spoken out loud.


      “Sorry,” she said. “I can’t put it into words yet. I’ll organize my thoughts and come back later.”


      “Sure,” Ashley said. “If you have any complaints, I’m all ears.”


      “No, it’s not that. If anything, I’m the one causing him trouble.”


      “You sound like you’re proud of it.”


      “Sure am,” Linte said, sticking her tongue out playfully before leaving window seven.


      “Kudo, huh?” Ashley murmured to herself.


      Kudo Akira was quite the mystery, but Linte felt obligated to repay him with interest for helping her. She wrote his name in the “List of People I’ll Mercenary For” in her notepad.

    

  

  
    
      Floor Thirty-Eight: Close Encounter!


      I was thinking I’d head off to Do-Melta again today to score some EXP and eat good food. But the moment I took a step toward God’s place, I heard an unfamiliar snapping sound from underfoot. It was my shoelace.


      “Oh boy, how ominous,” God said excitedly, pointing at my foot with both index fingers. They say it’s a sign of bad luck when a geta sandal strap suddenly breaks, but there had to be some physical deterioration involved for my shoelace made of synthetic fiber to snap out of nowhere.


      I quickly repaired it with magic. “Wonder what that’s about. This doesn’t usually happen,” I said.


      “Maybe today’s not your day. You should be careful,” God replied.


      “I don’t really worry about superstitious stuff.”


      God shook his head.


      “No, no, Akira. This world’s a bit different from yours.”


      “Right,” I said, realizing he had a point. “Different world, different rules.”


      Since I came here all the time, I’d somehow forgotten. I must’ve gotten too used to this place; it’d already become part of my daily life. In this world, spiritual phenomena wouldn’t be considered unusual—in fact, I was experiencing something like that right now. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if ominous premonitions and gut feelings were real things here.


      While we were talking, a stunning woman in a white dress with waist-length blue hair appeared seemingly out of nowhere. She looked delicate and graceful at first glance, but her sharp, striking eyes exuded an air of icy calm.


      “Dad,” she said.


      “Oh, hey, Sapphia, my dear.” God’s face visibly brightened when he saw her.


      That must be Sapphia the Blue. She was the third child after Torpaz and Ruvi, whom I’d already met before. She looked irritated, though, and was staring her father down with her arms crossed and one foot tapping on the ground.


      “Are you slacking off and napping again?” she asked sharply. “Why don’t you do some actual work?”


      “No, no, I’m not slacking,” God said. “It’s like I always say: Just spending time here quietly is legitimately part of my job.”


      “That’s just an excuse,” Sapphia shot back. She seemed pretty hard on her dad. Their conversation painted a picture of some unemployed guy lounging in the living room all day.


      She’s giving off major tsundere vibes. Rebellious phase, maybe?


      “Excuse me. Who are you calling tsundere?” she asked me. “And I’m not in a ‘rebellious phase.’”


      “What?! You read my mind...”


      “Akira, Akira,” God said. “You just said that out loud.”


      While I was doing the usual bit with God, Sapphia looked at me with surprise.


      “Akira? Is this him, dad?”


      “Yup.”


      “I see...”


      I had no idea what was going on. Sapphia stared at me with a look of understanding, then started walking toward me. What’s happening? We gonna fight? I’ll lose.


      “H-Hello! I’m Kudo Akira! Ready for our match!” I blurted out.


      “Why are you acting like we’re about to fight or something? Whatever.” With that, she hugged me.


      Wha?


      “I heard you saved my child. Thank you,” she said softly.


      “Huh? Wh-Wha... Wuh?”


      My words came out a garbled mess. A sudden embrace from a woman was overwhelming for a high school kid like me, especially from someone as gorgeous as her. I felt like my heart was about to explode.


      “Sapphia, Sapphia,” God interjected.


      “What?”


      “Akira’s overheating.”


      “Oh?”
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      God had thrown me a lifeline. I desperately calmed my racing heart before asking, “Are you talking about Scrae?”


      “Yes. Thank you again.”


      I hadn’t realized she was so kind. If only she could spare even a fraction of that kindness for her dad.


      Anyway, I figured it was about time to get going and pulled a plastic container from my paper bag.


      “This is for you,” I said to God. “Japanese sweets.”


      “Oh, thanks as always,” he said appreciatively.


      I’d given him mitarashi dango, or sweet skewered rice dumplings, from an old shop in my neighborhood. God loved Japanese confections and looked very pleased.


      “You’re taking offerings even though you don’t do anything?” Sapphia asked when she saw him accept the gift.


      “Um, well...this is Akira’s gesture of goodwill! It would be rude to turn it down!”


      “Yeah, I’m sure. You seemed awfully eager to accept it.”


      Sapphia looked seriously displeased. Maybe she was at that age where everything her dad did annoyed her...though in this case, she was probably just annoyed with his laziness.


      God was clearly starting to panic. “Look! You can have this, dear! Cheer up, okay? Please?”


      “You just got that as a gift and you’re giving it away? That hardly seems appropriate, especially for a god,” Sapphia said, her mood only worsening.


      “Then let’s eat it togeth—”


      “Why would I eat with you, dad?”


      Brutal. Every word hit like a blizzard. Tearing up, God looked like he was ready to freeze over from loneliness. Actually, he looked a bit frozen already. Maybe that earlier omen was about him, not me.


      It wouldn’t feel right leaving like this. I had to do something.


      “Those dango are really good. Since you’re here, I’d love for you to try them too,” I said to Sapphia.


      “Urgh...”


      Her gaze ever so casually drifted toward the package in her father’s hands. I genuinely wanted her to try them. Each dumpling was big, soft, chewy, and delicious. They were a local staple, and I wanted to spread the word—though proselytizing to a god was pretty sacrilegious.


      Sapphia’s face turned slightly toward me. She was curious. With the Scrae situation, she couldn’t just brush me off either.


      One more push?


      “Why not try just one?” I offered. “You can always decide after.”


      “It’ll already be too late by that point...” she said uncertainly.


      “Look, God’s going to eat them all. Are you sure you don’t want one?”


      “W-Well, if you insist... I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.” Her eyes darted between the dango container in God’s hands and my face. Not very subtle. She reminded me of a certain someone.


      “We’ll share, then,” God agreed.


      “Fine. I’m only eating because he asked me to, not because I want to eat with you, dad,” she said, turning her nose away. Classic.


      Time for me to go.


      “Well, I’m off,” I announced to God.


      “See you. And like I said, be careful.”


      “Got it!”


      “Thanks for the souvenir,” Sapphia added. “Oh, if you see Scrael, tell her not to push herself too hard.”


      “Okay, will do!”


      She must have kept track of all of her creations if she knew what Scrae had been up to. Gods were amazing.


      As I turned to leave, I heard “Hurry up and open it!” and “Okay, okay.” When I glanced back, they’d opened the container and were eating the dango together. Sapphia really was just a tsundere after all. God had it rough.


      Anyway, after seeing that heartwarming moment, I descended to Freida. With the ominous shoelace thing in the back of my mind, I proceeded pretty cautiously. I kept an eye out for runaway carts barreling around corners, tools raining down from construction sites, or demons suddenly dragging me into alleys.


      “I’m completely fine.”


      None of the things I’d worried about had happened. Freida was perfectly peaceful. I thought maybe something would happen at the Divers Guild instead, but there wasn’t any trouble there either. I was just overthinking it; I was in the clear.


      Before hitting the reception area, I headed to the dining hall to sort and check my gear as usual. The dining hall wasn’t so chaotic today. No guild staff going wild with insane menu items, no Divers bravely attempting them and getting destroyed.


      I looked around and spotted Eldrid. Nothing unusual about that, except Carbuncle was on her table. They seemed to be playing with some sort of cat toy—at a crazy speed. I could barely follow the tip with my eyes.


      I walked over casually. “Hey, El.”


      “Oh, hey, Akira.”


      “Mew!”


      Both Eldrid and Carbuncle turned to face me, ears twitching. Their reactions matched. Kind of cute.


      “Were you two playing?” I asked.


      “Yeah, it looked bored at the reception area.” Eldrid smiled as she petted Carbuncle’s head. She loved cute things. Probably couldn’t resist.


      “You about to head out?” she asked.


      “Yup.”


      “Well...then—” Eldrid started to say something when a voice came from behind.


      “Akira.”


      I turned around to find Scrae standing there. Close encounter of the first kind—wait, no, third kind.


      When I’d arrived at the Divers Guild and called out to Eldrid, Scrae had appeared. She was standing behind me, swishing the curled end of her ponytail.


      Eldrid looked confused. “Hm? An acquaintance of yours?”


      “Yeah. A friend,” I replied.


      “Your...acquaintance?” Scrae asked.


      “Yep. A friend. This is Eldrid, a Tail. And this is Scrael, a Long-Ears.” It’d been a while since I introduced friends of mine to each other. Also, it was tough constantly turning my head back and forth.


      Scrae and Eldrid looked at each other. “I see...” they both said.


      Neither sounded enthusiastic, and the air turned slightly chilly for a moment. Was the air conditioning blasting on high in here? Wait, there’s no AC in this world. Must’ve been my imagination.


      “Akira, I don’t mind diving with you today.” Scrae suddenly stepped forward and grabbed my hand.


      Here we go again. Her grip felt a bit stronger than usual, though—not quite painful but right on that fine line.


      Eldrid jumped up with her tail standing straight. “Hey! Wait a minute!” she yelled, pointing at Scrae.


      “What? Is there a problem?” Scrae asked.


      “I was planning to dive with Akira today too!”


      “But I said it first.”


      “I was just about to!”


      An argument broke out.


      What is this? A fight? Are they fighting?


      But this was my chance; I could finally say something I’d always wanted to try. I hugged my own shoulders and shouted, “Stop! Don’t fight over me!”


      “No. I can’t lose this.”


      “Right! We don’t back down!”


      “Oh. Okay, then...”


      They took me completely seriously. My attempt at a joke fell totally flat. Note to self: Don’t try that again.


      “I’m going with Akira,” Scrae declared.


      “No, I am! You don’t get to decide!” Eldrid shot back.


      “Akira said he’d go.”


      “Bullshit! You just made that up!”


      Eldrid was right, but Scrae was completely unbothered by being called out.


      “Dog ears,” Scrael said.


      “What’d you call me, Long-Ears?”


      What kind of lame nickname was that? It was so literal, it hardly qualified as one.


      Scrae’s gaze went to Eldrid’s ears and tail. “Don’t get cocky just because your tail is glossy and fluffy. I’ve let Akira touch my ears.”


      “What?! Your ears?!”


      “Yes.”


      I mean, they were just ears. What was the big deal? Maybe it was something a human would never understand. Hadn’t I touched her ears through a towel before, though?


      “Damn...” Eldrid said under her breath.


      “Heh. I win.” Scrae had a triumphant look on her face.


      I didn’t know what the criteria for victory was here or why Eldrid looked so frustrated about this. The way other species valued things was beyond my comprehension.


      “Well...you can touch my ears too, Akira!” Eldrid shouted.


      “Huh?”


      “Go ahead, touch them right now...”


      “You can’t do that! That’s against the rules!” Scrae protested.


      “No it’s not!” Eldrid countered, then brought her ears closer to me.


      Oh no. Looking at them makes me want to touch. Is it because they’re so fluffy? That must be why.


      “Don’t touch them! There’s no going back if you do!” Scrae said.


      “Hurry up, will you?! I’m getting nervous here!” Eldrid urged.


      There’s no going back from where? Where will I get taken if I touch them? Well, I ended up touching them anyway.


      “All right! Now we’re even!” Eldrid said triumphantly.


      “Grr...” Scrae looked frustrated for some reason. This battle wasn’t over.


      “What are they doing over there?”


      “It’s a lover’s quarrel. Best stay out of it.”


      “Get a room, damn it!”


      Some Divers were shouting at us. I felt their glares like daggers. I felt like I shouldn’t stay here much longer.


      “Oh, right. I just remembered I have something to do. So, if you’ll excuse me...” As a Diver, I knew to avoid danger when I saw it coming.


      “No. Wait.”


      “Don’t go!”


      My escape attempt was immediately blocked. Both my arms were grabbed at breakneck speed. There was no escape. What do I do?


      “Then how about all three of us dive together? Wouldn’t that work?”


      “Well...”


      “I guess...”


      They both seemed reluctant. Why hadn’t they even considered adventuring together in the first place?


      That settled it...or so I thought.


      “Let’s go see the receptionist,” said Scrael.


      “Sounds good,” Eldrid agreed.


      They both firmly grabbed my arms and pulled me close. I was sandwiched between them—soft on one side, armored on the other—and both their faces were way too close.


      “Um, I can’t really walk like this...” I squeaked.


      “Deal with it.”


      “You can handle it for a bit, right?”


      The tension was killing me. They kept glancing at each other without letting up, which made me stiffen up too. My whole body, that is, not just one part.


      “But I literally can’t move forward!” I complained.


      “Because you don’t train enough,” Scrael shot back.


      “Wha...?”


      What kind of training would even prepare someone for this? Normal people couldn’t practice this even if they wanted to.


      Meanwhile, Carbuncle followed while keeping a safe distance. Probably a good call. When I glanced back, it deliberately looked away or pretended something else nearby was incredibly interesting. Also, the hostile stares from around the guild intensified. Why was this happening to me today? Maybe that omen was about this. God, help me.


      Scrael suddenly leaned in closer, then tilted her head.


      “Hm? You smell like Lady Sapphia.”


      “Oh yeah, I just saw her earlier,” I replied. Not only that, but she hugged me. Heh heh.


      “Right, you can meet other gods,” Eldrid commented.


      “Only Ameithys. Sapphia just happened to be there today, so I said hi.”


      Scrael’s brow furrowed, confused. “Really?”


      “Yeah. Why, is that weird?” I asked.


      “No, but...the village elder said Lady Sapphia’s been in her rebellious phase for the past few decades.”


      “Ah...”


      Was that strange? Also...even Sapphia’s own creations saw her that way. I guess my impression of her was right.


      “I haven’t seen her in a while. I’m jealous,” Scrael said.


      “Oh, I was told to tell you not to push yourself too hard,” I answered.


      “Got it. I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that, though.”


      Did that mean she was gonna keep pushing herself anyway? Well, she was just being told not to overdo it, so maybe she’d be fine.


      We finally made it to the reception counter. It must have taken three times longer than usual because walking was nearly impossible.


      Ashley was grinning. That felt like another ominous sign. “Well, well, looks like something interesting’s happening.”


      “I don’t know about interesting, but it’s definitely different from usual.”


      “Well, I think it’s plenty interesting... So, heading out?”


      “Yeah. The three of us,” I said.


      While I talked with Ashley, Eldrid was over at her window with Maya. More accurately, Maya was getting giddy about something and Eldrid was desperately trying to calm her down. They both kept glancing our way for some reason.


      “Oh, there’s actually a dungeon mission I’d like you to take,” Ashley said.


      “Don’t try to slip that in while I’m distracted. Hard pass.”


      “Kudo... Won’t you at least listen? I don’t think it’s good to ignore people.”


      “Don’t try to guilt-trip me into this.”


      I wasn’t having any of it, but Eldrid and Scrael jumped in.


      “Let’s at least hear her out.”


      “Right. Might be worth it.”


      I wasn’t so sure. I mean, dungeon missions were generally profitable, but still. They were eager because they weren’t slackers like me. For real Divers, dungeon missions meant an opportunity to rank up and earn better pay, so their reactions made sense.


      Ashley looked relieved. “You two are lifesavers. So, the mission is to defeat Iron Jaw at the Yellow Wall Vestiges and retrieve its core stone—”


      Eldrid’s and my face both fell.


      “Oh... Iron Jaw,” I said.


      “Man, what a pain in the ass...” said Eldrid.


      “Is it? I’ve never encountered it,” said Scrael.


      “It’s really hard to find,” I explained.


      “It doesn’t spawn in a fixed spot, so you’ve gotta search the whole floor, which is built like a maze,” said Eldrid.


      We nodded in agreement.


      “Plus, you always run into it when you don’t need it,” I added.


      “Yup, that’s right. Why’s that boss always like that?” Eldrid sighed, tail drooping. The more you wanted something, the less likely it was to appear. “Well, I guess hunting Iron Jaw is a classic dungeon mission, in a way.”


      “It is?” I asked.


      “There aren’t a lot of folks who actually beat it and bring back the core stone, so it keeps getting reposted.”


      “Ah.” That explained why I saw it posted at the guild so often.


      Ashley tried again. “So, will you do it?”


      “Nah, hard pass,” I replied.


      “You already used that line. Move on.”


      “I’ll use it as many times as I want!”


      Suddenly, a voice cut in from the side. “We’ll take that mission.”


      “Oh?” Ashley looked over, and a team of older Divers stood there.


      I was feeling relieved that I wouldn’t have to deal with it, but then the leader turned toward us and shrugged.


      “Better to leave it to us than some incompetent kid.”


      Did he just insult me?


      “Oh, yup. I’m incompetent all right.” I picked my ear.


      “What, you’re admitting it? You’re hopeless. Right, guys?” The leader looked to his teammates for backup. They laughed and agreed.


      These guys are annoying. There weren’t many jerks like this in the guild, but they existed. Their laughter was especially grating, but it was best not to engage with these types.


      “This is what a bottom-feeder looks like. Ha ha!”


      “I can’t believe this loser is a Diver.”


      “Seriously, you make us all look bad. What an eyesore.”


      The leader laughed with his crew.


      Just ignore them. The guild was huge, so I probably wouldn’t even see them again.


      Ashley stepped in and gave the intruding Divers a sharp look. “I probably shouldn’t say this as a neutral receptionist, but you’re crossing the line,” she said with a cold look in her eyes.


      The Divers didn’t care. The leader looked at her condescendingly. “Must be rough, having to deal with useless guys like him. I feel sorry for you.”


      “Oh? I don’t mind. I don’t know about you, but Kudo actually delivers,” she said curtly.


      The Diver clicked his tongue, annoyed.


      “Well, we’re gonna go...” Just as I was about to leave, voices came from both sides and behind me.


      “Hold on. We’re taking that mission too.”


      “Agreed. First to defeat it and bring back the core stone wins.”


      “Mew, mew!”


      “Huh?”


      Eldrid, Scrael, and even Carbuncle had spoken up out of nowhere. I had no intention of doing this mission, and the two ladies had been reluctant just a minute ago. Why the sudden change?


      The Diver sneered. “What, you punks trying to start something?”


      “Divers compete for hunting missions all the time,” Eldrid replied. “We’re just joining the hunting race.”


      “Exactly,” Scrael said. “Perfectly normal. Someone who jumped in from the side has no right to complain.”


      “Meeew...”


      Both sides stared each other down. Scrael, Eldrid, and Carbuncle went into full intimidation mode. Carbuncle even started shadowboxing on its hind legs, jabbing with its front paws.


      Did I show it too many martial arts videos?


      Things were getting intense. I could practically see sparks flying between them. I sidled up to Ashley. “By the way, what’s a hunting race?”


      “A dungeon mission where multiple teams race to defeat a boss,” she whispered back. “First to secure and return the core stone wins.”


      “Yikes. A Time Attack competition in the dungeon? That’s insane.”


      “I agree, but participants are screened for ability first.”


      The guild condoned it, I guess. Maybe there was benefit to missions designed to fuel competitive spirit.


      “Hmph. We don’t mind making it a race,” the Diver said. “I already know we’ll win. Ha ha!”


      Wow, this guy thinks he can see the future. He should probably get his head checked.


      Ashley leaned forward in a panic. “Wait! This mission wasn’t posted as a race!”


      “But that’s how they want it.” The Diver jerked his chin toward us.


      Eldrid crossed her arms. “Yeah, let’s do it. You’re our team leader, right, Akira?”


      “Huh?! Me?!”


      “That’s fine. I was planning on it anyway,” Scrael agreed. “We’ll form a temporary team.”


      “Mew mew mew!”


      My opinion didn’t seem to matter anymore. Everyone around just kept moving things forward without me.




      “But Divers can’t just decide these things on their own...”


      Ashley probably didn’t like the idea of changing mission parameters on the fly. If it became a race, other teams who couldn’t participate might complain, and if someone defeated Iron Jaw before us, we’d have to wait for it to respawn, which would drag the whole thing out.


      “Oh, come on, Ashley,” Maya suddenly chimed in, filing her nails. “Let them have their race.”


      “Maya, you’re just saying that because it’s not your problem!” Ashley shot back.


      “That’s not true. Eldrid’s my assigned Diver.”


      “Sure, but... Nem, back me up here?”


      “Sounds fun,” Nem said. “I’ll go ask the boss.”


      “Nem! Not you too! Wait!”


      Both neighboring receptionists were completely on board. The “boss” Nem mentioned was the window one receptionist, Isharia Svenson, a calm and collected beauty with black hair covering one eye.


      Nem swished her cat tail and trotted over to window one, then came back a bit later. “She said as long as we handle the paperwork and any follow-up, we’re good.”


      “Nem...” Ashley buried her face in her desk. She must have realized there was no stopping them now. She sighed, resigned. “Fine. I’ll set up the mission as an urgent hunting race—”


      “Wait. Can we join too?” someone called out before Ashley could finish.


      I turned around to find a dazzlingly handsome guy with androgynous features standing there. I recognized him. We’d met before.


      “Alex from Aurora. Your team is interested too?” Ashley asked.


      “Couldn’t help but overhear your conversation,” he replied. “We were actually just talking about hunting Iron Jaw ourselves.”


      These were the folks I’d met when heading to the secret route five. The team’s swordsman and mage joined in too.


      “We need to beat the Yellow Wall boss to advance into the Dark Corridors, right?”


      “Our receptionist has been trying to steer us away from there, but they’ll have no reason to deny us if we beat Iron Jaw.”


      So they wanna use this chance to build credentials and get clearance for deeper floors. Not a bad idea.


      “The race is already happening, and the guild doesn’t mind if you bring back a core stone, but...your receptionist is Arju at window five, right? One sec.” Ashley stood and walked over to another receptionist. After a couple minutes, she came back. “You’re cleared to participate.”


      “Then we’re set. Thanks,” Alex said.


      “Oh, right, you’re that promising rookie everyone’s talking about.” The Diver from earlier glared at him. “You can join all you want, but bite off more than you can chew and you’re gonna regret it.”


      “Maybe. But we’re up to the challenge.”


      “Tch! Naive punk. Don’t come crying when you get wrecked.”


      Wow, this guy’s antagonizing everyone, and his buddies aren’t even trying to stop him. Birds of a feather, I guess.


      Behind them, Aurora’s martial artist was restraining the swordsman and mage, stopping them from taking the bait. It seemed they had their own problems.


      “We’re heading out. Good luck. You’ll need it.” The Divers sneered at us before heading into the dungeon.


      I had no idea why he was so condescending. One of us was an elite Long-Ears, and the other was a top-fifty-ranked super high-level Diver. He had to not only be blind but lacking in all senses to be so clueless.


      Carbuncle glared at the departing Divers while latching on to my finger to recharge its mana. Everyone was already fired up. My own team was kinda scary, to be honest.


      Aurora’s mage crossed her arms indignantly. “Who was that? So annoying.”


      “Agreed. What a jerk. I’d never date someone like that.”


      “Guys like that are all bark and no bite,” the martial artist said.


      “What, giving us your autobiography?” The swordsman boy smacked the martial artist, who shrugged it off.


      Alex glanced at me. “Huh? I recognize you...”


      “Oh, hi again.”


      “So you were the one they were arguing with.”


      “Yeah,” I said. “I guess we’re in this hunt together.”


      When I offered my standard Japanese courtesy, objections erupted from both sides.


      “Don’t be so polite to our rival,” Eldrid protested.


      “Yeah. Today, everyone’s an enemy. No need to play nice,” Scrael agreed.


      Why are they so hostile? Everyone was way too on edge today. Carbuncle was peaceful, at least. It recognized Aurora from our previous meeting and waved at them from my backpack.


      “Those two your teammates?” Alex asked.


      “Not officially, but we dive together a lot.”


      “I see.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      A staredown ignited on our side for some reason, sparks flying through the air. What part of that conversation could possibly have led to a fight? I wished everyone would stop being so high-strung. We hadn’t even started diving and my stomach was already starting to hurt from the stress.


      Aurora’s middle-aged mercenary narrowed his eyes at us. “Silvertail... And that’s Goldion Wind.”


      “Wait, Goldion Wind? That’s the rank 54 super high-level Diver!” the swordsman shouted.


      The others looked equally surprised. Eldrid really was famous. She’d soloed Storm Raider at the Floating Garden and several other deep-floor bosses. I was probably the only one who hadn’t known when we met.


      Eldrid scratched the back of her head awkwardly. She seemed embarrassed by all the attention and recognition. “It’s not a big deal,” she said. “I just kept doing missions and ranking exams. Ended up here before I knew it.”


      “You don’t just ‘end up’ at that rank... What the hell?” said the swordsman.


      “We’ve got some stiff competition. Makes it more interesting for us,” Alex commented.


      “Well, I’m not the only one you’ll have to worry about.” Eldrid glanced at me.


      I’m not tough at all. I’m a pushover, even. I literally just failed to stop these two girls and one creature.


      “Gonna destroy them,” Scrael said.


      “Yeah. They won’t know what hit ’em.”


      “Mew!”


      “Hold on! You guys haven’t forgotten about Iron Jaw, right?” I desperately tried to reason with them, but they weren’t listening.


      Scrael punched the air, blasting a gust of wind from her fist. A nervous Diver yelped. “Akira, they may attack us in the dungeon,” Scrael warned. “We might have to fight back. And we might end up destroying them.”


      “Those are some scary ‘mights’!”


      “A Diver needs to predict and prepare for all sorts of situations.”


      “Those types always try something dirty,” Eldrid agreed. “If they come at us pretending it’s an accident, we’ll hit them back the same way.”


      “That’s terrifying! Our enemies are monsters, not humans!”


      “Wrong. Those guys are my enemies. One hit, done,” Scrael said bluntly.


      “Same. No way I’m letting those punks get away with running their mouths like that,” Eldrid growled.


      “Mew mew!”


      The two ladies and one creature bumped fists and paw together in solidarity. Eldrid slammed her fist into her palm with a loud crack. Scrael was channeling her jinchi. They were fired up, and there was no stopping them now. The other Divers noticed their bloodlust and backed away, watching from a distance. We were definitely causing a scene.


      If this keeps up, it’s not going to go well.


      “Um, Ashley! We’re joining too! Three people and one creature!” I announced.


      “All right. Just please handle things carefully, okay? Please?” She wasn’t talking about the mission; it was a plea to make sure this didn’t turn into a bloodbath. Ashley’s strained smile just showed how frightening Scrael’s and Eldrid’s wrath were.


      Meanwhile, Maya at the neighboring window was practically hyperventilating with excitement. “Eldrid! Tell me everything when you get back! Every detail!”


      “Why are you so into this?” Eldrid asked.


      “Who wouldn’t be?! I can’t wait to hear about all the drama!”


      “Seriously...” Eldrid rubbed her temples, shaking her head.


      On the other side, Nem said, “Mewmew, I’m rooting for you as a member of the Receptionist Nap Alliance.”


      “Mew mew!”


      Before I knew it, it seemed Carbuncle had joined some strange organization. I had seen Carbuncle napping with Nem at the desk before, so it made sense.


      But what’s with that nickname? Some mistranslation by God’s translation powers?




      Anyway, we went to the Yellow Wall Vestiges. We’d blazed through the Great Forest Ruins and Misty Hills using my optimized route, so everyone was still fresh. It was pretty much a walk in the park.


      We were on route three, so I was used to it from my Dark Corridors runs. As Aurora’s folks mentioned earlier, this was the floor where Iron Jaw spawned.


      A massive pyramid loomed ahead, so big it made the Great Pyramid of Giza look tiny. The impressive part was its condition: The surface was smooth and solid, completely intact. No ordinary natural disaster would even scratch it.


      Ancient murals with some incomprehensible artistic style covered the walls, which felt appropriately otherworldly. At night, embedded ore lit the whole thing up, which was pretty cool.


      I looked around the entrance of the vestiges. “Think the other teams already went in? They did leave before us,” I commented.


      “Hard to say,” Eldrid replied. “Given our route, we might’ve gotten here first.”


      “Aurora might be skilled enough to beat us here, but I’m not sure about the other rude jerks,” Scrael said.


      The team that’d trash-talked me was a complete unknown. They’d mentioned their team name on the way out—Toidle’s Sword—but I’d never heard of them. According to their receptionist, they were supposedly good enough to take down bosses.


      Well, they wouldn’t be able to participate otherwise.


      “Oh, there they are... Huh?”


      The Toidle’s Sword guys were near the entrance, half surrounded by a pack of Silver Wolves. Looked like they weren’t able to slip past.


      “What’re they doing? All that big talk and that’s all they got?” Eldrid said.


      “Maybe they couldn’t get through?”


      “Something’s off, though,” Scrael warned us. “Look out.”


      She was right. The Toidle’s Sword members didn’t look worried at all. Then they spotted us, and for some reason, the whole team started heading our way. Of course, that meant the Silver Wolves chasing them were now coming toward us too.


      “Hey! That’s dirty!” I complained.


      “No shame...” Eldrid said through gritted teeth.


      “Cheap,” Scrael said simply.


      “Mew...”


      They ran right up to us, then immediately veered sideways.


      “Hah, took you long enough!” the leader said mockingly.


      “That’s against the rules!” I yelled back.


      “Shut up! This is a race! Whoever gets the core stone first wins! Have fun playing with the wolves!”


      He fled with his team. Things were already going off the rails.


      “Well, I guess I’ll have to use my super item to get past our Silver Wolf friends,” I said.


      This was the method I used all the time anyway. I pulled out bone gum, my anti-Silver Wolf weapon, from my Dimension Bag. I just had to toss it toward some nearby bushes and we could avoid combat altogether. Escape items were essential for RPG speedruns.


      “Nom.”


      “Huh?”


      Just as I wound up to throw the bone gum, I heard a strange sound. I looked over and realized Eldrid had latched on to it with her mouth, her body contorted in an awkward position.


      “What are you doing?” I asked.


      “I jush, uh...” She looked surprised, as if she’d only just realized what she was doing. Her eyes darted left and right in confusion.


      Did she just bite the bone instinctively? I hadn’t thought it’d work on Beast-Heads or dog-type Tails too.


      “Okay, biting on a bone gum is a bit much. Come on, let go,” I said. “The Silver Wolves are coming.”


      She wasn’t letting go.


      “Hey! Did you hear me?!”


      Nothing.


      “El, please! Let go!” I pleaded.


      She had that thing clamped in her jaw and wouldn’t let go. Push or pull, she didn’t budge, not with her being level 48. She was a top young Diver for a reason.


      Then Scrael’s blunt words cut through. “What are you, a dog?”


      “Huh?! What’d you say?!” Eldrid growled.


      Oh, she let go.


      “You have terrible manners,” Scrael added.
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      “I couldn’t help it! Something about that shape made me want to bite it!” Eldrid’s ears and tails drooped in shame. She knew what she’d done was kinda weird.


      “Now, now. I think she got the point,” I said.


      “Grr...”


      “Hmph.”


      No good. They’re at it again. Maybe these two were just incompatible. I’d thought they were starting to get along, but maybe it was wishful thinking. It was just that they’d had a common enemy to unite them earlier.


      I turned back toward the wolves and tossed the bone gum. They howled cutely and ran off into the bushes where it landed. It was amazing how well that worked. There’d be a bloody battle over the bone gum back there, but that wasn’t my problem.


      I grabbed Eldrid’s arm. “Don’t chase after it.”


      “I...wasn’t gonna.”


      What was that pause, then? And why’d you take a step toward the bushes?


      “You’re drooling,” I said.


      “Ah! This is just...oh? Huh?”


      “Just kidding. No drool.”


      “What?! Akira, that was mean! You tricked me!” Eldrid glared at me with teary eyes. Maybe that had been a bit too mean, but the way she turned bright red was kind of funny.


      While I was messing with Eldrid, Scrael made a sound. “Hmph...”


      “Something wrong, Scrae?”


      “No...” Her mood had suddenly soured. Her cheeks looked puffed out. “Akira, come here.”


      She grabbed me and pulled me over, and I felt something squish against my arm.


      “Whoa! Uh, wait, Scrael! Your chest! It’s pressed against my arm!”


      “Hey, wait!” Eldrid grabbed me too.


      Oh? Am I—?


      “Ow! That hurts! El! Your chest plate is digging into me!”


      “Ah, sorry...” She eased up before my arm got ground into mush.


      We headed into the Yellow Wall Vestiges with me still sandwiched between them. Hypno Eyes were usually the first to ambush anyone who entered, but since our group had come in later, they’d already been cleared out.


      Our first encounter was a Golem. It looked like someone had carved chunks of white granite and stuck them together into a roughly humanoid shape. It was a pretty one-dimensional monster, only attacking with standard physical attacks like punching and kicking. They patrolled fixed routes, so once you spotted one, you could predict where the others would be, making them super easy to avoid. Besides, they weren’t much of a threat even if we were spotted. They were so slow you could practically walk away from them with no fear of being caught.


      “Let’s avoid those. Too annoying.”


      “Yeah, they’re tough. Not worth fighting.”


      As I was talking to Scrael, we heard a shout from the direction of the Golem.


      “Haaah!”


      It was Eldrid. When I looked, she’d somehow teleported over there and somehow already cut the Golem clean in half. I really had no idea what’d just happened. My jaw was hanging open.


      “Hm? What?” she asked.


      “That’s...impressive. A one-hit KO.”


      “But you two could do that too, right?”


      “Well, yeah, but I’d need to use up mana.”


      “Unnecessary drain. Better to avoid pointless fights,” Scrael said.


      “Really? All it takes is one swing.” For Eldrid, cutting down monsters with a single hand was that easy.


      Scrael approached Eldrid. “You’re strong. Great-quality sword too.”


      “Yeah. But so are you. And I can tell those gauntlets are made with good materials.”


      They seemed to be showing each other respect. Maybe it was just something powerful people did. I didn’t get it, of course.


      “Doesn’t mean I trust you, though,” Scrael added.


      “Right back at ya.”


      They had some sort of rivalry going on even though they’d just met. It wasn’t as if something had sparked bad blood between them, so it was kind of odd.


      After our opening skirmish, we set off to find the boss.


      “Not here.”


      “Nope.”


      “Nah.”


      “Mew...”


      Our target, Iron Jaw, was nowhere to be seen. We hadn’t combed every corner yet, but we’d covered serious ground already. The Yellow Wall Vestiges wasn’t as huge as the Infinite Gray Castle, but it was still a sprawling dungeon with its multiple floors and underground sections. We’d reached the deepest level while dodging Golem patrols, but there was no trace of our target. This was exactly why it was notorious for being difficult to hunt.


      “I’d expect it to be down here rather than up top,” I said.


      “Same,” Eldrid agreed. “I’ve only killed it twice, but both times were in the basement.”


      “Then we keep looking.”


      Scrael was right. We moved to sweep the area again, then stumbled onto another team in one of the larger chambers.


      Team Aurora stood in the larger chamber. The middle-aged mercenary spotted us first.


      “Oh, you guys made it too?”


      “Hello. Any luck on your end?” I asked.


      “None.” He threw his hands up in defeat.


      Alex walked over. “We haven’t found anything. How about you?”


      “Same here. Nothing.”


      While we chatted like neighbors over a fence, the two behind me muttered complaints about me sharing information during a race. Aurora’s swordsman and mage were doing the same thing on their end, griping at Alex and the mercenary.


      Eldrid leaned in to lecture me. “Akira, you know Divers don’t exactly avoid combat when they run into each other in dungeons.”


      “But the receptionists would be furious.”


      “Well...yeah.”


      Hunting races meant competing for first place, but the guild surely didn’t want Divers trying to kill each other. We were valuable human resources they couldn’t afford to lose.


      Aurora’s archer girl was petting Carbuncle, which didn’t seem to mind as long as they weren’t those Toidle’s Sword jerks.


      “Any leads?” Alex asked.


      “Afraid not. I’ve run into it before, though,” I replied.


      They looked surprised, as if they’d never encountered Iron Jaw themselves.


      The swordsman sighed. “We just keep running into Golems.”


      “Those things are so annoying!” the mage complained. “Super tough, and they look kinda like the Iron Jaw sketch in the pamphlet, so I get them mixed up!”


      “Hard-headed people are the worst,” the archer added. “I wouldn’t date one.”


      She’s like Maya with all the romance talk. They’d get along.


      “We should get going,” Alex said.


      “Right. Be careful out there.”


      Aurora headed out. The whole thing didn’t feel much like a race. Speedrunning this was just that difficult—we needed a walkthrough or something.


      “Mew.” Carbuncle stretched.


      “Let’s take a break. There’s a safe point nearby.”


      “Yeah,” Eldrid said. “Wandering aimlessly won’t do much good anyway.”


      “Rest is important,” Scrae added. “Especially before a boss fight.”


      We ducked into the safe point and settled onto a blanket.


      “Snack time?” I suggested.


      “Snacks!”


      “I’ll have some jerky.”


      Everyone pulled food from their bags. Scrae had wheat flour cakes from the main street and Eldrid had homemade jerky. Mealtime at safe points was the best part of dungeon diving. Almost felt like a field trip.


      I pulled out Carbuncle’s snack first. “Here’s your northern banana.”


      “Mew!” Carbuncle grabbed the crazy-colored banana cut in half and hugged it with both front paws while standing upright, rubbing its cheek against it with delighted mews. That was some real banana love. Carbuncle had been obsessed with it since our last dive, constantly begging my mom for more even back home.


      Next, I brought out the mitarashi dango I’d given God earlier. It was still hot and fresh, perfectly preserved in the Dimension Bag. The dumplings were nice and soft, and the fragrant glaze was mouthwatering. This magic was a lifesaver. Even if it was my only spell, it would be useful wherever I went.


      I closed my eyes and breathed in the aroma. This was what dango was all about. Black sesame was good too, but I preferred the savory-sweet mitarashi sauce.


      “Nom.”


      It was that sound again...the same one from earlier. Scrael had latched on to my skewer, one dumpling vanishing into her mouth. She looked blissful.


      “Sho good... Ultimate shweetness...” she mumbled.


      Is chomping on things like that a trend now?


      “Scrael, that’s my snack.”


      “Mmm... Ah! What was I doing just now?!”


      “You can’t seriously claim you blacked out.”


      “I don’t know! I just found myself eating it! Really!” She frantically looked around. There was only one thing that could drive her to this.


      “Oh, right. Mitarashi sauce is made with soy sauce.” I’d completely forgotten the ingredients: soy sauce and sugar. The reaction made perfect sense for a soy sauce fanatic like Scrael.


      Eldrid looked slightly grumpy. “Look who has bad manners now.”


      “This was a vicious trap! It’s Akira’s fault!”


      “What! How?!”


      “That’s ridiculous,” Eldrid said.


      “Y-You fell for a trap earlier too!” Scrael shot back.


      “Uh... Yeah, that was definitely a trap.”


      Why are you agreeing with her, Eldrid? Who’s side are you on? And why were they ganging up to make me the villain? I hadn’t even done anything wrong.


      “Fine. But if I’m the bad guy, I’ll eat all of these myself.”
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      “Wait! That’s tyranny! You can’t hog the shoy sauce!”


      “Yeah! I wanted to try some too...”


      “Then you two get along. You’ve both been acting weird.”


      “That’s because...”


      “Urgh...”


      They glared at each other, too stubborn to back down.


      “Get along or I’m eating them all.”


      “Okay, okay! Just wait!”


      “Fine. But just this once!”


      They just needed to be bribed. I could use this again if they fought later. I desperately needed them to get along during the dive.


      I split the dango, giving them two skewers each.


      “Can’t beat Shimadaya’s mitarashi dango.”


      “Oh, this is good!” Eldrid’s tail wagged happily.


      “Ahhhhhh!” Scrael breathed ecstatically. She froze, staring at the ceiling with rapturous eyes, only her ears twitching. It must have been that delicious. Even Eldrid glanced over to see what was happening.


      Scrael eventually returned from her trance.


      “So, what do you think?” I asked.


      “This ranks near the top of everything I’ve eaten. Second only to unagii bowls.”


      “Unagii” bowls? I thought she pronounced “unagi” normally before. Maybe soy sauce changed how she said things.


      “Akira, what’s this called?” she asked.


      “Mitarashi dango. They’re skewered rice dumplings.”


      “Mitarashi dango,” she repeated. “Go buy more. I’ll pay. You better get lots.” She immediately defied my prediction that she’d say “mitarashii” or something. Why’d she pronounce that one just fine?


      Anyway, we needed to plan our next move. “The real problem is figuring out where Iron Jaw spawns.”


      That was the core issue here. We’d searched everywhere with no luck. There had to be a reason.


      Scrael groaned. “Iron Jaw has a terrible clear rate. That’s why the receptionists keep posting missions for it.”


      “What was it like when you found it before?” Eldrid asked me.


      “That was a while back when I was still new to dungeons, so I don’t really remember. But my mentor seemed to know what was up. She kept scaring me by saying she’d let me meet the boss. Pretty awful, right?”


      “Where did it appear?”


      “We checked there earlier already... What was your encounter like, El?”


      “I just got lucky. I was warming up killing monsters and wandering around when I ran into it and took it down.”


      Figures.


      “Maybe there’s a spawn condition.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “This might be more of a video game thing, but maybe Iron Jaw won’t show unless we do something specific that triggers it.”


      “You really think that’s it? This is a monster we’re talking about.” Eldrid sounded skeptical.


      “I don’t think a monster would wait like that,” Scrael added.


      “Sure, but shouldn’t we at least rule it out?”


      They didn’t sound too convinced, but monster ecology didn’t make sense anyway. We had to think outside the box.


      “Let’s work with what we know. Iron Jaw doesn’t appear even when you search the entire floor. You can only run into it by chance normally, but you almost always run into it on hunting missions.”


      “Your mentor was with you when you defeated it,” Scrael pointed out.


      “Right. That was a bad time. She made me take out every monster we ran into. Ugh.” I mimed gagging, but neither of them looked sympathetic. Why? “And El’s encounter was by chance.”


      “Yeah, not much useful info here.”


      “So, looking for common factors...”


      “Are there any?”


      “Nope,” she replied.


      “Mew...”


      Is that true? There must be something.


      “Wait... No, there is. There’s definitely a common factor,” I said.


      “Really?”


      “Look, in my case, I encountered Iron Jaw after defeating a bunch of monsters. Same with El.”


      “Yeah, but...isn’t that just coincidence?” El asked.


      “But like Akira said, you stay in the Yellow Wall Vestiges when you’re on a mission, so you end up beating a bunch of monsters,” Scrael remarked.


      “Hmm...so it is consistent.”


      “The thing is, that’s still really vague as a condition. I wish there was something more concrete...” I mused.


      Just then, I remembered what Aurora’s mage had said: “They look kinda like the Iron Jaw sketch in the pamphlet, so I get them mixed up.” She’d complained about mistaking Golems for Iron Jaw based on appearance. If Iron Jaw was the boss of the Golems, that would make sense.


      “The Golems,” I said. “If you defeat lots of Golems, it appears.”


      “Golems?” said Scrael.


      “Lots of them?” asked El.


      Having to slay a specific number of lower-tier monsters before the boss spawned really did sound like a game mechanic. Maybe that’s why nobody had thought of it.


      “Golems are tough, give low EXP, and their drops aren’t even good, so nobody wants to fight them. Everyone usually avoids them, which is why the boss doesn’t often appear.”


      “You might be right. Should we give it a try?” Scrael suggested.


      “I don’t mind. Just gotta cut a bunch of ’em down.” It sure was nice having Eldrid here for this.


      Just then, Carbuncle went on alert, watching the safe point entrance. “Mew mew.”


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Meooow...”


      We heard loud, heavy noises outside.


      “What’s that?” Eldrid asked.


      “Are they triggering the Golem patrols on purpose?”


      “Those guys must be up to no good again,” Scrae said. “Causing problems for other Divers too.”


      “But isn’t this convenient for us right now?”


      “I guess, but...” Eldrid snapped the bamboo skewer from her mitarashi dango in one hand and growled. “We should save some energy for later.”


      “I was planning to anyway, but why?”


      “It’s just that those guys waited for us to enter earlier, so they’re planning something.”


      I could kind of imagine what she was worried about.


      Scrael seemed to feel the same way. “Let’s go. If we stay here, Aurora might beat it before us.”


      “Going. We’re winning this.”


      “Yep, let’s do this. We can’t afford to lose today.”


      We returned to exploring the dungeon with renewed determination, cutting down every Golem that emerged from passages and around corners. We kept a rough count along the way so we’d have an idea of how many we needed to hunt next time.


      As we progressed, we started seeing Golem debris beyond what we’d destroyed.


      “More wreckage,” Scrael pointed out.


      “There’s a lot of them here. Aurora, maybe?”


      There were signs of mace or club impacts and magic damage. Given where they’d been when we’d met earlier, it had to be them. Toidle’s Sword would be avoiding fights as much as possible.


      We continued forward, defeating Golems along the way, until we reached a large chamber. Iron Jaw was pretty big, so we needed a space to match.


      “This is where I found it last time. We came through here earlier.”


      “Same place I found it,” El added.


      If our theory was right, it should appear around here soon.


      “Nothing yet.”


      “Well, it won’t be that easy,” El said. “One of my other encounters was in a different spot.”


      We might have been wrong about the condition. We had no choice but to keep searching. Just as I was about to say that out loud, Scrael’s long ears twitched. She put her hand to one ear and aimed it at another entrance.


      “I hear something. Metal clashing.”


      “Metal? That’s it!”


      It was probably Iron Jaw. Eldrid flipped up her drooping ears, and Carbuncle perked straight up.


      “I hear fighting. Not far.”


      “Mew!”


      Someone had already beaten us to engaging Iron Jaw. There wasn’t much we could do about that under the circumstances.


      We rushed toward the sound and emerged into another large chamber. There, I saw a robot clad in pitch-black armor with a bulky, imposing design rather than that of a sleek military mech. It looked like someone had removed the propulsion system from a mech and slapped missile pod mechanisms all over it. Also, its sound effects were absurdly excessive. It creaked and groaned like someone had forgotten to oil it. It looked super heavy too. How had this place survived that thing thrashing around? The mystery pyramid was seriously sturdy.


      Fighting the boss monster was team Aurora.


      “Aw, man...”


      “Too bad. One step behind.”


      “Damn, they got us...”


      They’d found it before us, but they seemed to be struggling. Everyone had switched to blunt weapons like maces, hammers, and clubs, repeatedly bashing the monster’s legs. But it didn’t show any signs of collapsing, maybe because their levels weren’t high enough.


      Magic was crucial against huge boss monsters, but Aurora didn’t seem to have enough firepower. The frontline fighters didn’t appear to have crazy devastating skills like Eldrid either. They wouldn’t be able to finish the fight. Their group was one, two, three, four... They were two people short.


      I decided to call out to them. “Hey! You guys okay?!”


      “It’s you...”


      “Hi, there!” I waved in an exaggerated greeting.


      “Akira, look.” Eldrid pointed.


      “Hm? Oh...”


      There, I saw the injured swordsman boy retreating to the edge of the room with the archer girl tending to him. The mage was fully occupied with Iron Jaw and couldn’t help. Looked like they were out of potions too.


      “They’re in trouble. I’ll go help,” I said.


      “You’re such a softie, Akira,” said Scrael.


      “Yeah,” Eldrid agreed. “But I guess that’s just how you are.”


      “Well, I guess so.”


      They acted exasperated by my meddling but didn’t actually seem annoyed.


      I quickly made my way to the swordsman—Zair, if I remembered correctly. He had a wound on his abdomen. Probably couldn’t dodge one of the spears launched by Iron Jaw. He was sweating bullets and breathing hard. Internal damage.


      “That looks pretty bad.”


      “We used our potion on me first...” the archer said.


      So they’d prioritized her and run out. The mage couldn’t access her Dimension Bag right now, which meant they were stuck. I quickly cast healing magic, enveloping Zair with a green light. The cold sweat faded, his breathing normalized, and his eyes grew focused.


      “You should be good now. Any pain?” I asked.


      “Thanks... I feel much better.”


      “Glad you’re okay,” I said, then turned to the archer. “How about you? Any lingering issues?”


      “I’m fine, thanks.”


      They both seemed okay. That was a relief.


      “Also, here’s a sterilization potion. Both of you drink up to the line up on the cup.”


      It was just a precaution, since the wound might have been exposed to bacteria. I’d made these potions from leftover antibiotics from when I’d had a cold. Everyone should always finish all medication prescribed by doctors, by the way. Especially antibiotics and antimicrobials.


      Meanwhile the mage let out a groan of frustration. “Can’t...beat it...”


      “This is rough. How’re you doing over there?” I asked.


      “Can’t keep fighting while protecting these two! If we’re gonna beat it, we need to retreat and change tactics!”


      Team Aurora was losing overall, but Alex and the middle-aged mercenary still had breathing room. Iron Jaw wasn’t unbeatable, but they were poorly prepared and couldn’t adapt to unexpected situations. A hunting race was too much for them without combat experience.


      Sensing the turning point, Eldrid called out to Alex, “Hey, we’re taking over.”


      “But—”


      “You’ll have other opportunities. If you prepare properly next time and win easily, the receptionists will think better of you. They won’t give you high marks for barely winning with your whole team all messed up.” Eldrid spoke calmly, and she had a point. Even if they beat Iron Jaw here, it’d be a narrow victory. The receptionists wouldn’t approve opening the next floor for a team in that state.


      “Understood. Everyone, let’s fall back,” said Alex.


      “Roger that! You hear that, Rhaetia?”


      “Wait, we’re stopping after coming this far?”


      “We’ve got no choice! It’s only gonna get worse from here!”


      “But...”


      “We’ll have plenty of chances. Let’s retreat for today.”


      “Ugh... Fine.”


      Alex and team Aurora retreated, everyone looking frustrated.


      Meanwhile, Iron Jaw observed. It seemed to be at least somewhat intelligent. I decided to use the opening to my advantage.


      “Okay, casting buffs now.” I used physical reinforcement and strength enhancement magic—Fortitude and Power Surge—on Scrael, Eldrid, and Carbuncle.


      “No way! How many spells are you casting?!” someone screamed in the distance. Probably the mage. Mages always screamed when they saw me do that. Sensei really was a sadist.


      “Okay, let’s do this. What’s the plan?” Eldrid asked.


      “We destroy,” Scrael replied. “No need to overthink it.”


      “Let’s just go with the flow. Spread out, create confusion, attack when we see an opening. I’ll call out when I’m casting magic. Carbuncle, make noise when you attack too, okay?” I said.


      “Mew!”


      “Got it, we’ll go with that. Honestly, this monster is nothing to stress over. Let’s keep it light.”


      “Maybe for you, El...”


      “And me,” Scrael said. “With this many buffs, losing would be impossible. It would be utterly humiliating if we did, actually.”


      I said nothing. I probably had a vacant look in my eyes. I wasn’t sure if I should consider these two reliable or scary—maybe both.


      Anyway, it was time for me to switch from peacetime mode to combat mode. I slid my magic rod from my sleeve and pulled my safari hat low. Scrael and Eldrid immediately spread out. Iron Jaw started moving too, but it was sluggish like Golems.


      Carbuncle and I started off by firing chantless lightning magic. Iron Jaw went down on all fours like it was taking cover, and the lightning struck our target but had no effect. Maybe electrical attacks didn’t work well on that iron body.


      “What was that magic?!”


      “I’ve never seen anything like it. What color does that?”


      I heard voices in the distance but shut them out. Iron Jaw launched black spears from its legs like missiles. Apparently it had ranged attacks covered too. With its robotic appearance and mounted weapons, I almost started imagining what else it might do, but I remembered Sensei warning me against it and pushed the thought away. This thing might fall into the rare encounter category too.


      “Tertiary Magic: Ameithys Orbit.” Imbued with lightning speed, I slipped through the gaps between the incoming black spears. I zipped around and scooped up Carbuncle, then moved directly under Iron Jaw. Jumping lightly, I slammed the sole of my shoe into its leg with a spinning back kick, but its rock-solid legs didn’t even budge. Maintaining my speed, I kicked several other spots—face, back of the neck, behind the knee, parts not protected by armor. Iron Jaw couldn’t keep up with my movements.


      I felt a sharp pain. Extended use of Ameithys Orbit put enormous strain on the body.


      Another stab of pain. Torn muscles, joint stress, grinding bones. Left unchecked, I’d bleed internally in various places.


      More pain. I was reaching my limit. If I kept this up, my body would break down soon.


      Iron Jaw was tough all over. It stayed silent as though expressions were unnecessary, inorganic through and through. This thing really was boss-class. The lightning enshrouding me barely affected it, so continuing with physical attacks would be pointless.


      The giant monster swung both arms down in an attempt to crush me. Honestly, its arms were too narrow to be an effective flyswatter. Flailing around angrily wasn’t going to accomplish much here.


      I glanced dismissively at the futile gesture and retreated. Carbuncle hopped out of my arms.


      Eldrid let out an impressed “Oh,” then asked, “Akira, that’s not how mages fight, is it?”


      “I can’t rely entirely on magic when I dive solo. But is this really how Iron Jaw fights?” I commented.


      “Yeah. Was it different last time?”


      “My mentor killed it instantly, so I don’t remember,” I called out to Eldrid.


      At the time, I’d been exhausted from fighting hordes of Lizard Skins and Golems, so I barely remembered Iron Jaw. Sensei had covered everything in pitch-black magic, then left it riddled full of holes with most of its body gone. Only the wreckage containing the core stone had been left behind.


      As Eldrid moved to slash off the enemy’s armor with the same devastating strike she’d used on the Golems, Iron Jaw started spinning its arms around. Seeing that, she slowed down. She was going to draw aggro.


      “Ha! That’s all you got?”


      She blocked its hammer punch with the flat of her blade. The ground beneath her caved in deeply, and the shock wave from the brutal impact sent debris and dust flying. Iron Jaw seemed confused and stopped moving. Immediately after, a silver shadow streaked past. Scrael ran up the monster’s arm and slammed her fist into it. It was the jinchi technique Piercing Arrow. She delivered a powerful gauntlet strike like an arrow shot from a bow.


      Iron Jaw staggered slightly from the blow to the head, and Scrael bounced off from the recoil.


      “Hard.”


      “I gotta get the joints with my sword, but I’ll need to strip its armor first.” Eldrid looked up and spat out a curse. Even a swordsman of her caliber needed a proper setup for this fight.


      I chanted another spell. “Tertiary Magic: Lightning Sphere—Replication.”


      Light attacks wouldn’t do anything here. It was time for overkill.


      Iron Jaw went down on all fours again, repeating the same defensive stance. All the lightning exploded, filling my vision with violent flashes. Stray bolts tore through the surroundings, electricity racing across the ground and sparks erupting everywhere. It was like fireworks had gone off on the ground. I couldn’t get distracted by the light show, though. Iron Jaw’s movements were briefly slowed, then it quickly recovered.


      Thought so. Lightning barely damaged it.


      “Akira’s magic isn’t working.”


      “It’s grounding the electricity,” I said. “It’s not immune; we just need a better way to land the hit.”


      The monster was channeling lightning along its metal surface straight into the ground, reducing the damage. Despite looking like a brainless hunk of metal, it apparently had decent processing power inside. In my eyes, it was redeeming itself from that pathetic swatting attempt earlier.


      “Tough,” Scrael noted.


      “So what’s the plan?” Eldrid sounded entertained. There wasn’t a hint of concern in her voice.


      “Only one option here,” Scrael said as if the answer was obvious.


      “Concentrate firepower and blow it up with one shot. Carbuncle, you’re up,” I announced.


      “Mew mew mew mew!”


      The gem on Carbuncle’s forehead blazed bright purple with mana. Purple electricity crackled outward all around us. Iron Jaw sensed danger and dropped to all fours again, which was right where I wanted it.


      “Super Woof Buster!”


      “Ultimate Art: Apex Lance!”


      “Meeew!”


      Carbuncle’s lightning locked Iron Jaw down just as the other two unleashed their finishing moves, one with a cute name and the other sounding pretty brutal.


      Eldrid’s horizontal tornado blast slammed into Iron Jaw, shredding the giant monster and sending it flying. Scrael activated her technique, stomping hard and releasing jinchi all at once. An invisible strike launched forward, tearing a massive hole in Iron Jaw’s midsection and slamming it against the wall. The impact bounced it back toward us, suspended in midair.


      “I’ll finish this,” I called out. “Quaternary Magic: Ameithys Bolt!”


      I went with Quaternary Magic because I couldn’t—and shouldn’t—use anything higher. The sky needed to be visible for Horizon Light Pillar, and Magic Beam Cannon’s penetration could tear straight through the building from underground. But I’d used such higher magic to slay a Four-Armed Goat before, so they were definitely effective finishers.
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      Purple lightning formed around a magic circle that appeared in midair, becoming a single spear that skewered Iron Jaw. The point pierced clean through the black metallic body and punched into the floor. An explosive blast surged upward immediately after, bathing Iron Jaw in an eruption of light and heat.


      When the blinding white light cleared, dust and debris scattered by the blast came raining down in a loud cacophony. Even a boss monster couldn’t survive a direct hit from a Quaternary spell. Unable to ground the lightning, it took the full brunt of the attack and shut down completely. That was to be expected after being worn down by Aurora, then hit with three consecutive finishers. “Overkill” was putting it lightly. Scrael’s strike alone might’ve been enough to end it.


      I was pretty sure I heard another scream somewhere, but I ignored it. There was no point in reacting to every little thing. Being a mage was exhausting.


      We’d successfully defeated Iron Jaw.


      “Victory!”


      “Easy.”


      “Mew mew!”


      “Well, that’s about what I expected from a depth level 20 boss. Didn’t even use Beast King Blade. Piece of cake,” said Eldrid.


      Wait, Eldrid has a finishing move with a cool name? Why didn’t she use that one instead of Woof Buster? Did she like that one better?


      She turned toward me. “Anyway, Akira, your fighting style was insane. No wasted movement at all. Gave me chills watching you, to be honest.”


      “Hm? Really? I thought I was fighting normally.”


      “Akira changes when fighting strong opponents,” Scrael chimed in.


      “Yeah. You suddenly became a different person last time too.”


      “Oh, come on, there’s no way my personality changes like that. I just shut out unnecessary thoughts and sensations to really focus properly.”


      Focusing properly was the key part.


      Scrael looked surprised. “You do that?”


      “Oh, yeah. I mean, I’m just a regular person, so I kinda need to switch mental gears to actually fight.”


      “You know...normal people can’t do that sort of thing. How’d you even learn it?”


      “Dunno. I’ve always been able to.”


      It was out of necessity. I couldn’t keep up my usual attitude in the middle of tense combat. But both of them stared at me like I’d grown a second head for some reason.


      Alex and his team walked over. “Amazing. You made that look effortless.”


      “We just had strong fighters. Nothing special,” Scrael said.


      Eldrid yawned. “Beating this thing doesn’t even feel like an accomplishment anymore.” The real challenge with this boss was finding it.


      Alex looked at me. “That magic you used earlier...”


      “Oh, right. I’m a purple mage.”


      “Ameithys the Purple’s blessing, then.”


      Right on cue, their mage lost it. “What?! Purple mage?! I didn’t even know they existed!”


      “Well, now you do. Keep it quiet, though, if you don’t mind.”


      Not that it mattered much, since plenty of people had seen me lately. Oh well. I’d made enough friends by now, so I’d ask them for help if trouble came up.


      “That was some exceptional firepower. You might even put red mages to shame...”


      “Yeah, it’s at least comparable. That was just Quaternary Magic too.”


      “Quaternary...and you used all those buffs too. How?”


      “I’ve gotten that reaction before, but am I really doing something that crazy?”


      “Of course. There’s only twenty mages at most who can use Quaternary Magic. For Quinary, you’d be lucky to find three.”


      I knew there weren’t a lot of mages out there in the first place, but I didn’t realize just how few could use higher-level magic. I’d never looked into the numbers so I had no idea.


      “Do you know anyone who uses Quinary Magic, El?”


      “Esmerelda, Ra Falco, and Mara Papiyas probably can. I heard they’re pretty high level for mages. I know some others too, but they aren’t Divers.”


      “So that makes me the fourth one here.”


      “Wait, you can use it?”


      “You need to realize how strong you actually are, Akira,” Scrae said. “If you don’t, it’ll bite you eventually.”


      The mage woman looked frustrated, but she didn’t know what I’d gone through to get here.


      “Anyone who survives my mentor’s training could do this. That absolute hellish torture. Ha ha... Aha ha...”


      “Akira, your eyes look dead. I think you’ve already been killed.”


      “I feel you.” Eldrid nodded. “Training can be brutal, especially when strong people don’t hold back.”


      She actually understood. She’d been through it too.


      “So, what do we do with the core stone?” I asked Alex. “You guys fought it first and wore it down for us.”


      “If you’re suggesting a split, we’ve got no claim to it.”


      “Are you sure about that? We got the win, but sharing the spoils seems fair.”


      “We couldn’t finish it. Besides, you saved our people.”


      “Yes, but...”


      Eldrid clapped my shoulder. “They’re fine with it. No reason to force a split.”


      “That’s not kindness, Akira. That’s arrogance,” Scrael added.


      “All right. No point insisting, then.” I dropped it.


      Alex sighed, his eyes downcast. “I really thought we could beat it.”


      His team looked dejected too. They’d been so confident, so the failure hit all the harder.


      I decided to try cheering them up. “You’ll be fine next time with some better preparation.”


      “Right. Any advice?”


      “Bring a blue mage, I’d say.”


      “A blue mage?”


      “It’s basically a hunk of metal. Make it move around, superheat it with red magic, then flash-cool it with water magic. Thermal stress should tear that thing apart. You’d need custom magic focused on metal expansion and contraction instead of penetration, though.”


      Unlike glass, changes to iron wouldn’t happen instantly, but magic could make it happen by fiddling with causality. Transformation magic was tricky, but limiting the change and incorporating heat factors would make it manageable. Clear causality meant easier construction.


      “Actually, saying that out loud, it sounds too complicated and annoying. Just go level up more and nuke it with raw firepower,” I stated.


      Aurora went quiet.


      Scrael added, “If you can’t do it, train harder.”


      Eldrid nodded. Levels really were everything. Anyway, we’d recovered the core stone and were getting ready to leave when a voice came from the entrance.


      “Looks like you’re done here.”


      All they were missing was a slow clap and it would have been a classic scene where a secret boss appeared after beating the last boss. The members of Toidle’s Sword entered the room. Kicking stones, swaggering with every step, all of them wore nasty smirks like textbook bad guys.


      “Here we go. Right on schedule,” I said.


      “Yup,” Eldrid agreed.


      “Boring,” Scrael added. “Too predictable.”


      Their leader looked confused. “How’d you know we’d show up?”


      “Well...”


      “Yeah.”


      “Pretty obvious.”


      It wasn’t hard to figure out, but Alex’s group hadn’t picked up on it. “What’s going on?” he asked.


      “They were planning to make us or your team fight Iron Jaw, then jump whoever won while they were exhausted and steal the core.”


      “They heard the mission was Iron Jaw and baited us into the race.”


      “Utterly pathetic.”


      The leader cursed, clearly upset. “Hmph. Sure, you won the battle, but you’re worn out. Think you can take us like that?”


      “That’s a bit presumptuous, don’t you think? We might’ve beaten it with plenty left in the tank.”


      “Bullshit. There’s no way you’re not exhausted after fighting a boss. Your bluffing won’t work on us.”


      Wow, this guy must be blind.


      “You heard him. What now?” I asked my companions.


      “Wreck them. Duh,” said Eldrid.


      “Agreed,” Scrael replied.


      So violent. Scary.


      “Um, just to make sure...we don’t want to talk this out?” I asked.


      “Nope. They want a fight, they’ll get one.”


      “Talking is pointless. We’ll never agree.”


      “So quick! You didn’t even think about it!” I cried.


      It seemed there was no room for discussion here.


      “One more Super Woof Buster?” Eldrid suggested.


      “No! They’ll be vaporized! Stop charging up!”


      “Akira, I have seven more ultimate techniques. Some of them leave the targets somewhat intact.”


      “That’s horrifying! ‘Somewhat intact’ by your standards doesn’t count!”


      “Mew! Mew mew mew mew!” Carbuncle gestured enthusiastically for us to use a combo attack on them, but I shot that down right away.


      “No, Carbuncle! We only use those on monsters!”


      Everyone was getting way too fired up. Managing this team was exhausting. Why am I even doing this? I’m not the leader. I couldn’t help but feel massive respect for Miguel.


      Eldrid looked annoyed. “Then what?”


      “Maybe you could just rough them up a bit?” I suggested.


      “Fine, I’ll just hit them a bit with my blade. Happy?”


      “That’s not hitting! That’s slashing!”


      “Yeah? Words are complicated.” She scratched her ear, acting like she didn’t know.


      She’s messing with me.


      “No problem. I’ll strike their vitals with the hardest part of my gauntlets,” Scrael chimed in.


      “No, no, no! Are you listening?! I said don’t kill them! They’re called ‘vitals’ for a reason!”


      “Akira, things don’t always work out perfectly. Maybe I’ll miss, and maybe there’s a small chance they won’t die.”


      “A small chance?!”


      Somewhere along the line, both of them had discarded the concept of mercy. Probably in the dining hall. It was too late to retrieve it.


      “Hey, bastards! Stop ignoring us!” the Toidle’s Sword leader yelled.


      Can’t he read the room? His life is on the line here. “I’m talking to you!”


      “Pipe down, will you?! We’re busy! Can’t you tell this is an important conversation we’re having?!” I snapped back angrily, wishing he’d drop dead.


      The leader flinched. “Um... Oh...”


      Good. Bought us some time.


      “Listen, both of you,” I said to Scrael and Eldrid. “Just discipline them a bit, okay? Nothing more.”


      “But accidents happen, Akira,” Eldrid replied.


      “It’s not an accident if you make it happen on purpose!”


      “Urgh.” She looked stumped for a moment. “We can cover it up. It’s just us and Aurora, so we’ll be fine if we get our stories straight.”


      “That’s a crime! You can’t do things like that! Scrae, you hate things that are morally wrong, don’t you?”


      “Uh...” Scrael looked uncomfortable.


      “Please just calm down. You too, Carbuncle. Okay?”


      “Mew mew...” Carbuncle settled down when I petted it.


      “I know training monsters on people and ambushing them to steal loot is completely unacceptable for Divers, but the guild needs to dish out their punishment, not us,” I went on.


      “But still...” Eldrid muttered.


      “I have nowhere to direct this anger,” Scrael protested. “My mind must be clear at all times. That’s the secret to healthy living.”


      And the price for that peace of mind would be the other Divers’ deaths. That was a bit too extreme. I had no choice. I needed leverage to make them back down like I had done with mitarashi dango earlier. What could I do? I had to switch it up this time.


      Whatever. I’ll improvise. I remembered the line I’d given Hiro when she wouldn’t listen. “If you won’t listen, I’m not gonna like either of you anymore,” I said quietly, and they both froze in place.


      “You’re right! We shouldn’t overdo it!” Eldrid cried.


      “Yes, I was just about to reconsider.”


      “Really? Let’s just smack them around a bit, then. Teach them a lesson.”


      They changed their tune pretty quickly. Being a bit cold to them seemed to work. Whew.


      Meanwhile, Aurora had been keeping Toidle’s Sword in check. It was a good thing they had our backs.


      “Sorry, Alex. We’re good now.”


      “I’m just glad you worked it out.”


      “Damn it. These punks are disrespecting us...” The Toidle’s Sword leader looked upset about the interruption, even though we were the ones who should’ve been angry.


      How shameless.


      Aurora backed off. They couldn’t exactly interfere with the rest of my group radiating bloodlust.


      I clapped once to clear my head. “All right, casting my strongest buffs to get this over with. Double Strike times two!”


      Pale light wrapped around Scrael and Eldrid when I cast the spell I’d used on Dylan a while back. Like other buffs, nothing else seemed to visibly change.


      “Hm?” said Eldrid.


      “Akira, what’s this?” asked Scrael.


      “Heh heh. Now you two can’t possibly lose...though casting this twice really takes a lot out of me.” I felt like a bag of bricks. I was starting to feel dizzy... Really needed a mana potion to replenish my mana.


      I retreated, leaving the rest to them. I decided to go pet Carbuncle, because it might overdo it if I didn’t keep it restrained.


      “Ha! Don’t know what you did, but there’s seven of us with buffs! You’re screwed!” yelled our opponent.


      Scrael, Eldrid, and the Toidle’s Sword members collided.


      “Gah!”


      “Oh?”


      “Ack!”


      “Hm?”


      Each of Eldrid’s and Scrael’s attacks was followed by an impossibly fast second strike, sending their opponents flying. It all happened too fast for me to follow, but there were now five left standing.


      Scrael and Eldrid stared wide-eyed at each other, clearly shocked by their own movements.


      “Akira, what the hell was that? Something dangerous?”


      “This feels like cheating. Like breaking some fundamental law.”


      They looked pretty rattled. I wished they would stop making it sound like I’d given them illegal drugs.


      The Toidle’s Sword leader yelled, “What’d you do, damn it?!”


      Alex walked over. “What was that magic?”


      “My original spell. I’d rather keep the details private.”


      This spell was risky, so I couldn’t let it spread.


      “Double attacks are completely broken,” I said to myself. “This should be over—”


      Except they weren’t done.


      “Long-Ears! One’s coming your way!”


      “Got it, Dog ears!”


      “Hello? Guys?!”


      Now they were coordinating and using their enemies like human volleyballs. A moment later, Carbuncle bolted out to join the fray.


      “Gaaaaaah!!!” Their leader ate Carbuncle’s lightning and collapsed with a bloodcurdling scream. Hopefully he wasn’t dead.


      In the end, I couldn’t stop the carnage. At least they’d held back enough to not kill anyone. The corpses—I mean, unconscious bodies—were dumped in the Yellow Wall Vestiges safe point. Whatever happened afterward wasn’t my problem.


      We parted ways with Aurora in the main hall. I was glad to find out they’d collected core stones from other monsters so they hadn’t come out of this with nothing.


      “Ashley, I think I know Iron Jaw’s spawn condition,” I said as I approached the reception counter.


      “What?! Really?!”


      “I’m not a hundred percent sure but pretty confident.”


      “That’s huge! Tell me now!”


      Eldrid stopped me calmly. “You shouldn’t say anything, Akira.”


      “Right. Keep advantages to yourself,” Scrael agreed.


      I wasn’t so sure. “Won’t we just keep getting these pain-in-the-butt missions, then?”


      “You can charge more for it.”


      “Higher rates for harder missions.”


      Ashley chimed in, “I don’t care as long as you take every request and reliably turn in core stones. They only go to me or Maya anyway, so we get bonuses out of it. I’m counting on you.”


      She’d calculated everything in seconds. I could practically see gold coins in her eyes.


      “You were careless. Should’ve kept your mouth shut,” Scrael pointed out.


      “Can’t even argue with that.”


      Loose lips and all that. Ugh.

    

  

  
    
      Floor Thirty-Nine: Instructor Seeker and Balrog


      Today I felt like wandering around Freida without any particular plan. Honestly, I’d focused so much on dungeon diving that I didn’t know much about the city itself, so I figured I’d explore solo for the first time in a while.


      Freida changed pretty drastically once you left the main streets. Specifically, the cleanliness took an immediate nosedive the moment you took a step onto the side streets. It wasn’t just trash lying around; stains and grime covered the ground and walls. It was the kind of neglected look you saw when traveling abroad in places without proper sanitation. I’d built up some tolerance for the toilets here over time, but actually living here would take some serious adjustment. Then again, I could just use magic to make things spotless before using them, so it didn’t affect me much. Magic users handling public sanitation would be nice, but they were rare and their mana was limited. Plus, most mages were prideful and elitist, so they probably wouldn’t want to do work they considered dirty.


      I kept walking around the city. Central Freida was the infamous den of chaos: Kaoloon. The east side had the Divers Guild and related facilities, while the west had a red light district. There were shops selling necessities threaded between them with residential housing scattered throughout. There were some upscale residential areas too and a huge market near the main street, but I’d save that for another time.


      I headed toward the outskirts and spotted someone handing something out to passersby.


      “Please take one...”


      It was a young guy distributing flyers with absolutely zero enthusiasm. Surprisingly, paper seemed plentiful in this world. The production lines must have been well established. Maybe it was just a Freida thing, though. I took a pamphlet out of curiosity.


      “Thanks...”


      The boy’s response came out so mumbled I could barely understand him.


      “Let’s see... Cards and coins? Grand opening special with better odds, huh?”


      Is this some sort of new gambling scheme? It reminded me of those tissues they handed out at train stations with pachinko parlor ads. It had a hand-drawn map on it too. Did this world even have laws against private gambling? Back home, gambling was basically banned everywhere across all eras, so this felt weird. Part of me wanted to look into it out of morbid curiosity, but the location was pretty sketchy. It was the kind of area where every building looked like that martial arts manga protagonist Baki’s house, if that reference meant anything. With my level, I could go and come back unscathed, but regular people would want to avoid this district. Still, it was nothing compared to the route to Kaoloon.


      My thoughts were interrupted when I noticed a familiar silhouette in the distance. “Oh? That’s Balrog.”


      It was someone from one of the big three teams I’d met when we’d gone to the Misty Hills for Dylan’s revenge. Standing about fifteen to twenty centimeters taller than me, Balrog was a mysterious figure whose only defining feature was distinctive pure-white armor. I couldn’t help but wonder if they always kept it on. It looked pretty hard to move in, but maybe it was manageable for high-level folks. I had so many questions.


      Balrog turned to me as I approached.


      “Hello,” I said.


      “You’re Kudo, correct?”


      “Yes. It’s been a while. Thank you for before.” I gave a light bow.


      Balrog had stayed quiet last time but apparently wasn’t the silent type. Their voice was surprisingly husky, and it was hard to tell through the helmet, but it sounded kind of feminine.


      “Perfect timing,” Balrog said, sounding somewhat pleased. “I’m looking for someone.”


      “Who? Someone I know?”


      “Instructor Reimnant.”


      “Ah...” It took me a moment to register the name since I knew him as Instructor Seeker. Reimnant was his family name. They’d been together last time too, so I wondered if they were close.


      “Have you seen him?” they asked.


      “Sorry, not today.”


      Balrog’s shoulders drooped visibly, looking a bit melancholy.


      Got stood up?


      But I had a hunch where he was. I pointed. “He’s probably over there.”


      “How do you know?”


      “Uh, I guess you can call it a mage’s intuition.”


      “Oh! Impressive.”


      Balrog’s tone radiated happiness, which took me a bit by surprise. “Yeah, ha ha...”


      There was actually another reason for my hunch, but it would have been awkward to explain. Also, they seemed to think pretty highly of me for some reason. We’d only met once, and I didn’t think I’d done anything to deserve such respect. “Since I’m here, I might as well help you find him.”


      “Thank you.”


      So we ended up going together. I was free anyway.


      “What brings you here today, Kudo?”


      “I don’t know Freida that well, so I thought I’d explore.”


      “The city gets dangerous away from the main areas.”


      “I’ll be fine. Nothing compared to the back alleys.”


      “Ah... So you’ve been there.”


      “Yeah, long story, ha ha...” The short version was: There was someone who needed flattening. I’d survived Sensei’s brutal training and successfully flattened them.


      I laughed it off to avoid getting into details, then Balrog said “Impressive” again.


      Is that a catchphrase?


      “Do you know any interesting shops around here?” I asked.


      “How about this one?” Balrog pointed at a weathered wooden building. A sword was painted on the sign and cheap blades were bundled in barrels out front—a classic weapon shop.


      “Ooh.” I couldn’t help but stare. It looked straight out of a fantasy story, and none of the shops on the main streets looked quite like this. I almost wanted to take a photo.


      “A sword shop. Quality stock, from what I hear.”


      Huh. It was called a sword shop, not a weapon shop. Made sense, considering gun shops were called gun shops.


      “Is that unusual?” I asked.


      “Don’t see stores like this much.”


      “Yes, the shops on the main streets aren’t this disorganized.”


      While examining the exterior, a strange sword caught my eye: curved, single-edged, and vaguely familiar.


      “Is that...?”


      “A kataana.”


      “Kataana...” I repeated it without thinking. First of all, what’s with this knockoff katana name that sounds like it’s straight out of a knockoff Japanese isekai story? Did a foreigner copy a Japanese sword from memory or something?


      “They’re commonly made in the East. Have you never seen one?”


      “Oh... Can’t say I have.” I was just thrown off by how familiar it looked. I mean, sure, it wasn’t quite the same without a scabbard or the distinctive handle features, and I knew curved single-edged weapons weren’t only made in Japan. I wasn’t sure what was up with the odd translation, though. Surely it wasn’t made with folding techniques like a real katana. This world had quality ores everywhere, so they could make quality weapons without it.


      “Well, it’s not relevant to a mage like me,” I said.


      “Are you sure? Some mages do use swords.”


      “Do they? Oh, right, Endless Splendor’s Elina uses one.”


      “She’s a spellblade. That’s what they call a mage who uses swords.”


      Not everyone was cut out to be one, of course, but there was something cool about being able to use both magic and swords. They were considered odd here, though, so I couldn’t quite bring myself to try.


      “Why not try holding one?”


      It felt like Balrog really wanted me to use a sword. Were they working for the shop or something? No one would mind if I touched the cheap swords out on display, though. Unpolished and unsharpened, they were basically just iron rods.


      I picked one up. Remembering the classes from my kendo elective and what my mom had taught me, I took a balanced stance. Good. It wasn’t as distinct as jinshu, so my form held firm. I took a swing at the centerline where a target’s head would be, then two more. Balrog watched silently.


      “Feels pretty well balanced,” I commented.


      “Kudo, have you studied swordsmanship?”


      “Huh? Just a little, ha ha...”


      It would’ve been one thing if I’d been in the kendo club, but I’d only taken classes as an elective, so I reflexively gave a vague response. I hadn’t understood when Dylan had been praised for his good form either. I knew nothing about Western techniques.


      Wait, why do I keep doing that awkward laugh?


      Balrog hummed thoughtfully. “Impressive.”


      “Uh...are you being serious?” I asked.


      “Hm? I am. Why?”


      Maybe Balrog was just really big on praise and encouragement. That was completely different from Sensei’s sadism or Instructor Seeker’s super serious teaching style.


      Anyway, I set down the knockoff katana and headed toward where I expected to find Instructor Seeker.


      Sure enough, there he was—a guy who looked like a detective with an unkempt beard and dark circles under his eyes like an exhausted office worker. He carried an umbrella even though it wasn’t raining.


      Yup, definitely him.


      He was glancing around nervously, moving like a high schooler or college student about to sneak into the adult section of a video rental place. He couldn’t have acted more suspicious if he’d tried. He sure knew how to set an example.


      “Instructor Reimnant.”


      “Whoa! Balrog, what are you doing here?! And Kudo too!” Instructor Seeker stumbled back dramatically, looking genuinely shocked and caught off guard.


      “I ran into Balrog earlier, and we’ve been looking for you together,” I explained.


      “Oh, I see...” He still looked rattled, trying to slow his racing heart.


      Balrog asked, “Where have you been?”


      “Huh? Well, I... That’s right, shops! I was checking out shops around here until our meeting!”


      “Our meeting time has long passed. And there aren’t any shops around here you’d visit.”


      “Ah, I was just exploring new places. You know, since we made plans to visit shops together?”


      “I see... I suppose we did.”


      Just as Balrog was about to accept the instructor’s weak excuses, I chimed in. “Instructor, this fell out of your pocket.” I picked up the same gambling flyer from earlier.


      “Huh? No, that’s...”


      “Instructor Reimnant...” Balrog’s voice went hollow.


      “It’s not what it looks like! I threw that away earlier! Why is it here?! Ah...” He’d panicked and slipped up. Even under the helmet, Balrog’s disappointment was palpable.


      “Yeah, I figured you’d have the same one,” I said. Both of them turned toward me.


      “What do you mean?” asked Instructor Seeker.


      “I actually got that flyer earlier out there. Just wanted to confirm my suspicion.”


      “Kudo, you bastaaard! What the hell?!” The instructor’s shout echoed down the street.


      “Instructor, I wanted to know the truth. The one and only truth.”


      “What have you done?! What are you, a demon?!”


      “I’m no demon. I’m not that murderous.”


      “I didn’t mean literally!”


      “More importantly, Instructor, should you really be worrying about me right now?” I asked.


      “Huh? What—?” Just then, a hand was placed on the instructor’s shoulder. He jumped.


      A deliberately calm voice emerged from the helmet. “Instructor Reimnant?”


      “No! Listen! Balrog, I wasn’t gambling!”


      “Then what were you doing?”


      “Uh, well...”


      Balrog moved closer, helmet nearly touching his face. The instructor was sweating under the intense pressure. “Well?”


      “Well, um, you see...”


      I could tell by the tone of his voice that his eyes were darting everywhere. I put the pieces together. “So, you had time before our meeting, went in to kill some time, couldn’t leave once you started winning, and ended up being late.”


      “How do you know?”


      “Happens all the time, like when medal games hit the jackpot when you don’t want them to.” I never won at my local arcade, but I’d hit the jackpot at random ones I would never visit again. Even if they held your winnings, you would never go back, so it made no difference. In the instructor’s case, though, a pachinko parlor was probably a better comparison than an arcade.
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      Instructor Seeker gave up and bowed. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to be late! Really! Forgive me!”


      Balrog sighed. “Please gamble in moderation. At least show up on time when we’re planning to meet.”


      “Got it! I promise!”


      Balrog forgave him, but I didn’t trust their words. They seemed pretty close.


      Once things settled, I asked, “So, what’s your relationship?”


      “Hm? I taught Balrog swordsmanship a while back. We’ve known each other since.”


      “Yes, I’m the instructor’s student.”


      Everyone called him “instructor” for his work as a dungeon guide, but Balrog meant it literally.


      “Wait, but Balrog doesn’t use an umbrella,” I said.


      “My style doesn’t need one,” the instructor explained.


      “Gale Blade, wasn’t it?”


      “That’s right.” He turned to his student and chuckled. “This one has real talent. Probably gonna surpass me, if not already.”


      Balrog looked embarrassed. “Instructor, that’s not—”


      “No need to be modest. You’re the ace of one of the major teams.”


      “Well, maybe...but Kudo’s quite impressive too!”


      “Huh?” Instructor Seeker and I said in unison. Was I being used in a desperate attempt to change the subject?


      “I know Kudo is stronger than he looks...” The instructor stroked his chin. “How do you know that, anyway?”


      “I watched him swing a blade when we stopped by a sword shop earlier. He has good balance.”


      “Huh. His stance was shaky when I saw him use jinshu.”


      I knew it. How embarrassing. Maybe I should’ve avoided using it until I’d gotten more practice in, but jinshu packed too much power to ignore.


      “I’d like to see for myself next time,” Instructor Seeker added.


      “Huh? Oh, no, it’s really nothing special!” I protested.


      “Always so modest. That’s how you fool people.”


      “You make me sound like a con artist or something.”


      “Oh, you definitely are one. Go ask anyone, they’ll all agree.”


      “That’s ridiculous. I’m just living an honest life.”


      “You’re the only one who thinks that.”


      After his brutal assessment, I changed topics. “So, you two are close because of the whole teacher-student thing?”


      “Pretty much,” the instructor said.


      “Well, no, not exactly...” Balrog said, looking flustered.


      Instructor Seeker gave Balrog a puzzled look. “What? We grab food together all the time. I’d say we’re close.”


      “Well, yes, but...”


      Ah, I smell a rom-com.


      “Kudo Akira, second year, class A, thinks the instructor should explode and die. Kaboom.”


      “What’s that supposed to be?”


      “Don’t worry about it. It’s an anti-rom-com incantation,” I said. “Anyway, I should get going.”


      Just as I tried making a tactful exit, the instructor said something outrageous. “We’re about to get some food. Come with us. You’re free, right?”


      “Huh? No, I’d just be in the way.”


      “What do you mean? Not at all.”


      “Are you serious right now?” I asked. “Did you gamble away your brain along with your money?”


      “Why the sudden hostility? I’m offering to treat you to lunch as thanks for bringing Balrog here. You don’t mind, do you?”


      “Yes, well...” Balrog muttered.


      I stared at him, at a loss for words. What is this dense, clueless moron? I’d gone out of my way to read the room and he was completely oblivious. If Sensei saw this, she’d call him a human failure. There was no point wasting time arguing. I’d set some conditions, tag along briefly, then bail.


      “Fine...just for lunch,” I finally agreed.


      “Works for me. Is my usual spot okay?”


      “Sure. I like that place too,” Balrog agreed.


      With that settled, I gave Balrog a quiet apology and they waved it off, gesturing that it was fine. Yeah, the instructor was hopeless.


      Instructor Seeker took us to a place near an alley that looked like a ramen shop but served some knockoff udon made from wheat flour noodles. Needless to say, it was entirely the wrong atmosphere for a date. Were these two gonna be okay?

    

  

  
    
      Floor Forty: Rescue Operations Can Be Rough Depending on the Floor


      One afternoon at the Divers Guild...


      Sensei had dragged me alone to dungeon dive since the morning. Surprisingly, even going with her, we’d only gone to a low level floor. The environment had been fine, the monsters manageable, and by afternoon I’d still had enough energy that I’d considered going for another dive. The day had been so uneventful that I hadn’t had to pray for peace in my head. Usually she dragged me to some nightmarish place with unspeakable horrors and I somehow ended up suffering at her hands. Nothing had happened this time, and I’d actually wondered out loud if she was an imposter.


      What had happened after that? Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember, which meant it wasn’t even worth etching into my memory. At least, that’s what I’d like to believe. The dungeon dive itself had been a walk in the park, so easy that I’d caught myself wondering if this was just setting me up for something terrible.


      Anyway, that was the first dive I’d done with Sensei in a while, and once it wrapped up, she said she had somewhere to be in the afternoon and left. I still had plenty of time, so I figured I’d go back to the main hall and maybe go for another run...until I saw her.


      “Hmm.” Standing before me was Scrael, her cheeks slightly puffed out in a pout. They looked like soft, squishy mochi...but whatever was bothering her, she was staring up at me with an unmistakably disgruntled look on her face.


      Had I done something? I ran through everything that had happened up to this point: Came back from the dungeon. Reported to Ashley. Relaxed in a chair for a bit. Watched the Adorners crowding around the menu in the dining hall. Watched some Tails comparing notes on the state of each other’s ears and tails. Ran into Scrael, who was just about to head into the dungeon herself. And while she and I were chatting like usual as I prepared for another dive, she had suddenly leaned in close and started sniffing. Now that I thought about it, the baby Walker Rabbits had done the same thing not too long ago. It felt like I’d been getting sniffed at an unusually high rate lately. Did I stink or something? I bathed every day, and my clothes shouldn’t have smelled either.


      “Do I smell?” I asked.


      “Yes. Like something other than you.”


      “Other than me? Like what?”


      “Hmm.”


      No matter how many times I asked, all I got back was that pouting grumble, slightly louder each time, her cheeks puffing out a little more. I furrowed my brow, not sure what to do.


      Scrael kept up that disgruntled growl for a while longer, then finally said, “Smells like a woman.”


      “A woman? Hmm... Maybe because I was out diving with Sensei this morning?”


      “Sensei is a woman?”


      “Yeah? Haven’t I told you?”


      “How old is she?”


      “Uh, probably three or four years older than me, I’d guess?”


      “Hmmgh...”


      Scrael’s cheeks started puffing up even more. It reminded me of the time she’d been unable to get that pearl bean tofu at the hot springs. Was there really some kind of scent on me? During the morning dive, the only sweat I’d worked up was the cold kind from nerves, and we hadn’t gone anywhere with a strong odor. We’d had none of Sensei’s intense training sessions—not in the indecent sense—this time either.


      I was still turning all that over in my head when I felt something squishy. “Wha?!”


      Scrael had suddenly latched on to me. Actually, it was a full-on hug. She threw herself around me as I sat in the chair and pressed herself against me completely. I felt sensations from all around her body. Soft parts, more soft parts, and yet more soft parts. Apparently, girls were just made of soft all the way down. Certain areas pressing against me in particular were making their presence very loudly known—not that this was the time to be focusing on any of that.


      “Uh, hello?! Scrae?! What’s gotten into you?!” I stammered.


      “Nothing.”


      “This is most definitely not nothing! You just threw yourself at me!”


      “I said it’s nothing, so it’s nothing.”


      “Don’t just stonewall me! What are you, a politician?” Scrael clung on, ignoring my desperate cries. Not that I necessarily wanted her to let go, but I wasn’t mentally prepared for this and it was so out of nowhere that my brain had completely short-circuited.


      Then she started rubbing up on me.


      “Whoa!” I blurted out, and she rubbed up on me some more. “We’ve got a situation here! I can’t specify what situation is happening where, but there’s definitely a situation going on!” She kept going. “Oh... Oh no...”


      Yeah, I was frozen stiff, if you catch my drift. I mean, she was pressed flush against me and rubbing her body on mine. Naturally, a certain part was getting ready for liftoff. One wrong move and it was going to get real bad.


      I sat there, rigid as a statue, until Scrael finally seemed satisfied and moved away. She had an accomplished look on her face for some reason. “That’s better.”


      “What exactly changed just now...”


      “The scent is gone.”


      “Wha? You were scent marking me?!”


      So that’s what all of that was. She’d been marking her territory. Without knowing the reason for it, I wasn’t sure what to do. At this rate, I was wondering if she’d start marking me in even more literal ways. Please, no. I was nowhere near advanced enough to be getting into watersports. Having my name in a registry as a sexual deviant was the last thing I needed. And what scent had she overwritten, anyway?


      Scrael looked at me, puzzled. “Beast-Heads and Tails do this all the time.”


      “Well, sure, I could see them doing something like that, but...”


      “You didn’t like it?” she asked.


      Flustered, I replied, “No, it’s not that, it’s just—”


      “Then it’s fine.” And with that, she pressed herself against me again for another round of nuzzling.


      Okay, I didn’t dislike it. If anything it was quite the opposite, and Scrael seemed perfectly happy so really it was a win-win all around, but for the record I was physically unable to stand up straight for a while. Sure, I was far too vulnerable to this sort of thing, but that could be said of any high schooler.


      Afterward, I headed to the reception counter to check in before going back into the dungeon. When I got there, Ashley greeted me with a smile that was at least two levels more cheerful than it needed to be. At that point, I knew—like I’d been struck with a prophetic vision. I felt like I could start a career in fortune telling or cold reading or something. I was willing to bet the farm that something bad was about to happen.


      “Kudo, Kudo.” Ashley beckoned me over.


      “Hey again, Ashley. We literally just saw each other earlier.”


      “You seem to be in a good mood today. That smile of yours is blinding.”


      “Not at all. I feel awful. Catastrophically bad. I’m just barely keeping myself from throwing up.”


      “Why would you tell such an obvious lie? You’re here because you’re still feeling good enough to go for another dive, aren’t you?”


      “Sharp as always, Ashley.”


      “That’s literally my job. So why the lie?”


      “Because when you bring up my mood out of nowhere like that, it obviously means something’s coming. I know you’re about to hit me with something unreasonable while I’m in a good mood, like a dungeon mission or some paperwork. You’ve got a favor to ask, don’t you? Like last time.”


      “Yes.”


      “Goodbye.”


      The moment Ashley confirmed my suspicion, I turned on my heel without hesitation. The logical thing to do was to get outta there as soon as possible. Without knowing what she was plotting, the best course of action here was a full tactical retreat from the Divers Guild. I’d need some serious plot armor to survive getting dragged into trouble every time someone wanted something.


      “At least hear me out,” Ashley continued.


      “Nope, no thank you. The moment I hear you out, you’ll tell me to either accept your terms or die. Not falling for that one.”


      “It’s not like that.”


      “That’s exactly what someone would say before pulling a scam! ‘Just hear me out. There’s this amazing person I want you to meet. This incredible opportunity, just between us.’ Do you have any idea how many people have been reeled in by lines like that?”


      “I’m not trying to trick you. I just want to fill you in on what’s happening. That’s all.”


      “Ugh, preying on a person’s conscience like this...”


      Faced with Ashley’s completely unmovable insistence on getting me to listen, I sighed loudly and put on the most heavily burdened expression I could manage.


      “Ashley.”


      “Yes?”


      “All I want is to live freely, doing whatever I please. Like that one famous gourmet manga. You know what I mean?”


      “No, I don’t! And don’t act like you’re special for feeling that way! We all want to do what we love! I want money flowing in without having to work for it!”


      “Then let’s just do that! Everyone wins!”


      “That’s not how the world works! Don’t be so childish!”


      Fair enough. I was still a student. I had a long way to go before experiencing the real world.


      “Kudo, please. Just listen. We’re not getting anywhere,” she pleaded.


      “This is a genuine, totally serious matter, isn’t it?”


      “Yes.” I didn’t want to hear this. I seriously just wanted to go home.


      “A Diver got stranded in the dungeon.”


      “Ah. Par for the course.”


      “Yes.”


      My attempt at humor sailed straight over her head. Probably a translation issue. Half my jokes never landed here, though it was probably poor timing regardless.


      “Why do so many people manage to get stranded in there? It’s not like the dungeon is that hard to navigate.”


      “Says you. You’re on a completely different level from them.”


      “That’s ridiculous. There are people my age who dive with no trouble at all. Scrael, Ricky...and Linte is just a bit older. Miguel is managing dives for his whole team.”


      “Don’t use outliers as your baseline. For the average person, the failure rate is ten times higher than them.”


      “I guess you panic and make bad calls when your livelihood’s on the line.”


      “Exactly. And most of the people coming through here are in exactly that situation.”


      “So, this one too?”


      “No, actually, this one’s different.”


      “Oh?”


      “This person doesn’t need money. They went for the fun of it.”


      “Ah...yeah. I’m probably the same type, so I can’t exactly judge, but that’s a bit hard to feel sorry about.”


      I couldn’t condone that sort of thing. I could’ve gotten behind helping if it was someone in Dillon’s situation, but diving as a hobby and needing to be rescued was a different story. I’d always been big on personal responsibility and never bit off more than I could chew. Well, except when Sensei was involved, but that was different. The last thing I wanted was to be a burden on the people sent to bail me out.


      “So the guild is putting together a rescue team,” I guessed.


      “Right. Four groups are on board so far.”


      “That’s unusual. Sending four whole teams sounds like a bit much, even if it’s for some rich person.”


      “Well, the person who got stranded isn’t just anybody.”


      “Oh, don’t tell me this is one of those above-the-law types?”


      “That’s an odd way to put it, but...something like that. It’s a relative of a Freida Parliament member.”


      “Hmm. I’m really not feeling great about this.”


      This was obviously gonna end up being a huge pain to deal with. If we failed, we’d be held responsible, and even if we succeeded, we’d get blamed for not rescuing this person sooner. I’d seen that play out in movies enough times to know how it went—though to be fair, the person doing the blaming usually ended up getting absolutely destroyed for a cathartic ending.


      Anyway, stumbling across someone in trouble and helping out was one thing, but going out of my way for a rescue mission was another. Unless I knew them personally, I wasn’t the type to risk my life for a stranger. That was Hiro’s thing, not mine.


      “Isn’t four teams more than enough anyway?” I asked. “Honestly, it sounds like overkill already.”


      “Each team is pretty small, and it’ll be a deep dive,” Ashley replied.


      “How deep?”


      “The Night Soil Swamps.”


      “What? Uh...isn’t it already too late then? If they wander into the gas vents, it’s basically over.”


      “According to the companions who put in the rescue request, they hadn’t wandered anywhere near those areas.”


      “So they were at least somewhat careful, then,” I noted.


      “Apparently.”


      Still, the Night Soil Swamps were bad news no matter how you looked at it. There wasn’t much time. “When did those companions make it to the main hall?”


      “Just a little while ago. We’re putting out an emergency call for Divers who can move on short notice.”


      “What about the high-rankers who could handle a place like that without breaking a sweat?”


      “Dracarion and Instructor Seeker are both out. Everyone else either said it wasn’t worth it or that it’s the stranded Diver’s fault and passed. A few others just weren’t prepared to go.”


      “Yeah, you really don’t want to go in there without preparation. No amount of hazard pay can change that.”


      “That’s why we’re being a bit heavy-handed about this. We’ve classified it as a dungeon mission, and the receptionists have been using Iron Hand to get people on board.”


      “Yikes.”


      Iron Hand was the executive authority held by Divers Guild receptionists—the power to compel an assigned Diver to comply by official mandate. From what I understood, it was almost never used except in extreme circumstances. I hadn’t expected them to go that far. Even then, they’d only managed to scrape together four teams.


      Normally, slapping the dungeon mission label on something had Divers swarming all over it, but the location was doing the real work of thinning the crowd. Nobody wanted to go into that place unprepared. The chance of going in and getting stranded yourself was in a completely different league than any other floor. That place was so dangerous that even a blip on Ashley’s risk radar would be grounds for pulling someone’s dive clearance. It was a genuine hazard zone. The word “dungeon” made it easy to forget, but by any modern standard, the Night Soil Swamps should have been completely off-limits. That place that needed its own caution symbol, like some mash-up of the skull-and-crossbone poison symbol, biohazard trefoil, and chemical weapon symbol, staked on warning signs every ten meters.


      A quiet sigh drifted across the counter. “Honestly, I hate having to use it for something like this, but the guild really doesn’t want to get on the wrong side of an influential parliament member.”


      “Society is rough,” I said dryly.


      “What are you talking about? You’re a part of it whether you like it or not,” Ashley pointed out.


      “Not really. I can walk away anytime.”


      “Must be nice. I’m jealous.”


      “Want to trade?”


      “Absolutely not. I can tell you have it tough. You don’t look it, but you’ve come close to dying more than a few times, haven’t you? Seriously close.”


      “Heh.”


      “Could you at least deny it?”


      She wasn’t wrong. More right than wrong, actually. For the record, none of that had anything to do with Sensei.


      “Anyway, what I need is someone who can drop everything and dive at a moment’s notice. That’s you, Kudo.”


      “Me? I’m completely, totally, one hundred percent unprepared.”


      Ashley gave me a flat, piercing stare. “You know, when you lie, you make it almost insultingly obvious.”


      There was a drawn-out silence. Was my acting really that transparent?


      “Well...I guess I may have come prepared,” I finally muttered.


      “That’s what I’m talking about! You’re a real model Diver!”


      “Flattery won’t work on me.”


      “You get weirdly cold at times like these. What, do I need to rub up on you like Scrael to get you on board?”


      “Hey! I... That has absolutely nothing to do with anything, and I would never be swayed by something like that!” I said in one breath. “Give me some credit, will you?!”


      “Seriously, could you be any more obvious?”


      “I’m a teenage boy, Ashley!”


      “Right. Yeah, that tracks. Sorry.”


      Yeah, that’s right. And it wasn’t just me—anyone would have their resolve shaken in that situation. In fact, many would just immediately cave. Please stop looking at me like you’ve got me all figured out.


      “Anyway, is this really going to work with a ragtag group thrown together last minute?” I asked. “Going in with a bunch of strangers is just asking for problems. Especially with my low rank, there’s definitely gonna be some friction.”


      “Beggars can’t be choosers. And I know you’ll be fine.”


      “Based on what? I’m just a nobody.”


      “I genuinely don’t understand why you keep saying things like that. Maybe you should try having a little more confidence in yourself?”


      “I’m perfectly happy being a nobody. The hero stuff is for someone stronger and cooler than me, like Lion-Maru, Lion-Maru, or Lion-Maru.”


      “That’s literally just Dracarion...”


      “He’s everyone’s hero, okay?”


      “Yes, I know that.”


      And that was how I ended up getting roped into the rescue mission, still full of concerns.


      I sighed. “I have a bad feeling about this. Too many cooks in the kitchen.”


      “That’s a funny way to put it. But don’t worry too much, we did put some thought into who we’re sending.”


      “Okay, I’ll trust you on that.”


      I had a feeling I’d be regretting my decision before long.




      After stopping by the reception counter, intending to go for another dive only to get dragged into a ridiculous mission by Ashley, I made my way back to the corner of the dining hall where Scrael was waiting. She was perched in a chair, zoning out and mindlessly munching on the jumbo bag of chocolate snacks I’d given her. With that vacant stare and constant, rhythmic chewing, she looked like a factory machine on a conveyor belt. Anyone who reached in carelessly would probably end up losing an arm.


      She was eating at a measured pace, but she was somehow already well into her second bag. Should she really have been going through that much chocolate right before a dive? Then again, people from this world had a different physiology, so I convinced myself she’d be fine. All those calories would just convert directly into adventuring energy.


      Sure, that’s how it works. I mean, it was technically true with Adorners.


      I went over to her and said, “Scrae, got a minute?”


      She chewed a couple more times and asked, “What’s wrong? You look like you’re about to get crushed by a Moss Stone sitting on your chest.”


      “I just got roped into a rescue mission at the desk.”


      “Okay. I’ll go too.”


      Just like that, with no hesitation or questions. I could have cried.


      “Thank you so much! I’ll give you my full support, ma’am!”


      “That’s where you were supposed to say you’ll protect me.”


      “That’s not really my style. Besides, mages are better in support roles anyway.”


      “Yeah, but...it still doesn’t feel right.”


      Scrael didn’t look too happy about it, but that kind of thing just wasn’t in my nature. I hoped she could accept that. Either way, I pressed my hands together in silent gratitude. I could always count on her.


      Hm? My stock will never go up at this rate? Well, I was never going to be that kind of person in the first place, and my reputation had always been at rock bottom. Didn’t bother me one bit.


      After letting Ashley know that Scrael would be coming along, we headed to the designated meeting point.


      “Oh, people are already here,” I noted. Gathered in one corner of the main hall were what I figured to be fellow victims who’d had this job forced on them like me. Well, we’d agreed to it already, so there was no backing out now. As unenthusiastic as I was, I walked over and spoke up. “Um, I’m here about a rescue request...”


      “Good to have you! Thanks for coming!”


      My gloomy opener got a warm, beaming response from a veteran Diver with a shaved head. It was blinding in more ways than one, which I’d rather not elaborate on. I recognized this guy—Hagent from Endless Splendor. It wasn’t easy to forget someone like that. He looked like a drill sergeant straight out of a war movie. Sunglasses would have suited him perfectly. I gave him a quick “Good to see you again” and shook his hand.


      The rest of the group was made up of veterans too, like Elina the spellblade, Shadowstock, and a few others. They’d already looked pleased enough when I showed up, but their faces visibly brightened when they saw Scrael. She’d built herself a reputation in these circles as someone seriously capable. On a mission like this, a strong Diver was more than welcome. Her being here was clearly a relief to everyone.


      Honestly, same.


      Anyway, looking around, it was just Endless Splendor and a handful of solo Divers. “Wait, where’s everyone else? I heard we had four confirmed teams.”


      “Still getting ready for the dive. Understandable, given our destination.”


      “Fair enough.” Not everyone had come as prepared as me.


      Hagent looked tense. He was a respected Diver with far more experience in the Night Soil Swamp than I’d ever have, but this being a rescue operation greatly complicated things. The rest of the group didn’t look particularly relaxed either.


      I was still taking everything in when one of the solo Divers started making his way toward me. He was more of a young man than a boy, but not by much. He looked me up and down with undisguised scrutiny, then spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “This guy looks completely useless. Are we sure we should be bringing someone like this?”


      “I mean...I’m just here because Ashley told me to come.” I shrugged.


      “What’s your rank?”


      “My rank is...32,083.”


      “Thirty-two th— What?! Hey! Why’s someone with a rank that low on this mission?!” The guy practically yelped when he heard it.


      See, I knew this would happen. This was one hundred percent predictable. What a bad call coming here was. Ashley, you’re out.


      “Well, ya know, I just came because the receptionist told me to. I don’t really know why either,” I said half-heartedly. Honestly, I was tired of dealing with this guy already. I knew it wasn’t a good look blowing him off, but arguing wasn’t going to get me anywhere. Besides, it wasn’t as if I wanted to be here. If anything, Ashley should have compensated me for the emotional distress.


      The guy kept ranting. I had no idea about the specifics, since I’d stopped listening.


      “Scrae, help,” I said.


      “This one’s on you,” she replied bluntly.


      “Well, yeah. Can’t argue there.”


      I had no excuse. Getting grief over my rank was something I’d brought on myself by not bothering to raise it. It wasn’t like I’d done anything bad, but I couldn’t complain if people didn’t take me seriously.


      Still, help.


      “But—”


      “No. Deal with it,” she said, cutting me off.


      “Come on, bail me out here.”


      “You’ll never get anywhere if I coddle you like that.”


      “I don’t want to go anywhere! I want to stay exactly where I am forever!”


      “That’s just being lazy.”


      While Scrae and I were doing our best to defuse the situation with sheer nonsense, the guy we were ignoring snapped.


      “Hey! Enough of your damned flirting!”


      “I mean, we’re not really—”


      “I’m flattered,” Scrael said. Why was she blushing?


      “Anyway, I’ve caused enough trouble. Maybe I should just leave...”


      “Hey, that’s enough.”


      “What?”


      Just as I was turning to go, Hagent’s team and other groups stepped in front of the complaining Diver. It was nice to see the support, but my perfectly timed escape window had been slammed shut.


      Then another team arrived.


      “Hey, it’s Akira!”


      “Getting into trouble again, huh?”


      “As usual.”


      “You really should start acting more in line with your level, you know?”


      “Yeah... Sorry,” I replied.


      The chatty twin mages, Aria and Relia from team Blessings of the Mystic Water, had just shown up and already looked unamused. I knew I’d brought this on myself, but it wasn’t fair that I was always pegged as the culprit whenever something was going on and I happened to be nearby. Then again, it was usually true, so I couldn’t really argue.


      I’d gotten acquainted with the twins after bailing them out on route three when a Rugalga Roo’d had them cornered, and the spell I’d used had gotten their attention.


      Anyway, the young Diver was still at it with Hagent.


      “But this guy’s rank is in the thirty thousands!”


      “That may be, but he’s a mage and a potion-meister,” Hagent said.


      The Diver blinked. “What? Seriously?”


      “That’s my understanding.”


      Everyone looked over at me. I mean, the mage part was accurate enough. Then it hit me. “Oh, that’s right! I’m a potion-meister, aren’t I!”


      The entire group stared wordlessly at me with the look you’d give something mildly tragic. They all had Scrae’s signature flat, vacant gaze. It hit pretty hard. Honestly, a bit overkill. But I couldn’t help it—I’d genuinely forgotten about that. It wasn’t like I got much use out of the license lately, and the last time I’d done anything resembling actual meister work was that exhibition a while back.


      Oh, so that’s why Ashley said I’d be fine.


      Having someone who could dispense the right potion on the spot would be a huge help out there. I did have a pretty well-stocked supply sorted by situation.


      Just then, another team with familiar faces showed up. It was the Laid-Back Crew, a four-person group of mixed races, which was unusual for Divers. They had the vibe of a college friend group that just never stopped hanging out. Their leader was Wolfus, a wolf-type Beast-Head, accompanied by Rada the mage, Alze the flicker, and Rakish the Adorner. They were a friendly bunch that I’d chatted with often in the main hall. See Floor Thirteen for their first appearance.


      “I can personally vouch for his potions,” Rakish said. “He invented the honey potion. Even Esmeralda said it was good stuff.”


      That honey potion had unexpectedly turned me into a minor celebrity among the Adorners. The open gratitude had wound down as of late, but now I got cheerful hellos from them everywhere I went. I was afraid that at this rate, the potion-meister thing was going to spread further than I ever wanted.


      “And I can vouch for his diving. Anyone here who’s seen him work would agree.” Hagent looked around, and more than a few people nodded.


      That was when I noticed I actually recognized a lot of the faces gathered today. Most of them were people I’d pulled out of safe points when they were stuck. Apparently, I’d rescued quite a few Divers in the past. It was no wonder I was starting to get recognized. That explained why Ashley was so confident that things would be okay.


      Oh, wait, this is bad. More and more people are finding out that I’m a mage.


      The Diver who’d complained was taken aback. “Urgh... Fine. If that’s the case, I’ve got nothing to complain about.”


      “Sorry about the weird start,” I said.


      “Well, a receptionist wouldn’t send someone who wasn’t qualified. That was my bad for jumping to conclusions.”


      And just like that, we’d smoothed things over.


      “But Akira is still at fault,” Scrae muttered.


      “Hey! We just sorted this out,” I shot back at her. “Don’t ruin it!”


      “If I don’t bring it up, nothing will change. You really need to start taking this seriously.”


      “I can’t argue with that!”


      Afterward, we held a quick briefing with everyone present. According to the Divers who’d requested the rescue mission, the person we were looking for had been immobilized about halfway up a hill on that floor from exhaustion, poison, or some combination of the two. The stranded Diver’s companions hadn’t been able to carry this person out, so they’d run back for help rather than attempt the long detour. They’d run into other Divers on the way back, but no one was too eager to drop everything and stop by the Night Soil Swamps to help a complete stranger. They’d ended up going all the way back to the guild, making contact with the relevant parties, and getting a rescue team organized from scratch.


      This might have gone differently if they’d had a mage in their group, but unfortunately for them, they didn’t. I wanted to say this person should’ve just tried to climb down, but given their level, a bad jump would’ve blown out their knees. They needed to take a lesson from mountain goats. As for the companions themselves, they’d made it back in rough shape and were barred from diving there again. They’d be a liability on the rescue mission and the risk of a secondary stranding was obvious.


      The window one receptionist who handled Hagent’s team had told him, “If the search goes to a certain point without results, you’re authorized to call it. The guild will handle the fallout.” That was pretty reasonable, considering the guild wasn’t in the business of losing the Divers who kept it running. If it came down to a choice, the scale was always going to tip toward keeping us alive. Mid-rank Divers were their biggest earners, so they wouldn’t want us pushing it further than necessary.


      And so, we arrived at the Night Soil Swamps in depth level 25. Thinking back, the last time I’d been here was when I went through certain places with Sensei, like... Actually, they were so traumatizing, I didn’t even want to mention their names.


      “Let’s become one... Become one... Urgh.”


      “Akira? You okay?”


      “Just remembered something unpleasant.”


      I’d thought I’d mostly gotten over it, but lately, just thinking about that floor was enough to hear a blasphemous carol looping in my head. I’d been trying to drown it out with the theme song from Getter Robo, but it was all turning into a tangled mess in my head.


      I said it before, and I’ll say it again. This floor sucks. It was like someone had turned the floor into a giant slimy obstacle course. Everything was covered in thick, purple poison, and even stacking blocks wouldn’t save you from getting contaminated. I genuinely wondered what the first person to explore this area was thinking. Just the squishy feeling beneath my feet made me want to turn around and go home.


      Anyway, on to the teams that made up the rescue party.


      First up, there was team Endless Splendor, led by Hagent. It was an older team with an average age somewhere in the thirties-and-up range. Anyone who asked around about reliable mid-rank veterans would hear about this group almost every time—they had that kind of reputation. Barring something going seriously wrong, you could count on them to get the job without incident. At the end of the day, consistency was everything for a Diver.


      It was pretty obvious that Hagent’s receptionist had personally vouched for them to be here, since they were clearly the backbone of the whole operation. I’d run into them enough times in the dungeon and the main hall that we were on friendly terms.


      Next, there was the Laid-Back Crew. These were the guys I’d bump into sometimes when I was lounging around the main hall or heading back from a dive. A mixed-race group of folks with an easygoing older-brother vibe. I liked that they didn’t have that aggressive drive for grinding missions and accolades. Despite their name and general demeanors, they were genuinely skilled and well-balanced. Apparently, the only things holding their rank back was their chill attitude and the members being incapable of operating on anyone else’s schedule. They also disliked annoying dungeon missions, which I understood completely.


      Third was team Blessings of the Mystic Water. Miguel had mentioned them before, but they’d been quickly rising in rank and drawing attention from all directions lately. Judging by the speed of their climb, they’d been consistently diving with steady output. Their defining feature was probably the twin blue mages at the team’s core, who were always chatting away and hard to miss. I’d interacted with them enough times to call them acquaintances.


      Last was team Blast Fire. They were... Well, they were something. They weren’t bad people, and there was nothing wrong with their activities, but they weren’t your ordinary Diver team. I’d get into the details another time. The reason I knew them at all was because I’d once had to pull them out of trouble after they’d gotten caught in their own fire. I prayed they’d manage their flame so something like that wouldn’t happen again.


      Beyond those four teams, there were also me and Scrae, the young Diver we’d had a spat with and made up with almost immediately, and a few others. Oh, and the porters, who were there to haul a cart for transporting the rescued party.


      “Leave the hauling to us!”


      “We’ll get the job done!”


      “Muscles are our magic!”


      They struck pose after pose, barely dressed, not quite down to a loincloth, but half pants and nothing else. I could’ve mistaken them for a portable sauna with the sheer heat radiating from their bodies.


      The room fell silent.
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      How they dove into a place like this wearing barely anything was beyond me, but apparently they had solid experience in the Night Soil Swamps from hauling cargo and crystal stakes in and out. But were these people immune to poison through sheer muscle mass? Did they produce enzymes or hormones that could break down toxins? I started to think they were a different species entirely.


      While they were busy flexing at nothing in particular, Scrael muttered “Gross” beside me with a look of pure exhaustion.


      Fair. The heat coming off them was palpable. I felt like I would get dizzy if I watched them for too long.


      Anyway, the rescue team leader was Hagent from Endless Splendor by unanimous agreement. He was the highest rank in the group and had experience managing others, so no one had any reason to argue. The mages were me, Rada from Laid-Back, the twins from Blessings of the Mystic Water, Elina the spellblade from Endless Splendor, and the Blast Fire crew.


      As we stepped into the Night Soil Swamps, everyone began to chatter.


      “As usual, there’s not a single ray of light in this place. Nothing but murk everywhere you look.”


      “Right. Not even my motherly healing energy can fix this.”


      “I get why they called Kudo, but why us too?”


      “They needed a balanced team. Look at the roster.”


      “Leader, let’s go all out!”


      “Yeah! Rankings don’t maintain themselves!”


      “Can’t we maybe just...take it slow? Like, one careful step at a time? Please?”


      “Let’s burn it. This place could use some fire.”


      “It certainly wouldn’t smell elegant when burning, though.”


      Everyone had something to say the moment they set foot on the floor.


      As for the Blessings of the Mystic Water leader, Kuditt, taking it slow was something I wholeheartedly agreed with. In and out as fast as possible was the only sensible approach here. I pulled a small vial out of my bag.


      “What’s that?” Scrae asked.


      “A purification potion,” I answered.


      “Akira brought something weird again...”


      “It’s not weird. Think of it as a precaution,” I said, then transferred the potion into a spray bottle and turned to the others. “Everyone, could you line up for a sec?”


      Everyone lined up as requested, and I spritzed them each in turn. Glittering particles drifted through the air.


      “What does this do, exactly?” Hagent asked.


      “You know how walking around here wears you down from all the miasma and poison in the air? This helps with that,” I answered.


      “There’s a potion for that? How did you even—?”


      “Trade secret.”


      “I...see.”


      There was no need to mention it was essentially odorless antibacterial spray mixed into a potion. Much like the honey potion, it was something I’d just thrown together without putting much thought into it. My eyes kept swimming toward the ceiling of their own accord.


      Meanwhile, I heard comments from the freshly sprayed group like, “Whoa, it works!” and “I can breathe deep without feeling sick!” It seemed more effective than I’d expected. What amazed me was that mild nausea was all these people got from breathing this foul air in the first place. Whatever was going on inside people’s bodies in this world was beyond me. Even with my high level, I had to stop and rest on a different floor on the way back just to get home in one piece.


      Anyway, my bare minimum potion-meister duties were done. “All right, I’ll be heading off— Ack!”


      “You’re not going anywhere.” Scrae had grabbed me by the back of my neck before I could finish the sentence. My brilliantly improvised early exit strategy had collapsed in an instant.


      Sadness.


      “Green and purple swamps are poison, brown swamps are bottomless, yellow swamps are fizzy...” I muttered to myself as I checked my adventure notes just to be safe.


      Green swamps put out a standard toxic miasma, while purple ones were something worse—some kind of otherworldly cursed toxin that had no business existing. Brown ones were the kind of bottomless mire you’d expect to find in some overgrown jungle. The yellow ones were acidic enough to dissolve you to the bone.


      This place was full of different ways to die. Roaming through it all were Pop Slimes, gelatinous monsters that would melt you just as thoroughly as the yellow swamps. They must’ve been made of sulfuric acid or caustic soda or something. I wanted to give them an honorary title: the Stew Makers. They’d be the most terrifying thing on this floor by far if they turned out to be made of hydrofluoric acid. I had no interest in turning into goo.


      “Time to move out! Stay sharp, everyone!”


      The rescue team pushed forward at Hagent’s command. I’d been roped into this operation by Ashley, then brought Scrael and linked up with the others. It was very important to note that we were victims in all of this. Pushing through the stomach-turning atmosphere of the Night Soil Swamps, we made our way toward the spot where the stranded party had last been seen. We moved carefully, everyone keeping a cautious eye on their surroundings, though in a dungeon, being surrounded by monsters was basically inevitable, careful or not.


      “FIIIRE!”


      “Ha ha ha! Burn! Burn it all!”


      “Rise, my flames! Reach for the heavens! Scorch everything in your path, and do it with elegance!”


      “BLAAAST!”


      “FIIIRE!”


      “Burn...”


      Those completely unhinged battle cries were team Blast Fire doing their thing. How six people so alike had found each other was a mystery. All of them were red mages who specialized in fire, and every one of them jumped at any excuse to use it. They were basically compulsive arsonists who reminded me of an anime from days of old.


      These folks were completely normal in their everyday lives, but something flipped when it came to using magic. They were high-ranked and had a solid track record, but the guild had them sitting right on the border of being designated as a danger for this exact reason. I had no idea what their deal was. Call it triggy-happy or even fire-happy. Maybe they were physically incapable of not burning things. At least they never used magic in the Forest, because if they did, every other Diver in the vicinity would probably descend on them and put an end to them immediately.


      Aesthetically, they all wore red and black robes, with flame tattoos on whatever skin was showing. Several of them had modified their staves into gauntlets or knives, which was actually pretty cool. I may or may not have felt an involuntary twinge of admiration. I was at an age where that kind of thing happened. They also liked to strike poses as a group. Between these guys, the Laid-Back Crew, and the porters, I genuinely could not understand what it was about group settings that made people want to pose.


      The first ones to call them out were the Blessings of the Mystic Water twins, Aria and Relia. “Hey! What’s your problem? Stop spreading fire everywhere!”


      “Yeah! Do you have any idea how much work it is cleaning up after you?”


      The twins hopped up and down in indignation at the ecstatic pyromaniacs. The two girls were shorter than both me and Scrae, their light-blue hair done up in side tails positioned on opposite sides from each other. They definitely looked the part of blue mages with their blue robes and white staves tipped with sapphires. They also had distinctive skulls dangling from their waists—the kind that might be worn by certain pocket-sized monsters. For some reason, they always put the skulls on when casting magic. I figured it was some kind of ritualistic thing. Their staves already had a sinister vibe to their designs that reminded me of African witch doctors or Native American shamans. They also had face paint on and occasionally said things about curses, which was pretty terrifying. Maybe I needed protective talismans around these two.


      They squared up fearlessly against the Blast Fire folks despite being much smaller than them.


      “Burning things is the best approach here!”


      “That doesn’t mean going overboard! Think, will you?”


      “It’s a bad matchup for you two. Go sit in a corner and watch!”


      “Shut up! We can fight just fine!”


      “Stay back or we’ll burn you!”


      “Shut it or we’ll curse you!”


      All this burning and cursing talk was a bit much. But to be fair, neither side was entirely wrong. We weren’t in the gas zones yet, so fire was genuinely the most effective option. The problem was, letting it spread too far would block our own path forward.


      “Come on, don’t fight... Let’s not do this...” said Kuditt, the bespectacled leader of Blessings of the Mystic Water. He was trying to get the others to stop, but his voice was too quiet and all he could do was flutter anxiously around the edges. I related to his meek, nonconfrontational attitude far more than I did the others with their strong personalities.


      “Oh my, they’ve started fighting. Whatever shall we do?”


      The comment came from Elina, the spellblade from Endless Splendor. She was a slender woman with narrow eyes and a calm, motherly vibe, probably somewhere in her late thirties. She carried what looked like an oversized golf bag, and as easygoing as she seemed, she was arguably the most formidable presence on the entire team. Elina tilted her head and pressed a hand to her cheek with a look of mild concern. The members of the Laid-Back Crew responded with weary agreement.


      “What are they even doing?”


      “This isn’t a place to be fighting.”


      “This is a pain. Should we just leave them?”


      “Let’s eat soon. I’m starving.”


      The last comment by the Adorner was completely out of place, but that was par for the course with him. His stomach must have been dungeon-forged to even think about food in a place like this. Linte was like that too... Adorners really were built different.


      Anyway, the flames were genuinely spreading a bit too far for comfort.


      Scrael seemed to be thinking the same thing and stepped forward. “I’ll handle it.”


      Everyone braced themselves, some of them immediately signaling to the other Divers to watch out. It was obvious enough that she was about to use some jinshu technique to blow it all away, but I wasn’t sure what specifically.


      She raised her right arm and her right leg. The next instant, her foot slammed the ground with a thunderous boom, sending out a shock wave that snuffed out every flame in the vicinity at once. She’d shown me that move before. Seismic Stomp, I thought it was called. That felt like a magnitude three from where I was standing.


      “She blew out all that fire just by stomping on the ground...”


      “Long-Ears techniques are so flashy.”


      “Whoa, that was crazy. Nom nom.”


      “Quit eating, will you?!”


      Everyone had their reactions. I had mine too: “Eep.”


      Yup, my legs had gone out from under me. Who could blame me, though? She’d used that move right next to me. No amount of bracing prepares you for that kind of impact up close.


      Scrael glanced over with a flat look. “You startle too easily.”


      “Do you know how loud that was?!” I protested. “And what do you mean? Look, you literally made a giant crater! A kaiju attack wouldn’t do that!”


      “Then that kaiju is weaker than a roly-poly.”


      “Roly-polies must be pretty dang strong, then!”


      Scrael referenced roly-polies a lot, and I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of creature she was picturing. Some sort of space creature that needed its own giant mecha to take down? If it was actually a surface-world animal, it must have been absurdly huge, like Walker Rabbits scaled up to nightmare proportions.


      Meanwhile, the argument had reached its conclusion.


      “That’s enough, all of you. We’re here to rescue someone. Now’s not the time.” Hagent had stepped in to mediate, but both sides were still in the heat of things.


      “But—!”


      “Still—!”


      All four of them shouted their objections at once, showing no signs of stopping. I guessed even Scrael’s shock wave hadn’t managed to knock the wind out of them. They were even more fired up than literal fire.


      I figured Hagent would put an end to this right about now, but he just sighed and looked at Elina. It seemed he’d decided to hand it off to the most dangerous person present. No mercy.


      “I’ll leave it to you.”


      “Of course. A mother can’t just stand by and watch as her children fight.” With that odd comment, she drifted toward the quarreling members of Blast Fire and Blessings of the Mystic Water. Something about the way she moved gave the bickering Divers pause. Maybe it was some invisible power or pressure she exuded. I couldn’t really feel it myself, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.


      Kuditt quietly backed away, and the others followed. Scrae and I settled in to watch. An inexplicably ominous mood filled the air.


      “Uh...”


      “Yes?”


      Elina laughed softly. “All four of you—behave. Bad things happen to children who misbehave in the dungeon. Don’t make mama worry. Understand?”


      I felt like she should clarify whether the bad things would happen naturally or she would personally be the one causing them. Her eyes were usually narrow to the point of being closed, and seeing them half-open was genuinely unnerving.


      The four of them stood frozen, maybe even holding their breath. The air had gone cold as if a blizzard had just passed through.


      “Yeah... That’s enough fighting.”


      “Right. No point wasting energy.”


      It wasn’t so much that they made up, but they’d been forced into a ceasefire by a major power. Pure capitulation in the face of pressure. Elina’s mysterious “motherly energy” thing was serious business.


      That reminded me, I’d once asked her why she called herself “mama,” and she’d answered, “Why, because I’m the mother of all my children, of course.”


      It still didn’t explain anything, and I didn’t think it was a problem with the divine translation powers. Apparently, she actually didn’t even want children, which somehow made it worse.


      I turned to Scrae. “Hey. What do you make of Elina?”


      “Scary.”


      “Yeah.”


      Even Scrael thought so. It was no wonder the others had backed down.


      With that settled, the group pushed on and steadily progressed through the floor. The warriors hacked and slashed their way through monsters or used fire-based equipment to burn them down. The Laid-Back Crew operated at their own pace, staying hanging from the front line and focusing on support. The most consistently reliable was Endless Splendor. Hagent swung a spiked iron club and shattered everything in his path. Elina buffed herself with Fortitude and produced her giant sword—Exie—out of her pseudo golf bag and swung it around with terrifying ease. I wondered how many weapons were in that bag, then realized she probably had a Dimension Bag in there so the exterior was just for show.


      With Laid-Back’s support, the formation was remarkably stable. I noticed the young Diver who’d given me grief earlier was pretty skilled too. That was probably why he’d been so upset to find someone like me on the roster. One’s rank was an easy metric to judge by, and his earlier reaction made sense if he didn’t know me.


      As for me, I never felt like I was in any danger with Scrael holding the front line. The environment couldn’t get any worse, but it was a night-and-day difference compared to diving alone. Also, I may have gotten a little carried away stacking buffs on her, because she was wreaking havoc with terrifying speed and power. Her power level was comparable to a certain vegetable-based alien race of warriors. I could almost hear a distinct sound effect whenever she took a step, and something about the combination of the buffs and her jinshu was producing what I could only describe as energy waves from her palms.


      I was standing there watching in mild awe when a sludge monster appeared behind me. Before I could react, Scrae had practically teleported to it in an instant and dispatched it with a palm strike.


      “Scrae,” I said.


      “It’s fine,” she said nonchalantly.


      “Thanks.”


      “Mm-hhm.”


      Wait, she’s not gonna reprimand me?


      “You’re being nicer than usual today. Are you an imposter?!”


      “Want me to prove I’m not?” she asked, dropping into the stance for Efflux Wave.


      “No, that’s okay! You’re definitely Scrae!” I squealed.


      Anyway, enough of that nonsense.


      Things were going smoothly as we made our way deeper through the floors, right up until a feeble roar could be heard from somewhere nearby. The source turned out to be a monster shaped like a miniature Godzilla with a mushroom cap perched on its head.


      “Oh great, there it is,” I said. “It’s a Matangon, the second-worst monster in the Night Soil Swamps. Looks like a kaiju with a giant mushroom on its head and exhales spore clouds that make you hallucinate. Its signature move isn’t to make you trip but strip. You’ll never be able to show your face in public again.”


      “What?”


      “Yeah, I saw someone inhale the spores once and their brain just went completely haywire. Starting ripping their clothes off on the spot,” I explained.


      “Wow...”


      “That’s rough.”


      Everyone sympathized with the poor victim, which was fair. One could actually die down here before the social death kicked in, but I’d made sure to help before that happened. Leaving someone in that state wouldn’t have sat right with me.


      For the record, the worst monster here was, as everyone knew, the Poison Chimera Zombie. Third place went to Ganglion. Its name sounded like something that belonged on the next floor—which I refused to name—but it was definitely a resident here. Not that any of that mattered right now.


      Scrael watched the Matangon and asked me, “What do you usually do about those?”


      “Me? I just hit it with a full-powered Lightning Kick and...y’know, blow right through it. You?”


      “Hold my breath and hit it with Efflux Waves over and over,” she answered.


      “And then what happens?”


      “The Matangon bursts. But you need to hit the right spots, and the timing’s tricky, so it takes a while.”


      That’s terrifying. Absolutely no mercy.


      “Wait, you touch that thing bare-handed?” I asked. “It’s all spiky in some places, and there are spores all over it.”


      “Not a problem with jinchi.”


      Whoa, Jinshu is incredible. Truly the pinnacle of otherworldly ridiculous martial arts. Not that I was one to talk, since I could use it too.


      Meanwhile, the Matangon kept letting out that awkward roar and dutifully spewing spores from its mouth. That was how it built up its territory. If we let it work long enough, the whole area would be covered in spores, making it way harder to take down. Why did the monsters on this floor have to be such a pain? I wished I could catch a break every once in a while.


      This time, Scrael and I were up. It was best to keep the group’s stamina more or less even.


      I sprinted far in the back and called out, “All right, I’ve got support covered! After you, Scrae!”


      Scrael shot me an unimpressed look. “Akira, you’re being too defensive. And you’re the senior Diver here.”


      “Come on, you’ve got way more combat experience than me.”


      “Maybe. But this time, I’m on support.”


      “Huh?!”


      “I’ve been running point this whole time. Your turn.”


      “Mages are mainly for support, you know? And why the sudden change of heart?”


      “Because you called me an impostor earlier.”


      “Why’d I have to say that?!” I cursed my past self.


      Scrae gave me another flat look. “You can handle this easily anyway. You don’t even need support.”


      “So what do you actually do on support duty?” I asked.


      She folded her arms and thought it over. “I hit them in the legs...and you follow up with magic while they can’t move.”


      “Isn’t that the same thing we always do? The only difference is who lands the finishing blow.”


      “Just do it! Show me your manly side for once!” she said, shoving me forward.


      “Okay, okay, if you say so.”


      That settled it. I didn’t actually mind, since taking the lead meant getting a bigger share of the EXP. Having her pin the target down only made my job easier.


      Scrael darted in and out, striking and retreating repeatedly. The spore bursts stopped, and she kept the Matangon pinned at just the right distance. She really was good at this. We’d dived together often enough that she had my ideal range down perfectly. This really wasn’t any different from how we usually did it, but I had a feeling I shouldn’t say that out loud.


      “Tertiary Magic: Ameithys Orbit!”


      I drew my staff and cast, enshrouding myself in lightning before zigzagging forward in a crackling blur. I leaped toward the Matangon, flipped in the air, delivered a kick with laser precision, and sent the creature flying. I spun backward from the recoil, then perfectly stuck a textbook superhero landing. I’d practiced this just as much as the kick itself.


      Yeah... Too bad nobody’s watching.


      I couldn’t blame them. They were all focused on the monster in case it somehow survived, ready to dogpile the thing. Nobody was going to turn away to admire my sick landing.


      Meanwhile, the Matangon let out one last pathetic roar, staggered around, and exploded. Why did it explode? Because it was a kaiju, obviously. Any kaijin or kaiju that was defeated by a hero’s finishing move flailed around in some inexplicable death spasm before detonating. Some of them even got blown to smithereens by nonsensical projectiles shaped like sewer rats and spiders and African elephants. Hiro considered this common sense. J.A.K.Q.


      “Sheesh. I guess that’s why you’re the highest-level mage here.”


      “How is that the same guy who froze up earlier? Makes no sense.”


      “Akira really is a mystery.”


      “Gotta hand it to him. That was almost as strong as our fusion magic.”


      People were commenting from all directions.


      Wait, what is fusion magic? I’d never heard of such a technique, but maybe it involved all of them firing off red magic at once. That sounded less like magic and more like a natural disaster, or something straight out of the Great Scorching Hell itself. I decided to ask Sensei about the technique later.


      Scrael wandered over, her steps looking oddly unsteady. “I breathed some in...”


      “Wait, seriously?!”


      She leaned against me, and I felt something squishy.


      “Heh heh—I mean, no! Not the time!” I fumbled for my purification potions and started spraying her all over. I used so much that her clothes got damp and clung to her, accentuating her figure, but I forced myself not to dwell on that. “Feeling better?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Thanks.”


      “That’s good— Ah?!” A terrible realization hit me.


      “What?”


      “This is a classic setup! When an enemy with hallucination powers shows up, the trope is everyone gets loopy and something spicy happens! Maybe something lucky would’ve happened if I’d just let it play out...”


      That earned me swift punishment from Scrael. “Pervert, pervert, pervert.”


      “Ow! Ow! I was kidding! Stop kicking my shins!”


      Anyway, we made it to what seemed like the midpoint. The people we were supposed to rescue were a bit farther from here, so everyone gathered to strategize.


      “So, what’s the plan?”


      “First, we should set up a base camp,” Hagent said.


      No one disagreed. We’d talked it over, and the stranded target was too far from any safe points. We’d need to build a temporary base from scratch.


      “Where should we set it up?”


      “That’s the question. Anyone have ideas?” Hagent opened the floor, and suggestions came in right away.


      “Clear out a good spot with some fire.”


      “Yeah, that’s the move.”


      “I swear, fire is all you people know...” He shook his head. “Well, that’s one option, but for crying out loud, not anywhere with heavy gas buildup. What else?”


      “Oh! Oh! What about washing everything away with water?”


      “Can we get some better ideas? Sure, that might be safer, but it would be brutally exhausting on your end.”


      The discussion seemed to be going nowhere, but then Blackhound, the leader of the Laid-Back Crew, spoke up. “We’ll need to split up. One group for the search party and the other for the base camp crew to set things up.”


      “A base camp, huh? No one’s ever bothered building one down here.”


      “Yeah, nobody stays longer than they have to. Nobody wants to.”


      “Why not just push all the way to the outpost? Then everyone can search together.”


      “The outpost is too far. It’d wear everyone out.”


      Building a base was nonnegotiable, since we’d need a place to treat injuries and rest once we brought the survivor back.


      While everyone was hashing out this critical decision, I was checking my inventory off to the side. If I had enough supplies, there might be a simple fix.


      Yup, I have enough. This was gonna hurt my wallet, but it was a guild contract, so I could expense it...with a markup.


      “If we can find somewhere reasonably flat, I might be able to make it work,” I offered.


      “How so?”


      “With this.” I held up a purification potion and sprayed it around the area. The toxic muck was neutralized, and the ground shifted into something halfway passable. It’d revert eventually, but it would do for now.


      “Huh, that really is handy. But can you afford to use that much?” Hagent asked.


      “I’ll be billing the guild for every last drop,” I replied. “Safety first. The people who aren’t out here can pick up the tab.”


      “Damn right.”


      “We’ll bleed ’em dry.”


      “All the more reason to make sure we pull this off.”


      “Exactly. Our target better be alive, or I’ll curse them to death myself.” That was a rather scary comment by the skull-wearing younger twin sister, but I decided to set that aside for now.


      It looked like I’d need to get priority potion shipments from Melmel again. Not that either of us minded, since the arrangement worked out for both sides.


      I pulled my field notebook from my safari bag. I’d mapped a decent chunk of this area already and even had some terrain photos too. Granted, I usually never ventured as deep as the high-level Divers, so my map didn’t cover as much ground, but I could confidently say it more than made up for that in quality. Thank goodness for modern Japanese technology.


      “How about that raised plateau over there?” I suggested.


      “Over that way?”


      “High ground’s good. Easier to defend.”


      “Akira, that spot won’t work,” Scrae said. “Monsters.”


      “Wait, really?” I asked.


      “I can see them. They’re clustered up over there.”


      “Bad timing... All right, there’s another option that way.”


      We eventually settled on a location, but on the way there, a wave of nausea hit me.


      “Ugh... I don’t feel so good.”


      “How? We sprayed all that purification potion the second we got in here.”


      “Honestly, I wanna know how all of you are completely fine. How are you so tough? Are you even human?”


      “You’re just weak, Akira,” said Scrael.


      “Ugh, can’t even argue with that... Gotta grind harder. Level 40, here I come! Yeah!”


      Scrael’s blunt assessment stung, but it lit a fresh fire in me. Not today, though. Starting tomorrow.


      §


      “Ashley said she’ll ask the Porter to join.”


      That was why we, Endless Splendor, had agreed to be part of this rescue operation.


      Honestly, I hadn’t wanted any part of it. Why would I? Whenever someone floated the idea of Divers forming a rescue party, I was always the one pushing back. Dives were hard enough just keeping your own team alive. When it came to the Night Soil Swamps, the risk of losing someone skyrocketed. Between the toxic air and miasma, this floor was more dangerous than most. It would’ve been one thing to enter a place like that to help a friend, a teammate, or even an acquaintance, but a complete stranger? Pure insanity. No one in their right mind would accept, and as the leader responsible for my team’s lives, I couldn’t either.


      But if the Porter was going, that was a different story. We’d been in his debt a few times, so we knew how capable he was. His presence meant a baseline of safety was more or less guaranteed. Since we had an assurance that we could pull back if things went south, we thought it was worth a shot.


      The key to getting him on board was the receptionist at window seven. Guild receptionists varied by window. Windows one through three were staffed by former high-ranked Divers who handled the most seasoned veterans, keeping things on equal footing. Four and five covered Divers ranging from ultra-high to high ranks, staffed by receptionists skilled enough to handle the flood of paperwork that came with constantly shifting rankings.


      The area around window seven was staffed by veteran receptionists who handled a particularly colorful roster of Divers. They knew how to manage the ones who got cocky or started going off the rails, and they coordinated well with the other receptionists. I suspected it was less about skill and more that the receptionists were equally colorful, though, so it all just evened out.


      One of those receptionists handled the Porter—or the Lone Porter, a name that had been making the rounds lately. His real name was Kudo Akira, a purple mage known to show up in the dungeon wearing a rather unusual outfit. He was a wielder of lightning and thunder, blessed by Ameithys the Purple. We’d built a good relationship with him ever since he’d charted us an escape route when our team was in trouble in the Yellow Wall Vestiges. He was an exceptional route planner and showed up solo even in deeper floors, seemingly unbothered. Lately he’d been spotted with others more often, and word on the street was that he was loosely affiliated with the rank 258 Bacchus Hawks.


      Other mid-ranked Divers often spoke of receiving unsolicited healing from him. His talents weren’t limited to recovery magic either. It was said that he could cast an absurd amount of generic spells at once, and we’d gotten a firsthand look during today’s combat. But for whatever reason, whenever anyone brought this up, he’d start muttering something about a demon under his breath. No one knew what that was about.


      He avoided drawing attention to himself and asked the Divers he helped to keep quiet, so he was still relatively unknown, but his reputation had been steadily growing. Whether he knew that himself was anyone’s guess.


      “Ahhh! Gangreon, Gangreon, Gangreon! Ew, ew, get away from me!”


      The man in question was currently on the verge of tears, running for his life from a monster. The thing chasing him was a Gangreon, one of the Night Soil Swamps’ signature horrors. It was a revolting creature, so grotesque that nobody could blame him for running around like that. He definitely could have killed it if he’d wanted, but he had a timid side that kept getting in the way. Silvertail, who’d come along with him, was watching from a distance with a flat, unimpressed look.


      That said, the Porter’s panicked screeching served as a sort of alarm system, and even as he fled, he seemed to be steering the creature into positions where other Divers could attack more easily. The Gangreon was no pushover either. The Porter had called it the third-most hated monster on this floor, and it was known as the third-most dangerous one here, equivalent to a miniboss. Even the capable solo Divers who’d joined this operation hesitated to engage it.


      But that was beside the point. The most impressive member of this group was definitely Silvertail. A Long-Ears with extraordinary combat ability, she’d been soloing most of the monsters down here. She was likely considered an exceptional fighter even by the standards of her own kind. Earlier, with the Porter supporting her, she’d performed at the level of a Diver in the upper 40s or so. With those two here, the other solo Divers practically faded into the background. They weren’t weak by any means, but a mage above level 30 with an affinity outside the four standard colors paired with a Long-Ears powerhouse just wasn’t a fair comparison.


      Then there was the Laid-Back Crew, selected to balance out the stronger personalities on the other two teams. Their leader, Blackhound, was particularly reliable. He had sharp judgment and a knack for seeing the full picture, which made him easy to consult with. He was a skilled fighter too, rivaling Silvertail in raw power as a warrior. The rest of his crew were laid-back in their own ways, but they were all highly cooperative and easy to work with. The dive certainly wouldn’t have been going as smoothly without them.


      Then there was Blessings of the Mystic Water. They were talented for sure, but far too eager to push forward. Every one of them was always itching to charge ahead and prone to recklessly going off on their own. Their leader came across more like a chaperone. The team was somewhat unbalanced with so many of them being ranged fighters, but their raw ability was on the higher end. Having two blue mages certainly helped.


      Blast Fire had a reputation in Diver circles as a dangerous team for a reason, but they were genuinely skilled. The receptionists had chosen them for this mission with worst-case scenarios in mind. It just went to show how effective brute-force incineration was on this floor. Their track record of killing a Poison Chimera Zombie was a major factor too. I wasn’t thrilled about it, but if we were swarmed by monsters, we’d be relying on their firepower.


      My archer whispered to me, “Boss, the Gangreon’s about to stop moving.”


      “Yeah, looks like it’s about time to make our move. Akira led it nice and close to the swamp. We just need to give it a little nudge,” I said. It’d be like shooting fish in a barrel once it was stuck in the bog. But before I could give the order, someone cut in.


      “No, they’ve got it handled. Blackhound’s already moving.”


      “Oh, that was quick.” I hadn’t even noticed.


      “He doesn’t miss a beat. Knows exactly when to strike.”


      “Best eyes in the whole group.”


      “Come to think of it, everyone’s in such good shape today,” I noted. “Someone usually gets sick by now.”


      “That’s all thanks to the Porter’s potions. Long operations here aren’t nearly as bad with those.”


      It was true. I’d wondered at first what the Porter had brought with him, but I hadn’t expected anything this useful. The potions weren’t sold in any shop, so he must have made them himself. Potions were supposed to heal and restore stamina. How he’d turned them into something like this was beyond me. Something strange always seemed to happen around that boy.


      He himself was currently making the rounds among the standby Divers with various potions in hand. It was hard to believe he’d been running away from a monster just a few minutes ago.


      “What is he, exactly?”


      “I honestly have no idea.”


      “That makes three of us.”


      Well, we could move freely on this floor because of him, so no complaints there.


      At some point, Silvertail walked up to the Porter and opened her mouth in front of him. He tossed some sort of small dark fragment into it, then she turned and headed back to the front line to take out more monsters.


      §


      Wolfus Yucorn’s shadow closed in on the Gangreon. The one who’d been luring it had already used that high-speed movement spell to leap away once he’d confirmed we were in position. Before the Gangreon could even turn around, the attack was ready. He channeled every ounce of energy and unleashed a ferocious roar.


      “RAAAAAARGH!”


      The Gangreon’s upper right half was obliterated.


      “Nice one!”


      “Wild Tack does some serious damage when it lands.”


      The team crowded around the moment the creature fell, whooping and cheering.


      “How’s everyone else doing?” I asked.


      “Stable across the board. We barely had to do anything.”


      “Good thing Hagent is running things. Nobody else could wrangle this crew.”


      “No kidding.”


      “Flash Head” had handled the earlier argument well too. Rather than barking at everyone and making things tense, he’d let both sides pull back on their own. Once tempers cooled, all he had to do was position himself between them to keep the peace.


      “How about your end, Alze?”


      “My finger shots barely work on the stuff down here. Best I can do is slow them down. Me, Shadowstock, and Infallible Eye pretty much have to focus on support.”


      “Figures.”


      Shadowstock was a crossbowman, Infallible Eye was a slinger, and Alze was a flicker. On a floor full of ooze monsters and other oddities, precision one-shot kills were hardly effective. The name of the game here was brute-forcing your way through with massive firepower.


      “Hey, Rada. Blessings of the Mystic Water’s leader wants you to put up a wall.”


      “Huh? Why? Did something nasty show up?”


      “No, it’s to keep their team from moving too far forward.”


      “He wants to wall off his own teammates?!”


      “Those guys have it rough.”


      We all looked at the Blessings of the Mystic Water members with awkward expressions. They really did push too far forward. How they managed to be so aggressive on a floor like this was beyond us, but that recklessness was probably why they’d climbed the ranks so quickly. Each of them was highly competitive, and since our ranks were close, we often ended up going up against each other in dungeon missions. We weren’t on bad terms, though, which was why we could cooperate like this when needed.


      Someone appeared at the edge of my vision, walking toward us.


      “Hey, Laid-Back! Thanks for earlier. Anyone need potions?”


      “We’re good! You should go check on the solo Divers, Kudo!”


      “On it!”


      It was Kudo. He’d been luring the Gangreon just minutes ago, and now he was walking among the Divers like a street vendor working the shopping district. It was best to just let him do his thing—he performed at his best when no one tried to manage him.


      Silvertail came jogging up to him. “Akira, Akira, another one.”


      “Yeah, yeah, here’s your chocolate,” he replied, tossing a piece of something dark into her mouth.


      “Nom.” Her face melted into bliss for a moment before she headed back to the front line.


      None of us had any idea what they’d just witnessed. One of my teammates, who’d been staring blankly at the whole exchange, muttered, “Hard to believe that’s the same person who destroyed that Matangon earlier.”


      “Yeah. Feels like we’re hanging out at a safe point in the Forest or the Sunken City.”


      “Doesn’t add up at all.”


      “And his firepower’s on par with our leader’s.”


      “Actually, Kudo could probably put out more damage than anyone here,” Wolfus noted.


      “Wait, seriously?”


      “I can smell it,” he replied.


      “Because he’s a dog.”


      “Wolf. I’m a wolf. Honestly...”


      Everyone laughed. With this group, getting through the floors should be a breeze. It was a strange feeling, being able to traverse a place this dangerous without breaking a sweat.


      §


      Kuditt Sildi, leader of Blessings of the Mystic Water, shouted at the two members who’d pushed up to the front.


      “Aria! Relia!”


      “We’re fine!”


      “No problem!”


      “That’s not the point!” I yelled back. “You’re too far forward! Pull back!”


      They ignored him. He didn’t understand why they were so determined to be up front on a floor this dangerous, but as team leader, he couldn’t just let it slide. He shouted again and again, but they clearly weren’t listening.


      “Hey, I’m here.”


      “Oh! Sorry for the trouble, and thanks for coming!”


      “Sure thing.”


      While I struggled to rein them in, Rada from the Laid-Back Crew showed up and cast yellow magic right away, raising a chunk of the ground to form a wall across the front line. The reckless twins had no choice but to stop. The wall wasn’t for monsters but his own teammates.


      “All right, let’s pull back a bit.”


      “Boss! Now we can’t push forward!”


      “Why’d you make him do that?”


      “To keep you two in check,” I answered. “Stop charging ahead.”


      “Why would you get in our way?! We’ll get fewer kills!”


      “What kind of mage keeps rushing to the front line, anyway?! It makes no sense!”


      The rest of the team, naturally, sided with Aria and Relia.


      “Boss, think of all the materials we can rake in if we keep this up!”


      “We can move around safely on this floor for once! Now’s our chance!”


      “No, no, no! I said pull back!” I insisted.


      “Why?!”


      “Because I said so! It’s not worth the risk!”


      “Come on, boss, let’s go for it! We gotta make money!”


      “I. Said. No!”


      It wasn’t that they didn’t understand the danger—the real problem was that our team composition was a bad match for this floor. We’d only made it this far because of the other teams, and we would’ve turned back long ago if not for them. In that sense, the payout from this floor really was a rare opportunity, but one wrong move could end in disaster. I wanted to proceed carefully and make sure everyone got home safe. Yet my team wouldn’t stop their grumbling.


      “If you’re all so unhappy, why doesn’t one of you be leader?” I asked.


      “Huh?”


      “Well...”


      Aria and Relia faltered, their eyes drifting up toward the reddish-purple sky. The rest of the team immediately jumped in with “No way!” and “You stay leader!” They always complained about me being too cautious, but the moment the job was on the table, they pushed it right back. I mean, I knew full well that I was cautious, but my caution always got steamrolled by everyone else’s enthusiasm anyway.


      Once that was settled, we went back to work clearing out Pop Slimes. With them and other dangerous monsters spawning everywhere, we had to constantly take them out or risk getting wiped out ourselves.


      After we finished sweeping the area, Akira came over. “Good work out there. Want a spritz?”


      “Yeah, that’d be great,” I said.


      “Here ya go. Spritz, spritz... There.”


      “Aah... This stuff is kind of calming.”


      Maybe it was because we had similar personalities, but he always looked out for me when we crossed paths in the dungeon. He’d been playing decoy for the Gangreon just a minute ago, and now he was going around taking care of everyone. I appreciated him more than he knew.


      My shoulders sagged with exhaustion, and Akira gave me a sympathetic look. “Your team’s a handful, huh?”


      “Yeah... Too much eagerness is its own kind of problem.” I sighed. It was always like this. I wished they’d settle down, but then again, it was thanks to that overwhelming energy that we’d climbed as far as we had.


      “What made you join this mission, Akira?” I asked.


      “Me? Ashley wouldn’t take no for an answer. So, reluctantly—very reluctantly—I ended up tagging along.”


      “I figured. Nobody would willingly take a job like this.”


      “Right? I get helping someone you happen to stumble across, but I don’t go around doing rescue operations for a living. At least Ashley didn’t pull the guilt card about humanitarian duty or whatever, so that’s something.” Akira pulled a small bag out of his pocket. Inside was some sort of dark-brown rectangle, giving off a sweet aroma. “Here, try some.”


      “Thanks. This is the stuff you’ve been giving Silvertail, right?” I asked.


      “Yup. Good eye,” he replied.


      “What is it? Medicine?”


      “Chocolate. It’s a sweet, tasty snack.”


      He tossed a piece into my mouth. A sweetness unlike anything I’d ever tasted spread across my tongue. It was delicious. No wonder Silvertail’s face had gone slack earlier. My face was about to do the same.


      “This is really good,” I breathed.


      “Isn’t it? I have more, so take some with you.”


      “Don’t mind if I do.”


      He gave me such delicious snacks without even charging a coin. He was as generous as ever, playing Porter wherever he went.


      “They’ll melt from body heat, so eat them before it’s too late,” he warned, then asked, “So, why did your team join the operation?”


      “It’s an emergency dungeon mission and the guild needed help,” I answered. “We figured we could bank some goodwill if we took it.”


      “That’s it?”


      “We had the roster for it too. Rescues are tough, but it’s a decent way to get some diving experience safely and see how other teams operate. The pros outweighed the cons.”


      “You’re more calculating than you let on.”


      I shrugged. “This is nothing. Some of the serious teams use other teams’ movements to their advantage. They even gather intel and time their dives for when the competition drops in rank.”


      “Yikes.”


      “Agreed.”


      We both let out a weary sigh. The ultra-high ranks were a warzone. You needed connections and political savvy on Miguel’s level to survive up there, or to be versatile like Akira, who could handle anything solo.


      “Hey, would you mind putting in a word about doing a joint dive with the Bacchus Hawks some time?” I asked.


      “With Miguel? I can ask, but I can’t make any promises. And even if he says yes, won’t it be even more work for you reining in your team?”


      “I’ve made my peace with that.”


      “All right, I’ll ask.”


      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I gave Akira a small bow.


      I was fairly sure the answer would be yes. We would both benefit from the arrangement, and building connections was the secret to surviving in the Diver business. More connections came with their own baggage, sure, but expanding your circle of allies was always worth it.


      We sat there for a while, spacing out and snacking on chocolate, until I noticed a mountain in the distance.


      Wait, that’s not a mountain...


      It could only be one thing: the giant monster that roamed this floor.


      “Let’s avoid it. No reason to fight that thing,” I said.


      “Completely agree.” Akira nodded. “Giant monsters should be left to the professionals. We need to call in a hero squad.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but yeah.”


      “I mean, someone’s definitely gonna say something like, ‘We can take it down! Let’s do it!’ But Hagent will shut that down.”


      “Sounds like something my team would say...” I buried my face in my hands.


      “They really are go-getters, huh?” he said sympathetically.


      Suddenly, a realization hit me. “Hey, Akira.”


      “What’s up?”


      “Which direction are we headed again?” I asked.


      “Oh, right. I think it was...yeah, that way!” he pointed right at the spot where the giant monster had appeared. He seemed to realize a beat late. “Oh...”


      His face went blank. There was no avoiding that thing.


      §


      My mood plummeted as I realized our route went straight through the monster’s territory. Black Monday had nothing on this crash. If I’d been day-trading Bitcoin right now, my portfolio and my face would’ve looked about the same—completely melted. That said, the monster had me beat in the melted-face department.


      The creature in question was none other than the undisputed floor boss, the Poison Chimera Zombie. I’d had the displeasure of meeting it once before, back when Sensei had dragged me here against my will. Honestly, I wanted nothing more than to turn around and go home, but there was no avoiding it now.


      The group got together to devise a strategy.


      “So, what do we do?”


      “If we’re moving forward, we have no choice but to fight.”


      “Agreed. What do you think, Hagent? Fight or retreat?”


      “We have more than enough firepower,” Hagent replied. “The choice depends on how everyone else feels.”


      The twins jumped in.


      “We came all this way. No way we’re turning back now!”


      “Yeah! Let’s go for broke!”


      “Do you two even realize what we’re getting into?” said Kuditt.


      “Blast Fire’s will is united.”


      “We burn all enemies in our path! That’s all there is to it!”


      That was the gist of it. The conclusion? Kill the thing and push forward. I worried that everyone had abandoned the concept of cautious somewhere along the way, but with Blast Fire’s, well, firepower, the consensus was we’d be fine.


      Route changes, team assignments, and other logistics were left to the senior members while I made the rounds. And by that, I mean I handed out snacks and drinks. I also handed out some Lipovitan D, an over-the-counter energy drink from my world that turned into a serious stimulant over here.


      “My muscles are loving this.”


      “Indeed. I can feel it rejuvenating my fatigued body.”


      While the meatheads talked like they were filming a commercial, others were less pleased.


      “Akira! How come we didn’t get any?”


      “Yeah! That’s not fair!”


      “We didn’t get any either!”


      “This kind of discrimination is not elegant!”


      The twins and Blast Fire crew were raising a stink, but I didn’t have enough to go around. Not to mention, giving the drinks to the twins would’ve been bad news for Kuditt, so they weren’t getting one anyway. I only would’ve considered it if they were genuinely wiped out.


      “Nope, I decide who gets what,” I said.


      “Why?!”


      “No fair! I wanna try it!”


      “You two have more than enough energy,” I pointed out. “Getting you more amped up is the last thing we need.”


      The twins were hard enough to control already—they’d be completely unmanageable if they got their hands on an energy drink. The way they were bouncing off the walls in a place like this was honestly impressive. One meal and they were back at full power. What are these girls made of?


      Team assignments went smoothly. The leaders were veterans, so no one really pushed back. The split was well balanced—Hagent and Elina were on the search team, with the other two from Endless Splendor staying at base camp. The Laid-Back Crew sent Blackhound, aka Wolfus Yukorn, and their mage, Rada, with everyone else staying behind.


      The blue mage twins from Blessings of the Mystic Water, Aria and Relia, went with the search team. Kuditt came along to keep them in line. He was more like their babysitter at this point.


      Most of Blast Fire went to the search team too. They’d behave as long as there was no fire around. Maybe they were bulls, judging by the way they got excited when they saw red.


      As for me, I was forcibly assigned to the search team because they needed me for route planning and emergencies. I figured it was because I ended up rescuing someone every time I set foot in the dungeon. I’d even gotten first-aid certified recently, including AED training. I didn’t even need a machine, since I could do the same thing with my hands. If someone was dying, I just had to give ’em a little zap.


      Scrael surveyed the roster with a dubious look. “The teams are lopsided.”


      “Really? Seems balanced to me,” I said.


      “Not ability. Personality. The search team is a powder keg.”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I nodded. Couldn’t argue with that.


      She turned that flat, suspicious stare on me. “You act like that doesn’t include you.”


      “What? I’m pretty reserved, all things considered.”


      She continued staring at me as if to say, What planet are you on? I took offense to that. I followed directions and never caused problems. This slander was completely uncalled for. Not that she was wrong about the group as a whole—left to their own devices, some of them would fly off the handle and take somebody out with them.


      Either way, this was shaping up to be the biggest job I’d had in a while.


      I let out a deep sigh. What had started as a rescue mission had somehow turned into a giant monster fight. We were basically dealing with a disembodied zombie dragon head. Parts of it were melting, things were oozing out everywhere, and the whole thing was pretty grotesque. Pretty nauseating, honestly. Not only that, but it also generated poison swamps and toxic fog around itself. The one saving grace was that it moved slowly enough that we could run away if we wanted, though we had no choice but to fight since it was right in our path.


      I really didn’t want to fight that thing. Giant monsters were supposed to be handled by teams of heroes in matching outfits, but this world didn’t have any of those. I should’ve brought a professional like Hiro over from my world, but it was a bit late for that.


      The battlefield was pure chaos. Everyone was throwing everything they had at the Poison Chimera Zombie and shouting nonstop.


      “Hold the fire! The smoke is going to take us out! Hey, I said stop casting!”


      “Ranged fighters, aim for the eyes! They’re still vulnerable even when they’re melting! Probably!”


      “Rada! Raise the ground over here! The runoff from the swamp is heading this way!”


      “The front barricade went down! Rada, need help here too!”


      “Rada! We’re pushing from this side! We need a shield!”


      “Wait, wait, wait! One thing at a time!”


      Rada was being pulled in every direction, building barrier after barrier until his eyes were spinning. Poor guy.


      The advance was a total grind. Build a wall, push forward, build another wall, push forward. It was basically trench warfare with magic, and everyone was running on fumes. After several rounds of this, someone’s spell punched a hole through the poison swamp.


      “Yes! We’re through!”


      “Take out the arm! That’ll make a huge difference!”


      “Come along now, children.” Elina took point and charged through the gap in the toxic swamp and fog with incredible speed.


      I kept blasting at the poison, thinking, So this is how everyone hunts this thing. Most of the people here knew what I was, so I was using purple magic without holding back. I was hitting as hard as I could without hurting our own front line—this thing wouldn’t go down otherwise.


      The vanguard that had been attacking the creature’s arm came sprinting back moments later. The toxic fog had already regenerated. The battle was just this routine on loop, an annoyingly long war of attrition. It was severely draining, and I couldn’t blame anyone for not wanting to fight that thing.


      “Kudo, can you give these two potions?” Elina asked.


      “On it!”


      I’d set up over a dozen large buckets, all filled with water one of the twins had provided. I doused the two fighters to wash the toxins off of their skin and clothes, then hit them with a purification potion. Everyone who could still move grabbed a bucket and rinsed themselves off. It was crazy busy. The back line was like a field hospital—though it was just the twins and me healing people and sending them right back out to fight the zombie again.


      “Whoa!” My foot caught something mid-sprint and I stumbled, but someone caught me before I hit the ground. It was the young solo Diver who’d given me grief before the dive.


      “You okay?”


      “Yeah. Thanks.”


      “Gotta be careful. You mages are our lifeline. If you’re getting tired, let me know,” he said as I steadied myself.


      “I’m fine, but what about you? Need more rest?” I offered.


      “Nah, I can still fight. Heading back in now.”


      “Don’t push it! Remember to come back if things go south!” I called after him, and he charged toward the front line. I hoped he’d listen.


      Meanwhile, Aria, the twin on water prep duty, came over to complain.


      “All I’ve been doing this whole time is making water! Can I go fight too? Yeah? I can, right?”


      “No. If you leave your post, the whole thing falls apart,” I replied. “We have a good rhythm going. Stick to the plan.”


      “Ugh! You sound just like our leader!”


      “I’m saying it because it’s important. Remember what that Diver said earlier? Mages are the lifeline in this fight.”


      “But you get to run around everywhere!” she shot back.


      “That’s part of my job!”


      While I was dealing with Aria’s restless energy, Kuditt came sprinting over from the front line. “Akira, got a second? Can you blow off that monster’s right arm?”


      “Right arm, got it!” I took aim and chanted, “Quaternary Magic: Ameithys Bolt!”


      A magic circle expanded from the tip of my staff, and a massive sphere of crackling energy emerged. A fat pillar of purple lightning tore through the air and blasted the Poison Chimera Zombie’s right hand. The melting, purple-tinged appendage burst apart like a balloon and vanished.


      “Done! I’ll leave the rest to you guys!” I said.


      “Thanks! I’m heading back!”


      After Kuditt ran off, Hagent approached next.


      “Kudo, I want to strike its head! Requesting buffs!”


      “Okay, one sec!” I answered, then immediately started layering buffs: Celerity, Power Surge, Concentration, one after the other.


      As soon as that was done, Elina came back from the front line drenched in poison, purple from head to toe.


      “Oh, Elin— AHHH!”


      “Are you okay?!”


      “Poison, poison, poison, poison!”


      Aria, Relia, and I nearly lost it, but Elina kept smiling. Her mental fortitude was remarkable, but it was a terrifying sight.


      “Sorry, I got splashed a bit. Could you fix me up with some magic?”


      “Water! Lots of water! Primary Magic!”


      “Detox, detox! Tertiary Magic: Purging Antidote!”


      “Hang in there! Triple healing magic!!!”


      I threw in a Dragon Ball reference, but I was dead serious about the actual spells I was casting. We hit her with some water to wash off the poison, blue detox magic, and my healing magic on top. Good as new, she headed right back into the fray. That was some unbelievable stamina and willpower. The veterans were built different.


      Scrael came back next, grabbing water like it was a marathon aid station. “Group fights make me dizzy,” she said.


      “Tell me about it, there’s so much you have to keep track of,” I agreed. “You holding up okay, Scrae?”


      “Chocolate gave me energy. No problems.”


      “Oh, good...”


      “Chocolate is the source of all power. I feel stronger,” she added.


      “That’s probably just a placebo.”


      While we were chatting, the twins closed in on us with alarming intensity.


      “What?! Talking about food again?!”


      “No fair, Akira! You’re playing favorites with your girlfriend!”


      “Scrae isn’t my...girlfriend, she’s just, uh...”


      “I’m flattered,” Scrael said, deadpan.


      Things were getting chaotic fast.


      “Give us some too!”


      “You said no to the other stuff, but you never said we can’t have this!”


      “Okay, okay, fine! Both of you, open up.”


      They lined up side by side and opened their mouths. I tossed a piece of chocolate into each. After a few seconds of chewing, their eyes lit up. “Mm! This is so good! What is it?!”


      “It’s so sweet! I’ve never had anything like it!”


      We were in the middle of a crisis, and these two were losing their minds over chocolate. A chorus of begging for more followed like they were cats who’d just gotten some churu. I eventually managed to calm them down by promising there would be more after the fight.


      “I feel so energized now!”


      “Yeah! I’m just getting started!”


      “Great... That’s great.”


      Their energy was back in full force. On the bright side, this confirmed that my decision to withhold the energy drink was the right call. If they’d gotten their way, these girls would’ve demanded to join the front line and refused to take no for an answer. Good job, me.


      I glanced to my side and found Scrael giving me a flat look. “Akira.”


      “I know, I know! How can you all be snacking at a time like this?” I grumbled, then tossed another piece of chocolate into her mouth. Her face melted into a satisfied smile. I stood there impressed with yet mildly terrified by the sheer vitality of these girls, then went back to casting. The twins were swamped with water duty and detox work, and Scrael went right back to the front line. That girl was fighting poison swamps and fog with her bare hands. The fact that she could even touch the stuff was insane. Jinshu never ceased to amaze me.


      The takeaway from all this was that coordinated combat was incredibly hard. Without a charismatic leader holding things together, the whole operation would’ve collapsed. My job was to follow orders. Actually, I had to be told what to do or I’d be completely lost. I mean, I’d somehow managed to solo this thing once before, but clearly, it wasn’t an easy fight for anyone.


      The Poison Chimera Zombie had looked pretty bad to start with, but it was looking in even rougher shape now.


      “Blast Fire, you’re up!” Hagent called out. “Let ’em have it!”


      Blast Fire channeled their magic, each of them looking like they’d been waiting for this moment. I was impressed by the way their mana surged seemingly without limit. The red aura emanating from them was visible to the naked eye.


      So this is what happens when six red mages charge up at once.


      “HELL YEEEAH!”


      “Finally, it’s our turn!”


      “We shall elegantly incinerate this filth!”


      “BLAAAST!”


      “FIIIRE!!!”


      “Burn.”


      They all unleashed everything they had. The sheer force of the blast was staggering, kicking up shock waves and a wall of heat. I definitely couldn’t do something like that on my own. The pillar of fire was massive, and the range was insane. This must have been the fusion magic thing they’d mentioned earlier. In other words, the optimal finishing blow against a giant monster was a combination attack.


      I was still staring blankly when the shouting started.


      “Everyone get back! Now!”


      “Would it kill you guys to show some restraint?!”


      “Fall back! Fall back!”


      “Think about the people around you for once!”


      Everyone scrambled to get away from the flames that were spreading farther than anyone had expected. We held our breath as we watched the monster burn. The firepower should’ve been more than enough, but “better safe than sorry” was a Diver’s golden rule. I worried if the core stone would still be intact, but those things were surprisingly tough. They were always left unscathed somehow.


      Eventually, a massive core stone emerged from the smoldering remains. There was loud cheering from everyone at once. We’d taken down the giant route four boss—the celebration was definitely warranted. The EXP payout was generous even when split with so many people, and the core stone from this thing was worth much more than other bosses’. I heard people all around me rejoicing about going up a level or two.


      Now that the Poison Chimera Zombie had been dealt with, Hagent surveyed the group. “Any casualties?”


      I answered on behalf of the support team. “All clear! No one’s hurt! Oh, and I don’t mean that everyone’s dead so there’s nobody left to be injured!”


      “Why would you even say that...?”


      “You casually say some terrifying things sometimes, huh?”


      “Good. Well, done, everyone,” Hagent went on. “Especially those of you working the rear.”


      There’d been no deaths and no injuries thanks to consistent healing. While we were celebrating, everyone started sharing their thoughts.


      “Zero casualties fighting that thing? How is that even possible?”


      “Even the top-three teams usually lose one or two people. This is insane.”


      “The fact that everyone made it here at full strength is already crazy.”


      I felt like they were being a bit dramatic and had to push back. “Come on, that’s a bit of an exaggeration. I’ve managed to handle that thing on my own. If everyone puts their mind to it, it’s totally doable.” I didn’t think much of it as I said it, but then everyone turned toward me at once.


      Dead silence.


      Oh, crap. I wasn’t supposed to say that.


      I was looking for somewhere to hide when Kuditt approached with a serious expression.


      “Hey, Akira. Is that true?”


      “Huh? Oh— Aah! No! It’s nothing! Did I say something just now?!”


      Selective amnesia seemed like the best strategy here, but Scrael saw right through it. “Akira, it’s too late for that.”


      “It’s fine! I can still walk this back!” I insisted.


      “Wishful thinking. You can’t backpedal out of this.”


      “Sure I can. Think about it—a mage couldn’t possibly solo that monster, right?”


      “But you never say things you can’t back up. If you said it, you’ve done it.”


      I shut my mouth. Every word out of it was just digging a deeper hole.


      Scrael tried a different angle. “Show me your EXP Card.”


      “Uh, well, the thing is, see...”


      “If you’ve never done it, there’ll be no record. You should have no problem showing me.” She pressed closer with her hand out expectantly.


      This is bad. The card had all sorts of information on it that I didn’t want anyone seeing. Off to the side, the others were watching this play out and started talking among themselves.


      “Wouldn’t people normally lie about killing the monster, not the other way around?”


      “Right? This is so bizarre.”


      “I mean, that’s just how the Porter is.”


      “That boy could use a bit more confidence and pride.”


      Afterward, we rested briefly and resumed our search. We found our target not long after. Once the dust settled from the chaotic Poison Chimera Zombie fight, we pushed into the hilly terrain beyond. There, at the bottom of the cliff, was the stranded survivor, unable to move.


      Yeah, this was a textbook situation in mountain rescue cases: breaking something from a fall and getting stuck at the bottom of a ravine, or ending up completely boxed in after descending into a valley when the summit was out of reach. Classic. The kind of case that’d get torn apart on the internet afterward, plastered all over social media, and turned into one of those “mountaineering disaster breakdown” videos.


      So, the plan was to pull him up from above. That part was no problem with our musclebound porters on hand. They hauled up the survivor with ease while singing praises for muscles.


      “Muscles forever!”


      “Our muscles are magic!”


      “I genuinely have no idea what you’re talking about.” I couldn’t help myself. Their lines sounded like they belonged in a sports drama.


      As reported, the stranded person was a male Diver. His gear screamed total beginner—not just flimsy, but actually kind of scary. Imagine someone trying to hike the Japanese Alps in a business suit and dress shoes. It was obvious he’d only made it this far thanks to his companions. Without them, he would’ve been dead long before he’d even gotten a whiff of this floor. His level seemed low too.


      This guy looked really sick, which was understandable considering he’d been stuck here for a while. I’d been feeling nauseous myself, and I hadn’t been here nearly as long.


      I handed him a potion. “Here. Drink all of it.”


      “Thanks...” The moment he finished it, he started screaming at us. “Whaat took you people so long?!”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Don’t give me that! This place isn’t even that deep and it took you forever! I said to send high-ranked Divers to get me out immediately!”


      He’d seemed decent enough when I’d handed him the potion, but his real personality came out the moment he recovered. This was playing out exactly like I’d thought, like some predictable B-movie script. It looked like he really was going to blame us for everything. He was the type to get eaten by the floor boss the moment it showed up if we hadn’t killed it already.


      His screeching and moaning continued nonstop as he ranted about his family name and his uncle’s influence. Everything he invoked was someone else’s power instead of his own, which was kind of pathetic.


      “Do you have any idea who I am? I’m the nephew of a city parliament member! Do you realize how much damage would’ve been done if I hadn’t survived?!”


      Wow. I’m so impressed. He had no merits of his own to speak of, but he’d somehow inflated his self-worth to astronomical proportions. I just felt sorry for this guy. Yes, I was annoyed, but I couldn’t help but pity this sorry creature.


      Of course, the rest of the group wasn’t happy about his attitude.


      “What’s with this jerk? Does he not even realize we saved his life? Is he stupid?”


      “Sis, let’s just curse him. Something long-lasting.”


      “Yeah, we can make it look like an accident.”


      “Knock it off, you two!”


      “We should torch him.”


      “Good idea. A light singe wouldn’t be out of line.”


      “Just say the word and I’ll blast away.”


      The powder kegs were getting some not-so-good ideas. I couldn’t blame them, though. They’d been dragged to this hellhole on a rescue mission, fought all three of the most hated monsters here, and spent way more time here than anyone wanted. Tempers were at a breaking point. It was clear as day that this guy was about one more ungrateful word away from getting jumped. In fact, I could already see flames flickering in the palms of the Blast Fire folks. The twins had strapped on their skull helmets, muttering some very unpleasant-sounding incantations while Kuditt desperately tried to stop them. They were all furious, and I wanted to get as far away from here as possible before I got caught up in the blast radius.


      “Humans are foolish. Truly beyond saving,” said Scrael.


      “Hey, there are plenty of other humans here, so maybe don’t generalize,” I suggested.


      “This is the proof,” she said pointedly, her eyes colder than arctic ice.


      “Harsh.” I understood the sentiment. For this particular individual, I was inclined to agree.


      “Even my head’s losing its shine over this.”


      “Perhaps we need to teach him some manners...”


      Even the two senior members were sounding unhinged. Hagent’s mouth was set in a grim line, and Elina had a hand to her cheek with a troubled expression. Nobody called them out on it for some reason. Maybe years of dungeon diving had chipped away at their sanity. I made a mental note to watch out for that myself—I’d need to visit the rabbit hangout regularly for mental recovery. Going home as a broken husk one day would be no joke.


      Things were about to get ugly, so I stepped in. “Hey, do you have a minute?”


      “The hell do you want?!” the man snapped.


      “I’m the guy who just gave you that potion. Hi.”


      “Hmph! I suppose you did an all right job for a low-ranking nobody. But don’t let that get to your head.”


      And now he was lecturing me. This guy’s insufferable. I prided myself on being patient and kind, but I really wanted to kick him.


      “Ow! Ow! What are you— Ack!” he squealed.


      “Oh, sorry! My legs just moved on their own.”


      “What do you mean— Ow! Gah!”


      This is bad. I just kicked him without thinking about it. I’m actually still kicking him right now. How’d that happen? What a mystery.


      “You dare—ack—kick me—oof! You’re a twig, how are your kicks so— Gaaah!”


      After thoroughly kicking the man, I planted my foot on his face and pinned him to the ground. He could only writhe and groan in pain.
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      Okay, better deal with this before things escalate further.


      I sang a little improvised lullaby while casting a sleep spell. “Go to sleep, go to sleep, go to sleep and shut up...”


      He immediately went out like a light. Much better.


      “What a pain. We came all this way to save him and he picks a fight with us? Gotta loved the privileged class, doing things the rest of us could never dream of. Truly inspiring,” I sighed.


      “I don’t know if that warrants kicking the crap out of him and putting him to sleep...”


      “I mean, it wasn’t a bad call.”


      “That felt great, so it’s fine. Akira made the right move.”


      “Yeah, nice one, Akira!”


      “I wanted to curse him too.”


      The last terrifying remark had come from Relia, the younger twin. Momentary physical violence was one thing, but an ongoing curse was another. That could get ugly real fast.


      Hagent approached with concern directed at me, not the jerk we rescued. “Are you sure about this? He’s connected to a city parliament member.”


      “Me? I’ll be fine. Worst case, I can disappear, and I’ve got people I can lean on.”


      If things got bad, I could always flee to my own world or ask someone like Lion-Maru for help. And as a last resort, I could take my problems directly to Ameithys, a literal god. I didn’t want to be a nuisance, but being able to rely on adults was a kid’s privilege. Anyone else doing what I’d just done would be trouble for it. Since I had options, it was my job to handle it.


      “So, what do we do with him?”


      “Roll him up in a mat and carry him. Problem solved,” I said.


      I pulled a straw mat out of my Dimension Bag and wrapped the man up like a burrito. Inhumane treatment? He’d treated his rescuers like garbage, so this was karma.


      The muscular porters stepped forward. “You want us to carry this?”


      “Yes, please,” I replied.


      “You got it. All aboard the muscle train.”


      “Yup. Muscles forever!”


      They struck their muscle poses. Was it a ritual? Performance art? Some kind of “praise the sun” thing? And what was the “muscle train” anyway? Like a piggyback or shoulder ride? It sounded much better than walking either way.


      We met up with the base camp crew and made it to the floor entrance. We were finally leaving this godforsaken floor. It’d been a long day.


      The young solo Diver who’d confronted me before the mission came over. “Good work today. You feeling all right?”


      “I’m exhausted. Still feel like death,” I answered.


      “Right. Get some rest when we’re back.”


      “Will do. Ugh, I wanna get some fresh air at the Great Gale Wilds.”


      He seemed like he wanted to say something. After a brief hesitation, he said, “Hey...”


      “Yeah?”


      “About what happened before... Sorry.”


      “Oh, that? Don’t worry about it. Can’t blame you, with my rank being what it is.”


      “That’s true. It’s Akira’s fault,” Scrael added from the side.


      Couldn’t argue with that.


      “Why don’t you raise your rank?” he asked.


      “The exam schedule never works for me, and it’s a hassle,” I replied.


      “Seriously?”


      It was a perfectly valid reason in my opinion, but he looked baffled.


      “Ranking up comes with perks, though. You get better pay, for starters.”


      “Everyone’s got their own reasons for diving. I do fine without pushing for more money,” I explained. “I’m doing what works for me. Thanks for the concern, though.”


      “Right...”


      While he was still processing that, Scrael cut in and told me, “You should realize your stubbornness causes problems for others. Mainly Ashley.”


      “It is what it is. She’ll have to be an unfortunate sacrifice for the sake of my freedom. Tragic but necessary,” I said.


      “That’s terrible.”


      “The world is a harsh place, Scrae.”


      And that was that. Neither of us was particularly concerned about Ashley, which was admittedly kind of heartless. The young Diver just blinked, not sure what to make of all this.


      “Rescue complete, then.”


      “Yes. It wasn’t easy, but the results speak for themselves.”


      “What now? Are we heading straight back?”


      “No. Everyone’s still got gas in the tank, but let’s play it safe and rest at the base before heading home.”


      And with that, we decided to return to the Divers Guild.


      §


      The receptionists who’d arranged the rescue were gathered in front of the main hall counter at the Divers Guild, standing in a circle like they were about to huddle up. In the center stood a few Divers, the atmosphere tense like an inquisition was about to begin.


      The Divers in the middle were, of course, the companions of the man who’d been rescued. One of them spoke up uneasily, “Do you think the rescue team made it?”


      “Who knows? It’s more likely he was dead by the time they got there,” Ashley Pony said flatly.


      Maya, touching up her makeup at her window, shot her a look. “Ashley, that’s a bit cold, don’t you think? You could at least say something encouraging.”


      “I’m not going to give false hope. That kind of empty reassurance does more harm than good.”


      Maya shrugged at her colleague. “You’re always so strict when it comes to work.”


      Meanwhile, the authoritative woman at the center of the circle nodded along with Ashley’s words. She had long black hair, one eye hidden behind her bangs, and a sharp, commanding presence. This was Isharia, the receptionist at window one and senior among them. “She’s right to be blunt. Strictness is its own form of kindness.”


      “I get that, but this feels less like tough love and more like bullying,” said Maya.


      “Bullying? That’s harsh, Maya,” Ashley replied.


      “You should see the look on your face right now. It’s terrifying. See?” Maya held up her compact.


      Ashley glanced at her reflection and immediately looked away.


      It’s been a while since I’ve seen her on edge like this, Maya thought as she went back to her makeup.


      “We each care about Divers in our own way, and that’s fine,” said Isharia.


      “I dunno about all that, but yeah. Sugarcoating things just makes people cocky, so I’m with Ashley on being tough.” The speaker was a Beast-Head woman—another receptionist in the circle named Lilac from window three. She was sucking on a lollipop with a thin wooden stick and had an oversized, heavily decorated metal club slung across her back.


      One of the Divers hung his head. “So it really is hopeless...”


      “I’m just telling you not to get your hopes up.” Ashley’s tone had softened slightly, but the edge was still there. “And keep this in mind: The Divers who went to save your friend might not come back in one piece either.”


      “She’s right,” Maya agreed. “No matter how experienced they are, things can always go wrong, especially given where they went. Some of the rescue team might not make it.”


      “I...” The Diver’s face went pale.


      “That’s how badly you underestimated what you were getting into.”


      The group fell silent.


      “I sure hope everyone’s okay...”


      “It’s the Night Soil Swamps. Hard to say.”


      “That place is brutal. Never wanna go back there, for real,” said Lilac.


      Seeing her colleagues so worried, Ashley spoke up. “I did take out one big insurance policy, so we should be fine.”


      “Oh? What do you mean, Ashley?”


      “I sent someone even Dracarion and Instructor Seeker vouch for.”


      “Huh? Was there someone like that in the group?”


      “Ah, I see. That kid.”


      “Oh, the chill one, right?”


      Everyone except Ashley, Maya, Nem, and Isharia looked confused. Just then, a group of Divers emerged from the dungeon entrance. It was Akira and the rest of the rescue team.


      Hagent stepped forward to address Isharia. “We’re back.”


      “Welcome back. We’re glad to see you’re all safe,” she replied.


      The other receptionists broke into cheers.


      “Good work!”


      “Looks like everyone made it.”


      “They’re back. They actually made it back from that hellhole.”


      Maya looked the group over, eyes wide. “Wait...did you all come back without a scratch?”


      “Hold on, for real? Not a single person missing? And they all look fine? Are you sure you went to the Night Soil Swamps?” Lilac shared Maya’s disbelief. The Swamps almost always resulted in casualties, injuries, and illness. The receptionists had seen it countless times, so they were rightfully shocked.


      Isharia studied the group. “Hagent, is everyone truly all right?”


      Hagent nodded. “No problem at all. Credit goes to you receptionists for assembling the right team.”


      “And the person you went to rescue?”


      “Him too,” he said after a reluctant pause.


      Hagent glanced at Akira, who was riding piggyback on one of the porters. He had his hands clamped over his mouth, his eyes were spinning, and he looked like he was about to throw up.


      “Kudo!” Ashley called out.


      “Ashley...I’m done for. Please, collect my bones...”


      “You always look like death after going there.”


      “Of course I do! How is everyone else perfectly fine?! Their livers must be superhuman!”


      He was griping awfully loudly for someone on the verge of vomiting. His urge to complain seemingly won out over nausea. The rescued Diver, meanwhile, was being carried by another porter. They dropped him unceremoniously on the ground.


      “That him?”


      “Yeah. I did some basic first aid with healing magic, detox, and potions. He should be fine,” Akira explained.


      “Kudo, why is he wrapped in a straw mat?”


      “Oh, that. He started yelling about how we took too long and nearly caused a riot, so I kicked him, put him to sleep with magic, and rolled him up.”


      “What kind of person acts like that after being rescued?”


      Akira shrugged. “Beats me. Something’s wrong with his wiring.”


      The rescued Diver’s companions looked mortified. They went around to every member of the rescue team, apologizing and thanking them.


      “And can you take care of these?” Elina said, opening her Dimension Bag and laying out items on the counter with heavy thuds. “Spoils from the trip.”


      “Quite the haul, wouldn’t you say? I doubt you see this often.”


      There were various Poison Chimera Zombie, Matangon, and Gangeon materials and core stones all laid out. A full-course lineup of the Night Soil Swamp’s most hated. Even the receptionists were speechless.


      “You fought all three?”


      “We did. I didn’t expect it to go that far, but everyone came home safe. I’d call that a success.”


      “This is more than a success. I’d only expect something like this from the top-rank teams...”


      “Impressive. I haven’t seen a haul like this in a long time.”


      While the receptionists gaped, Aria and Relia bounced up and down.


      “Excuse me! We beat stronger monsters than expected, so can we get a bonus on our payout? And a better evaluation?”


      “Yeah, yeah! Take it into consideration!”


      “You two, we didn’t do this alone!” Kuditt interjected.


      “Come on, boss, you gotta go for broke when you get a chance like this!”


      “Yeah! Being modest won’t get us anywhere!”


      “But—”


      “Got it. We’ll sort it out, no prob.” Lilac gave them a thumbs up. She knew the effort that had gone into this. Kuditt bowed apologetically.


      Ashley turned to Akira. “Hey, Kudo. How did you all take down the Poison Chimera Zombie?”


      “The standard method, from what I hear. Build barriers, blast away the poison swamp, push forward, rinse and repeat.”


      “I see. And when you take it down solo, how do you usually handle it? I’m just so curious!” She was emphasizing every other word, projecting her voice for everyone to hear.


      “Ashley! Keep it down!”


      “I’m being loud on purpose.”


      “That’s a breach of privacy! You’re leaking personal info here!”


      While Akira and Ashley bickered, the other members exchanged knowing looks.


      “So he really can solo that thing.”


      “That explains his skill level.”


      “Incredible. We need to improve our firepower too.”


      “Akira is broken.”


      The last comment by Scrael was rather harsh, but Akira couldn’t really argue. In the end, the rescued Diver was handed off to his companions, and the mission was officially complete. The paperwork was quickly processed, and the group disbanded.


      Akira climbed down from the porter’s back, stretched, and turned to Scrael. “Well, guess we spent the whole day on the rescue.”


      “Yes, but we’re getting paid,” she replied.


      “I guess. I’m beat, though. Wanna grab a seat in the dining hall for a bit?”


      “Then we use the bonus money. Once you’re feeling better, we go to the restaurant upstairs.”


      “Good idea. Let’s treat ourselves.”


      “Steak. I want steak.” Her eyes were sparkling with anticipation. Scrael never could resist good food. She looked like she was about to start drooling.


      The Laid-Back Crew overheard their conversation and piped up.


      “All right, let’s hit the restaurant too.”


      “I’m down!”


      “Food! Food!”


      “I’m actually starving.”


      “You were eating the whole trip back.”


      Isharia spoke up. “In that case, the Guild will cover the meal. Go enjoy yourselves.”


      “For real? Yes!”


      “Meat, meat, meat!” Aria chirped.


      “We get to eat the good stuff!” Relia squealed excitedly.


      “Now, now. Make sure you eat vegetables too, or you won’t grow big and strong,” said Elina, doing her bed mom impression.


      Isharia headed for the elevator, likely to negotiate with the guild master.


      Seeing the guild’s generosity, Akira decided to capitalize on it. “All right, let me go grab some condiments.”


      “Akira, Akira! Bring shoy sauce, black pepper, and lots of garlic!” said Scrael.


      “I’ll grab some mustard and wasabi too. Stay here. I’ll be right back.” He dashed out of the Divers Guild, headed for modern-day Japan.


      Once he’d left, the others started talking about the dive.


      “Man, the Porter really delivered.”


      “That was the easiest dive I’ve ever had in the Night Soil Swamps. His support was perfect.”


      “Kudo looked sick the whole time, though.”


      “The environment just doesn’t agree with him. He was fine in actual combat.”


      “I wish I could get some of those purification potions. Think he’d sell them through Gale’s shop? They’re way more effective than herb sachets. Would be useful when you need materials from that floor on short notice.”


      “That’d start an all-out bidding war.”


      “The top three teams would buy them up in a heartbeat. Being able to reach the Visceral Cave with minimal stamina loss would be huge.”


      “I kind of hope he doesn’t sell them through shops. He’s got a potion meister certification, so we could buy directly from him. That would be up to him, though, obviously.”


      “Akira would probably sell if you have the money and the timing’s right.”


      “Everyone wants him on their team. Why does he insist on staying solo?”


      Or so the conversation reportedly went.


      Meanwhile, Isharia returned. “The guild master approved it.”


      “YEEEAAAH!”


      “Let’s go!”


      Needless to say, everyone erupted into cheers.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Rescue Operations Can Be Rough Depending on the Floor - The Aftermath


      I grabbed what I needed and headed to the restaurant on the upper floor of the Divers Guild. Everyone was already there, and the place had turned into a full-blown steak party. The smell of searing meat hit me like a punch to the head. A thought crossed my mind: Does this restaurant have enough meat in stock for this?


      “Steak! Yes!”


      “Long live steak! Long live steak!”


      “Meat, meat, meat, meat!”


      “Meat! More meat!”


      “MEEEAT!”


      Our corner of the restaurant had turned into a carnival. This was a casual place above the Divers Guild and not some fine dining establishment, but they were still getting a bit out of hand. Were they really that starved for meat? To be fair, the quality here was leagues above the dining hall, so maybe their excitement was justified. I was pretty hyped up myself, to be honest.


      “Make sure you eat your vegetables, all right?”


      “We eat vegetables all the time, so it’s okay!”


      “Sometimes we only eat vegetables, so now’s the time for meat!”


      Elina’s motherly advice bounced right off of the meat-fiend twins. I understood where they were coming from—when you’re at a nice steakhouse, vegetables are out of the question. But nutritionally speaking, you have to eat them.


      “Steak calls!”


      “Leave the steak to us.”


      “This is where we red mages shine.”


      “We’ll give it an elegant sear.”


      “All together now, on the call of Blast Fire...”


      “Wait, are you guys seriously trying to cook the meat?”


      Blast Fire was still running hot from the dungeon. They were about to storm the kitchen and cook the steaks themselves. Everyone scrambled to stop them.


      “Stop! You’ll turn good meat into charcoal! The chef knows what he’s doing, so don’t ruin it!”


      “Yeah, we just have to sit here and wait.”


      “Man, the smell is making me hungry again.”


      “You’re always hungry...”


      The Laid-Back Crew were sprawled in their chairs, relaxed as ever. I appreciated that about them; they were easy to be around...or so I thought.


      “Excuse me, is Wolfus from Laid-Back Crew okay? He’s meditating over there,” I asked.


      “Our leader? Yeah, they have some quality meat here, so he’s trying to calm himself to keep his wild side under control. He nearly lost it a few times on the way here.”


      “Being a Beast-Head must be rough.”


      I remembered Lion-Maru losing it over steak at this very restaurant. This seemed to be a recurring problem for carnivorous Beast-Heads. One wrong move and the rest of us could become the meal.


      Hagent and Shadowstock, whose real name was Shade, were enjoying wine together in quiet sophistication. The rest of Endless Splendor looked equally at ease, savoring the atmosphere like regulars. They were one of the most established veteran teams, so they probably had a long history with this restaurant.


      The unaffiliated Divers were mingling, eating, and enjoying themselves too. Even with this many people, the Poison Chimera Zombie core stone more than covered the bill, which went to show just how valuable they were.


      Another round of steaks arrived, and I started second-guessing if we were actually within our budget. I slid my butt into an empty seat next to Scrae.


      “Akira, Akira.” She nudged me.


      “I know. I brought everything.”


      Her eyes were sparkling, her ears twitching with anticipation. If I’d said something like, “Sorry, I forgot!” it would’ve been an instant death sentence. One swift hit and I’d cease to exist. Well, actually, she’d probably just make me go get them.


      The condiments I’d brought were all bulk-sized, of course. I’d scraped together the money by magically converting gold coins from here into currency from my world (technically illegal) and selling items from this world to an antique dealer back home.


      I lined up the bottles, cans, and containers on the table. “Today I’ve got grated garlic, pepper, wasabi, mustard, and steak soy sauce. Plus some dried garlic!”


      “New shoy sauce!”


      “And grated daikon with ponzu on the side. I’ve got everything covered!”


      Steak with grated daikon and ponzu was the real deal. All hail the humble white root vegetable. Honestly, there were a ton of winning combinations at this table. I set down the container of pre-thawed bulk daikon.


      As I was portioning out the sauces, Kuditt leaned over. “Akira, what’s all that stuff you brought?”


      “Condiments for the steak,” I answered. “Just steak sauce gets boring, right?”


      “Does it? I could keep eating it as long as there’s room in my stomach.”


      “Ah, I see...”


      People in this world probably didn’t change up their flavors with condiments mid-meal much. Food was just sustenance, and they stuffed their mouths until they were full.


      I drizzled soy sauce over a sizzling hot plate as a demonstration, filling the air with an irresistible aroma.


      “Whoa!”


      “What is that?!”


      “That smells amazing!”


      “My muscles are trembling!”


      The aroma of soy sauce was undefeated—it was the very fragrance that’d even awakened Lion-Maru’s wild side. Those present couldn’t help but react. There was a weird comment from one of the muscle guys, but I chose to ignore it. Selective blindness was a useful skill.


      Scrael calmly watched from her seat with the air of an experienced veteran, her gaze full of warmth and confidence. But the smell of soy sauce proved to be someone’s undoing.


      “GAAAH! I can’t take it anymore! I’m eating! Right now! GIMME MEEEAT!!!” Wolfus’s willpower crumbled. He tore into his steak like a wild animal.


      “That’s right, boss. No point in holding back.”


      “We always go with the flow!”


      “Mmm... Man, it’s so good...”


      Meanwhile, the other calmer members of the group were more measured.


      “So I just pour this on?”


      “That’s right. There’s plenty, so help yourself. Just be careful not to overdo it or it gets salty,” I replied.


      “Can I really use your pepper? Are you sure?!”


      “Go ahead. Take as much grated garlic as you want too.” Then a thought hit me, and I waved down the staff. “Excuse me, could we get a lot of extra butter, please?”


      Butter and dairy in general were absurdly expensive in Japan, so I hadn’t brought any over.


      “Hey, this dark sauce is great!”


      “It’s like fish sauce but without the fishiness.”


      “Shoy sauce is supreme,” Scraeal said simply. She gazed contentedly at the sauce sizzling on the hot plate.


      And so, another group of soy sauce worshippers was born. I was aware of the sin I was committing.


      “This garlic and black pepper combo is insane! I’ve never used this much at once!”


      “Who knew mustard and steak go so well together?”


      “What’s the green stuff?”


      “Wasasbi. Dissolve a little in soy sauce and dip the steak in it,” I explained. “Careful not to overdo it, though.”


      “This white stuff is nice and refreshing. I could eat forever with this.”


      The other condiments were a hit too. The daikon and ponzu were especially popular with the older members. A lot of non-Japanese folks couldn’t stand the smell of grated daikon, but I was glad everyone here seemed fine with it.


      “Yummy!”


      “I could eat this all day!”


      The twins were going wild with flavor combinations, trying everything on everything.


      Kuditt and I were the only calm ones. Scrael’s earlier composure had vanished, and she was losing her mind over the ponzu soy sauce and steak soy sauce. Kuditt actually looked a little overwhelmed by the war zone unfolding in front of him.


      “This is really something...” he murmured.


      “I’m glad everyone’s enjoying it,” I said.


      “I get why, though. This is incredible.” He tried the steak soy sauce.


      “You’re being awfully generous with the black pepper,” Hagent noted.


      “Oh, where I’m from, it’s pretty easy to get,” I explained.


      “Where exactly do you come from? Having this much available isn’t normal.”


      That was staying a secret. They likely wouldn’t even believe me if I told them about my world, so it was best to keep that to myself.


      “This is far from elegant...but it’s delicious.”


      “This makes me want to shout ‘Blast Fire.’”


      The Blast Fire crew were drowning their steaks in black pepper, garlic, and butter. Elegance be damned if the food tasted this good.


      “Soy sauce... What a curious condiment.”


      “This stuff is so good. I bet it’d go on anything.”


      “Yes. Shoy sauce is universal. A divine condiment. Good on anything, mixed with anything. Butter shoy sauce is bliss too.”


      I thought Scrae was being a bit dramatic. I mean, we couldn’t go without them in Japan, but still.


      That was when the restaurant manager approached me hesitantly. “Sir, I’m terribly sorry, but...”


      “Oh, I’m sorry for bringing all this in,” I said. “Here, please consider this a token of goodwill.”


      I handed him a bottle of soy sauce and several bags of coarsely ground black pepper. I’d gotten away with bringing stuff in last time, but this was too much to ignore.


      “Ah... Thank you very much. You’re adding variety to the steak experience, I see.”


      “Exactly. The different added flavors keep things interesting. Some people want to enjoy good meat their own way,” I replied.


      “Offering multiple ways to enjoy the dish as a service to our guests... Very educational. Thank you.” The manager seemed to be mentally taking notes. The restaurant’s condiment selection might be expanding later. I couldn’t help feeling like I was slowly turning a classy establishment into a casual diner.


      “Would it be possible to purchase this dark sauce on a regular basis?” he asked.


      “Ah, unfortunately I can’t do that. The Long-Ears are working on producing it, so once they get that going, you could buy from them.”


      He nodded. “Understood.”


      Scrael, overhearing this, declared, “I’ll definitely learn to make it” with determination.


      There was no way I was becoming a middleman for this. I had zero interest in creating an enemy out of the tax bureau. I was leaving the soy sauce business to the Long-Ears folks.


      “More steak, please!”


      “Doesn’t have to be White Horn—anything’s fine!”


      “Meat! Bring meat!”


      Their appetites were really something. Divers had bottomless stomachs. They were like a bunch of miniature black holes sucking in all the food in sight.


      “Are you sure it’s okay for us to be eating this much? Budget-wise?” I asked the manager.


      “The guild has been quite generous. And our stocks are more than sufficient,” he replied.


      “Oh?”


      “This restaurant has long enjoyed the guild’s patronage.” He smiled.


      That made sense. If they’d been serving hungry Divers all this time, they’d need to have a stockpile of food always at the ready. There was no need to worry about their meat supply, but there was no going back to the mystery meat in the dining hall after this.


      “I hear today was quite an ordeal.” The manager seemed sympathetic.


      “Yes. It was a rescue mission in one of the worst places in the dungeon. It was pretty hard on everyone.”


      “I see. We owe a great deal to the Divers, so today, we intend to do everything we can for them.”


      I thanked him and bowed, then I remembered something. “Oh, excuse me. Could I get some leftover steak fat, some steak cuts, and a large, heated iron plate?”


      “Certainly, but...what for?”


      “I apologize in advance. What I’m about to do is going to cause a scene. It won’t be messy or anything. I can clean everything with magic afterward, smells included.”


      “Well...in that case, I suppose it’s fine.”


      The sizzling hot plate arrived some time later, and I pulled out a pack of cold rice that I kept stocked for emergency rations. Surely, it was obvious what was coming next. Everyone in the restaurant was about to lose their minds. If we hadn’t reserved this section, we’d have been a nuisance to everyone around us.


      I wielded two spatulas and announced, “All right, I’m making garlic rice!”


      “What’s that?”


      “He’s up to something again?”


      “Garlic rice? Never heard of it.”


      I was about to commit an act of culinary violence. My cooking skills were close to nonexistent, but with everyone’s eyes on me, I’d make it work somehow.


      I chopped up the steak into small pieces and spread crushed raw garlic over melted butter. The aroma immediately turned heads, but I was just getting started. I added the cold rice, tossed and fried it, and seasoned it with salt and pepper. The murmuring grew louder.


      “What is he making?”


      “No idea. But I know it’s going to be amazing.”


      “He’s using the same ingredients we just ate. Why does it look so good?!”


      For the finishing touch, I added soy sauce, dried garlic, and fried garlic, then stirred and fried it all together. The smell hit them like a truck. It looked amazing too. The crowd was getting amped up again. The key to garlic rice was the live experience and the fat and drippings from good meat.


      “Akira! That’s cheating! You’re breaking all the rules!”


      “What the hell have you done?!”


      “The smells! They’re mixing! Swirling together! Aaagh!”


      “RAAAGH! GRAAAH!”


      They’d lost it. Everyone was clutching their heads and screaming. The only ones still functioning were the older veterans.


      “What do you expect when you put on a show like that?”


      “Cooking rice on a hot plate and presenting it directly to the guests... The atmosphere, the immediacy... Very intriguing.” The manager was muttering to himself off to the side. The chef had come out of the kitchen to take notes. Was garlic rice really that novel? In this world, maybe it was.
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      “Excuse me! Can someone reheat this plate with magic?”


      “I’m on it!!!”


      “Go, go, go!”


      “Get the temperature right! You’d better not burn it!”


      The garlic rice was done. We dished it out and passed plates around, and it vanished almost instantly. I didn’t think it was physically possible with all the steak they’d just eaten.


      “Delicious. The shoy sauce is so fragrant. The crispy bits are the best part.”


      “This is damn good!”


      “It’s just fried rice. Why is it this good?”


      “The rice... I’ve never had such amazing rice. What have I been eating all my life?”


      That was the power of Japanese rice. It was a product of generations of farmers’ blood, sweat, and tears, and centuries of history.


      And so, the steak party went on for a while longer.


      “I’m so full!”


      “I can’t eat another bite. I’m so happy.”


      “Man, I’m stuffed! Best meat I ever had!”


      “If we get this group together and kill another Poison Chimera Zombie, maybe we can do this again.”


      “Yeah... I don’t know about that.”


      “Steak...but the Night Soil Swamps. Tough call.”


      “Akira, we’re doing this again,” Scrael declared. “The garlic rice was amazing.”


      “Yeah, steak parties should be a regular thing,” I agreed. “I’ll save up more money and stock up on condiments and rice.” I handed out some stomach medicine for overeating before we left.


      A few days later, Kuditt approached me. “Akira, do you still have that stomach medicine?”


      Hagent showed up. “Kudo, I’d like some of that stomach medicine. Can you spare any?”


      “I heard there’s someone here with incredibly effective stomach medicine!”


      I didn’t know where he’d heard it from, but someone from a completely unrelated team showed up too.


      I ended up sharing what I had with everyone who asked. Being a leader really was rough.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, everyone. This is the author, Hitsuji Gamei.


      Thank you so much for picking up volume 5 of After-School Dungeon Diver. This one picks up where volume 4 left off, with Akira getting dragged into the dungeon by Linte Arty. The setting is a floor that appeared in a previous volume, where I’d only settled on the name and hadn’t really fleshed out the concept yet. I realized that we had a futuristic submerged city floor, but we’d never had anything like a beach floor, so I started pulling ideas together. Somehow, we ended up with a midsummer beach full of penguins. But this means we can do a swimsuit chapter in the future, which is very important!


      After that, we had a close encounter of the third kind, an Instructor Seeker chapter, a rescue mission in the dungeon, and the restaurant scene that wasn’t in the web version. I think I managed to pack in quite a bit of web-exclusive content this time around.


      The food fiasco at the end looked like it was going to be all about steak again, but...well, you saw how that turned out. I’m quietly praying that everyone who read this is now cursed with hunger and an irresistible craving for the dishes described. For anyone afflicted, I strongly recommend going to your nearest steakhouse for a dispelling ritual.


      On a separate note, Miguel and Ricky haven’t gotten much page time lately, so I’d like to start working them back in. Melmel too. It looks like there are going to be more and more web-exclusive stories moving forward. We need a Sensei chapter too. I couldn’t fit one in this time.


      At the end of the last volume, I mentioned wanting to dig deeper into the characters, and I’m genuinely sorry that I haven’t been able to work that in. In my defense, the food chapters required a certain word count to do them justice...or that’s the excuse I’d like to offer. I got carried away once I started writing. I sincerely apologize.


      And finally, I’d like to thank GCN Bunko, my editor K, illustrator Karei, Ouraidou K. K., and all of the readers who have been supporting me.
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      Bonus Short Stories


      Curry Rice Is Food (This Is Important)


      I was in the dining hall looking to eat something before heading into the dungeon, but standing between me and a decent meal was today’s menu.


      Bounty of the Forest Salad


      Sea Bream Stew with Feet


      Madam’s Special Baked Pie, Gogagugi-Style


      Roast Pork in Extra-Hot Creamy Spider Sauce


      Mystery Steak in a Sea of Butter, Served with a Mountain of Salt


      None of it looked appetizing, to be honest. The lineup had this weirdly pretentious vibe, like someone had tried to make a French-style tasting menu and failed terribly. Bounty of the Forest Salad was definitely made with that strange grass from the Great Forest Ruins. I didn’t even know where to start with Sea Bream Stew with Feet. The baked pie might’ve been fine, but what in the world was “Gogagugi-style”? Someone’s name? A place? Did they think stringing together a bunch of hard consonants made it sound good? Extra-Hot Creamy Spider Sauce was definitely using spiders or some other arthropod the same way you’d use shrimp. Just slapping “creamy” on there wasn’t going to make it sound palatable. The extra-hot part ruined any goodwill the creaminess might have earned.


      The Mystery Steak in a Sea of Butter, Served with a Mountain of Salt was the most promising, but that sea of butter gave me pause. I’d always thought that eating something drowning in butter would be a fun experience, but actually seeing it in front of me was a different story. The excessive decadence and concern about whether my stomach would survive made me hesitate. Curiosity alone wasn’t enough to get me through it. The salt was just a garnish, so I could just skip that.


      Instead, I cracked open the container of leftover curry and rice I’d brought from home. I’d microwaved it before storing it in my Dimension Bag, so it was still piping hot. Unfortunately, I’d forgotten the side dishes. Any rakkyo purists out there surely wouldn’t let me hear the end of it.


      I spotted Scrael looking around for an empty seat and pretended not to see the Mystery Steak in her hand. The butter was genuinely oceanic. The salt had formed an actual mountain. The steak was submerged. Even as a young person, I could feel my arteries clogging just looking at it.


      “Scrae,” I greeted her.


      “Akira. You eating too?” she asked.


      “Yeah. You went with the steak, huh?”


      “It was the least terrible option. The sea bream and Gogagugi are not meant for consumption.”


      “They’re that bad?”


      “They are. The Gogagugi especially.”


      I couldn’t help wondering what Gogagugi-style actually was. She must have read my mind, because she shook her head solemnly.


      “Don’t. You’ll regret it,” she warned.


      “Speaking from experience?” I asked.


      “Yes. It lingered in the back of my nose for three days.”


      So it was a stench thing. Maybe it was like the first time you tried blue cheese, or when your parents tricked you into eating kusaya as a kid. Scrael noticed the large container in front of me and instantly froze. She pointed at the curry rice, leaning away slightly.


      “Akira, what is that?”


      “This? It’s my lunch.”


      “But that looks like shi—”


      “STOP! Don’t go there! I know it’s a classic joke, but don’t do it!”


      “But look at it... It’s either that or vom—”


      “I said stop! You can tell from the smell, can’t you?! It doesn’t smell like that!”


      I held up the container, and Scrael cautiously brought her nose closer. After a moment, she looked up, her expression conflicted.


      “It smells indecent,” she said.


      “Excuse me?!” What kind of description was that? Did the spices remind her of some shady establishment? “It’s really good, I promise,” I assured her.


      “I thought you had better taste than this. I didn’t think you’d eat something on par with the dining hall’s worst.”


      “You can’t judge without trying it. You wanna try it? Actually, you’re going to try it. That’s not a request.”


      “You’re being awfully pushy.”


      Scrael was thrown off by my unusual insistence, but she brought the spoon to her lips, hands trembling. The way her spoon was shaking made it painfully clear she fully believed this was some kind of biohazard. She closed her eyes, put it in her mouth, and immediately opened them wide.


      “Well?”


      She turned to me and tilted her head, puzzled. “It’s...good?”


      I wasn’t sure why she’d phrased that as a question, but it was probably because the taste was nothing like she’d imagined.


      She took another spoonful. “It’s good. Surprisingly. There’s depth and richness, and a nice lingering heat.”


      “See? Curry is really popular where I’m from.”


      “But it looks exactly like...”


      “Please stop saying things that’ll ruin my appetite.” I never understood why people in this world could say things like that with food right in front of them. “I like to drizzle a little soy sauce on mine,” I said.


      “Akira!”


      “Okay, okay, stop grabbing me. And shaking me. I’ll put some on for you.”


      I drizzled soy sauce on the curry while being shaken around by Scrael.


      She ate another spoonful. “The soy sauce brings out the complex spice aromas. That really elevated the dish. Amazing.”


      “Glad you like it.”


      But my portion was disappearing fast, so she needed to slow down. Afterward, she shared her Mystery Steak with me in exchange. It was actually pretty decent, maybe because the butter here came from the animals in this world. Maybe it was worth trying this kind of thing once every few years. We both stayed well away from the mountain of salt, though.


      Monthly Sale Day


      I was wandering aimlessly down Freida’s main street one day when I noticed a crowd around a shop. Actually, it was more like they were storming the place, elbowing each other in a ruthless battle to get to the front.


      “This feels familiar...”


      I couldn’t help rubbing my eyes. The scene overlapped perfectly with the neighborhood aunties back home charging a supermarket on sale day. Granted, the crowd here wasn’t just hardened otherworldly housewives; there were also Divers and other folks in the mix. This was a straight-up war, and everyone looked like their levels were decently high.


      A sign next to the shop read, Massive sale - Today only! in the local script. It was exactly what I’d expected. I kept my distance from the elite shopping battalion and watched from the sidelines. That was when I spotted a familiar face—a mage boy with a green bob cut in a white robe.


      “Oh, Ricky. Hey, Ricky!”


      He was lurking behind the war zone, standing on his toes to peer over people’s heads, craning his neck looking for an opening. He was having a rough time. He was just a tiny bit shorter than me, so the crowd was probably a bit much for him. He must’ve been after something if he was trying that hard.


      I called out again, and he finally noticed me.


      “Hm? Oh, Kudo Akira. What are you doing here?”


      “Just passing through,” I answered. “What about you?”


      Ricky lowered his eyes, looking a little embarrassed. “Well...there’s something I want.”


      “What is it?”


      “That.” He pointed at a tower of cylindrical containers stacked high. The label featured an oddly shaped cow. I could guess what was inside.


      “Milk?” I asked.


      “Black Nail milk, yes.”


      “Is it different from regular milk?”


      “It tastes better and it’s more expensive. I can’t buy much unless there’s a sale like this.”


      “You can afford it, can’t you? I’m sure you make decent money.”


      “Yeah, but my savings will dry up fast if I spend recklessly.”


      “Fair point.”


      No matter how much you earned, money wasn’t infinite. It was easy to lose it all without proper management. Ricky had his head on straight for his age. I was basically winging everything, so I respected that about him.


      “So, you like milk?” I asked.


      “It’s not that I like it. I need to drink it.”


      “Need to? What do you mean?”


      “I... Shut up! None of your business!”


      “Is it really that embarrassing?”


      “It’s not like that! Just drop it, man!” He was shutting me down hard, leaning forward like he was trying to intimidate me into backing off.


      An idea came to me. “If you tell me, I’ll help you buy some.”


      “What?”


      “Even with this mob, two people working together should be able to get more than one, right?”


      “Well... Ugh, fine.”


      He caved pretty quick. Easy. Was this really worth getting that wound up over?


      “So? What’s the deal?” I pressed.


      “It’s...my height, okay?”


      “Hm? Oh... Aah.”


      “Hey, what’s with that look?! You got a problem with it?!”


      “No, but is it really that big a deal? You’re not even that short.”


      “Quiet! You’re taller than me, so you wouldn’t get it.”


      “Well...”


      He had me there. But if there was ever a time to do anything about it, it was now. Ricky was a year or two younger than me. For some guys, a growth spurt was right around the corner.


      “I wanna be at least 180 centimeters,” he said.


      “That’s asking for a lot. The average adult male height should be enough, don’t you think?”


      “No! To become my ideal mage, I need at least 25 more centimeters!”


      “Tall, educated, and well-paid? You just need one more for the trifecta, huh?”


      Ricky had supposedly graduated from some magic academy at a ridiculously young age, so the elite pride probably came with the territory.


      “All right. Let’s split up and buy what we can,” I suggested.


      “I’m counting on you! Get as much as you can!”


      And so, we divided and conquered...or tried to. Between the two of us, we only managed to get one. Ricky was on his hands and knees in defeat.


      “Damn. I was one step too slow casting Power Surge...” he lamented.


      “You know it’s a rough world when you need magic to buy groceries.”


      “My milk... My plan to get taller is ruined.” He was really taking this hard. The melancholy radiating from him was almost too much to bear.


      “I’ve got some milk of my own, if you want. I can sell it to you,” I offered.


      “Ugh... Desperate times.”


      “Hang on a sec.”


      I pulled a few cartons out of my Dimension Bag and handed him a 200-milliliter pack. “Start with this small one. See if you like it.”


      “Okay... Oh? Tastes rich. It’s good.”


      “You think so?”


      Maybe it was the difference between processed and whole milk, though milk in this world probably wasn’t processed to begin with. Either way, milk from modern Japan had reached Ricky’s standards.


      “Okay, I’m buying this. How many do you have?” he asked.


      “Just two packs right now, but I can pick up however many you want.”


      “Sounds good. How much?”


      “Two copper coins a pack?”


      “What? That’s cheaper than the special sale price.”


      “Well, yeah. That stuff’s from a monster, and mine has the whole mass-production thing going for it.”


      “What’s up with your world, seriously?”


      Good question. I’d been asking myself the same thing ever since I’d started going back and forth.


      And so, Ricky bought his milk and went home satisfied.


      The Dining Hall Has Good Food?!


      “Huh? Wait, what?”


      I did a double take. It was a textbook double take, like the kind you’d see in a comedy skit. I was witnessing something extraordinary at the Divers Guild: a long line had formed in the dining hall.


      Yes, a line. In the dining hall, where nobody was ever eager to eat, where flavor wasn’t even an afterthought, where food was even worse than dystopian sustenance and more like unholy science experiments. This was the culinary hellscape that greeted you right before the dungeon, and people were lining up for it.


      What was going on? Were they handing out idol meet-and-greet tickets with every few meals? Or maybe they’d been throwing out some borderline-illegal health claim about how eating here would make you lose weight, playing chicken with consumer protection laws? Surely they hadn’t started lacing their food with something like in that opium ramen incident.


      I walked up to the line and checked the menu board.


      Fried Fish with a Heaping Pile of Fresh Forest Grass


      Chicken Roasted Golem-Style


      Soup of Awakening, Made with Supernatural Ingredients


      Killer Tomato and Triple Meat Mega Sandwich


      Yeah, everyone was definitely here for the last one. It was the only item on the menu that qualified as actual food. The rest weren’t even in the running. You could practically feel the curse radiating off the menu descriptions. That Fried Fish with a Heaping Pile of Fresh Forest Grass was a good example. The idea of serving that mystery weed growing all over the Great Forest Ruins raw like it was cilantro had to be a crime against humanity. Frying a fish to get rid of the fishy smell, then smothering it in the stench of mystery grass was some crazy work.


      Chicken Roasted Golem-Style was just stone-slab grilling, so it was just grilled chicken. A safe bet, but so safe that finding it unexciting was proof I’d been corrupted by this place.


      And Soup of Awakening was some organic-adjacent nonsense that had nothing to do with actual organics. It sounded like something that’d chip away at your sanity and awaken you to eldritch truths. They could’ve at least listed the ingredients, for goodness’ sake.


      “This sandwich is so good.”


      “When’s the last time the dining hall had some proper food?”


      “This past month was rough. Nothing had any flavor.”


      “The fried fish was no good...”


      “I keep telling you not to eat the novelty items.”


      “I’m going all in on the Supernatural Soup!”


      “It’s not going to give you any powers. Give it up already.”


      Everyone had something to say about the food. And the guy hoping to awaken powers through the so-called supernatural ingredients needed to stop. Nobody in the history of the world had ever awakened special abilities from eating dubious food...or from cosmic energy channeling or spiritual transmission.


      I joined the line to try the sandwich for myself.


      Eventually, my turn came. “One meat sandwich, please.”


      “Oh, Akira! You too?” said the lady behind the counter.


      “Yeah, everyone’s raving about it, so I figured I’d try one.”


      “I really do recommend it.”


      If she was that enthusiastic about it, it had to be good.


      A question came to me, and I casually asked, “So, what kind of meat is in it?”


      “Monoceros Deer thigh, Lizard Skin tail, and Black Nail beef.”


      “Those are all surprisingly normal.”


      “Right?”


      Even the lady agreed. The kitchen really was where all the weirdness came from. The darkness beyond those doors ran deep. Light itself probably couldn’t get through there. But the lady who sold their creations with a smile on her face was impressive in her own right.


      A basket of tomatoes sat next to the counter. “Those tomatoes look crazy,” I noted.


      “Right?” she agreed with a smile.


      The tomatoes looked nothing like regular ones. Some of them had what looked like split-open mouths, like Halloween decorations. My vision started to swim.
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