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DAWN OF THE LABYRINTH


The chorus of roars grew into a deafening wall of sound.


The ground trembled from the pounding of the many feet running across its desolate surface.


A sea of monsters with horns that curled above their heads like mountain goats raced across the terrain. The horselike heads that rose from the creatures’ bodies could only be called hideous. They snorted heavily in unison, rolling their bloodshot eyes around to glare at their squirming prey.


The immense black mob of massive creatures worthy of the name “monsters” advanced as one, clubs of various shapes and sizes in the grip of their meaty hands. The ones at the front raised their weapons high above their heads, ready to strike.


“Shields, ready—!!”


Right on cue, a line of metal rose. Many crashes on the shields rang an instant later.


A row of more than twenty of the wide shields absorbed the first wave of punishment. However, their wielders were driven backward, their heels digging into the ground.


“Front line, don’t break formation! Rear guard, continue attacking!”


Trying to withstand the ferocious barrage was a group of humans and demi-humans—a line of stout, muscular dwarves wielding large shields in both arms, protecting groups of elves and animal people equipped with bows and arrows and staffs. A pair of Amazonian twins with wheat-colored skin wove their way among their compatriots’ volleys to engage the monsters head-on.


A single flag stood between the two units, flapping in the intense winds of the battle swirling around it.


Sewn into its fabric was an emblem bearing the mark of the trickster: a comedic smile.


It was the symbol of those who’d joined the familia of a particular god.


“—!!”


The battle unfolded on a landscape devoid of any greenery. There was nothing but reddish rocks and sand, a boundless desert as far as the eye could see.


Every step taken, every impact sent a cloud of red dust into the air. Imposing walls stood far off in the distance, and above was a ceiling that resembled a midday sky.


They were far below the surface, somewhere in the Dungeon’s Deep Levels.


While sounding battle cries that would never reach the surface, the battle lines of man and beast continued to widen.


“Tiona, Tione! To the left flank, now!”


It was the voice of the shortest boy on the battlefield—the prum field general—barking orders as fast as he could.


His instructions cut through the chaos of battle, desperately trying to turn the balance to their favor. More and more of the beasts were arriving, the battlefield constantly changing and evolving.


“Awww, it doesn’t matter how many bodies we have, it won’t be enough!”


“Stop complaining and move your asses!”


The Amazonian sisters heard the order and dashed forward, cutting down three more monsters.


In truth, this was a scene straight out of a nightmare.


The horde of monsters had appeared out of nowhere. No matter how many of the beasts they slaughtered, more took their place and continued closing in. The adventurers were in danger of being overrun.


Every single monster towered over its human and demi-human opponents. Swinging clubs that resembled the fossilized bones of ancient creatures, they relentlessly hammered the front lines. The dwarves grimaced as shock waves of pain tore through their bodies. The ends of the formation were forced to retreat, their line of defense slowly morphing into a half circle, steadily shrinking in size.


The situation had turned desperate.


“Riveria! What’s taking so long?!”


One of the Amazons yelled at a figure standing just behind the front lines, the one they were desperately trying to protect.


Surrounded by a ring of archers and mages loosing spells and arrows continuously, the beautiful figure’s voice rose up to the heavens.


“—Soon, the flames shall be loosed.”


Silky, jade-colored hair seemed to dance in the air along with her long white mage’s robe. She held a long white and silver staff horizontally with both hands at shoulder level.


An elegant and refined elf, her leaflike ears pointed outward from her soft, feminine face.


“Creeping flames of war, inevitable destruction. The battle horns sound out on high and the atrocity of conflict will envelop all.”


Her beauty seemed misplaced on such a chaotic battlefield. Her voice grew steadily louder as she continued her incantation.


It was a powerful, yet melodic casting.


A ring of jade light emerged from beneath her feet, growing steadily wider as thousands of luminous motes rose high into the air.


The elf’s beautiful eyebrows sank, her concentration nearing its peak as her eyes locked onto a spot just beyond the front line.


“Come, crimson flames, ruthless inferno!”


As the sound of her spell reached the ears of her allies, they knew that she was their last hope.


Not yet? Not yet? the fighters thought impatiently. Gritting their teeth, they mustered what strength they had for the next wave.


“—Grooooooooaaaaaah!!”


On the other side of the shields, the monsters—the Fomoire—howled together.


One particularly large one from the middle of the group charged forward, knocking its own allies out of the way in the process. It had taken it upon itself to break the barrier with its own menacing club.


Its intimidating shadow fell over the line of dwarves. One of them peeked out from between the small opening between his shields in time to see the club coming straight down.


The blow was much more powerful than any before it. Not only did it knock the dwarf clean off his feet, but the impact knocked those around him off balance. The other Fomoire immediately saw the opportunity and rushed in.


“—Bete, close that hole!”


“Tch—What the hell’re ya doin’ over there?!”


The perimeter had been broken. A werewolf moved to engage the incoming monsters, but he was too late. Several of the beasts made it past the front line.


The archers and mages, who had been protected by the line of dwarves up until now, went pale as the Fomoire began their violent assault.


“Lefiya?!”


A young girl was launched skyward.


Although the elf mage managed to avoid the oncoming club, her light body was thrown several meders by the shock wave of the weapon slamming into the ground.


“—hff.”


“Fuoooo…!”


As the girl rolled to a stop on the sand, a black shadow fell over her.


The Fomoire’s visage was hideous. It wasn’t just any Fomoire, but the abnormally tall one that had broken through the front line.


The elvish girl made eye contact with the giant. Time stood still in the face of those pulsing red orbs.


The beast’s rising club was reflected in the girl’s dark blue eyes.


Then—


Slash.


“Huh?”


Streaks of gold and silver cut into her line of sight.


At the last second, a geyser of blood shot out of the Fomoire’s body. Its head tumbled through the air before landing on the red sand with a dull thud.


“…”


The shocked girl lay there for several seconds, blinking.


Standing with her back to her was a female knight with long blond hair. Whoosh. The figure silently whipped around her silver blade.


“Aiz!” one Amazonian girl happily called out after witnessing the monster’s defeat from her spot on the front line.


The girl called Aiz made sure that the elf, still on her back, was unhurt before charging back into the fray.


Whistling with the sound of the wind, the tip of her silver saber twinkled.


Closing the distance between her and the remaining monsters that passed the barrier, she disabled them all with a few quick strikes, allowing the remaining archers and mages to finish them off.


“Hey, Aiz, wait!”


But she charged farther forward.


Ignoring the voice that cut through the din, she made her way toward the Fomoire still trying to break through.


Kicking off the ground with a small eruption of red sand, she jumped high over the heads of the dwarves and directly into the enemy ranks.


“…Amazing.”


She heard it.


She heard the awed expression that fell from a dwarf’s mouth directly below her.


Aiz spun her body in midair, her blade performing a deadly  dance.


One hit, then another. Monsters in her wake lost arms, legs, and heads as the blond girl’s weapon became the eye of a hurricane of blood.


There was an element of beauty as well as cruelty in how the girl wasted no motion, no effort in her every action. Her weapon connected with the necks and torsos of her targets, expertly avoiding their bulging arms to deliver killing blows.


The monsters’ front ranks were being decimated, with more falling every moment.


All watched her with an element of awe and fear. The Sword Princess Kenki had arrived.


“Thou become the consuming inferno.”


“Consume all and bring the battle to its end!”


Behind the barrier, the spell had reached a crescendo.


The long incantation was nearing its end.


“Aiz, get back here!”


Upon hearing her name, Aiz looked over her shoulder and changed direction.


The girl launched herself into the air amid the infuriated roars of the remaining Fomoire. Acrobatically twisting at the top of her arc, she landed safely behind the barrier.


“Incinerate, Sword of Surtr—my name is Alf!”


The magic circle grew to an enormous size, accompanied by a deafening roar as the jade ring surrounded the entire battle party.


Every corner of the battlefield was within its range.


Raising her white silver staff toward the ceiling, the elf mage Riveria triggered her spell.


“Rea Laevateinn!”


A wall of flames.


From the ground within the magic circle sprang countless columns of flame.


Safely within the jade circle, many of the battle-party members had to shield their ears from the thunderous eruption. The pillars of fire kept growing, extending all the way up to the ceiling. The remaining Fomoire were caught up in the firestorm and torn apart, not to mention being swallowed whole by the inferno.


The monsters’ cries of pain were snuffed out one by one as their forms vanished.


This was an area of effect magic, capable of destroying everything in a given area. A horde of more than fifty monsters was reduced to ash in mere seconds by this spell.


Sparks flew as intense heat filled the floor.


One by one, the members of the battle party lowered their weapons.


The faces of Aiz and her fellow adventurers were dyed by the crimson flames.
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There was once a great Hole in the world.


It was as if the mouth of the planet had opened wide. This Hole existed long before humanity had discovered it for themselves. No one knew how it got there.


The Hole continuously gave birth to evil creatures, seemingly a door to some monstrous realm.


Hideous creatures of all shapes and sizes emerged from within, taking over the forests, mountains, valleys, oceans, and skies of Earth. The monsters’ sweeping conquest stretched across every domain. All the surface races put aside their differences in order to reclaim their dignity, regain control of the world, and take revenge for their fallen kin. The disparate species rallied for a great counterstroke.


The newly emerged heroes led the charge as all peoples fought a war of attrition against the invading monsters—until the beasts were forced all the way back to the Hole from which they came.


Inside the Hole was a completely different world.


It was a realm divided into many levels—an underground Dungeon.


Illuminated by strange light sources in the absence of natural sunlight, never-before-seen species of plants and previously undiscovered ores and minerals were found throughout the labyrinth. Whether it was these new discoveries or the monsters that lived off the power of the magic stones in their chests, the Dungeon was absolutely brimming with the unknown.


Humans and demi-humans constructed a tower over the Hole to serve as a “lid” to prevent the monsters from coming aboveground.


At the same time, the humans couldn’t help but wonder what lay at the bottom of the Hole. It wasn’t long before eccentric people who thought the vast subterranean frontier needed to be fully explored began to appear.


Eventually, these people would become known as “adventurers.”


For them, the call of the unknown was irresistible.


Time passed.


The era known as the “Ancient Times” abruptly came to an end.


The gods descended from heaven.


The beings from a higher plane came down to this land that they called “Gekai”—the lower world.


They were bored of their eternal existence in the upper realm of “Tenkai” but were entertained by the people of earth—“children,” in their eyes—specifically the many cultures they had created and their constant struggle against monsters.


The gods’ decision to descend from heaven caused many changes.


Mankind gained access to unlimited potential through the Blessings of deities, resulting in rapid increases of physical strength as well as an explosion of invention and creativity.


Of course, this included exploration of the monster den beneath their feet.


The Labyrinth City, Orario.


Built over the Hole, the city went through many cycles of destruction and rebirth in becoming the greatest metropolis in the world.


People gathered from far and wide for fame and fortune, and to discover the uncharted lands that lay sleeping below.


Outlaws, obsessed with their desires; adventurers, burning with their love of the unknown; and deities, wanting to be entertained by all the unfolding stories—they are at the center of this world.


This is where all their hopes, dreams, and stories intertwine.


The olden days, during which people would offer their prayers to the gods for enlightenment or good fortune, have ended.


Now is an era when mortals can plainly ask for their smallest wishes to be granted, receive fragments of divine charity, and make their dreams come true.


For fame, for fortune, for the unknown.


To reach distant heights, to fulfill their desires—their most earnest wishes.


The Era of the Gods has begun.
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LOKI FAMILIA


Many different noises filled the air.


Some people were busy sparring, the sound of their metal blades clashing through the din of conversation. Everyone had a job to do—some carried massive weapons over their shoulders, some pounded iron stakes into the ground, and others trotted here and there carrying messages.


It was the scene of a midsize campground.


A girl with long, flowing blond hair made her way through the busily working groups that were an indiscernible mix of humans and demi-humans.


Her thin, feminine body was protected by light armor and blue battle clothes. Her soft skin was very smooth, her slender face symmetrical and easily recognizable at a distance. Eyes, the same golden hue as her hair, seemed to sparkle with a distant light.


Men, women, elves, and even goddesses who saw her couldn’t help but be attracted to her youthful beauty.


An air of mystery hung over her as she trudged her way through the bustling campsite, carrying a large folded cloth in her arms.


“M-Miss Aiz!”


Upon hearing her own name, the girl—Aiz—came to a stop.


Turning, she saw a girl with bright golden hair tied behind her neck standing there.


Two long ears pointed out of her head like leaves on each side of a tree branch. Long, parted bangs framed her face.


She was an elf, a race heralded for their beauty and elegance.


“Th-thank you for coming to my aid earlier! I’m always such a burden to everyone…I’m truly sorry!”


“…Have your injuries healed, Lefiya?”


The elf was very shy, repeatedly bowing to the blond girl, when Aiz responded with her question.


Lefiya’s body seemed to twitch with nervousness as she repeated that she was fine over and over again in different ways.


The elf girl, Lefiya Viridis, was the mage whom Aiz saved at the last second in the middle of the battle that had taken place not too long ago against a horde of monsters.


Her soft features had an innocent quality to them, and she was an elf through and through. A whole range of expressions formed on her delicate face as she struggled to keep her composure in the face of her savior.


She did her best to convey her appreciation to the person she owed her life to but was quickly unnerved by awkward silence.


“…Really, I am sorry. I know that it’s not good to only be protected, but I always—”


“I do not mind.”


The elf’s face darkened for a moment, looking as though she still felt remorse as she hung her head in shame.


Aiz meant what she had said, but the girl couldn’t look her in the eyes.


Despite her aloof expression, Aiz’s mind raced as to how to lift the young girl’s spirits. At long last, she reached out with her right hand.


Pausing for a moment, her fingers dangling in midair, she gently placed her hand on Lefiya’s head.


The young elf’s shoulders shook as Aiz clumsily patted the girl’s golden hair. “It’s okay.”


Lefiya finally lifted her face, eyes moistening with tears.


The two stared at each other for several seconds before the young elf blushed and snatched the cloth from Aiz’s arms. “I-I’ll carry this!”


“Ah.” Aiz couldn’t react as the cover for her tent disappeared from her grasp.


“—A-I-Z!”


“Huh?!”


“…hm?”


Pounce! Aiz felt a sudden weight on her back as two arms wrapped around her shoulders.


Lefiya watched in surprise as a young Amazon playfully hugged Aiz from behind.


“Tiona…”


“What’cha up to? Is Lefiya depressed again and came to be cheered up?”


“I-I didn’t come here to be cheered up!”


The elf blushed at the Amazonian girl’s words. Aiz watched the two of them as the teasing Tiona laughed at the elf’s sudden embarrassment, her expression softening. Tiona had healthy, glowing skin the color of wheat. Her face showed no signs of negativity; the girl was overflowing with positive energy.


She wore a traditional Amazonian outfit, and most of her skin was exposed. Rather than a shirt or robe, she had only a single strip of cloth wrapped around her chest and wore a long pareo-style skirt around her waist. Her midriff and limbs were essentially bare.


The moment her brown eyes met Aiz’s gaze, the girl’s face lit up like a sunflower.


“You’ve got nothing to worry about, Lefiya. No one gets out of a brawl on the wastelands of Moitra without a scratch. Apologizing for every little thing is just going to put Aiz in a tough spot. Right, Aiz?”


“…Yes.”


“Um…I-I understand.”


Tiona smiled for a while at Lefiya, who tried to shrink away as much as possible.


But now, the Amazon tightened her grip around Aiz’s shoulders.


“Still. Aiz, why were you so reckless?”


“…”


“Even though I tried to stop you. All you had to do was clean up behind the wall. You didn’t have to charge straight out into those Fomoire.” Tiona’s tone changed to something just short of interrogation.


Tiona was reproaching Aiz for independently deciding to charge in during their battle with the monsters. But Aiz didn’t know how to respond. All she could do was apologize for making her friend worry about her. “…I’m sorry,” she said softly.
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“I mean, I’m kind of the same…but you put yourself in a lot more danger.” Tiona squeezed her arms a little bit harder as she continued her lecture. Aiz felt the weight of the Amazon on her back but couldn’t look at her.


“You know what it is about you, Aiz…?” Tiona began in a slightly irritated voice, her elbow wrapped around Aiz’s neck. The blond girl didn’t try to break free from the rough embrace despite the sudden squeeze.


Lefiya watched the two of them from a few steps away with a lonely and slightly jealous look in her eyes.


“Hey! Ya gonna make me hurl! Get off!”


“Oww!”


A long leg suddenly swung in from the side and kicked Tiona in the small of her back.


The leg belonged to a young man with wolflike ears and a sleek gray tail. Although both of his eyes were half closed, one of them was twitching in irritation.


A werewolf had appeared next to the girls.


Tiona angrily hopped off Aiz’s back and turned to face the newcomer.


“What’s the big idea?! That really hurt, you know?!”


“Said ya were making me sick, didn’t I? No need ta get all worked up. I didn’t come down here to see that!”


“Sure, you say all that, Bete, but really, you’re just trying to make a pass at Aiz again, aren’t you? You blowhard!”


“Why, you…you wanna start something?!”


“See, just as I thought! Sorry, you wolf in sheep’s clothing!”


“Bring it on, ya nasty girl!”


“Um, e-excuse me, you two, fighting right now isn’t really…”


Bete and Tiona’s conversation was quickly spiraling out of control, so Lefiya cautiously tried to break up their argument.


Aiz, left standing all alone, watched the events unfold with a distant expression.


Drawn in by the commotion, another Amazon like Tiona walked up to the group and stood shoulder to shoulder with Aiz. “What’s going on here?…Like I need to ask.”


“…Tione.”


The two looked very similar, with the exception of this new Amazon’s long hair, which extended down to her waist and considerably larger bustline.


Tiona’s twin older sister, Tione, took one look at the group, sighed, and then turned to face Aiz.


“The general would like to speak with you. Go now. I’ll take care of these two.”


“…Sorry.”


“Oh, it’s fine.—Hey, you two, if you’ve got time to be playing around, then you can come and help me put up this tent.”


Aiz could hear Tione taking over the situation as she left the others behind.


She made her way through the camp that was taking shape.


The human girl headed toward the center, where a large tent had already been constructed. A flag was staked outside the cloth structure—one bearing the comedic smile of the trickster.


Loki Familia.


Aiz, Lefiya, the Amazonian twins, and Bete were all affiliated with the god who owned this group.


These groups, each headed by one of the deities who’d come down from Tenkai, were known as familias.


For these deities, their time spent on Earth was nothing more than a game for their own amusement. They had agreed to seal away their divine powers—powers of omniscience and omnipotence known as Arcanum—to keep the playing field level. This meant that the gods and goddesses on Earth were physically powerless. Therefore, they provided their “children” with Blessings in exchange for protection and support while living on Earth. It was a symbiotic relationship; each depended on the other. But the gods were competitive. They had enjoyed centuries of entertainment from seeing who had the strongest, richest, and overall best familias.


The people who had received their Blessings lived and worked together, becoming a family of sorts—a familia.


“Finn.”


“Ah, Aiz, you’re here.”


There were many familias all over the world. The deity who led each decided that group’s specialty from many different possibilities.


As for Loki Familia—they specialized in Dungeon crawling, pressing as deep into the labyrinth as possible, as well as developing the floors that were already cleared.


“Ga-ha-ha, we were just talkin’ about you, Aiz.”


“Gareth…Now is not the time for laughing.”


Aiz pulled back the cloth doorway to find three demi-humans gathered around a short table.


The first was another elf like Lefiya, named Riveria Ljos Alf.


Across from her was a robust dwarf, Gareth Landrock.


Lastly, standing at the head of the table was the young prum boy, Finn Deimne.


The three of them were the highest-ranking members of Loki Familia, the brain trust.


“Well, then, I think we can skip the formalities. Do you know why you’re here, Aiz?”


“…Yes.”


“In that case, I can get right to the point. Why did you ignore your orders to reinforce the wall?”


Finn, who stood only as high as Aiz’s elbow, spoke in a very calm manner. He had soft yellow hair and blue eyes as clear as a lagoon. Despite looking younger than anyone else, the young man had an air of knowledge that inspired trust in all who laid eyes on him. He made all the decisions concerning the familia’s Dungeon activities. Finn was the top, the field general.


“You are very strong, Aiz. That’s why you were given the rank of captain. I shouldn’t have to say this, but your actions have an effect on everyone beneath you. There will be problems if you don’t understand that.”


“…”


“Is the rank too much pressure?”


“…No, sir. I’m sorry.”


Finn could practically see the gears turning in the girl’s head.


A smile grew on the boy’s face as Aiz reflected on her actions and gave a genuine apology.


“Aww, don’t be so hard on her, Finn. Aiz was probably just tryin’ to bail us out, divin’ inta the Fomoire like that. My brethren on the wall were nearly finished.”


“If you’re willing to say that, the fault also lies with me. My incantation took too much time.”


Gareth stroked his long beard as he and Riveria chimed in to lend Aiz a hand.


Aiz’s shoulders sank, her expression still as aloof as ever. The dwarf arched his eyebrows slightly while the elegant elf had nothing else to say and fell silent.


Taking in the whole scene, Finn put on a strained smile and, after a short while, looked up at Aiz.


“Aiz, we are in the Dungeon. No one knows what will happen. Not everyone can move like you, fight like you. Promise me you won’t forget that.”


“…I promise.”


“I can tell just by looking that Tiona has already given you a talking-to as well. You may leave.”


Aiz made a quick bow to acknowledge him as Finn made it clear that there was nothing left to say. She directed her gratitude toward Riveria and Gareth as well.


As Aiz left the tent, she contemplated the general’s words then suddenly looked up.


There was no sky, only a domed ceiling composed of rock. Innumerable pillar-like objects jutted down from its surface, illuminating the floor bit by bit with an inexplicable light.


The Dungeon—a boundless underground maze that loomed just beneath the surface of the aptly named Labyrinth City, Orario.


Aiz stood in a deep part of the mysterious realm that continuously spawned monsters.


Loki Familia was based in Orario for a reason. The only dungeon in the world was right beneath their feet. Adventurers came from far and wide to venture into its depths. Therefore, many gods and goddesses sent their followers into the Dungeon to reap the economic opportunities that it provided, as well as to increase their influence.


Aiz’s familia was one of them.


“Hey, clumsy! Why can’t ya pitch a single tent, ya boneheaded Amazon!”


“Shut your yap! You suck as a teacher, you know that, Bete? I’ve done nothing wrong!”


“Lefiya, I’ll finish up. Go help the others prepare dinner.”


“S-sure.”


Loki Familia was currently in the middle of an expedition.


They’d traveled deep into the Dungeon and planned to spend many days attempting to unearth some of the secrets lurking within it. Right now, they were focused on creating a base camp and trying to squeeze as much rest into this downtime as possible.


They had just emerged from an intense battle—but none of the party members looked tired. In fact, many looked excited and filled with satisfaction at what they had accomplished thus far. The atmosphere around camp was pleasantly relaxed. Aiz walked past all of her industrious allies as they put the finishing touches on their camp and talked among themselves.


Tents had been constructed all over the place and quite a few large cargo boxes were scattered about. Making her way past the containers filled with spare weapons and supplies, the girl’s line of sight instantly opened up as she headed out of the camp.


It was unbelievable that this kind of view could be seen so far underground.


She was surrounded by a forest of ash-colored trees. In fact, the trees looked more like they’d been covered in an ash-like snow rather than having that color and texture as their natural appearance. The forest spread out in every direction, covering the landscape all the way to the end of the floor. Several rivers wound their way across the ground, like the veins of a leaf. Aiz listened to the crystal-blue water flowing around her.


The light pillars above her head were weak, making the surroundings feel like dusk on the surface.


They had chosen to construct their base camp on the top of a ten-meder hill overlooking the landscape. Aiz could see everything on the floor from her spot on the ledge.


“…”


They had arrived on the fiftieth floor of the Dungeon.


Many Dungeon-crawling familias resided in Orario, but this was the leading edge of exploration.


Of the thousands of adventurers living in the labyrinth city, very few had ever seen the forest of ash. Aiz stood by herself and took it all in.
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Loki Familia had gathered together to eat around the light of many portable magic-stone lamps.


They were on level fifty of the Dungeon. The risk of being overwhelmed or ambushed on this floor was significantly lower because monsters were not born on this level. They had reached a safe point. There were several floors like this in the Dungeon, and each of them was used as a resting point by adventurers. That was why Loki Familia had chosen this floor to set up their base camp.


“I want to congratulate all of you on a job well done in the Moitra Sands. It’s thanks to everyone’s individual strengths that we’ve made it to the fiftieth floor. Allow me to show my appreciation to all of you, thank you.”


“The forty-ninth floor is always rough. Especially today, with all those Fomoire popping out of nowhere.”


“Be grateful the floor boss, Balor, wasn’t there.”


“Ha-ha. Anyway, this deserves a toast. We don’t have any wine, but all the same—”


“Cheers!”


The Amazonian twins chatted between themselves after Finn’s opening address. Conversations broke out all over camp after everyone took a big swig from their glasses. Being in the Dungeon, they couldn’t afford to let down their guard, but with delicious food and drink sprawled out in front of them, most were able to relax a fair amount.


A large pot, roughly the size and shape of a cauldron, had been set up in the middle of camp. Every adventurer in their group had gathered around it. Bubbling inside the vat was a broth made of herbs collected from within the Dungeon and mruits—a type of fruit that shared the same flavor and texture as meat. Both ingredients were normally food the Dungeon provided for its monsters, but they were still suitable for human and demi-human consumption and were perfect for long journeys like this one.


Normally, adventurers were forced to subsist off limited, tasteless rations brought down from the surface. Having this much food at once was a treat for everyone involved. This had been all part of Finn’s plan—carefully budgeting the space available in the cargo boxes. And now all of the adventurers under his command were able to indulge in flavors that could not be found anywhere else.


“Um, Aiz, are you sure you don’t want anything to eat?”


“Yes, I’m fine…”


“What’s with the act? I can hear your stomach from here! Have some, have some!”


Lefiya noticed Aiz sitting by herself, staring at a bite-size block of rations between her thumb and forefinger. The moment that she walked over to start a conversation, Tiona appeared behind her with a bowl of meatless broth in her hands.


The girl’s golden eyes sparkled for a moment as the soup’s fragrance wafted into her nose. But her iron will held strong and she looked away. Aiz was a firm believer that sudden changes in diet would have a negative effect on her condition. She resisted the smiling, wheat-skinned Amazon’s advances with all of her might.


Tiona was persistent, but it was her sister, Tione, who lost patience first and smacked her across the back of her head.


“Now would be a good time to go over our plan moving forward.” The vat emptied and cleanup under way, Finn made his way to the center of the group.


Everyone except for the lookouts formed a circle around him. He made eye contact with each of them in turn.


“The goal of this expedition is to document new information on the Deep Levels. That has not changed. However, we have a quest to complete before proceeding to the fifty-ninth floor.”


A request or mission given to adventurers to carry out was called a quest.


A client would offer a reward to adventurers in exchange for fulfilling said request.


Adventurers accepted quests from many different clients, be they familias, merchants, or the Guild.


“A quest…The one issued by Dian Cecht Familia?”


“Indeed. They would like us to bring back a large amount of water from the Cadmus Springs on the fifty-first floor.”


Finn acknowledged Tione’s question with a nod. Tiona suddenly appeared at her sister’s side and was quick to voice her opinion.


“Cadmus Springs…Gahhh. Such a pain. Why did you accept that one?”


“The reward they’ve proposed is worth that pain. Also, they’ve treated us well in the past, so we couldn’t ignore it.”


“Bastards, sendin’ us to do the dirty work…”


Riveria stepped forward to answer the question as Bete snarled behind her.


Ignoring his allies’ misgivings about the content of their mission, Finn started to explain the plan. “We’ll send two small teams to the fifty-first floor. Avoiding combat as much as possible to conserve weapons and items, both teams will quickly secure the water and return to camp. Any questions?”


“Oh! Me, me! Why are we splitting into two parties?”


“Because they want a lot of water. One group can only carry back so much. We’ll need at least two full containers to fill their order.”


Gareth supported Finn’s plan. “We’ve got storage problems of our own, with the food an’ all. Floor fifty-nine is still ahead of us, so we can’t spend too much time on a quest. Splittin’ up’s faster, more efficient.”


Expeditions were also a battle against time. It had taken them the better part of five days to reach the fiftieth floor. The trip back to the surface always had to be considered. The schedule was tight, and they couldn’t afford to lose any time or supplies getting sidetracked.


“Also, a big group like this can’t move well in the Cadmus Springs. While it hurts to split our forces, it’s for the best…Any other questions? If not, let’s figure out party members.” Finn looked around again as he asked his question. Since no one responded, he started issuing orders.


Without fail, Tiona had her hand wiggling high in the air a moment later. “Oh! Oh! Me—I’ll go! Come with me, Aiz!”


“Sure.”


“I mean, if we didn’t get to go, then who would? Small groups, top-class adventurers only, you understand?”


“That settles it, Tione’s with us!” Tiona was quick to snatch her sister’s wrist and pull her into their battle party.


“Huh? Wait, I should be with the general…!”


Finn ordered the familia’s strongest magic user to stay behind. “Riveria, please stay with the camp. I want your Mind rested and ready to go once this quest is over. Of course, protect the camp if need be.”


“…I suppose it cannot be helped.”


Magic used mental energy—Mind—as a power source. Riveria had already expended a large amount, so she didn’t try to argue with the general’s decision.


Looking outside the circle, Riveria’s eyes fell on one girl.


“Lefiya, take my place alongside Aiz and the Amazons.”


“All right…Wait, me?!”


“There’s no problem with that, is there, Finn?”


“Sounds good to me. We’re counting on her to be your successor, so now’s as good a time as any to get some experience.”


“G-General?! Lady Riveria?! I-I’m not—!”


“Lefiya, over here!” The young elf’s objections were quickly silenced as Tiona grabbed her, too, and brought her into the group.


“That bein’ the case, the other top fighters’ll form the second team: Finn, Bete, myself…and…”


“Hey, Raul! We need a supporter over here.”


“Y-you talking to me?!”


“Yeah, who else?”


The two parties for the quest had been set. They were as follows:


Team One: Aiz, Tiona, Tione, and Lefiya.


Team Two: Finn, Bete, Gareth, and Raul.


“…Hey. Will the ladies be all right?”


“Hmmm…” Finn considered as Bete pointed out the imbalance of the other battle party’s composition.


Being an Amazon, Tiona was a pure berserker in combat. Additionally, Aiz’s ferocity in combat was such that she had been given the title “Battle Princess” by the people who knew her best.


While Tione appeared cool and collected on the surface, she could be much more destructive than her younger sister and Aiz together. Moreover, Team One’s magic user, Lefiya, was at a lower level than the other fighters. There was no way she could keep up.


Finn raised his head after a heavy silence.


“Tione, I’m counting on you. I hope my trust isn’t misplaced.”


“—Leave it to me!!” The elder Amazon, who was secretly quite taken with their baby-faced leader, couldn’t have been happier to hear those words.


Tiona knew immediately what her sister’s suddenly pink cheeks meant. “So simple,” she mumbled with a cocked eyebrow.


The battle parties decided, the adventurers managed to get a few hours of restless sleep.


Leaving Riveria in charge of camp, the eight of them set out for the fifty-first floor.
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