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  Chapter 1: Welcome to Happy World #1


“Iseo-ya, seriously, how about marrying into our family?”  

On the day I wrapped up my studies as a straight-A master’s student due to worsening family circumstances, Professor Jusu made an utterly serious proposal.  

“Our daughter is pretty, you know? It’d be great if you became part of our family. That way, you can continue your diligent life as a slave—ahem, I mean, as a researcher.”  

A bold and tempting offer. But there was one problem.  

“…Professor, your daughters are still in middle school.”  

“Then what do you suggest? My wife said we’re making three times more kimchi this year than last! Who’s gonna drive the girls to the airport every time? Who’s gonna pack my camping gear?”  

I recalled how, over the past few years, I’d carried more cabbages than research papers in Professor Jusu’s lab. During kimchi season, I was summoned to his house, and whenever his daughters went abroad, I was their chauffeur. At this point, I might as well have been hired as a housekeeper rather than a research assistant.  

“So, are you job hunting?”  

Job hunting.  

That word yanked me back to reality.  

I couldn’t become the professor’s son-in-law, but I could very well end up unemployed. My mother, who had raised me alone, fell ill, forcing me to settle for a master’s degree without pursuing further studies.  

“I’ve been looking around, but it’s not easy.”  

The world was merciless. With a master’s in ancient Western history, there were no jobs where I could utilize my expertise.  

When I shook my head, the professor clapped his hands as if it were good news.  

“I have a relative who runs a company. They’re looking for a versatile talent. You’re good at driving, farming, and all sorts of things—why not put those skills to use? Here’s their business card.”  

Happy World Co., Ltd.  

CEO: Ha Daesoo  

Happy World Co., Ltd.  

Just from the name, I couldn’t tell what kind of company it was.  

“What kind of company is it?”  

“A small family business that does a bit of everything. A bit of everything. Ahem. What matters is how much you’ll earn there. From what I’ve heard, starting salaries for full-time employees are probably—”  

Scratch, scratch—  

As the professor scribbled zeros in his notebook, my hair stood on end.  

“Is this for real?”  

“Absolutely. I swear on the River Styx. Work at Happy World for a few years, and you could buy an apartment in the Seoul suburbs.”  

With that kind of salary, I could cover my mother’s hospital bills and even let her quit her restaurant job. Maybe I could even revisit my half-abandoned dreams of dating and marriage.  

Which was precisely why it was worrying.  

“But Professor, could someone like me really land a job at such an amazing place?”  

Metacognition is important.  

Self-awareness, you know?  

I’d fallen in love with ancient Western history and theology in college simply because I liked Greek mythology. Could someone like me really land a high-paying job at such a place?  

Even the ever-confident professor hesitated, clicking his tongue.  

“Then I guess your only option is to marry into our family.”  

“Professor, if I marry a middle schooler, I’ll end up in a police station before a wedding hall.”  

A few days later, as I was packing up my things in the professor’s lab, struggling to suppress mixed feelings, he spoke up.  

“Iseo-ya, remember ‘Happy World’? You can start working there tomorrow.”  

“Huh? Seriously?”  

“Yeah. Their HR read your thesis and said they really wanted to meet the author. Especially your undergraduate thesis—what was the topic again?”  

“The Correlation Between Nymphs and Honey Candy?”  

“Right. The hypothesis that nymphs might like honey candy. They said they wanted to hear your reasoning firsthand.”  

Why had I even written that?  

Back then, I’d scribbled it down half-drunk just to graduate.  

The fact that someone actually liked it was more embarrassing than anything.  

“—You can tell a person’s character by their attitude toward nymphs— There’s an old Greek saying, you know? They were really impressed by your perspective.”  

Nymphs? What? There’s no such proverb in Greece.  

Probably a joke.  

The professor often made unfunny jokes.  

But since I’d just landed a great job, even his bad jokes made me bloom with laughter like flowers.  

“Professor! I’ll work really hard! Once I get my paycheck, I’ll buy you a gift!”  

No doubt the professor had pulled some strings.  

After years of suffering under his notorious supervision, I’d finally found my light at the end of the tunnel!  

Of course, the professor shook his head.  

“I didn’t do anything. It’s all thanks to those nymphs you studied so hard. If you start tomorrow, we won’t see much of each other anymore. How about a celebratory drink?”  

Glug, glug— The professor poured golden liquor into a cup.  

“This is something I’ve been saving. You won’t find this stuff anywhere.”  

Was it okay to drink in broad daylight?  

But I’d seen the professor’s love for alcohol since undergrad. Thanks to him, I’d become a heavy drinker myself.  

“Cheers!”  

Gulp, gulp—  

As I raised the celebratory glass in joy, I was stunned.  

‘This is… delicious!?’  

What kind of liquor was this?  

It had a fruity aroma, almost like apples, but unlike any fruit I’d ever tasted.  

I’d tried all sorts of alcohol as Professor Jusu’s grad student, but this was a first.  

Though the alcohol content was clearly sky-high—I could already feel the buzz hitting me.  

“Good, right? This is what we Greeks call nectar. Now, for your assignment to Tar—ahem, I mean, Happy World—just stamp here—”  

“Huh? What? Whaaaaaat?”  

“Don’t worry—if you get fired, we’ll transfer you to Olympus—or you can marry my daughter—”  

Everything after that was a blur.  

When I came to, I was in Tartarus—where sinners groaned and sulfur fires boiled.  

Yeah. Tartarus.  

The lowest pit of the underworld in Greek mythology.  

The abyss beneath the abyss.  

A realm so shrouded in mist even the gods avoided it!  

Somehow, thanks to that damn thesis about nymphs and honey candy, I’d ended up employed in Tartarus.  

Happy World, Punishment Execution Team 4, Employee Jo Yi-seo  

That’s what my business card says.  


### ###  


The Greek underworld I’d studied was typically divided into three regions:  


The Palace of Hades, where the underworld gods resided.  

Elysium, the Greek equivalent of heaven.  

And then—Tartarus, the hellish pit everyone avoided.  

That’s where I worked.  

The name might sound sweet, like some kind of sauce, but after spending roughly two winters here, I can confidently say “horrific” doesn’t even begin to cover it.  

“Today’s weather: cloudy, with occasional lava showers!”  

“Residents of the Asphodel Meadows, beware of lava river floods!”  

Truly hellish weather.  

“Jyoouji.”  

“Jyoji. Jyoouji.”  

Cockroaches bigger than my palm screeched in eerie voices.  

And as for me, stuck in Tartarus Punishment Execution, the most notoriously overworked department, forced to surrender all my leave and holidays?  

“Prometheus’ eagle requests a change in meal menu.”  

“Residents fed up with noise pollution are filing complaints against Orpheus.”  

“Report on stolen supplies and overnight warehouse guard duty.”  

“Company-wide alert: Hell roaches are breeding in the basement. All employees must arm themselves and descend immediately! Hurry!”  

“Jo Yi, it’s Markia. This chain letter began in ancient Delphi—if you don’t send it to five people, you’ll be cursed—”  

Scratch, scratch, scratch—  

As I mechanically signed endless paperwork, I wondered what sin I’d committed to end up in this hellhole.  

An endless work purgatory with no resignation option?  

“If only I hadn’t written that stupid nymph thesis!”  

Just then, my colleague Markius, sitting beside me, asked:  

“What’s a nymph’s tear? Are there nymphs here?”  

“No.”  

When I brushed him off, Markius—already looking like a thug—scowled even more sinisterly and licked his lips.  

“Yeah, no way something small and cute like a nymph would be in this dreary place. If there were, I’d treat her real nice. Heh heh heh—”  

What did he mean by “treat her nice”?  

Despite his appearance—like a slaver who’d abduct women and sell them—Markius was too spineless to even swat a bug.  

‘Which is why chasing roaches always falls to me.’  

Anyway, Markius was clearly about to distract me with small talk, so I decided to half-listen when—  

“Hey, heard the news? A big-shot executive from HQ is transferring to Happy World. If you impress them, you might get reassigned to the main office!”  

Reassignment.  

My ears perked up at that.  

“Seriously? An executive from the Palace of Hades is coming?”  

“Jo Yi, correction. Since the last restructuring, we call it HQ, not the Palace of Hades. And remember, even Tartarus was rebranded as Happy World.”  

“…Tartarus is Tartarus. What kind of ‘Happy World’ is this?”  

“Anyway, the notice is up on the board. I thought you’d have seen it already. Weren’t you last year’s top performer? Team 4’s pride!”  

My head throbbed at the mention of “top performer.”  

Last year, to “refresh” Happy World’s dreary atmosphere, they’d decided to plant a garden in front of the office—a typical PR stunt.  

The problem? While digging, I’d accidentally struck a high-purity gold vein.  

“G-Gold!”  

“Team 4’s Jo Yi found a gold vein!”  

“Kyaaa—!”  

I’d been digging randomly out of frustration from working through holidays, and of all things, I’d hit gold.  

Thanks to that, I’d been named top performer and was now in line for a promotion to assistant manager after just two years—which only meant more work.  

Talk about bad luck.  

“Last year was a fluke. That kind of thing won’t happen again.”  

And it better not!  

“A fluke? Look at you, being modest. Thanks to your gold vein, Team 4 has the fattest budget—everyone’s jealous. Check it out. My office chair. The latest trend from the surface!”  

Truthfully, Happy World’s Execution Team was considered elite in this underworld society. The dream job for many.  

Except me.  

I’d always wanted to quit.  

But while Happy World had every office gadget imaginable, it had no resignation policy.  

You had to work forever.  

Even after death.  

Most employees were already dead souls.  

‘What if I just ran away?’  

Impossible.  

In all of mythology, no one had ever escaped Tartarus.  

Even if I got lucky and managed it, remembering Sisyphus’ punishment for deceiving the gods sent chills down my spine.  

But now, an executive from HQ was transferring to Tartarus?  

At first glance, it sounded like a demotion—some unlucky exec who’d pissed off the CEO.  

But for me? A golden opportunity.  

‘First impressions matter. I need to make a terrible one!’  

Who knows? If I messed up in front of this executive, maybe they’d fire me from Happy World.  

Every company fires incompetent employees, right?  

“Don’t worry—if you get fired, we’ll transfer you to Olympus—”  

That day, after drinking Professor Jusu’s strange liquor, I’d vaguely remembered that promise.  

My memory was hazy from intoxication, but he’d definitely mentioned reassignment to Olympus.  

Olympus.  

I didn’t know what working conditions were like there, but anything was better than Tartarus, with its artificial sun and gloomy atmosphere.  

“Jyoouji.”  

“Jyoji.”  

At least the roaches in Olympus would be smaller.  

Anyway, the key was what kind of executive was coming.  

“Markius, any more details about the new executive?”  

“Hmm, the new Deputy Warden of Tartarus? Well, I did hear something. Not sure if it’s true, though. They said it’s… a nymph.”  

What? A nymph—the very thing that ruined my life?  


This was hell.  

No, Happy World.  

But?  

This might actually work in my favor.  

‘I’ll do everything a nymph would hate and get myself fired!’



 
  Chapter 2: Welcome to Happy World #2


A nymph was coming as my new supervisor.

I hated nymphs so much that I didn’t even sleep with my head facing North anymore.

Since they both start with N.

I’d rather get fired than work under a nymph.

Then I needed to make a plan.

“Markie, do you know anything else about the new executive? You’ve worked under Charon in Distribution for a long time, you must have heard something.”

“Trying to score points? Looks like you’ll be Employee of the Year again. Too bad for Crates.”

Promotion? Quite the opposite – I planned to do everything to score negative points. Serve food she hates at the welcome party, deliberately mess up my work…

“Markie, I’ll pay for information. Find out for me.”

Clink-

I handed him a gold coin, but Markie refused.

“Jo Yi, I owe you too many favors. If I get any info, I’ll tell you for free.”

In the end, all Markie knew was that the new executive was a nymph. Frankly, even this was suspicious. What would a flower-field-mountain-river nymph be doing in this hellfire-filled Happy World? Maybe she was transferred from the surface? With all the personnel changes lately…

‘Whatever. My plan to get fired by displeasing the nymph remains unchanged.’

But there was a problem.

“Jo Yi! Where are you? Jo Yi!”

Every company has someone you can’t stand, and that person is usually your boss.

“Ah, here you are! Jo Yi! Our pride! Our star employee!”

The skeleton currently shouting at me looked like a generic dungeon mob, but surprisingly was actually an elite monster.

To be precise, he was the manager of Tartarus Punishment Execution Department, nicknamed Bones by everyone. A parachuted executive from headquarters who unquestioningly believed in my exceptional work abilities.

‘I wish he were just a typical abusive boss who yells at me.’

His eyeless skull somehow managed to give me expectant looks while dumping endless work on me. Today was no different.

“Jo Yi! Have you heard about the new executive coming to Happy World?”

“The nymph?”

“Exactly! That’s our star employee for you! Most lazy souls don’t even know where the bulletin board is! You’re always so well-informed!”

Click, click-

His bony jaw clacked.

“Then you must already know what I need you to do! Special Prisoner ‘R-08A’ is causing trouble again! We need to handle him before the executive arrives!”

Special prisoners were exactly that – special. Major criminals who committed outrageous sins in life.

Each one was notoriously difficult to manage, giving all staff headaches.

“That bastard causing trouble again.”

“Not a single quiet day with him.”

“08A…an A-class prisoner we can’t even approach carelessly…”

See? Everyone reacts like that.

And they want me to handle him?

Just like that?

Normally I’d be stressed about such sudden, heavy responsibility.

But today was different.

“Understood. I’ll ensure he’s properly disciplined.”

“Oho! That’s our star employee! So full of confidence!”

Of course I’m confident.

I plan to fail spectacularly.

“If Jo Yi’s handling it, we can relax!”

“That R-08A is such a con artist – he’s fooled our staff multiple times!”

Whoa whoa whoa-

Cheers of expectation from all sides.

The higher their hopes, the harder they’ll fall. Perfect.

When the nymph executive arrives to see this mess:

– My overrated reputation crashes

– My chances of getting fired skyrocket

“Jyoouji.”

“Jyoji.”

Then I can leave this “Happy World” with its palm-sized roaches and transfer to Olympus.

A brilliant plan, if I say so myself.

Being competent is hard. Being incompetent? Anyone can do that.

Even elementary students could manage it.

# # #

And so I left the Execution Department for Happy World’s prison block to meet our biggest headache – Special Prisoner R-08A Sisyphus.

Sisyphus.

In life, he deceived multiple gods and was condemned to eternally roll a boulder uphill as punishment.

Push the boulder to the summit, only for it to roll back down. Repeat for eternity.

I didn’t pity him.

The bastard had tricked our staff too many times.

Though part of me feared: “If I got caught escaping the underworld, that’d be me.”

The problem started during underworld “reforms” rebranding everything as “Soul Society.” The changes affected prisoner punishments too.

“Roll a boulder? Why bother?”

The notorious Sisyphus was lying down resting instead of rolling his boulder uphill.

“Huuu-“

“Huu huuu-!”

The little ghost workers buzzed around him complaining, but he ignored them, lounging arrogantly.

“What? I’m not pushing any boulders.”

“Everyone’s working hard. I’m Jo Yi from Execution Team 4. What’s the issue?”

The little ghosts swarmed me with complaints.

“Huuuuu!”

“Huu huuu!”

They looked like tiny white sheets of cloud, mumbling adorably.

“So you’re saying Sisyphus is refusing proper punishment, claiming ‘rest periods’ under some new contract?”

Nod nod nod!

Nod!


They nodded furiously, pointing at the mountain of muscle.

Years of boulder-pushing had turned him into a steel-muscled superhuman.

The cunning Sisyphus laughed at me.

“Mr. Jo, you’re fluent in Ghost Speech? Truly an exemplary guard. They say those whom ghosts follow are extraordinary-“

“Mr. Sisyphus, I’m staff now, not a guard. Get the title right.”

“Come now. Guards, staff – same difference! Just name games. Tartarus? Happy World? What does it matter! Does rebranding make this hell any happier?”

For a moment, I almost agreed.

That a prisoner understood me better than my coworkers!

“Workplace reforms? What storm hit this hell? Mr. Jo, I don’t get it. Why change this place? Why even try?”

Using silver-tongued rhetoric, Sisyphus had trapped staff in debates about his “rightful rest periods,” refusing to work.

The kinetic energy from his boulder-rolling normally powered the ghost workers’ dorm lights. Without it, they lived in darkness. Tragic.

“Mr. Jo, I’m simply taking my contractual rest. See?”

Flap-

He showed me a dusty contract stating:

“Sisyphus shall perform his punishment as before, but receives 10 minutes rest after every 5 summit pushes.”

Problem: I’d never seen this contract before.

As the usual signatory for prisoner contracts, this one bore Bones’ name instead.

Manager Bones!

That overeager bag of bones!

Normally, this would be a disaster caused by incompetent leadership.

But?

Perfect for me.

The bigger the mess, the better my chances of getting fired.

‘When the executive arrives to find Sisyphus rebelling, the responsible party gets punished. Exactly what I need.’

But Sisyphus loved tricking staff and was sharp. If he suspected my plan…

So I played the model employee.

“Mr. Sisyphus, please fulfill your contractual duties. Or shall we draft a new rehabilitation agreement?”

“New contract? No thanks. You make it sound like I’m doing something wrong. I’m simply taking my 10-minute rest as stipulated.”

“Mr. Sisyphus, let’s be frank. ‘Time’ is meaningless here. Your ’10-minute break’ is sophistry.”

Time didn’t exist in the underworld. At best, seasonal changes vaguely marked years. That’s why Happy World had no set work hours.

Thus, “10 minutes” here could mean eternity.

Sisyphus was enjoying an endless break.

‘Bones, you fool, making such a sloppy contract.’

No surprise – Sisyphus had tricked gods before. A skeleton manager was child’s play.

“Final warning, Mr. Sisyphus. Refuse to renegotiate, and you’ll lose our last goodwill.”

Please refuse!

“A warning? How exciting. Mr. Jo, I look forward to your next move. Until then, I’ll enjoy my 10-minute break. My eternal 10-minute break.”

Sisyphus acted offended, puffing up arrogantly.

Perfect!

“Very well. We’ll acknowledge your break time. A contract is absolute – not even our great CEO can deny it.”

“Haha! Finally seeing reason?”

“But you must never, under any circumstances, push that boulder during break. Understood? Never. Never. Never. Never. NEVER!”

Despite my emphasis, I felt uneasy.

Best to be thorough.

Then inspiration struck.

‘Why not make Sisyphus more comfortable? By blowing our entire department budget!’

Let’s do it!

As I prepared “gifts” for Sisyphus, elite employee Crates from Team 1 sneered:

“Rewarding lazy Sisyphus with luxuries? Ridiculous! The promotion pressure must be getting to him. This is why commoners—”

Even Bones clacked his jaw disapprovingly:

“Jo Yi! What are you thinking? Spending our entire budget on prisoner gifts! We won’t have funds left for the executive’s welcome banquet!”

“I have everything under control.”

The die was cast.

I would cross not the River Rubicon, but the Styx – to glorious Olympus!

# # #

On the day of the executive’s arrival…

Crates, a Phoenician prince now Happy World employee, strode toward the promotion bulletin board.

‘That upstart Jo Yi, trying to become assistant manager after just two years, leapfrogging my 50 years of service. But now that he’s tangled with Sisyphus, his career is over.’

Failing to discipline Sisyphus might not just cost Jo Yi his promotion – but his job. Getting fired from the divine workplace would be utter humiliation.

Crates imagined mocking Jo Yi’s defeated face…until his handsome features froze.


[Promotion to Assistant Manager – Execution Team 4 Jo Yi]

[Reason – Exemplary rehabilitation of Special Prisoner Sisyphus]

“W-what?! This makes no sense!”

How?!

Crates felt breathless despite being already dead.



 
  Chapter 3: Welcome to Happy World #3


On the day of Sisyphus (R-08A) and Jo Yi-seo’s first meeting.

Sisyphus (R-08A) produced a contract and asserted his rights.

“Mr. Yi-seo, I shall now enjoy my 10-minute break.”

“Yes, please do.”

After concluding his conversation with Yi-seo, Sisyphus (R-08A) relaxed the tension that had been wound tight like a bowstring.

‘Top employee Yi-seo – I’d heard he was remarkable, but he’s nothing special. Then again, how could some ordinary employee stand against me when I even deceived Happy World’s CEO?’

The eternal 10-minute break.

Even he had to admit it was a brilliant idea.

So Sisyphus (R-08A) continued lounging, basking in laziness.

How much time had passed?

By the time Daedalus’s artificial sun had risen and set arbitrarily several times without regard for chronology, deliverymen in black robes approached Sisyphus (R-08A).

“Charon Transport. You’re Sisyphus (R-08A)? Sign here.”

“What is this?”

“Let’s see… Items sent by Mr. Yi-seo from Punishment Execution Team 4.”

Yi-seo sent Sisyphus (R-08A) a package?

As expected of a top employee – was this some scheme?

Left alone, Sisyphus (R-08A) carefully opened the package.

Boing—!

Fluffy golden wool burst forth like popcorn.

Even Sisyphus (R-08A) was stunned by the cloud-like, shimmering fleece.

The Golden Fleece! Just lying on it erases all fatigue, and woven into clothing, it blocks any cold – a true treasure!

But there was more.

[“For whom does that fair nymph weep~♩”]

A sweet melody flowed from a conch shell beneath the fleece.

The sharp-witted Sisyphus (R-08A) recognized it immediately – “The Nymph’s Lament,” a masterpiece by Orpheus, the underworld’s greatest singer. The enchanted recording conch was perpetually sold out – impossible to obtain without a fortune.

Employee Yi-seo… Why send me this? These items exceed an employee’s salary – he must have drained Team 4’s entire budget.

Confronted with luxuries beyond a prisoner’s reach, Sisyphus (R-08A) grew uneasy.

Is this… the North Wind and Sun strategy? Not harsh winds but gentle warmth made the traveler remove his coat.

Perhaps Yi-seo sought to motivate proper punishment through kindness rather than fear.

Unlike other employees who relied on pain, this approach earned Sisyphus (R-08A)’s grudging respect.

Truly a top employee. He knows how to sway hearts. But Yi-seo, you’ve failed. My will is stone.

Laughing inwardly, Sisyphus (R-08A) lounged on the fleece, enjoying sweet respite.

He napped, recited poetry – during these 10 minutes he could do everything except roll his boulder.

Growing bored…

But humans naturally chafe at rest.

Especially Sisyphus (R-08A), whose daily rock-pushing regimen left him feeling his muscles were rusting from disuse.

Too much rest – my body feels stiff. Some exercise?

He began doing push-ups.

“Two thousand twenty-one—! Two thousand twenty-two—!”

But something felt off.

Not enough resistance.

His gaze drifted to the nearby boulder.

Gulp.

Heavy, massive, solid…

Perfect for gains!

Rolling that boulder uphill would perfectly stimulate my muscles…

Habits are terrifying.

After eternities of pushing rocks, Sisyphus (R-08A) needed heavy resistance like a fish needs water.

His fingers brushed the boulder—

“Mr. Sisyphus (R-08A)! Your break continues! Step away!”

“Oh sh—! CEO almighty! Mr. Yi-seo!”

Yi-seo materialized, voice sharp as thunder. Sisyphus (R-08A) recoiled, heart pounding.

He forced a smile.

“Mr. Yi-seo, I’ve rested sufficiently. Thanks to your gifts, I’m reinvigorated. I’ll resume my duty.”

“No! Your 10 minutes continue!”

“Excuse me?”

Sisyphus (R-08A) couldn’t believe his ears.

A prisoner being prevented from working?

Yi-seo’s face was stone.

“Mr. Sisyphus (R-08A), return to the fleece. The contractual 10-minute break continues. No boulder-touching.”

“……”

A chill ran down Sisyphus (R-08A)’s spine.

His prized muscles were atrophying in real-time.

Then he understood:

This man… This was his plan! To deny me exercise!

Panic set in.

Sisyphus (R-08A) endured through the satisfaction of growing stronger.

Now Yi-seo stole his sole joy.

“Mr. Yi-seo! Please! Just one push to the summit!”

“No.”

“I beg you!”

“No. Enjoy your fleece and music. Keep resting!”

“You… You devil! In all my years, never have I met a guard like you! Yi-seo, you damned fiend!”

His colorful curses didn’t faze Yi-seo.

“Mr. Sisyphus (R-08A), the contract is absolute. Signed with Styx-water ink – unbreakable even by executives. You will rest.”

Sssss—

The agony of his steel-like muscles withering broke Sisyphus (R-08A) more than any torture.

“What can I do? Happy World has no clocks.”

…This man is ruthless!


Defeated, Sisyphus (R-08A) admitted:

“Mr. Yi-seo, you must know – Chronos’s hourglass can measure time here.”

Somewhere in Happy World lived Chronos, Titan of time.

His hourglasses measured accurately even in this timeless realm.

“A 10-minute hourglass would properly measure my break. Then I could resume my punishment!”

###

Sisyphus (R-08A) had malfunctioned.

The “right” to be punished?

That was his curse.

But his protests reached Manager Bones, who procured a golden 10-minute hourglass.

Sisyphus (R-08A), grinning, reportedly said:

“Increase the boulder’s weight. Days of rest demand more resistance.”

Ultimately, Sisyphus (R-08A) diligently rolled an even heavier rock. The electricity generated lit ghost employees’ dorms.

“Woo-hoo—!”

“Woo-hoo-hoo—!”

Delighted ghosts nuzzled my cheeks, crediting me for the brightened dorms.

Manager Bones grinned.

“Sisyphus (R-08A)’s energy output is record-high! Our department’s budget has peaked! Yi-seo! You’re exceptional!”

“……”

“Promoted to Assistant Manager! Only two winters passed! Third in history – first mortal!”

“Hooray for Yi-seo!”

“Manager, isn’t it quitting time?”

“Ah yes. The sand shows nearly 6 PM. Dismissed!”

Sisyphus (R-08A) wasn’t the sole beneficiary.

Manager Bones, recognizing time’s utility, mass-ordered hourglasses – introducing timekeeping to Punishment Execution Team 4.

“Fixed hours improve productivity! Yi-seo, another miracle!”

“…Heh heh heh…”

“Pity Crates in Team 1, but you’ll win ‘Employee of the Year.'”

“Heh heh heh heh heh!”

“Tomorrow – executive arrives at 8 AM sharp. Don’t be late. Check your mailbox.”

“Heh heh heh heh heh heh heh heh heh!”

How did this happen?

My dream of termination and transfer to Olympus was slipping away.

This is hell—

No, Happy World.

But even here, escape might be possible.

I found hope in colleague Markius’s words.

“An executive arrives tomorrow at 8 AM?”

All employees must greet her.

Everyone would polish their image.

But if I made a terrible impression?

‘Like being late. A chicken among swans.’

A reverse “one crane among chickens” plan.

Brilliant.

One problem:

‘Deliberately disrespecting authority might bring punishment, not termination.’

Happy World’s hierarchy is strict.

I needed to fail naturally.

How?

“Alcohol is the answer.”

—Sorry, I got drunk and overslept.

—Late from drinking? You’re fired!

—What the Happy World! Feelin’ very good!

A flawless plan.

Surely nothing could go wrong.

No gold veins would appear.

No fitness addicts would beg to push boulders.

This time, failure was guaranteed.

I headed straight to the bar—then remembered:

‘Wait, didn’t Markius say to check my mailbox?’


I almost looked but stopped.

Probably another useless “lucky letter.”

###

A letter in Yi-seo’s mailbox read:

[“I’ve got useful information. The new executive loves alcohol. —Markius”]



 
  Chapter 4: Welcome to Happy World #4


The departed souls of Happy World loved their liquor.  

Even I, who was desperate to leave this place, had to admit—their drinks were divine.  

Wines brewed from the ancient waters of the Lethe and Styx, infused with pomegranates, the underworld’s specialty. Without them, I doubt I could’ve lasted this long as both a prison guard and corporate drone.  

So, I headed to my usual haunt—Nymph’s Tail Tavern.  

“Sisyphus Energy Inc. Stock Price Soars! 50% Off All Menu Items!”  

“Unlimited Pomegranate Wine for Happy World Employees!”  

Passing by the stomach-churning sign, I stepped inside to find the bar packed with off-duty ghost employees.  

“—Woo-hoo—!”  

“Woo-hoo-hoo—!”  

They swarmed me, rubbing their fluffy spectral bodies against my face like overexcited puppies. Apparently, my (unintentional) success in rehabilitating Sisyphus had brightened up their dormitories, and they were grateful.  

“Woo—hoo—!”  

“Woo-hoo—!”  

“Ah, so the communal washing machines and fridges are running smoothly now? Wonderful. Just wonderful.”  

A misfortune for me, but a blessing for others. I supposed that counted as a good thing.  

“Never seen ghosts take to someone like this before. You must be fluent in Specter Speak.”  

A voice cut through the chatter. I turned to see a woman watching me.  

Her skin was as translucent as Tartarus’ mist, her hair darker than Erebus’ shadows, and her eyes—sharp and pomegranate-red—gleamed unnervingly.  

She was inhumanly beautiful, enough to mistake her for a goddess. But that couldn’t be. Most of the underworld’s divine women worked as executives up at Pluto’s Palace, the headquarters.  

‘If she’s this pretty and not a goddess, then—’

I instinctively glanced at her ears, checking if they were pointed. Nymphs had those.  

She touched her own earlobe and tilted her head.  

“Why are you staring at my ears?”  

“Just checking if you’re a nymph. They usually have pointy ears.”  

Hers were neatly rounded. Not a nymph, then.  

“You’re checking for nymph traits? Do you like nymphs or something?”  

I vehemently denied it.  

“Not at all. I hate nymphs. Frankly, the reason I’m stuck here is partly because of them.”  

“Oh? Not sure what your grudge is, but I like you already. I can’t stand nymphs either. Tiny, chatty, weepy things. Before they ‘evolved,’ they were weaker than squirrels.”  

Evolved? Since when did Greek nymphs evolve like Digimon?  

“You seem familiar. Have we met before?”  

Familiar? Was she hitting on me?  

I shook my head.  

She pressed a hand to her temple.  

“Ugh, I get like this sometimes. Feeling like I’ve met someone I haven’t, or been somewhere I’ve never been. Like I’ve lost something, but I don’t know what.”  

Weird. But then again, weird was the norm in Happy World.  

‘Honestly, I get déjà vu a lot too. Kinda relatable.’  

Glug-glug-glug—  

She filled my glass to the brim with pomegranate wine.  

“Since we’ve crossed paths, how about keeping me company? I’m new here and don’t know anyone. And you—well, if the ghosts like you, you can’t be all bad.”  

“Me?”  

“Haven’t you heard? No bad person ever earns a ghost’s favor.”  

A woman this stunning, offering to drink with me?  

‘Is this some kind of romance scam?’  

For a second, I was suspicious—but it wasn’t like I had anything left to lose in Happy World anyway.  

“Woo-hoo-hoo—!”  

“Woo—!”  

“Hehe, tickles. I love how lively these ghosts are.”  

Besides, if the spectral employees adored her this much, she couldn’t be dangerous.  

No bad person ever earns a ghost’s favor, right?  

So, without thinking too hard, I downed my drink.  

I did love alcohol, after all.  

—  

### ###  

“Beep-beep-beep—!”  

A sharp alarm jolted me awake.  

The golden hourglass I’d recently installed in my room was blaring—somehow.  

Don’t ask how an hourglass has an alarm. I don’t know either.  

The point was: it was 6 AM.  

‘The executive welcome ceremony is at 8. I woke up way too early.’  

Damn my habit of rising before dawn.  

Rustle—  

Someone stirred beside me.  

A woman. The same one I’d been drinking with last night.  

“You…”  

The real question was—why was she here?  

I had zero memory of what happened.  

Probably because I’d drowned myself in Lethe-infused pomegranate wine. That stuff sometimes erased chunks of memory—a side effect of being brewed from the River of Forgetfulness.  

“Uh, about last night…”  

“Hey, have you seen my wallet?”  

“Wallet?”  

What wallet?  

Her sudden question threw me off. While I stood there dumbly, she started patting around.  

“A round coin purse with a cute puppy embroidered on it.”  

A puppy wallet?  

For someone who looked so icy, her taste was unexpectedly adorable.  

“I know. Doesn’t suit a mature woman like me, right? My mom gave it to me, so I’ve been carrying it around. But where is it?”  

She began rummaging through my room.  

Dazed, I realized—this was my chance.  

“If it’s that important, let me help you look.”  


“You sure? This could take a while.”  

“You said it was a gift from your mother.”  

Plan: Get delayed searching for a lost item → Arrive late to the executive ceremony → Get fired.  

Perfect.  

We tore through my room, then retraced our steps to the tavern.  

No wallet.  

“Woo-hoo-hoo—?”  

“Woo—.”  

Even the ghost employees shrugged helplessly.  

Her expression soured.  

“Guess it’s gone. It was old anyway—I was planning to replace it soon. Sorry for dragging you into this. Let me at least buy you a hangover drink.”  

Hangover drink?  

After last night, she still wanted to drink?  

“Barkeep! One pomegranate wine, please.”  

Clink—  

Then I spotted something strange.  

“Wait, is that—?”  

The item she’d just pulled from her pocket—a round coin purse embroidered with a three-headed puppy.  

“Was the wallet in your pocket this whole time? That’s the one we’ve been looking for, right?”  

“Huh? Wha—!?”  

She flushed crimson, stammering.  

“Ahem! I—I, a mature and sophisticated woman, making a nymph-like mistake…! S-Sorry you had to see that. Let’s keep this between us, okay? I’ll make it up to you.”  

So the “lost” wallet had been in her pocket all along?  

For someone who looked so composed, she was a total airhead.  

Still, at least she hadn’t actually lost it. It seemed precious to her.  

‘Wonder how my mom’s doing…’  

A pang of loneliness hit me.  

I wanted to quit this job and go home—to eat the instant noodles my mom used to make.  

“Well, I should head to work now.”  

She’d found her wallet, and—more importantly—it was already 10 AM.  

I was irredeemably late.  

—  

Blazing sunlight.  

On my way to the office, Daedalus’ artificial sun shone painfully bright—probably because Sisyphus was overproducing energy again.  

But one thing bothered me.  

The woman was following me.  

I zigzagged through alleys, but she stuck to my trail like a shadow.  

“Do you need something from me? I already said you don’t owe me anything.”  

“It’s not about repayment.”  

Then what?  

‘Is she here to make me ‘take responsibility’ for last night? I don’t remember much, but if we woke up in the same bed…’  

Women in this Greek-themed underworld took chastity seriously. There were literal virgin goddesses around.  

‘Did I do something to the CEO’s daughter without realizing it?!’  

Just as cold sweat dripped down my back, she said something completely unexpected.  

“You’re a Happy World employee, right? I’ve got business there today, but I don’t know the way. If I follow you, I’ll get there, yeah?”  

Business at Happy World?  

Was she filing a complaint or something?  

Fine.  

At this point, my tardiness was undeniable anyway.  

—  

“Yi-seo! There you are!”  

As I reached the office—a building that looked like a hellish palace—Manager Bones rushed over, his skeletal face tense.  

“Yi-seo! Do you know what day it is?! You’re never late! I needed you this morning—!”  

Perfect.  

I bowed deeply.  

“My sincerest apologies! To be late on such an important day—I’ll accept any punishment, even termination! Of all days—!”  

Grit—!  

The key was selling the regret.  

My acting must’ve worked, because Crates, the ace of Team 1, seized the chance to gloat.  

“Hah! Yi-seo! Getting complacent after your promotion, huh? Late on a day like today? Hahaha!”  

Late on an important day.  

Even Achilles couldn’t escape the consequences of such a blunder.  

This was it—  

Or so I thought.  

“Wait. Hold on.”  

Clack—!  

Bones’ jawbone snapped shut loudly.  

Wait for what?  

A bad feeling crept up my spine.  

“Now that I look closely… Our Assistant Manager Yi-seo wasn’t just late.”  

“What do you mean?”  

Crates asked the question I was too nervous to voice.  

“Yi-seo, what I wanted to ask you was to escort our newly appointed executive here today. She’d been unreachable since last night, so I was worried she’d gotten lost. But—”  

His bony finger pointed behind me.  

“You brought her here before I even asked! That’s why you were late!”  

“…Huh? Executive?”  

“As expected of our star employee! Everyone, look! Yi-seo escorted the executive personally! That’s what delayed him!”  

What executive? What was happening?  

I turned slowly.  

The woman from last night stood right behind me.  

Bones dropped to his knees in front of her.  

“This humble skeleton, Bones, greets the exalted and noble Madam! Welcome to Happy World, Lady Melinoe!”  

“HELLCOME TO HAPPY WORLD!”  

“WELCOME, LADY MELINOE!”  

Confetti popped. Banners waved.  

My mind went blank.  

Melinoe.  

The name hit me like a bolt of divine lightning.  

She was the firstborn daughter of the CEO of the Underworld.  

A goddess of nightmares.  

And—a nymph.  


‘Damn it! Her ears weren’t pointed, so I thought she wasn’t a nymph! The new executive was her?!’  

Which meant—I’d told a nymph I hated nymphs.  

And possibly spent the night with one.  

‘If I slept with the CEO’s daughter, getting fired is the least of my worries!’  

My soul left my body.  



 
  Chapter 5: The Superstar of the Company Dinner! #1


“Which Greek god would make the best spouse?”  

“Write a 5,000-word essay on this topic.”  

Back in my freshman year of college, Professor Jusu—who loved tormenting wide-eyed undergrads—assigned this absurd essay.  

The results were unexpected.  

Among my female classmates, the “Most Eligible Bachelor in Greek Mythology” was none other than the terrifying god Hades.  

In a pantheon of womanizers, his relatively domestic nature stood out. Stern yet endlessly tender toward his wife, he fit the archetype of the “Cold Northern Duke” trope.  

And honestly? It made sense.  

The CEO of this soul society was a rare breed among Greek gods—a devoted husband and doting family man.  

The same deity who never allowed the dead to return made an exception for Orpheus at his wife’s request. That alone spoke volumes.  

And then there was Melinoë—his treasured daughter, born of that love.  

The CEO probably adored her enough to let her stab his eyes without complaint.  

Now, here’s the problem.  

What if some fool dared to lay hands on that daughter?  

And what if that fool… was me?  

Goosebumps.  

I might face a punishment worse than death at the hands of the CEO.  

Maybe I’ll be rolling a second boulder beside Sisyphus for eternity.  

As I stood there sweating, our “illustrious princess” Melinoë frowned at the artificial sun floating above us, her pomegranate-red eyes narrowing.  

“I heard Happy World was a dark, gloomy place due to power shortages. But that mechanical sun suggests otherwise. Thanks to Sisyphus’ rehabilitation, no? And the one responsible for that… is this guy?”  

“Yes! The radiant glow of our underworld sun! The stable electricity in ghost employee dorms! The 300% boost in work efficiency—all thanks to Yi-seo!”  

Manager Bones bowed deeply, launching into a dramatic retelling of how I’d “accidentally” struck gold with Sisyphus.  

“An exceptional employee! Though barely two winters have passed since his hiring, our Punishment Execution Team can’t function without him now!”  

In workplace dramas, superiors usually steal their subordinates’ credit. But this skeletal manager seemed devoid of such greed.  

Only Crates, the ace of Team 1, voiced his displeasure.  

“But this guy was late on such an important day! And he reeks of alcohol!”  

True. My tardiness was undeniable.  

Thud.  

Then the Princess of the Underworld gripped my shoulder.  

“I didn’t know my way around, but thanks to him, I made it here. He could’ve been on time… if I hadn’t lost my—”  

She clamped her mouth shut, coughing awkwardly before correcting herself.  

“The delay was my fault. I may have… overindulged him with drinks last night. The free pomegranate wine celebrating Sisyphus Energy’s stock surge was irresistible.”  

“Huh? Alcohol? Free?”  

Crates looked dumbfounded.  

But Bones’ skeletal face split into a grin.  

“Ah-HA!!! So Assistant Manager Yi-seo was attending to Lady Melinoë all night! You worked overtime past 6 PM?! Such dedication! In all my years, I’ve never seen an employee so devoted! Everyone, take notes!”  

“Working after hours?”  

“And playing drinking host to an executive all night? I could never…”  

……  

Why is this happening?  

Markius, oblivious to my despair, clapped my back.  

“Buddy, did you actually scour every tavern after work to find the executive, just based on my note? Damn. Even I’m impressed.”  

Note?  

I checked my office mailbox. Inside was a slip of paper:  

[Got some intel for you.  

The new executive loves alcohol.  

—Markius]  

Had I seen this yesterday, I might’ve avoided taverns entirely.  

As I stood there slack-jawed, the Goddess of Nightmares patted my shoulder.  

“Star Employee Yi-seo. I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”  

“…I’m honored.”  

I’d been noticed by a goddess.  

And possibly slept with one.  

This was a catastrophe.  

Nightmarish days awaited me.  

What the Happy World!  

—  

### ###  

Apollo is the god of the sun.  

In Greek cosmology, Apollo sometimes is the sun itself.  

Gods are like that—they embody their domains.  

You could call it anthropomorphism.  

So what about Melinoë, Goddess of Nightmares?  

She governs nightmares… and is one.  

A living nightmare.  

With her arrival at Happy World, I’d braced for hellish days—  

…Except nothing changed.  

Two weeks passed, and life remained oddly peaceful.  

“Assistant Manager Yi-seo! Sisyphus filed a petition to increase his boulder’s weight! What did you do to make him such a model prisoner? You’re terrifying!”  

“Assistant Manager Yi-seo! Prisoners listening to Orpheus’ music show double the compliance rate!”  

“Yi-seo!”  

“Yi-seo—!”  

“Jyoji!”  

“Jyoouji!”  

Sure, paperwork piled up, and hell-roaches screeched louder than ever…  

But overall, Happy World felt routine.  

‘I’m getting used to this. Are humans this adaptable?’  

Ironically, the grunt work I’d done under Professor Jusu had prepped me well for this hellhole.  

But Happy World was still hell.  

I couldn’t let my guard down.  


Case in point:  

“Tonight, we’re dining with Deputy Director Melinoë! Wrap up work by 4 PM and attend! No exceptions!”  

Clack-clack!  

Bones’ jaw rattled as he dropped this thunderbolt.  

A dinner with the Goddess of Nightmares?  

I felt a hole forming in my stomach.  

‘She’s been quiet lately…’  

Her arrival hadn’t disrupted my life because our paths never crossed.  

I was a lowly assistant manager.  

She was the CEO’s daughter.  

What were the odds of a subsidiary grunt meeting the head office princess?  

…Unless said grunt got drunk with her and possibly slept together.  

The memory made my blood run cold.  

‘But nothing’s happened since…’  

The silence was unnerving.  

I’d have preferred her saying, “Let’s pretend that night never happened.”  

At least then, I’d know where I stood.  

But I couldn’t remember what had happened.  

The Lethe-infused wine had wiped my memory clean.  

‘Maybe nothing happened? We just… slept?’  

I hoped so.  

Why?  

In Greek myths, mortal men who tangled with goddesses ended up like Orion—dead and turned into a constellation.  

I do want to transfer to Olympus… but not as a star.  

‘This is all the nymphs’ fault.’  

Had I known Melinoë was part-nymph, I’d have been wary.  

But her ears weren’t pointed.  

‘A goddess and a nymph? How does that even work?’  

That’s like being a cat and a dog simultaneously.  

But gods defy logic.  

Thus, for my sanity and my “Transfer to Olympus” plan, I needed to avoid deities at all costs.  

Luckily, as a peon, I rarely interacted with executives.  

“Assistant Manager Yi-seo! As last year’s Star Employee, you’ll be seated beside the executives! This is an honor!”  

Clack! Clack!  

Cold sweat dripped down my back.  

“Ghk! S-Sorry, my stomach—! I might have to skip the dinner! Ughhh, it hurts!”  

“No worries! I’ve got just the fruit for stomach aches! Sisyphus gave it to me. Protein supplements make my gut gurgle sometimes.”  

Damn it!  

I couldn’t even escape.  

(Why is a skeleton taking protein supplements?!)  

Thus, I was forced to sit beside the executives.  

Like a private dining with generals.  

‘Just kill me.’  

…Wait, would dying even let me escape Happy World?  

As I teared up, Bones misinterpreted my despair.  

“Moved to tears by this honor? Yi-seo, your loyalty pierces my bones! But heed this—”  

His hollow eyes glowed blue.  

“Two cardinal rules for dining with executives:”  

He raised a bony finger.  

“One: Never speak unless spoken to. Two: Never leave before they do.”  

He patted my back.  

“Follow these, and you’ll be fine. Though with your manners, I needn’t worry.”  

“What if I break them?”  

“Your performance review will plummet. And if you upset them… Worst case? You’ll have to strip.”  

He shuddered as if describing a curse.  

“Lose the prestige of this workplace!”  

Markus and the others trembled.  

“One misstep, and you’re fired? I’d never sit near executives.”  

“In this soul society, falling behind means the end.”  


“Getting fired here is like sinking deeper into the abyss. Good luck finding another job…”  

Thus, my mission became clear:  

1. Break both rules.  

2. Get fired.  

Easy.  



 
  Chapter 6: The Superstar of the Company Dinner! #2


First, there were only two high-ranking executives at Happy World.  

“The CEO is entering.”  

One of them was the CEO of Happy World—Thanatos, the God of Death.  

A man with pale skin and long, flowing violet hair, always dressed in a black suit that made him look like the grim reaper incarnate. I’d only ever seen him from afar, but now that he was sitting right beside me, it felt like death itself had taken a seat next to me.  

“You must be last year’s Star Employee, Assistant Manager Yi-seo. A pleasure.”  

His greeting was polite, his tone smooth. But his icy blue eyes sent shivers down my spine.  

“I heard you successfully rehabilitated our special inmate, Sisyphus. Truly impressive.”  

I recalled the myths—how Sisyphus had once tricked Thanatos, chaining him in a basement to escape death.  

And yet, here was the God of Death, praising me for taming his old nemesis.  

“It was pure luck, sir.”  

“Luck? A humble and wise man, just like Odysseus. I like that.”  

No, seriously, it was luck.  

Now I was just getting overestimated—and probably saddled with more work.  

“The Deputy Director is entering!”  

Bones’ obnoxiously loud announcement cut through the chatter as Nightmare Incarnate stepped into the room.  

My breath hitched harder than when Thanatos had shaken my hand.  

Step. Step.  

Melinoë, Goddess of Nightmares.  

Her expression unreadable, she glided in like a specter and took her seat across from me.  

“Bones, I’m not the ‘Deputy Director.’ I’m the ‘Vice CEO.’ Stick to the updated titles.”  

Her tone was crisp, like a noblewoman scolding a servant.  

Bones, ever the smooth talker, bowed apologetically.  

“Ah, my mistake. Old habits die hard.”  

“Congratulations on your promotion, Vice CEO Melinoë.”  

Clink!  

Crates, the newly promoted assistant manager from Team 1, slid a beautifully wrapped golden liquor bottle toward her.  

“A gift from our team—honey-infused pomegranate wine from the surface world. Nymphs love honey, right?”  

His eyes flicked to me, as if saying, “This is how you score points.”  

But the goddess’ brows furrowed.  

“I appreciate the gesture, but I’m not some tiny, brainless nymph. Don’t mistake your superiors for lesser beings.”  

The room froze.  

The lively banquet hall plunged into silence.  

“I-I’m sorry! It won’t happen again…”  

Truly living up to the name Happy World.  

I wanted to leave.  

Thanatos, ever the diplomat, raised his glass.  

“Shall we toast? To the future of Happy World.”  

“To Happy World!”  

Clink, clink!  

And so, the banquet began.  

“So, Yi-seo dug the ground and—BAM!—gold vein!”  

“And then my Sisyphus Energy stocks—BOOM!—skyrocketed!”  

Laughter bubbled up as employees tried salvaging the mood.  

But me? Stuck between two executives, I was suffering.  

One wrong move, and I could be fired—or worse, punished.  

‘This feels like a private dining with a general as a lowly recruit.’  

I subtly scanned the room—until my eyes met hers.  

Melinoë wasn’t drinking.  

She was just… staring.  

Her hellfire-red eyes boring into me, unblinking.  

‘Why is she looking at me like that?’  

In Greek myths, gods could turn people into animals or stomp them flat on a whim.  

Being stared at by one? Terrifying.  

‘Is she planning to turn me into a constellation?’  

I needed to escape.  

Leaning toward Bones, I whispered:  

“Manager, I’ve got urgent paperwork. Can I step out for a bit?”  

He grabbed my arm.  

“Yi-seo! Did you forget my advice? Never leave before the executives! Your performance review will tank!”  

I KNOW!  

That’s why I’m trying to leave!  

Then, the Vice CEO spoke.  

“Assistant Manager Yi-seo, your dedication is admirable. Prioritizing work even at a banquet? A model employee.”  

“Huh?”  

“But rules are rules. Just as Sisyphus must rest, employees must respect off-hours.”  

My throat went dry.  

“Starting today, overtime is banned. No after-work messages either. This is my first decree as Vice CEO.”  

…I can’t even use work as an excuse to leave?!  

And now I’m being praised for it?!  

Thud.  

I slumped in my seat.  

Meanwhile, the room erupted.  

“Yi-seo, you madman! You actually did it—no more overtime!”  

“No more midnight calls from the manager!”  

“Yi-seo, you’re a legend!”  

Clink.  

Melinoë slid a crystal glass toward me.  

“Since I’ve freed you from overtime, the least you can do is pour me a drink.”  

Is this not considered work?!  


With tears in my heart, I filled her glass.  

By 8 PM, the banquet showed no signs of ending.  

“I thought overtime was banned? Does this not count?!”  

Trapped beside the executives, I couldn’t even speak freely.  

One wrong word, and I’d be Orion’d.  

But my position also meant I overheard things I shouldn’t.  

“I’m surprised, Vice CEO. Weren’t you the one most opposed to restructuring? I never expected you to personally oversee Happy World.”  

“I go where I’m needed.”  

“Rumors say Prince Zagreus sidelined you—sent you to this ‘backwater branch’ as punishment. Your thoughts?”  

“It’s true my brother pushed to rebrand Tartarus as ‘Happy World.’ The board favored him.”  

Zagreus.  

The CEO’s eldest son, the crown prince of this soul society.  

In myths, he barely had a presence—but here, he was the mastermind behind all these horrible reforms.  

‘So YOU’RE the reason I’m stuck in this corporate hell!’  

Melinoë swirled her wine.  

“You voted for him too, Thanatos. I thought you, of all people, would oppose this farce.”  

“Princess, I enjoy chaos. Nothing’s more entertaining than upheaval.”  

I wanted to cover my ears.  

The more I heard, the harder it’d be to escape this underworld.  

“Entertainment? Is that why you brought ‘time’ into Happy World? I heard you’re making a position for Chronos. True?”  

“True. His hourglasses boosted efficiency—thanks to Yi-seo’s discovery. We’ll… persuade him to cooperate.”  

“Chronos is stubborn. He might serve you poisoned wine.”  

“Well, that’s a problem time will solve.”  

…Did he just make a time pun?  

“Get it? Because he’s the God of Time? Hilarious, right?”  

“HAHAHA! Time solves everything!”  

“CEO, you’re a comedy genius!”  

“This joke is to die for!”  

“Another one? Why did the almond die? Because it became a die-mond! Death (DIE) plus almond—”  

“KEKEKE!”  

“SNORT!”  

“CEO, your humor is divine!”  

…….  

This wasn’t Happy World.  

This was Dark Comedy Hell.  

But then—an idea struck.  

“Forgive my interruption, but regarding Chronos…”  

All eyes turned to me.  

“…Leave him to me.”  

“Yi-seo?!”  

Bones’ jaw rattled. “You can’t! If you fail, you’ll be stripped of your position!”  

I smirked.  

“Then I’ll strip.”  

“…Strip?”  


Melinoë’s brows twitched.  

I declared like a hero:  

“I, Assistant Manager Yi-seo, will secure Chronos’ cooperation—or accept the consequences!”  

The dice were cast.  

A loaded die with only one outcome: failure.  



 
  Chapter 7: The God of Opportunity is Bald


Night, 10 PM.  

The banquet hall was now quiet, all employees having left. Assistant Manager Bones pressed his forehead to the floor in a deep bow.  

“CEO! A subordinate’s failure is their superior’s responsibility! Please allow me to take accountability for the Chronos negotiations! I beg you to reconsider!”  

The ancient Titan Chronos—a deity who had overthrown his own father and devoured his children to cling to power—was the very definition of stubborn tyranny.  

And yet, I, Joyi, had boldly declared in front of the executives that I would persuade him—or else strip myself of my position.  

The once-promising career of Happy World’s star employee now teetered on the brink of collapse.  

“Assistant Manager Bones, you care deeply for Joyi. To think the infamous ‘Cold-Hearted Inspector’ would offer to fall on his sword for him…”  

“That boy is exceptional. Unlike this old fossil, his potential burns bright.”  

“I see. But does his excellence not warrant trust?”  

Thanatos’ resolve was unshakable. Death itself did not compromise.  

But what about the newly appointed Vice CEO?  

‘Joyi was hired under Prince Zagreus’ reformed policies. His failure would mean Zagreus’ initiative failed.’  

And Melinoë—Zagreus’ rival—had every reason to want me to fail.  

Yet, she was the one who spoke up.  

“Even I believe this task is too great for a single employee. Convincing Chronos requires an executive’s authority—or the CEO himself.”  

Bones’ jaw dropped. Thanatos’ blue eyes flickered with surprise.  

“Princess, do you not wish to see Joyi fail? He is, after all, Zagreus’ poster child.”  

“Why would I wish for an employee’s failure? Talent benefits all of management.”  

“How… principled. Truly, the CEO’s daughter.”  

“That has nothing to do with it.”  

The blue glow of death clashed with the red embers of nightmares.  

Finally, Thanatos smirked.  

“If the princess insists, I shall relent. I’d hate to see such an entertaining soul crushed. Then, I’ll take my leave.”  

The door creaked as Thanatos exited. Crates—Team 1’s ace—approached and bowed.  

“Shall I escort you home? Or to tomorrow’s executive meeting at headquarters?”  

“Crates, deliver a message: Joyi’s mission regarding Chronos is hereby void. Consider it… a drunken mistake.”  

“Void?!”  

Crates was stunned. Joyi—the man who had scored an own goal—had been spared at the very brink of ruin.  

‘Damn you, Joyi! Luckiest bastard alive!’  

Seething internally, Crates could only retreat.  

Thanatos retired to his quarters. But just as he lay down to rest—  

Knock knock.  

“—CEO, it’s Crates. Joyi… he’s insisting he wasn’t drunk.”  

—  

In Greek mythology, there is a famously bald god—Kairos, the God of Opportunity.  

He has no hair on the sides, back, or crown—only a single forelock. To seize him, you must grab that forelock when he faces you.  

“Opportunity has only a forelock.”  

A saying born from this: “Strike while the iron is hot.”  

And right now, the winds of opportunity were blowing my way.  

—  

The next morning, Bones’ skeletal face twisted in fury.  

“Joyi! You refused the CEO’s mercy?! Do you truly believe you can sway that stubborn old Titan?!”  

The office buzzed with shock.  

“Even if his boast was drunken nonsense…”  

“He turned down a pardon?”  

“He must be that confident.”  

“Joyi! How far will you go for recognition?!”  

Confident?  

Of course.  

Confident in my failure.  

Logically, how could a mere mortal like me persuade a Titan who had betrayed his own kin?  

But rejecting Thanatos’ goodwill had cost me his favor. Yet, my past achievements shielded me from immediate punishment—for now.  

‘I’d love to slack off, but pushing too far might invite divine wrath rather than termination.’  

I had to at least pretend to try.  

As I slipped past Bones’ tirade, nightmare incarnate intercepted me.  

“Joyi. Turning down Thanatos’ mercy? You must be very confident.”  

Melinoë—radiant in a white chiton and red laurel crown—was terrifyingly beautiful.  

“But Chronos is sealed in the deepest abyss. Even executives cannot approach him freely.”  

She was right.  

Prisoners here were classified by threat level.  

Sisyphus: R-08A (High-risk)  

Chronos: T-01Ω (Apocalyptic)  

The Omega classification meant: “Release him, and the world ends.”  

No ordinary employee could enter.  

But then—I saw my chance.  

“I could persuade him… were it not for my ‘lowly status’ barring me! I suppose I’ll just have to accept termination! How tragic!”  

Fists clenched, I poured on the melodrama.  

Melinoë studied me.  

“Such determination. No wonder you rose so quickly.”  

“No, that was pure luck—”  

Ahem.  

“Rejoice. As a perfect, mature goddess, I grant you my Grace—temporary access to Omega containment.”  

“Grace?”  

“For helping me find my wallet… and keeping it quiet.”  

She pressed her lips to her palm—and blew.  

A crimson butterfly—her kiss given form—shot toward me. I dodged.  

It hit my forehead anyway.  

Sizzle.  

“The Goddess of Ghosts and Nightmares, Melinoë, bestows her Grace upon Joyi. Valid until his return from Chronos.”  


“Ah?!”  

“This is my first time granting Grace, so… side effects are probably negligible. Maybe.”  

A dizzying rush—  

When I came to, I stood alone outside headquarters.  

My forehead burned.  

The glowing lipstick mark on my skin was no dream.  

Scrub scrub.  

‘It won’t come off. Is this permanent until I see Chronos?!’  

A kiss mark from the Princess of Hell—a humiliation worse than any punishment.  

‘Melinoë, Goddess of Nightmares. Even her kisses torment. Truly, a terror worthy of her name.’  

—  

Chronos’ cell lay in absolute darkness, deep beneath Happy World.  

No hell-roaches—just mist and a colossal iron door, forged by Cyclops over decades. A sign stood before it:  

[Prisoner – Chronos]  

[Class – Ω]  

[Punishment – Killing Time]  

“Joyi, Assistant Manager of Punishment Execution Team 4, requesting entry.”  

The skeletal guards stared at my forehead mark—their hollow gazes judging me silently.  

The side door creaked open.  

Inside, a bald, wrinkled Titan sat cross-legged in a white void.  

“You’re the negotiator? Now they want my help? Laughable! In my day—”  

Chronos was every bit the cranky old man I’d hoped for.  

Perfect.  

Mission: Fail → Get Fired → Transfer to Olympus!  

“But fine. I’ll cooperate.”  

…WHAT?!  

“WHY?! O Ancient One, surely you have reasons! Convince me!”  

“Tch. You’re supposed to convince me. But fine—I’ll spell it out.”  

He leaned in.  

“A mortal daring to descend into this abyss? You must be desperate. How could I refuse such sincerity?”  

Abyss?  

I’d seen only mist.  

Unless…  


‘Was it Melinoë’s Grace? The guards are under her command…’  

“Ah…”  

This was a nightmare.  

A vicious, cruel nightmare.  



**[TL NOTE: “Manager Yi-seo” has been switched to “Manager Joyi” to be more consistent with the story.]**



 
  Chapter 8: The Old Man and the Field #1


The ease with which I secured Chronos’ cooperation was unacceptable.  

So, like a shameful confession, I blurted out the truth:  

“Lord Chronos, to be frank… I didn’t see any evil spirits on my way here. Just fog.”  

“Oh? Must be that Grace from the Goddess of Nightmares. Even at my age, I can tell who’s blessed by whom!”  

Chronos was the Titan of Time. His senses were sharp enough to perceive the finest details—including divine favors.  

“And that’s what impresses me! Getting her Grace is far more terrifying than braving the abyss. You’d really take such a reckless risk just to persuade me?”  

I had no rebuttal.  

A goddess’ favor was indeed scarier than hellish guards.  

And that was the problem.  

“Even an old man like me has ears. I know how rigid that nightmare goddess is—takes after her stiff-necked brother. Tch. Worst-tasting son I ever swallowed.”  

The ancient Titan grimaced.  

“But if she blessed you, you’re no ordinary employee. You’re that ‘Joyi’ everyone’s buzzing about, aren’t you? The mortal who outsmarted Sisyphus.”  

“…That’s me, yes.”  

“Figures. Even I’ve heard the rumors. Sending you means they respect my authority. That’s concession enough.”  

…What?  

You’re just persuading yourself now?!  

An Omega-class prisoner, the former ruler of the Golden Age, had folded before negotiations even started!  

‘If this keeps up, I’ll “succeed” again!’  

A dire crisis.  

I had to act.  

“Lord Chronos! Once-ruler of the glorious Golden Age! Shouldn’t you demand better terms?!”  

“Terms? I don’t need ’em. Know what my punishment’s called? Killing Time. Boredom. My only task is wasting infinite time.”  

I glanced around his cell—empty white walls, nothing else.  

His punishment, marked “T“, was truly just killing time.  

“Occasionally, I make hourglasses to pass the hours. No visitors, not even on holidays! And now, a bold soul like you offers me something to do!”  

Oh no.  

Decades in solitary had broken him.  

He’d probably volunteer to push boulders like Sisyphus at this point.  

But that insanity was my lifeline.  

“Lord Chronos, are you sure? The once-mighty ruler, bowing so easily to those who dethroned you?”  

“I said I’m fine with it!”  

“We seek cooperation, not submission. If you’re this passive, how can we trust your work?”  

“Passive?! Who do you think you’re talking to?! I am Chronos, King of Titans!”  

Boom!  

His pride, though buried, still burned.  

My cheap provocation had worked.  

“I was going to let it slide, given your courage and that goddess’ favor. But if you insist on challenging me…”  

Yes!  

Complications!  

As I cheered internally, Chronos fell deep into thought.  

“Hmm, hrrrm, hrrrrrm, hrrrrrrrrrm…”  

…How long is this gonna take?  

Titans had too much time to overthink.  

Fine. I’d move things along.  

“Lord Chronos, how about this? Let us pick the office location. If you like it, we’ll proceed.”  

“Oho! Now that’s an idea! I’ve got an eye for real estate. But are you sure? Finding a spot I’d approve in this dump won’t be easy.”  

Picking a location?  

Child’s play.  

I’d choose the worst plot possible—somewhere so awful he’d snap, “You insult me! Deal’s off!”  

And luckily, most of Happy World was a dump.  

Finally, using my brain paid off.  

—  

After Joyi left, Chronos was alone again in his white void.  

Decades of solitude had made him sentimental.  

He missed his children. His grandchildren.  

(Not that any had ever visited.)  

So Joyi’s boldness intrigued him.  

“That boy… he raged for me.”  

“Don’t submit—demand your rights!”  

No prison guard had ever spoken like that.  

“Such pride. To refuse an easy victory, wanting to prove his own worth…”  

Chronos, who despised Happy World, couldn’t help but respect that.  

‘Still, boy… I won’t go easy.’  

He’d judge strictly whether Joyi deserved his cooperation.  

His thoughts then drifted to Melinoë—his granddaughter, though they’d never met.  

‘That Grace she gave him… it drained her. Young gods shouldn’t overexert.’  

But that wasn’t his concern.  

Meanwhile, at Pluto’s Palace, executives buzzed over an anomaly:  

“Where’s Vice CEO Melinoë? She’s never missed a meeting!”  

—  

Finding the worst land was harder than expected.  

Even the most barren spots kept revealing—  

Glint, glint.  

—gold veins when dug too deep.  

“Tch!”  

I hastily reburied it.  

Gold again?!  

“Joyi, just use the catalog I gave you! I know you’ve got a rivalry with me, but this isn’t the time!”  

Crates, Team 1’s ace, nudged me, baffled.  


“Who rejects a done deal? This affects all of Happy World!”  

Flip, flip.  

His catalog listed prime real estate—exactly what I needed to avoid.  

“Crates, this is why you’ll never improve. Relying on numbers, not vision.”  

“Hah! Fine, do it your way!”  

I needed land where no oil, gold, or gems would ever surface.  

After half a day, a half-naked man in just underwear called out:  

“Hey, you! Skulking around—what’re you up to?”  

Me? Suspicious?  

Says the guy in his underwear!  

Probably another prisoner.  

As I ignored him, he added:  

“Seen a nymph around here? Tiny, pitch-black hair, about waist-high?”  

A nymph?  

Only one in Happy World: Melinoë.  

But she wasn’t “tiny”—she was goddess-tall.  

I shook my head.  

“Huh. Weird. She’s gotta be nearby…”  

The man vanished at unnatural speed.  

…What a creep.  

Days later, I found it: a wasteland garbage dump.  

Barren. Filthy. No resources.  

Perfect.  

If Chronos’ office ended up here, he’d rage:  

“A dump?! You calling me trash?! DEAL’S OFF!”  

(Or maybe I’d get punished for insulting a god. Worth the risk.)  

Clearing the trash took days.  

Crates sneered the whole time:  

“Joyi, you’ve lost it.”  

“Overworked and cracked.”  

“Poor guy…”  

Even Bones banged his skull like a drum.  

“Joyi! This is insane! You can’t put Lord Chronos’ office here! Let me take responsibility!”  

“Manager, don’t bother. I know what I’m doing.”  

—  

Judgment day.  

Chronos, escorted by skeletal guards, surveyed the wasteland.  

His wrinkled face contorted with emotion.  

“This… this…!”  

Here it comes!  

“You trash! Deal’s—”  

“…This is it! The land I’ve dreamed of! Vast, barren, perfect! Joyi, you’ve moved this old man to tears…!”  


Tears of joy.  

Everyone froze.  

Crates, red-eyed, croaked:  

“Lord Chronos… please enlighten us. Why do you love this wasteland?”





 
  Chapter 9: The Old Man and the Field #2


“Dear, you’ll come home early today, right?”  

“Uh, well… maybe.”  

Crates dodged his wife, Kshali’s, question with a vague answer. His work hours had been irregular lately, so he couldn’t be sure about today either.  

“I’m handling an important project right now, so I don’t have a choice. Once this is over, it’ll reflect well on my performance review, and I might even get a transfer to the main office. Then you’ll be treated like royalty again.”  

Crates had been a prince in his past life.  

Though he was from a small, weak kingdom, royalty was royalty, and his wife, Kshali, had lived a life of luxury as a prince’s consort.  

Even if she was just an ordinary housewife now.  

But in this Soul Society, the main office was practically divine.  

For a mortal soul to work there was a greater honor than being a king in the living world.  

So, if Crates became a main office employee, Kshali could live as an elegant, noble lady again, just like when she was a queen.  

“Once I’m in the main office, my salary will increase, and we can move into one of those new apartments in Elysium. You’ve said before that you wanted to live in an apartment, right?”  

Instead of answering, Kshali adjusted Crates’ tie and gently brushed his shoulders.  

And with that, Crates left for work.  

The young boy, Platan, watched the door close behind his father and asked quietly:  

“Mom, it’s my birthday today… Do you think Dad will bring me a present? I really want a Nimphten Switch 2. I’ve told him so many times, but I don’t think he remembers.”  

“Dad’s been really busy with work lately. But don’t worry, my little prince—Mom will make you a crown out of the flowers she planted. Look at this—”  

Crates heard his wife and son’s conversation from outside the door.  

His son’s birthday.  

When was the last time he had remembered it?  

In this afterlife, where time had once been meaningless, birthdays were rarely celebrated. But ever since the concept of time had been introduced to the underworld, little traditions like this had started to reappear.  

Time.  

And Chronos, the Titan of Time.  

‘The massive collaborative project with Chronos…’  

Crates, acting Assistant Manager of the Punishment Execution Team, clenched his fist.  

This time, he swore he would seize the opportunity before him.  

‘Joyi, your winning streak ends today.’  

Joyi had wasted nearly half a month securing a garbage dump as the office site.  

Meanwhile, Crates had already scouted out the best locations in Happy World.  

‘If Joyi fails to secure the collaboration with Chronos, I’ll swoop in and save the day.’  

By now, Chronos had arrived in the city center of Happy World.  

Crates declared that he would be the one to guide the Titan.  

Before Chronos could see Joyi’s pathetic wasteland, Crates planned to show him the prime locations he had handpicked.  

The first stop? A hot spring.  

“Lord Chronos, Happy World is famous for its therapeutic hot springs. Even the executives from the main office often come here to relax.”  

“Hmph.”  

Chronos snorted.  

Did he dislike it?  

Fine, then what about the second location?  

“This is the Temple of Gold. I’ve heard that your era was called the Golden Age. If we collaborate, perhaps we could set up the office here?”  

“Tch, tsk tsk.”  

Chronos clicked his tongue again.  

Still not satisfied?  

Now, only the third and final location remained—the central district of Happy World, where the hot springs and golden temple coexisted.  

But once again, Chronos looked disgusted.  

“Ugh. What kind of place is this?”  

Why?  

Crates couldn’t understand why Chronos disliked the locations he had so carefully selected.  

But then another thought crossed his mind:  

‘Chronos must have incredibly high standards. If he’s this picky, he’ll be furious when he sees the wasteland Joyi chose. Then Joyi will be fired for sure.’  

And so, they arrived at Joyi’s barren wasteland.  

Chronos burst into tears.  

“This… This is the place! The land I’ve been searching for! Vast, desolate, and barren!”  

Everyone froze as the Titan King wept with genuine emotion.  

Crates, in particular, was on the verge of losing his mind from sheer confusion.  

“Lord Chronos, forgive my impertinence, but… could you enlighten this ignorant mortal? Why do you favor this useless land?”  

His tone bordered on rudeness, but Chronos—deeply moved by Joyi’s choice—was generous enough to explain in a way everyone could understand.  

“I am known as the Titan of Time. But in truth, I was called the Titan of Agriculture for far longer. Tilling the soil, planting crops—that was my duty, my very identity.”  

Chronos knelt and ran his fingers through the dirt.  

As the soil crumbled between his fingers, he sighed in admiration.  

“The underworld is full of ore veins and gemstones—every patch of land is laced with heavy metals. There are hot springs everywhere, unfit for farming. But this place… this place is different. Nothing but pure earth.”  

Ah—!  

Only then did Crates realize why Chronos had hated the locations he had chosen.  

Land.  

Chronos had only wanted land.  

“I have ears, you know. Assistant Manager Joyi, I heard how you scoured every corner of Happy World for half a month to find the perfect plot for me. Truly… satisfying.”  

Chronos was also the Titan of Time.  

The sincerity and effort Joyi had poured into this task—digging through dirt, sweating under the sun—had touched the old Titan’s heart.  

‘Not even my own children showed me such devotion…’  

To think that someone would go to such lengths for him—a forgotten prisoner, a monster people pointed at in fear—Chronos couldn’t hold back his tears.  

Old and withered he may be—  

But Joyi had shown him that he was still worthy of respect.  

“Bring me the contract. As long as Assistant Manager Joyi remains in this Soul Society, I, Chronos, will gladly collaborate. From now on, time shall flow uniformly.”  

“So that’s what it was! That’s what it was! Assistant Manager Joyi, you’ve already surpassed me—a department head with 300 years of experience!”  

“Persuading Chronos? An unprecedented feat, even in the Age of Gods! Hah! Joyi! I knew you could do it! Everyone, pay up! I won the bet!”  

Wah—wah—wah—!  

Cheers erupted from all directions.  

Amidst the celebration, Crates stared at the day’s protagonist with bitter frustration—and the crushing weight of an insurmountable wall.  

Assistant Manager Joyi.  

He simply smiled.  


—  

### ###  

Thud! Thud! Thud!  

An old man—twice the size of an ordinary person—tilled the field.  

With great effort.  

Sweat pouring down his back.  

The residents of Happy World whispered as they watched.  

“To force that fearsome Titan into hard labor… What’s the name of that executive again?”  

“Joyi. The man who made Sisyphus cry like a baby.”  

“How terrifying. He must be a demon.”  

Perhaps because Chronos looked like a prisoner serving his sentence, many misunderstood that I was the one forcing him to work.  

At this point, I didn’t even have the energy to explain.  

Not that anyone would believe me anyway.  

How did things turn out like this?  

All I wanted was to fail at my job and get fired.  

Since when was failing this hard?  

‘How am I supposed to mess up now?’  

It feels like I’ve forgotten how to fail.  

Maybe I’m overthinking it, but at this rate, even if I tripped over a rock, I’d probably discover a gold vein underneath.  

Scratch, scratch, scratch—  

Just to be sure, I dug at the dirt with my shoe—and sure enough, something golden glinted back at me.  

Horrified, I quickly covered it back up.  

I’ve had enough of gold veins.  

“Here! These are the cabbages and radishes I grew myself! Take them! Thanks to Sisyphus working hard, the fake sun in the underworld is doing its job—the harvest is incredible!”  

Chronos, now finished with his harvest, handed me the vegetables.  

The whispers grew louder.  

“Is he extorting Chronos now?”  

“Joyi… He really is terrifying. So it’s true—he made Chronos cry!”  

This is driving me insane.  

Why does my infamy keep growing?  

“Lord Chronos, is the work to your liking?”  

I asked, my tone slightly mocking.  

This old man’s refusal to follow my plan had only made my situation worse.  

These days, my workload has increased so much that I barely have time to eat.  

Either oblivious to my sarcasm or choosing to ignore it, the old man grinned.  

“Hohoho! Just call me ‘Gramps.’ No need for formalities between us. And the work? It’s fun. Sweating and reaping the fruits of your labor—that’s life. A life well-lived!”  

“If you say so!”  

“Assistant Manager Joyi, I owe you a great debt. All I can give you now are radishes and cabbages, but… I do have a bit of divine power left. How about receiving my Blessing?”  

My forehead burned at the word Blessing.  

It reminded me of the time I’d received one from Melinoë, the Princess of Hell.  

(Though that mark had long since faded.)  

“Don’t tell me I have to kiss you to get this Blessing?”  

“Hah! Only young, immature gods do that. Unless… you want to kiss this old man? Not that I’d mind.”  

Ew, no.  

I shook my head, and the old agricultural Titan raised his hands high.  

“By the castrator of the heavens, by Chronos who tills the earth—I bestow my Blessing upon Joyi of Happy World. Young man, you’re lucky. Not just anyone receives my Blessing. Hohohoho!”  

Well, divine blessings are like that.  

In myths, only heroes—or in Happy World, department heads—were worthy of such gifts.  

“So… what exactly does your Blessing do?”  

“You’ll instinctively know the perfect time to water and fertilize plants. Hohohoho!”  

I had expected something like stopping time, but…  

This is… underwhelming.  

Thud! Thud!  

The old god went back to digging rocks from the field.  

Though he sweated and strained, his expression was brighter than ever.  

“Gramps, I’ll enjoy the radishes and cabbages. And I’ll check on you once a week to make sure you’re doing well.”  

“This old man wouldn’t mind if you came every day!”  

“That’d be too much for me.”  

Pfft—  

I chuckled lightly and headed back to the office.  

Happy World Headquarters.  

As I stepped inside, Department Head Bones blew a party horn.  

“Assistant Manager Joyi! I have good news and happy news—which do you want first?”  

“The good news.”  

“Assistant Manager Joyi, thanks to your success in securing the Chronos collaboration, you’ve been promoted to manager! This is unprecedented since the company’s founding! From now on, you’ll handle even more work!”  

Ugh—  

I’m already drowning in work, and now I have to do more?  

That’s the bad news.  

“Then what’s the happy news?”  

“Ah-ah, not ‘bad news’—‘happy news!’ We must always be mindful of negative language in our workplace!”  

“Fine. What’s the happy news?”  

“Since your promotion was unusually fast, the Audit Division from the main office has started watching us. Be careful—they’re terrifying. Especially the new recruit…”  

Clatter—  

Bones trembled, his skeletal body rattling.  

But to me, this happy news sounded like the best news yet.  

The Audit Division is keeping an eye on me?  

Perfect.  

“Now, come this way, Manager Joyi. As a manager, you’ll have your own private office. Oh, and I’ve already stacked the new assignments on your desk.”  

Whoosh—  

In my new glass-walled office, piles of documents reached the ceiling.  

This is hopeless.  

Still, having a private office was nice.  

After working in cramped, open spaces, every office worker dreams of their own little sanctuary.  

Anyway, I’m a manager now.  

Manager.  

A middle ground between fieldwork and leadership. Now, my performance won’t just be about execution—it’ll also be about team management.  

Promoted to manager, under the Audit Division’s watch…  

How can I use this to quit?  

Flash—!  

A brilliant idea struck.  


So I grabbed a large sheet of paper, scribbled on it, and slapped it onto the office bulletin board.  

“Happy World Punishment Execution Team – New Hiring Notice!”  

“No experience? Disqualified from other jobs? We welcome you!”  

“Nymphs especially encouraged to apply!”  





 
  Chapter 10: The Black-Haired Nymph #1


[Announcement No. 666]  

〈Happy World Punishment Execution Team 4 – New Recruitment Notice〉  

Our department is currently understaffed.  

To address this, we are recruiting new personnel as follows:  

—  

Positions Available  

– General Affairs Staff, Punishment Execution Team 4  

– Administrative Assistant  

Preferred Qualifications  

– No experience, unemployed, or those with disqualifications  

– All nymph applicants automatically pass document screening  

Requirements  

– No restrictions based on living or afterlife experience  

Contact  

– Team Manager Joyi, Punishment Execution Team 4  

—  

Perfect. Perfect. Perfect.  

I couldn’t help but grin as I looked at the printed notice.  

A recruitment ad that favored the unqualified, unemployed and problematic?  

This was the textbook definition of a trash hiring notice.  

Would employees hired under these conditions be competent?  

Of course not.  

They’d inevitably cause problems, making people question my managerial skills.  

And the Audit Division would surely take issue with this ridiculous hiring process.  

Then—I’d get fired.  

And make my glorious transfer to Olympus!  

“Excellent. Simply excellent.”  

“Exceeeellent!”  

“Exceeeellent!”  

That meant I could finally say goodbye to those damn super-cockroaches from Hell fluttering around my office.  

A flawless plan in every way.  

My favorite part was the line:  

“All nymph applicants automatically pass document screening.”  

Why prioritize nymphs?  

Because of Vice President Melinoë. For some reason, she seemed to hate nymphs.  

If I hired one, her opinion of me would surely drop.  

‘Judging by recent events, the princess definitely favors me. Probably because I appear competent—which is precisely the problem.’  

Being noticed by the Goddess of Nightmares was terrifying.  

You never knew when or how you might die—and even after death, you could end up as a constellation.  

Her sudden appearances weren’t good for my heart either.  

The only silver lining was that she hadn’t shown up since giving me her Blessing.  

Rumors said she hadn’t come to work in weeks.  

[User: Is it true the princess hasn’t come to work for half a month?]  

└[Secretary Team here: Yeah lol. Work’s been easy lately]  

└[Watch your mouth. The princess didn’t leave the company—the company left HER!]  

└[She’s the CEO’s daughter, so yeah lol]  

This internet-like thing reflected in the magic mirror?  

It was Hermes Net—an internal service only for managers and above in the Soul Society.  

A cutting-edge network created through collaboration between Hermes and the CSO.  

Now that I was manager, browsing Hermes Net had become part of my job.  

Oh, and sometimes I posted too.  

[User: Isn’t Joyi from Happy World Execution Team 4 overrated?]  

[User: Became manager in under 2 years? Seems fishy]  

Leaving negative comments about myself?  

Surprisingly fun.  

I wanted to tarnish my reputation however possible.  

But the replies made my forehead burn.  

└[Sweet Revenge: 10-day ban for trolling]  

└[User: LOL the execs are on fire lately. Loyalty!]  

└[User: Been watching that account—only posts hate about Joyi]  

Tch—!  

A 10-day ban?  

How frustrating!  

But I wasn’t worried.  

I’d recently picked up a new hobby:  

Gardening.  

“Time to water the plants.”  

I got up and watered the potted plant in my office corner.  

Drip, drip—  

~Squee! Squee!~  

This was a Cerberus Cactus—or Hell Cactus—named for its three-headed growth like the hellhound.  

Its weird noises were off-putting at first, but I’d gotten used to them.  

“You’re predictable. I like that.”  

Plants were quiet and unchanging.  

They wouldn’t defy expectations or spiral out of control.  

Plus, flowers smelled nice, and fruits could be made into alcohol.  

‘Chronos’ Blessing is actually useful.’  

My ability to raise finicky underworld plants came from my grad school orchid experience—plus the new Cultivation Blessing.  

If this cactus bore fruit, I’d have to let the old Titan taste it.  


(Though cacti weren’t ideal for fruit. Maybe I should grow grapes or pomegranates instead.)  

“Maybe I should try growing something else.”  

I scanned my office for more space while licking my lips.  

Where could I get good seeds or seedlings?  

After searching Hermes Net—  

[Gardening Gallery]  

[A relaxing space for plant lovers ^^]  

[Admin – Chicoreta]  

“Ooooh…?!”  

I never knew this existed!  

Too bad my 10-day trolling ban prevented posting an intro to level up.  

Without that, I couldn’t view posts.  

The ban lifted in 10 days.  

At least I had something to look forward to.  

Honestly, my daily life was so “happy” that I needed hobbies like this to stay sane!  

—  

“Ahh, I never thought I’d use this here… But I can use Bankai! Watch closely—and don’t tell anyone!”

KWA-BOOM!

“Haaah! Bankai! Dragon’s Ascent Strike! Hyaaaah! See? My nunchaku transforms into this giant blade—”

“Next! Wrong universe!”  

I rejected the bald applicant.  

Markius beside me frowned in disbelief.  

“Manager Joyi, why reject him? That ‘Bankai’ technique looked incredibly useful. We’ve had security issues lately.”  

He wasn’t wrong—the technique was impressive.  

That was the problem.  

My recruitment notice wasn’t meant to attract competent people.  

No experience required!  

Disqualified applicants welcome!  

I’d explicitly advertised for failures, so why were skilled candidates applying?  

Markius, oblivious, nodded admiringly.  

“With your discerning eye—you who found land even Chronos approved—saying no, it must be right. You probably have the best judgment in the company! No wonder talent flocks here.”  

“Markius, what did you just say?”  

“That the Bankai technique looked strong?”  

“No! Before that! Why are skilled people applying?!”  

“Oh, that? After the Sisyphus and Chronos incidents, you’re famous across Happy World. Especially since Chronos surrendered and now farms daily.”  

Wait—  

This wasn’t going as planned.  

I pulled my robe over my head and headed to the applicant waiting area.  

Time to eavesdrop.  

“No experience required, disqualified applicants welcome… Is this real? Do people like me have a chance?”  

“They’re judging purely on ability and potential. My heart’s racing.”  

“A man wise enough to break Sisyphus, discerning enough to impress Chronos… To be chosen by him…”  

“…is to have your worth recognized.”  

The applicants—all formidable—were psyching each other up, sparks flying.  

So my notice had gathered hidden masters seeking validation?  

Not good.  

Very not good.  

“Hey, you with Bankai—join Security! We’ve got gaps after the reforms.”  

“You! Come to Costume Department! We need someone tall and slender~ Ohohoho!”  

Now other departments were poaching my applicants like herons snatching fish.  

Markius watched in awe.  

“Did you plan this? A public recruitment to lure talent, then let other departments take who they need? That bold wording was a challenge!”  

“No.”  

“Now that you’re manager, you’re helping other departments too?! You’re ruthless! Ruthless! You promotion-obsessed demon! I’m proud to be your peer!”  

I didn’t plan this!  

The longer this continued, the worse for me.  

I had to stop it now.  

Only one solution:  

Hire the most useless-looking person here.  

But how to identify failures in this crowd?  

I chose the safest option.  

“You there.”  

“…Me?”  

“Huh?!”  

A black-haired girl flinched, crouching nervously among towering applicants.  

Her small frame made her look pitiful—more child than woman.  

Long black hair, crimson eyes.  

Pointed ears visible through her hair.  

A nymph.  

Nymphs—nature spirits in Greek mythology.  

But the nymphs I knew were alluring and mature.  

Why did this one look like a child?  

Not important.  

She was a nymph.  

And I hated nymphs.  

“You’re our new administrative assistant.”  

I hired the nymph I hated.  

Why?  

Because while incompetence was hard to spot, I knew who Vice President Melinoë would dislike.  

She hated nymphs.  

Hiring one would lower her opinion of me.  

Plus, this clueless nymph had to be bad at her job.  

“Y-You’re hiring… me? Truly? You have keen eyes…! When I rule Hell, I’ll make you my right hand…!”  

Rule Hell?  

Right hand?  

Her speech pattern was infuriating.  

The more she talked, the bigger my headache.  

Perfect.  

My judgment was flawless.  

“R-Really, truly hiring me? If you lie… I won’t forgive…!”  

Her way of speaking was maddening.  

At this point, her refusing would be more problematic.  

I had to secure her.  

“I swear on the River Styx—you’re hired. That’s all! Everyone else, dismissed!”  

I had to stop more talent from gathering.  

The nymph trembled like she had a cold.  

“I-I knew this…! For I, Melinoë, am extraordinary…!”  

Wait—  

What was her name?  

Melino-what?!  

“Treat me well…! I, Melinoë, will rise to the Soul Society’s peak…! By my own power…!”  

“……”  

A deeply unsettling feeling settled in.  

But it had to be coincidence.  


Lots of people shared names.  

…Right?  

—

[TL note: Bankai? In my Greek underworld? Wrong dimension buddy]





 
  Chapter 11: The Black-Haired Nymph #2


Now that I’d hired my new employee, it was time to dismiss the remaining applicants. 

As I began dispersing the crowd, a burly man suddenly shot up from his seat, his voice booming through the recruitment hall like thunder.

“Manager Joyi! How dare you choose that useless-looking nymph over all these qualified candidates?”

His meaty fists slammed against the interview table, making the wood groan. 

“We demand an explanation!”

An explanation?  

As if I had one.  

I picked her precisely because she looked incompetent!  

This would be perfect—rumors would spread about Joyi’s terrible judgment, popping the inflated expectations around me like a overfilled balloon.  

“I, Magnus the Unbroken, traveled all the way from Elysium’s golden spires after hearing of your discerning eye!” 

The mountain of a man cracked his knuckles with sounds like snapping timber. 

“Yet you insult me with this farce? I won’t leave until I’ve claimed what’s rightfully mine!”  

Crack—CRACK!  

The mercenary king—whose biceps rivaled Sisyphus’ boulders—rolled his shoulders, each muscle twitching like a caged beast. 

The other applicants murmured in agreement, some even brandishing weapons. 

The air grew thick with the promise of violence—and I couldn’t be more thrilled.  

Perfect. If a riot broke out, the blame would fall squarely on my shoulders. My dismissal would be guaranteed.  

“Joyi,” Markius whispered, fingers twitching toward his dagger. 

“That’s Magnus the Mercenary King. The man who lasted eight seconds arm-wrestling Hercules. Though of course…” 

He grinned, revealing gold-capped teeth. 

“The ‘Demon of Happy World’ could flatten him without breaking a sweat. Let me handle this warm-up—I could use the performance bonus.”  

Just as Markius’ eyes gleamed with predatory anticipation, the least expected person reacted.  

The trembling nymph—Melinoë—suddenly erupted like a volcano.  

“‘Useless-looking nymph’…?” 

Her tiny fists clenched so tightly her knuckles turned white. 

“This insult… I shall NOT endure!”  

Before anyone could blink, the child-sized creature launched herself at the two-meter-tall mercenary.  

“Then taste divine retribution!”  

What followed defied all laws of physics.  

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM—!  

“GYAAAAAH—!”  

The concrete floor shattered beneath her cotton-ball-sized fists, webbing out in fractal cracks. 

Magnus—the man who’d single-handedly stormed the Gates of Dis—collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, his armor reduced to scrap metal.  

“By the Styx…” 

Markius’ dagger clattered to the floor. 

“She took down Magnus in one punch?”  

What is she?  

I don’t know!  

But the real catastrophe became immediately apparent—the crowd’s gaze toward Melinoë had transformed from ridicule to awe.  

“To defeat Hercules’ disciple so effortlessly…”  

“Did Manager Joyi foresee this power when he hired her…?”  

“His discernment borders on clairvoyance…”  

“Joyi!” 

Markius clapped my shoulder hard enough to bruise. 

“This nymph is magnificent! No wonder you—”  

“Bankai…” I muttered numbly.  

“Huh?”  

“That ‘Bankai’ swordsman from earlier—bring him BACK!” 

My voice cracked with desperation. “I’ll hire him instead!”  

A futile plea. I’d already sworn on the River Styx to hire only this suspicious nymph—an unbreakable oath.  

—

The office fell dead silent when I entered with Melinoë perched on my shoulder like some demented parrot.  

“A… nymph?” Clerk A gasped.

“He actually hired one?” Clerk B’s teacup slipped from her fingers.  

“Was the ‘nymph preference’ in the notice not satire?”  

Even Crates—Team 1’s star employee—leaned back in his chair with palpable disdain. 

“Nymphs are naive butterflies. Can she handle real work?”  

Yes! 

Finally, some sanity!  

He added loudly enough for the whole floor to hear:  

“Not to name names, but perhaps a two-year promotion to manager was… premature?”  

Beautiful.

This hiring disaster would expose Joyi’s incompetence for all to see.  

‘Time to weaponize this nymph’s inevitable failure.’  

Could this odd creature—who barely reached my waist—possibly manage hardened criminals like Sisyphus or Chronos?  

(Though admittedly, anyone who could one-punch Magnus deserved some caution.)  

“Let’s test her,” 

Crates sneered, dumping a mountain of files onto Melinoë’s tiny lap. 

“Ten years of budget records with discrepancies. Since you’re so talented…” 

He smirked at me. 

“…find all errors in one hour.”  

His unspoken challenge hung heavy: ‘When she fails, your managerial incompetence will be exposed.’  

“Page 972, line 22—Charon’s ferry tally is incorrect!” 

Melinoë chirped within five minutes. 

“Two gold coins per ride × 20 trips = 40 coins, yet it states 42!”  

“WHAT?!” Crates’ face turned the color of spoiled milk.  

The nymph preened, her ruby eyes gleaming. 

“Bring MORE! This Melinoë shall ascend to CEO! No task is beyond me!”  

Crates returned with six more stacks—all flawlessly corrected within the hour.  


“This… this is executive-level work!” 

Crates collapsed into his chair, sweat-drenched. 

“How can a nymph—”  

‘Why is this rando competent?!’ I mirrored his despair.  

“Manager Joyi’s judgment is godly!”  

“No wonder Chronos acknowledged him!”  

NO! My reputation was inflating against my will!  

I turned desperately to Crates—my last hope for sanity—but he trembled under my gaze.  

“I-I need a smoke…” 

He bolted for the exit.  

You don’t even SMOKE!  

—  

In a final bid for failure, I dumped all my backlogged work on Melinoë—an act so irresponsible it should’ve sparked outrage.  

“Finished!” she announced in one hour, sliding me perfectly annotated reports. 

“Added improvement suggestions too!”  

Flawless. Infuriatingly flawless.  

“Listen,” I said through gritted teeth. “Even prodigies follow protocol. You’ll start with menial tasks—cleaning, supply sorting…”  

“Such petty work!”  

“Petty?” I parroted her earlier words back at her. “These tasks are vital.”  

I exiled her to the dust-choked supply closet—Happy World’s most neglected hellhole, where even roaches feared to tread.  

“Jyooji!”  

“Jyoouji!”  

The resident roaches greeted us with unsettling cheer.  

Then—the deathblow to my plans.  

Melinoë spotted a forgotten box of Melikraton—honey candies—the legendary weakness of nymphs.  

“Nymphs stopped liking these centuries ago!” she lied, then sprinted off with the entire box.  

Ten minutes later, I found her in a shadowy corner, cheeks stuffed like a chipmunk’s, muttering:  

“So… yummy…”  


‘She “discarded” them into her stomach?!’  

Just as I contemplated throwing myself into the Styx—  

“Joyi. What are you doing?”  

I jumped.  

Vice President Melinoë stood inches away, her crimson gaze burning through me. A single golden drop of honey glistened at the corner of her lips.  



 
  Chapter 12: For the Beloved #1


After the nymph Melinoë disappeared, Goddess Melinoë appeared.  

The Goddess of Ghosts and Nightmares.  

A black-haired, red-eyed nymph who resembled her uncannily.  

If there were a connection between them—  

(Though comparing the elegant Night Goddess to that odd nymph might be blasphemous.)  

‘But!’  

This clue might open doors for my transfer plans—or become my lifeline when facing Orion’s fate. So I asked carefully:  

“What were you doing here, Lady Melinoë?”  

A dusty supply closet didn’t suit her divine grace. Her crimson eyes flickered like a startled deer’s.  

“Me? I was… patrolling. Yes, patrolling! Equipment keeps going missing lately, and with the audit coming up…”  

I’d heard about the thefts. A proposal for rotating night watches had circulated recently—hence the push for more security staff.  

“But shouldn’t guards handle this? Isn’t it beneath you?”  

“Hmph. Haven’t you heard? ‘The smallest tasks are the most vital.’ My motto.”  

She raised a finger, lecturing like an elder sister. That phrase…  

Why did it sound familiar?  

Before I could dwell on it, she cleared her throat.  

“Congratulations on your promotion. I expect great things. Any suggestions for company improvement?”  

As a new manager, I was still bottom-tier compared to executives like her. Yet she sought my input—what humility!  

‘I should weep gratitude…’  

But interacting with her shortened my lifespan. My soul felt perforated.  

“None.”  

“Really?”  

She tapped her chin. “Then let me propose something: dorm upgrades. They’re cramped, no?”  

“Dorms?”  

“Last time I saw yours—”  

Last time?  

My vision spun.  

‘…So that night WASN’T a dream!’  

I’d secretly hoped my “night with the goddess” was just an overactive imagination. What were the odds of sharing a bed with an actual deity?  

But—  

Her words shattered that hope.  

“While not Elysium-tier, Happy World housing needs work. Here.”  

Clink.  

A small key gleamed between her pale fingers and black-tipped nails.  

“A congratulatory gift for handling Chronos. Spacious enough for… occasional visitors.”  

A house key.  

Accepting such largesse would make quitting harder. I opened my mouth to refuse—  

“Actually—huh?”  

She’d vanished like mist.  

—

Back at the office, nymph employee Melinoë was still missing.  

More shocking? Markius’s response:  

“Melinoë? Who’s that?”  

Everyone else echoed him.  

“You all forgot her? The nymph who floored Magnus? Fixed Crates’ budget errors?”  

“Manager Joyi, you knocked out Magnus! What a punch!”  

“Tch, bragging about finding petty errors…”  

What the—  

All of Melinoë’s feats had been retroactively credited to me. My reputation inflated against my will.  

“The perfect employee! Brains and brawn!”  

“No wonder he got promoted so fast…”  

This is slander!  

But I remembered her—crouching in a corner, cheeks stuffed with honey candy like a meme cat.  

‘…Did I hallucinate her?’  

—

The Special Prisoner  

Bones handed me an assignment slip.  

“Fieldwork before clocking out. It’s nymph-related.”  

The file read:  

Prisoner A-09C  

A fitting case for me.  

I left the office, oddly melancholic. Melinoë—gone a day, yet already mourned.  

‘Maybe she was a dream…’  

Happy World bred strangeness. If I reacted to every oddity, my mortal heart would give out.  

—

Orpheus’ Apartment  

Why a rundown complex instead of a prison?  

Because this prisoner was special.  

Jjang-jjang-jjang!  

The sound of frenzied string-plucking grew louder as I reached Unit 404.  

“MURDER! MURDER! I’M HAPPY WORLD’S TERRORIST!”  

The death-metal screaming continued as I pounded the door.  

“Orpheus! Noise complaints again!”  

Creak.  

“Ah! A fateful visitor! Your knocking rhythm is exquisite!”  

A man with ghost-white makeup and raccoon-eye liner greeted me.  

Orpheus—Happy World’s infamous rockstar inmate.  

His apartment was a landfill with roaches.  

“Jyoooji!”  


“Jyooouji!”  

“Clean up! This is your umpteenth warning! Can’t you sing quieter?”  

“Soon! My magnum opus—Nymph’s Requiem—will surpass all previous works!”  

“Slump much? Critics say your new songs suck.”  

He paled further (impressive, given the foundation).  

Orpheus—mythology’s greatest bard—now resembled a third-rate clown.  

“I need a nymph-hair lyre! Only then can I create perfection!”  

(His lyrics suggested deeper issues.)  

His obsession stemmed from his past. I played dumb:  

“Why nymph hair?”  

“In life, I used one! The tone was divine! But nymph hair is rare—given only to…”  

He trailed off, confused.  

“How did I get it…?”  

I pressed further:  

“Remember Eurydice?”  

“Eurydi…who?”  

Orpheus and Eurydice—Greek mythology’s most tragic lovers.  

Yet he looked blank.  

Prisoner A-09C’s punishment was A—Amnesia.  

He’d forgotten everything: his love, his quest.  

Mentioning Eurydice was taboo…  

“Let me reunite you.”  

“With who? I’m confined here!”  


His Class-C sentence allowed manager-overridden parole.  

“I, Manager Joyi, hereby suspend your punishment.”  

Whoosh!  

I burned his contract with a candle.  

No justification—just blatant power abuse that would haunt my career!  



 
  Chapter 13: For the Beloved #2


Right now he’s just a noisy nuisance causing sound pollution, but in life Orpheus was a musician so great he was called a hero. He joined the legendary Argonauts expedition and played an active role.

After completing his adventures, he returned and married his lover Eurydice, reaching the peak of happiness – only to face tragedy that very day. His new bride Eurydice was bitten by a venomous snake and died.

At this time, Orpheus made a bold decision. He would go down to the underworld and beg for his wife’s return.

For the dead to return alive to the surface is the greatest of taboos. But Orpheus’s music made it possible, and even the stubborn “CEO” conditionally allowed Eurydice’s return to the living world. The condition was this:

– Do not look back while ascending to the surface.

Unfortunately, in mythological worldviews, conditions always end up being broken. They might as well exist to be broken.

Orpheus looked back just before reaching the surface. There are many stories about why he looked back at the moment of success, but what matters is that he broke the condition.

His beloved lover Eurydice was dragged back toward the deep darkness of Happy World, and Orpheus lost his will to live, wandering until he was brutally killed by madwomen.

Then did Orpheus, who became a resident of the afterlife, reunite with Eurydice? Coming to this Happy World and checking, the conclusion is NO.

Orpheus committed the taboo of coming to the Soul Society while still alive. As punishment, he became a resident of Happy World and was given “memory loss” punishment.

At the entrance of this Happy World flows the River Lethe, the river of forgetfulness. Orpheus drank deeply from that river.

What would happen if Orpheus and Eurydice were to meet here? If an employee who should enforce punishments breaks the rules to accommodate a prisoner? If he’s released without any reason?

According to the rules of this Soul Society where even the “CEO” is bound by regulations, that employee would likely be punished. And that’s exactly what I’m aiming for. Blatantly breaking the law. Although my plans have been strangely thwarted these past few days, no one will be able to do anything about this.

“Manager Joyi, are you sure this is okay? I shouldn’t be leaving the house at this time. I remember that was my punishment…”

“Hey, I said I’ll take responsibility!”

—

Bones, who was about to leave work, was shocked. He had received a report that Special Prisoner “A-09C” had left his residence and was walking around the city.

‘Manager Joyi, did you really take Orpheus out of the house?!’

Orpheus was under house arrest. Though his management level was only C, Bones couldn’t help but be nervous that he had left – because Orpheus was a somewhat special prisoner.

Sssk-

Bones opened a drawer and took out a document hidden deep inside.

Name: Orpheus

Cause of Death: Multiple fractures from beating and decapitation

Crime: Taboo violation

Punishment: House arrest and memory loss

This was the original copy of Orpheus’s punishment contract. What should be noted is the signature at the end.

Flickering letters burning with flames. It read:

Approved by: HADES

They were truly chilling letters that made one’s hair stand on end. Even the evil spirits of the underworld and the dead who dwell in the deepest, darkest places bow their heads to this lowest of the low. The “CEO” of this Soul Society, whose very name is terrifying to mention. Orpheus’s punishment was personally designed and enforced by him.

Though Orpheus’s management level was only C, in some ways he was being managed as strictly as Chronos for this reason.

‘Joyi, I don’t know what you’re thinking, but this might look like you’re challenging the CEO’s authority! If this goes wrong, it won’t end with just a pay cut!’

Bones was so anxious that his third left rib began to tremble. Then a woman with pomegranate eyes appeared and asked:

“Having a department head’s office is nice. Spacious. So, Bones, what’s the problem?”

“Princess Melinoë! It’s… nothing at all!”

Bones was greatly flustered. Of all times for the most difficult superior to appear when a subordinate had caused major trouble. As he fidgeted nervously, the goddess Melinoë added:

“It’s obviously Manager Joyi’s doing, isn’t it? In this Happy World, only that man could make the cold-hearted Bones this nervous. So, what is it this time? Be honest.”

“…Well.”

“If you lie to your goddess, you’ll have a… gruesome… time.”

“…He took Orpheus and left. He seems to be heading to Elysium. To commit such illegality right before the company audit… I don’t know what he’s thinking…”

“Pfft-!”

Melinoë spat out all the Hell Americano she was drinking. After a moment-

“Ghost employees, assemble.”

-Whoooosh.

-Whoo, whoooosh…!

Fluffy ghosts began emerging from everywhere. Goddess Melinoë gathered them into a cloud-like mass and boarded it.

—

The new city of Elysium could be seen in the distance. The towering new apartment buildings shone white, truly dazzling.

Though they seemed close enough to reach out and touch, in reality there were winding underworld rivers and vast Asphodel Meadows to cross, so it was quite far.

Whoooosh-

The Asphodel Meadows were, as their name suggested, full of blooming asphodel flowers. When the wind blew through them, Orpheus collapsed.

“Joyi, I really can’t go any further. I don’t know who you want me to meet. Just send me back to that small, dark room!”

Send him back? Then nothing will happen. That won’t do. This Happy World needs more incidents.

“Mr. Orpheus, didn’t you say you wanted an instrument made from nymph hair? Once we cross this river, everyone can be happy, so stop whining!”

Just cross this river!

But then a problem arose. Whether they knew I was bringing prisoner Orpheus or not, all the ferrymen of Charon’s Transport shook their heads.

-Whoo, whoooosh-

-Whoooosh…

They seemed to say they couldn’t take prisoners without upper management approval. Their professional ethics were too strong.

“Gentlemen. Isn’t there any way?”

-Whoo whoooosh…

At my request, the ghost employees exchanged glances, then pointed their hazy round hands toward a decrepit boat at the river’s edge – unlike the motorized modern boats, this one required manual rowing.

Creak-!

I tried rowing just in case.

‘Ugh, damn, why is this so heavy?’

The oar was extremely heavy. It wouldn’t budge.

“The oars of this underworld weigh at least a thousand geun. So unless you have considerable strength, trying to row manually is useless. I also tried rowing these oars myself before and struggled…”

Orpheus scratched the back of his head. Then he tilted his head in confusion.

“…Why did I try to row the underworld’s oars before?”

This is insane. A thousand geun is about 600kg. Trying to row something that heavy would require extraordinary strength.

“Mr. Orpheus, wait here a moment.”

I knew exactly how to solve this situation. Running with all my might, I soon saw an old man plowing a field in the distance.

“Old man!”

“Well if it isn’t Manager Joyi! What brings you back?”

The elderly Titan Chronos straightened his back and looked at me. Having no time to waste, I got straight to the point.

“Can you make a 1-hour sandglass that only lasts 10 minutes?”

“You want to exploit time’s relativity? Possible.”

Sssk-

Kneeling, Chronos scooped up dirt, then went into his shabby hut office and started tinkering. After some time-

“This is a 1-hour sandglass that lasts 10 minutes. Certified by Chronos himself. I even engraved my signature extra large!”


Snap-!

After receiving the sandglass from the Titan, I returned to Sisyphus. Seeing what I held, his eyes sparkled with interest.

“A ten-minute sandglass that counts an hour. Most intriguing. Very well. I’ll spare some time until this sandglass runs out. Let’s go!”

Thus I led the giant Sisyphus across the Asphodel Meadows to the riverbank. There, Orpheus stood alone, looking across the river – but when Sisyphus saw him, his pupils flashed with panic and tension.

“Joyi, aren’t you pushing yourself too hard after just becoming manager? There’s no one in Happy World who doesn’t know what kind of prisoner Orpheus is. You might lose your job.”

“I’ll take full responsibility. You won’t face any consequences, Sisyphus. Just row. Everything happening now is solely under Manager Joyi’s authority.”

Creak-!

We boarded the decrepit boat.

A washed-up singer, an exercise addict, and an employee who accidentally got hired wrong – quite the colorful group to share a boat.

Whoosh, whoooosh-

Proving his boulder-rolling wasn’t just for show, Sisyphus rowed with unbelievable speed toward Elysium’s new city. 

The apartments in the distance looked so much like those on the surface that I felt a sudden nostalgia. 

Maybe it wasn’t entirely wrong – once this boat reached Elysium, I’d be fired and could return to the surface.

But just as we were about to arrive at Elysium’s shores – Flash, boom-!

“Stop.”

Princess Melinoë, wearing her bright red laurel crown, came flying toward us on something fluffy like a cloud.

-Whoo, whoooosh-

-Whoooosh…!

As she got closer, it became clear – it wasn’t a cloud but a carpet woven from squishy ghosts.

“Orpheus, as a prisoner stepping into the paradise of Elysium violates regulations. And Sisyphus’s 10-minute break is already over. Manager Joyi, withdraw immediately.”

“No, not quite.”

Kwa-boom!

A sudden red lightning strike. When my vision cleared, a man wearing only golden laurels stood beside Melinoë, arms crossed.

“Upon review, Orpheus’s sentence was legally terminated under Manager Joyi’s independent judgment. So his presence here isn’t immediately problematic.”

The strange thing was the unfamiliar man was only wearing red underwear. He seemed somehow familiar. Sisyphus looked at him in awe.

“Miracle-level body fat ratio like a carved sculpture. Could you be… Prince Zagreus of the Underworld?!”

Zagreus…?

Meaning the Soul Society’s 4th ranking executive, “CSO” Zagreus?

The man spoke:

“Divine effect!”

Poing-!

[Illegal Alien of Another World]

“Ah, this. Haven’t fixed this glitch yet. Refresh!”

Poing-!

[CSO]

[The Soul Society’s Great Prince]

[Happy World’s God – Zagreus]

What’s with these flashy floating effects? As I frowned at the dazzling letters in the air, Prince Zagreus chuckled lightly.

“Manager Joyi, before the grand audit, we owe you a great debt. Go. To that shining Elysium. We’ll discuss responsibility and merits after this concludes.”

What?

Why is he suddenly being so accommodating?

Shouldn’t he be reprimanding me for abusing my authority?

Then Sisyphus suddenly slapped his thigh.

“Grand audit… debt… release… I see, I see how it is! Manager Joyi, you’re truly terrifying! You even accounted for Prince Zagreus’s appearance in your plans?!”

“…If it’s about the audit, then… Ah, I see how it is. Manager Joyi. Truly remarkable.”


Even Melinoë straightened up, crossing her arms─.

What exactly is happening here?

Before I could ask anything, the boat reached Elysium.

—

[TL NOTE: 1 geun = 600g = 1.32lbs]
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Goddess Melinoë frowned at the sudden appearance of Prince Zagreus. Of all people to meet now—the one she least wanted to see.  

Of course, the current issue wasn’t about family drama.  

“Zagreus, it seems Sisyphus’ break time has already exceeded ten minutes. How do you plan to handle that? If this continues, Manager Joyi won’t escape a pay cut.”  

“Mel, didn’t you see the hourglass Joyi was holding? That was a ten-minute one. As long as its sand hasn’t run out, Sisyphus’ break isn’t over.”  

“Brother, that wasn’t a ten-minute hourglass—it was an hour-long one.”  

“Then take it up with Chronos. If he says ten minutes, then an hour becomes ten. Surely you’re not questioning a god’s authority? That would be improper.”  

There was an unspoken rule among gods—respect each other’s domains. Even the highest deity had to acknowledge the authority of the lowest. And Manager Joyi seemed well aware of this.  

“For a mere employee, he’s quite meticulous. If this goes well, we’ll owe him a great debt. My head already hurts thinking about how to reward him.”  

Melinoë fell silent. Prince Zagreus hadn’t expected an answer anyway, so the two stood awkwardly above the underworld river.  

They were siblings who had clashed over the Soul Society’s management and succession rights. Though neither spoke of it, tension simmered between them.  

After a while, Zagreus broke the silence.  

“You seem quite fond of Manager Joyi.”  

“The opposite. He’s the one fond of me.”  

Princess Melinoë clenched the coin purse in her pocket. Unaware of its contents, Zagreus hesitated before offering something small and round.  

“Want candy?”  

“No.”  

“You used to like it.”  

“Never. I’ve always been a perfect, dignified goddess. Unlike you.”  

“If you say so. Then I suppose our perfect, dignified goddess won’t mind the upcoming audit? Even executive influence can’t sway the audit team, you know.”  

The grand audit—a thorough inspection digging up every old document, scrutinizing every digit and word until flaws were found. Melinoë already felt exhausted, but she also felt a pang of admiration.  

Manager Joyi.  

The very reason he was causing this chaos was because of that audit.  

‘The Orpheus case was problematic from the start. No one addressed it before, but the “work reforms” overturned everything…’  

Had things continued quietly, Melinoë would’ve faced disgrace. So Joyi had taken the risk—pay cuts, penalties, even termination—to shield her.  

‘Joyi… you’d go this far for me?’  

She tried recalling their first meeting but remembered little. That night, she’d been drunk for the first time in her life—blacking out for the first time, too.  

What she did know: Joyi had risked being late on an important day to retrieve her lost purse. And since then, he’d thrown himself into tasks for her sake.  

‘He must love me. I don’t recall our drunken conversation, but he surely fell for me then.’  

Love at first sight, undoubtedly. She was, after all, perfection incarnate—a goddess without secrets or weaknesses.  

‘A woman like me… a terrifying woman.’  

Of course, a mortal like Joyi could never hope to reach her. She defined herself as the ultimate career woman—the dreadful Goddess of Nightmares.  

“Oh, Zagreus—is there a soul named Magnus in your Elysium?”  

“Why?”  

“I’m going to give him a… gruesome time.”  

—

A sudden chill ran down my spine.  

Why?  

Simple.  

Sisyphus.  

“Manager Joyi, you’re truly terrifying! To have even Prince Zagreus’ appearance part of your plan—how many steps ahead are you?!”  

Until the boat docked at Elysium, Sisyphus trembled with awe.  

“I suspected the timing was deliberate, but to have orchestrated Chronos’ and my roles in advance… It’s chilling!”  

What is he talking about?  

At this point, I was afraid of what I might’ve unknowingly done.  

“I prided myself on rivaling Prometheus in wit, but against you, Manager Joyi, I’m outmatched.”  

“Sisyphus, what are you saying?”  

“The grand audit—the Soul Society’s annual event. Isn’t all this for that? Especially since this audit is special due to the ‘new recruit.’”  

I knew about the audit. The inspectors were notorious for finding dust on spotless sheets. No one escaped unscathed.  

‘Depending on severity, punishments follow—pay cuts, even dismissals. Maybe I’ll finally get fired over Orpheus!’  

Committing violations right before the audit was practically begging for termination!  

But Sisyphus, lost in revelation, kept muttering.  

“This is fascinating. But discretion is vital—I’ll play ignorant now.”  

Ignorant of what?!  

The only certainty was that I’d illegally released Orpheus—a blatant abuse of power. To complete the operation, I nudged him forward.  

“Mr. Orpheus, disembark.”  

“Joyi, perhaps we should return. Look at these towers—they stretch as if reaching the surface! Too dazzling for a has-been like me…”  

Hesitant, Orpheus faltered under Elysium’s radiance. I kept pushing.  

“Step down. Now.”  

Finally, we stood in the divine city. As I unfolded a map, Orpheus suddenly moved.  

“That sound…”  

The once-timid man walked toward something, step by step.  

—

Orpheus had always tried recalling his past for inspiration. Happy memories brought melodies from his soul’s depths.  

“Orpheus and—ce. Until death parts you, you’ll be together.”  

Remembering that warmed him—yet also felt like a cold shovel digging into his chest.  

A void lived in his heart.  

No matter how he sang, the void echoed, distorting his music.  

‘Why…?’  

He’d lost something.  

He’d even forgotten what.  

So he sang louder. Critics called him a washed-up hack.  

“The great Orpheus? Pathetic.”  

“He’s finished.”  

“Is this really him?”  

Finished.  

His career had ended when he lost… something. He’d convinced himself it was the nymph-haired lyra.  

Ding-ding-ding—  

Following the sound, he wandered the neon-lit streets.  

“Manager Joyi, what’s that?”  


“A billboard. First time in Elysium?”  

Orpheus stared at the golden-haired woman on the screen.  

〈Popular Duo E&S! Weekend Dome Concert!〉  

〈”I Forgot You” + 21-song live challenge!〉  

Her brilliance hurt.  

She looked familiar.  

Longed-for.  

Painful.  

Seeing her, something hot surged in his chest.  

“Orphy, sing for me!”  

“Eurydice, let’s duet!”  

“Ah… Ah…”  

How could he have forgotten?  

The lover he’d braved the underworld for—his muse, his soul. Without her, his music was hollow.  

“Orpheus, remember anything?”  

“Joyi, can you tell Eurydice I came? She’ll welcome me! Where is she…?! Is she in this city…?!”  

Ding-ding-ding—  

Following the melody, he reached a street performance.  

“It’s okay. Ding-ding-ding—”  

The woman at the mic looked achingly familiar. Orpheus raised a hand.  

“Eurydi—”  

“EURIOLE!”  

“EURIOLE!”  

“ENCORE!”  

The crowd drowned him out.  

Unlike Orpheus—who’d lost his soul—she shone brightly, singing with her band. Loved as “Euriole“, her hair now short, her smile confident.  

“Last song—‘I Forgot You’! Cheer loud!”  

Cheers erupted.  

“……”  

Orpheus saw his reflection in a store window.  

Clown-white makeup.  

Meaninglessly long hair.  

The versions of themselves they’d once been—gone.  

“Joyi… Let’s return. Seeing Eurydice happy is enough. Thank you… for risking so much.”  

The soulless clown turned his back on the city’s lights. Stumbling, he reached the river and returned to his cramped room.  

This time, he didn’t look back.  

“If I ever loved her… I should disappear like this.”  

Curled on his bed, Orpheus fell silent.  

No more melodies.  


Just a dead canary’s hush.  

Meanwhile, the tenement residents praised one employee.  

“Manager Joyi, what did you do to that terrifying man?”  

“Right? ‘Orpheus’ actually stopped singing.”  

“Peace at last!”  
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Several days had passed since I crossed the river with Orpheus.  

I’d expected backlash for unilaterally releasing a special detainee ahead of the Grand Audit—but instead:  

“Not a parole, but a nullification? Chief Bones, what are you saying? A regulation repeal?”  

“Indeed. Orpheus’ punishment protocol was entirely repealed under executive order! Now that his memories are restored, he’s no longer a prisoner of Happy World—not even an ex-con, just an ordinary resident.”  

“Are you joking right now?”  

“Hmm, a fair point. Let me rephrase. Not ordinary. A resident who sings disgustingly badly. No, worse—abysmally, catastrophically—”  

Not a parole, but a nullification.  

It meant erasing the fact that he’d ever been a prisoner here.  

As if nothing had happened.  

No record left.  

“Joyi, you know why Orpheus was punished, don’t you? For breaking a Taboo—entering the Soul Society while still alive.”  

“Obviously.”  

“But Joyi, you’re also working here as a living employee. Historical precedents like Psyche, Theseus, and Hercules did the same.”  

Many had come to the underworld alive.  

Were they all punished?  

No.  

“Hercules and Psyche became gods. Theseus feasts in Elysium. Being alive here was never a serious crime.”  

Then why was Orpheus the only one punished?  

The answer was clear.  

“Because our glorious CEO took a personal dislike to him. Frankly, it was a decision driven by petty bias. But who’d dare question it?”  

Zzzt—  

Electricity prickled my scalp.  

Suddenly, I understood the situation.  

“But this Grand Audit is different. The new inspector is infamous for her ruthlessness—an outsider who couldn’t care less about executive authority.”  

The first audit since Work Reform.  

If the audit team, hungry for achievements, dug into Happy World’s punishment records and found Orpheus’ unjust sentence…  

‘They’d never let it slide.’  

The CEO, who’d acted on personal bias, would be humiliated.  

The current Happy World president and VP would also face disgrace for negligence.  

Yet no employee would dare intervene and risk the CEO’s wrath.  

Except—I’d just freed Orpheus and restored his memories.  

“Joyi, your bold move gave us the courage to act! We’ve rectified an unjust punishment!”  

How did it come to this?  

I just wanted to transfer by exploiting a noisy singer.  

“You risked the CEO’s wrath to shoulder this burden…”  

“If the audit caught this, we’d be stuck in paperwork for years!”  

“Manager Joyi, I’ll follow you forever! Sob!”  

I was beyond speechless.  

Then—chaos erupted in the lobby.  

“Chief Bones! The audit team is here!”  

Even Crates, who’d been tense as a coiled spring, paled.  

“The audit isn’t today! Damn it! Move, everyone! NOW!”  

The office became a warzone.  

“Burn these documents! Burn them! They can’t be found!”  

“Hide them! The basement!”  

“Nooo! There’s no time!”  

For once, Happy World truly lived up to its hellish name.  

Even Chief Bones’ skeletal face twisted with tension.  

“It can’t be her… The ‘Devil’ of the audit team! I’ve heard the rumors—merciless, ruthless—”  

A figure stormed in—stiletto heels clacking, golden hair flowing, horns curling from her head.  

“Relax, everyone! I’m just visiting! I heard someone ruined my prey, so I came to see. Which one of you is the ‘Devil’ Joyi?”  

Her voice boomed like thunder.  

She strode toward me and extended a hand.  

“Only one person here didn’t flinch. You must be Joyi. Pleasure! I’m Astaroth!”  

Wait—Asta…what?  

She bared pointed fangs. “I had my eyes on Case A-09C, but you scrapped it first. Well played! But don’t get comfortable.”  

Her serpentine blue eyes gleamed. “If I find any misconduct, I’ll strip you down to your socks!”  

With a laugh, she vanished.  

A storm in human form.  

—  

“What is Astaroth?”  

She felt like she’d wandered in from another universe.  

Chief Bones wiped sweat from his brow (how??) and explained:  

“She’s part of Work Reform—a cross-company transfer. Technically a new hire, but with executive-level authority.”  

Of course.  

That woman was clearly a demon.  

She probably tortured people for fun.  

‘Wait—’  

But was this bad for me?  

A terrifying demon was eyeing me for audit.  

Maybe the opportunity I’d been waiting for?  

‘The tide always turns.’  

I combed through the post-Astaroth wreckage.  

An hour later, I found something odd:  

[Garden Cultivation Budget]  

[30 sq. meters – 20 gold]  

[Location: Near Asphodel Meadows]  

A seemingly mundane document—but having scouted real estate for Chronos, I knew the price was double the market rate.  

‘Asphodel land was 10 gold last year. Who pocketed the extra 10?’  


Deeper digging revealed more inflated purchases.  

This reeked of embezzlement.  

‘How was this never caught? Someone’s good.’  

I tracked down the realtor—a cracked-skull skeleton.  

“Do you remember who authorized this 20-gold purchase?”  

“Client confidentiality. I died from a hammer to the head for blabbing last time.”  

Her shop played Orpheus’ Nymph’s Song—an expensive vinyl.  

“Want Orpheus’ autograph? Cooperate, and I’ll get you a handshake—and VIP concert tickets.”  

“…Really?!”  

I dragged Orpheus (now a moping mess) to her office.  

“This clown is Orpheus? You’re scamming me!”  

Then Orpheus sang:  

“For whom does the fair nymph weep…?”  

The skeleton gasped. “That’s Nymph’s Song! My favorite—wait, this isn’t him! SCAMMER!”  

I sighed and pulled out gold coins.  

Her bony hand snatched them.  

“A handsome man bought the land. I remember handsome men. Records show it.”  

The receipts proved it: someone had bought land cheap, faked higher invoices, and pocketed the difference.  

‘Embezzling from Happy World? Bold.’  

The address led to a shocking sight—a field of blooming flowers.  

Orpheus sniffled. “Millennium blooms… So rare. Eurydice loved these…”  

Someone had used embezzled funds to plant flowers?  

Why?  

No matter. I’d claim this land under my name.  

‘Manager Joyi embezzled to build a garden!’  

Astaroth would devour me.  


I’d be fired in no time.  

Orpheus’ knowledge helped: “These need daily watering.”  

The soil was damp. Soon, a woman arrived to tend the flowers.  

“Hello. I’m Manager Joyi from Punishment Execution.”  

“Oh! My husband talks about you! I’m Kshali. He works in your department—Team 1’s Crates.”  
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“My husband’s been working late every day, so he won’t be home soon. Would you like to wait inside? May I offer you herbal mint tea? Or hyacinth? Asphodel?”  

Near the millennium bloom garden stood a cozy house with a well-tended yard. The craftsmanship was so exceptional that even Orpheus stopped sniffling.  

“Madam Kshali, was it? Your gardening skills are extraordinary.”  

“Aren’t they?”  

As I’d noted while scouting locations for Chronos’ office, the land in Happy World was barren—unsuitable for cultivating flowers or plants. The soil itself was terrible.  

This was inevitable since Happy World was designed as a penal colony, not farmland. Yet this yard burst with colorful blooms, clearly nurtured with immense care.  

Zzwing~, zzwing~  

My eyes locked onto a bizarre plant—a small cactus swaying rhythmically in a pot. Its movement felt eerily familiar.  

“Madam, isn’t that a Cerberus cactus?”  

“Oh my! You’re as knowledgeable as they say! Most wouldn’t recognize a cactus by name.”  

“I bought one recently from Hermes Net.”  

“Goodness, it must’ve been from me! I’m the only one in Happy World who breeds and sells them. I call them ‘hell cacti.’”  

Well, small world.  

Who’d have thought I’d meet Crates’ wife here? And that she was the one who’d supplied the plant I’d grown obsessed with? Kshali stroked the cacti like they were pets.  

“These were originally punishment tools for prisoners—their spines sting. But they’re sweethearts once you show them love. See? No more prickling.”  

Like hedgehogs?  

I had one but never knew this trait.  

“They’re also excellent at catching hell roaches. Place them between flower pots, and they’ll protect the blooms…”  

“MADAM!!!! WHAT DID YOU JUST SAY?!!!!”  

“Huh? That they catch roaches… Why the shouting—?”  

Unbelievable!  

This changed everything!  

“Madam, can I buy them in bulk? Every last one! Name your price—I’ll pay anything! PLEASE!”  

To someone tormented by palm-sized hell roaches, these cacti were divine salvation. And Kshali, who cultivated them, now seemed like a saint.  

‘Crates, this is the first time I’ve ever envied you!’  

She was stunningly beautiful, resilient enough to tame this wasteland into a garden, and carried herself with the grace of a noblewoman.  

“Madam, what’s your secret? Teach me!”  

“A secret? Well… Daedalus’ sun shines brighter lately, so everything grows better. My husband says it’s thanks to Manager Joyi’s work with Sisyphus.”  

“Pure coincidence.”  

Even thinking about Sisyphus made my stomach churn. Oblivious, Kshali glanced at the dimming sun.  

“Dinner time soon. If you’re free, may I cook for you?”  

“Splendid! Meat dishes, if possible!”  

Orpheus answered before I could. His stomach growled loudly. Kshali laughed like wind chimes.  

“But pardon my rudeness—who is this gentleman?”  

“Orpheus.”  

“Pfft—you’re quite the joker! If he’s Orpheus, I’m Helen of the Golden Apple! Come inside!”  

Her home was elegantly minimalist. Flowers and orchids placed just so hinted at her meticulous touch.  

‘I’d kill to live like this.’  

Orpheus was equally awed. “This is worlds apart from my tenement. Do Happy World employees all live like this? Manager Joyi, what’s your place like?”  

My place?  

A dorm crawling with hell roaches. I did get a new house key from Princess Melinoë, but I haven’t even checked the location—something tells me I’d never leave.  

“It’s… temporary. Not sure if it’s to your taste.”  

The dining table resembled a buffet. Dish after dish appeared endlessly.  

“Delicious! Even starving Tantalus wouldn’t feel such appetite! Madam Kshali, you’re a genius! Though the soup’s a tad bland!”  

Orpheus devoured everything like a man possessed, while I hesitated at the 16+ side dishes.  

“Madam, isn’t this too much? I feel guilty.”  

Had she overexerted herself for a guest? Kshali laughed again.  

“We eat like this daily.”  

“Yep!”  

Her son, Platan, nodded. This wasn’t special treatment.  

Rage ignited in me.  

16-course meals EVERY DAY?!  

CRATES, YOU LUCKY BASTARD!  

Envy, fury, and respect warred within me.  

“No wonder Crates is Team 1’s ace. With a wife like you supporting him, no wonder he thrives.”  

“Team 1’s ace…? So that’s what they call him.”  

“You didn’t know?”  

“He shares work stories but never brags. How’s the company? He says overtime’s been brutal.”  

“Overtime? Well, with the Grand Audit looming…”  

Click. Creak—  

The door opened. Crates stepped in, laden with bags.  

“Honey, I’m home! Ugh, my boss nagged so much—but guess what I bought? A Nymphtendo Switch 2! You wanted—”  

He froze mid-sentence, eyes bulging at me.  

“M-Manager Joyi?! Why are you—”  

“Crates. Rough night?”  

—   

Crates excelled at his job for simple reasons:  

1. As a former prince, he’d mastered multiple disciplines.  

2. He needed money—badly.  

Excelling meant promotions, and promotions meant cash. Thus, he’d become Happy World’s “Elite Employee“—until Jo Yi-seo dethroned him.  

‘Jo, you stole my title… But next year—!’  

He glared at the “Employee of the Year” plaque before heading home, eager to see his family’s smiles.  

Instead, he saw Jo Yi-seo wearing the same smirk as the plaque.  

“Crates. Rough night?”  

Those four words shattered him.  

Happy World had banned overtime after Melinoë’s decree (thanks to Joyi). Yet Crates had used “overtime” as an excuse for his secret activities.  

Joyi’s greeting meant: “I know everything.”  

“You lucky bastard,” Joyi mused, eyeing Kshali. “A brilliant son, a gorgeous wife who cooks and gardens… I’m jealous.”  

“Oh my, you flatter me!”  


Kshali blushed. Crates felt like he’d swallowed a spine-covered cactus.  

‘Joyi, you devil! Are you threatening my family?!’  

—  

Jo’s visit exposed Crates’ embezzlement—the garden bought with stolen funds. But worse, it hid a deadlier secret:  

– “Millennium blooms” concealed unregistered weapons.  

– The land was tied to a coup plot.  

Kshali, oblivious, had sold the garden to Joyi for gold.  

“I sold it! Now we’ll live comfortably!”  

Crates’ fists clenched. Embezzlement was manageable, but Joyi owning that land meant crossing a point of no return.  

‘I must act first! Protect my family from that demon!’  

—  

Next Morning  

Joyi whistled cheerfully at work.  

“Manager, good news?”  

“Oh! Did you buy land?”  

Huh? Word spreads fast.  

Then Chief Bones shoved a newspaper at him:  

“JOYI! IS THIS TRUE?!”  

HEADLINES:  


– “SHOCK!  Punishment and Enforcement Team 1’s Employee C Implicated in Corruption!”  

– “Missing Weapons Found in Millennium Bloom Garden!”  

– “Employee C asks for protection for his family in exchange for turning himself in, confesses: ‘Manager Joyi Threatened Me!’”  

– “Weapons Linked to Coup Attempt!”  

“YOU UNCOVERED A REBELLION?! JOYI, YOUR LOYALTY KNOWS NO BOUNDS!!!”  
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I read the newspaper over and over, unable to believe the headlines:  

– “SHOCK!  Punishment and Enforcement Team 1’s Employee C Implicated in Corruption!”  

– “Missing Weapons Found in Millennium Bloom Garden!”  

– “Employee C asks for protection for his family in exchange for turning himself in, confesses: ‘Manager Joyi Threatened Me!’”  

– “Weapons Linked to Coup Attempt!”  

Why the hell had Crates turned himself in? What “weapons” had been found in that garden? How had things spiraled like this?  

This must be a dream. A nightmare, surely.  

Just as I was slapping my cheeks to wake up, Chief Bones approached. “What terrifying methods did you use to make Crates confess so easily? Manager Joyi, I’m… starting to fear you.”  

“Devil Joyi! Where are you?!”  

A voice bellowed my ridiculous nickname. I turned to see the actual devil—Astaroth—storming in, her face flushed with fury. “You! Pulling this stunt right before the audit?! Trying to saddle us with debt?! Worthy of the title ‘Devil’!”  

I frowned. Chief Bones elbowed me. “Under Happy World’s regulations, anything produced on land belongs solely to its owner. Those weapons found on your newly purchased plot—”  

“—are yours!” Astaroth cut in. 

“To investigate, we need your permission. You’re holding the audit hostage!” 

She clicked her tongue. 

“This audit’s getting fast-tracked. With rebel ties surfacing, we’re short-staffed. Shame I won’t get to crush you, Joyi!”  

Wait. The audit’s being skipped?  

“That’s not—”  

“WOO! Manager Joyi, you legend!”  

“No audit?! Unprecedented!”  

“We’re FREEEEEE!”  

My feeble protest drowned in the cheers. Like a paper boat in a tsunami, I collapsed into my chair.  

Crates had poured out his grievances to Astaroth earlier. “If I hadn’t confessed, who knows what Joyi  would’ve done to my family! That monster’s capable of anything!”  

Astaroth had nodded gravely. “A wise choice. ‘Devil’ Joyi would’ve shredded your family’s souls. I know—I’m a devil too.”  

Under interrogation, Crates had cracked. He’d stolen funds to buy land, desperate to escape poverty. Then someone had discovered his crimes and used his garden to stash coup weapons.  

“I was… afraid of being poor again,” he admitted.  

Once a prince of a fallen kingdom, Crates had starved on the streets after losing everything. His wife, Kshali, had sewed and farmed to survive—until winter took their son, then her. He’d jumped from his ruined castle walls.  

In Happy World, he’d reunited with his family and vowed: Never again. But his desperation had entangled him in worse crimes.  

Astaroth had sighed. “Boring. You’re just a pawn. You’re fired.”  

“Fired? Not punished?”  

“Because someone’s pleading your case. Devil Joyi’s claiming full responsibility.”  

Crates had been stunned. Joyi had no reason to protect him. Unless—  

His resolve is on another level.  

Days later, Crates was released—with a watchdog.  

“Crates, I’m your probation officer,” Joyi loomed over him. “Step out of line, and you’re a prisoner again.”  

A jerk of Joyi’s chin drew Crates’ gaze to the gates. Kshali and their son stood waiting, hands clasped.  

“They’ve been there since you were detained.”  

Crates’ knees buckled. Tears blurred his vision, but he felt them—the calloused hands of his wife, the bony shoulders of his son. The scent of hardship.  

“I’m sorry… I’m so sorry…”  

Kshali cupped his face. “Don’t worry. I sold my cacti. We’re opening a flower shop.”  

Flower shop. Grueling, dirty work.  

“My princess… doing manual labor again…”  

“Look at my hands.” She showed him her rough, soil-stained palms. “They’re ugly now, but—” She pulled him up. “—they can still hold you. Here, we have forever.”  

Crates stared. Those hands—once softer than Helen’s—were now tougher, more beautiful than any bloom.  

“No… They’re lovelier than ever.”  

The family embraced.  

Joyi turned away. “Fired, yet still envied. Crates, you bastard.”  

No one heard him.  


Joyi returned to his house—piled high with spiked cacti.  

Whispers followed:  

“He keeps that many torture tools at home?!”  

“Rumor says he sleeps on them—can’t rest otherwise!”  

“The Thorn Devil… truly terrifying!”



 
  Chapter 18: The Goddess Won’t Leave My House


In the darkness, shadows gathered.  

Their scheme? A terrifying conspiracy.  

“Our hidden weapons have been discovered.”  

“Disastrous.”  

“That fool Crates, turning himself in…”  

“We must delay our plans. Lay low for now.”  

“All for His Majesty…”  

The suspicious figures dispersed without farewells—routine for them.  

Then, someone spoke:  

“What about Manager Joyi? He’ll become an obstacle.”  

“Ambush him from behind?”  

“Are you mad? That man punched Magnuss unconscious.”  

“And his house is filled with torture tools…”  

“A true demon, starved for blood and flesh…”  

Silence fell. No one had a solution.  

Until—  

“I propose… deploying Manager-level measures.”  

“M-Manager-level?!”  

“How ruthless…”  

The shadows trembled in fear.  

Then, unanimously, they raised their hands in agreement.  

“Then it’s settled! Let’s go eat!”  

—  

Post by Chikoreta:  

“Today, let’s learn about Hell Mint! ^^”  

“Unlike earthly mint, you must stomp on Hell Mint for it to thrive! ^^”  

“Pretend it’s your husband’s mistress and stomp away! ^^”  

“Its scent repels bugs and makes delicious tea! ^^”  

[Photo: Blooming flowers]  

[Photo: Lush leaves]  

└User: Wow, what a desirable plant! Thanks, Chikoreta! When’s the Hell Cactus review?  

└Chikoreta: Coming soon! ^^  

Hell Mint. A tempting plant—but its size was an issue.  

“I’d need at least a balcony for this…”  

I glanced around my cramped dorm room, now packed with Hell Cacti. No space left.  

But did I mind?  

Not at all.  

Zzwing~, zzwing~  

Though the cacti made strange noises, they’d eliminated the hell roaches. A win.  

I’d even recommended them to Orpheus, who lived in a dump. He recoiled in horror:  

“Y-You want me to bring torture devices into my home?! You’re monstrous!”  

“How are these torture devices? Look, they even bloom!”  

What’s wrong with cacti?  

Better than palm-sized roaches.  

On this rare day off, I stretched lazily—then froze.  

Jyooooooouji!!!  

“…What the hell is that?!”  

My heart nearly stopped.  

A Manager-class hell roach.  

Unlike the others, this one had golden chitin armor impervious to cactus spines, a body larger than my face, and wings like helicopter blades.  

If regular roaches are grunts, this one’s an executive. And it’s gold—my least favorite color!  

BZZZZT—!  

It dive-bombed straight for my face, lured by the honey candy I’d been reluctantly chewing.  

Jyooou-SCREECH!!!  

Memories flashed. They say facing death brings serenity—and there I was, perfectly serene.  

“Not so fast.”  

SMACK!  

A palm intercepted the roach mid-air. It hit the wall, twitched, and went limp.  

Dead.  

I’m saved!  

But my savior (and uninvited guest) made my stomach churn.  

“Lady Melinoë… why are you in my house?”  

The CEO’s daughter stood in my dorm. If anyone saw this, I’d be taxidermied into a constellation.  

Oblivious, she dusted off her elegant hands.  

“As Happy World’s VP, I have access to all facilities—including employee housing. No key needed.”  

Whoosh. She phased through walls like a ghost. Because, well, she was one.  

Then she scolded me:  

“Why are you still here? I gave you a key. With rebels surfacing, you need safer housing.”  

“Rebels? Right…”  

The recent Crates incident came to mind—embezzlement, hidden weapons, coup plots.  

Thanks to that, the audit was canceled. A silver lining, though now I had divine company.  

Melinoë crossed her arms.  

“Pack up. We’re moving.”  

“Moving?”  

“You think rebels won’t target top talent like you?”  

Overkill. But a bigger place was tempting—more room for cacti and that Hell Mint I’d seen online.  

“Does it have a balcony?”  

“Spacious.”  

“Lead the way, my lady!”  


“Pfft. Pack first.”  

As we packed, she hummed cheerfully (“Ding-ding-ding~”), oddly… cute.  

Damn it. If she weren’t the CEO’s daughter…  

My heart raced—not from pink-fluttered tension, but abject terror.  

CRASH!  

“…Ahem. My flawless self may have slipped. Was this vase important?”  

“No.”  

CRASH!  

“…This one?”  

“Nope.”  

CRASH!  

“Lady Melinoë, maybe I should pack…”  

—  

The new house was modest—two rooms, a kitchen-living area, and that balcony. Perfect for cacti and mint.  

At the store, Melinoë insisted on buying extras:  

“Get two toothbrushes and cups. Guests might stay over.”  

Opportunity!  

“Let’s splurge on the most expensive ones!”  

She swiped a black corporate card without blinking.  

By evening, she showed no signs of leaving. Instead, she flipped through TV dramas:  

“You from the Abyss”

“I was kidnapped by the Grand Duke of the Underworld”

“My Boyfriend is actually the Prince of the Underworld?”

“The Secret of Illegal International Stay”

“Ugh. Nothing but romance fluff these days.” She turned to me. “Joyi, what’s your type?”  

…Killer question.  

A chainsaw massacre of a question.  

But if I answered poorly, maybe I’d tank her favorability.  

I studied her—pale skin, dark hair, ghostly aura—then lied boldly:  

“I like lively, sporty women who laugh often. Tanned skin, blonde hair, blue eyes.”  

The opposite of her.  

My legs shook.  

Too subtle?  

Melinoë sighed.  


“Joyi… you do like me, don’t you?”  

“Huh?!”  

“Those traits? Clearly me. Was that your roundabout confession?”  

My lady.  

Did you hear yourself just now?  



 
  Chapter 19: My Favorite Idol #1


“Joyi, you really do like me, don’t you?”

…Huh!?

I couldn’t keep up with the pace of this conversation.

Truly a divine level of dialogue.

I deliberately described an ideal type opposite to Lady Melinoë, so how on earth did she reach that conclusion?

Surely, it must be some algorithm too complex for a mere mortal like me to comprehend.

“Joyi, I know all about how you keep challenging yourself with tough tasks and aiming for promotions. It’s all because of me. But I’m a goddess, and you’re a mortal. We can’t be together so easily.”

“…What!?”

“If you want to stand on the same level as me, you’ll need to aim for at least an executive position.”

My head spun.

An executive position? For someone like me, who’s hoping for a layoff or a job change?

“Of course, becoming an executive as a mortal is practically unprecedented and near impossible. You’d have to clash with that annoying Zagreus for a stake, and there’s a high chance you’d even have to face off against the ‘CEO’ himself.”

Clashing with Prince Zagreus, the most powerful figure in this Soul Society, or even the terrifying ‘CEO’ whose name alone sends shivers down my spine?

It seems our princess has fallen into an outrageous misunderstanding.

I need to clear this up, fast!

“Um, Lady Melinoë, I’m sorry, but I—”

I don’t like Lady Melinoë—is what I tried to say.

But suddenly, my lips stuck together as if glued, refusing to part.

You know those moments when your instincts scream at you?

That survival instinct, warning you of danger.

If I, who spent a night with a goddess, say I don’t like her, what will happen?

—“How dare you toy with and insult a goddess’s heart? Want to spend a horrible, gruesome eternity?”

I’ll be killed! I’ll die a gruesome, horrific death!

No, if it just ends with death, that’d be the best-case scenario.

My soul would likely be condemned to eternal punishment in this Tartarus.

Punishments too horrific to even imagine.

Perhaps they’d lock me in a solitary cell filled with infernal cockroaches for eternity.

The thought alone made my body break out in cold sweat, drenching even my underwear. It felt like I was wide awake in a nightmare.

No, that’s not entirely wrong, is it?

What the Happy World.

But as the Greeks say:

There is a time for everything.

Even in the most desperate moments, when the time comes, an opportunity arises.

It’s like saying, even if the sky falls, there’s a hole to crawl out of.

“Lady Melinoë, the truth is, from the moment I first met you, I fell for you at first sight. Please take pity on this foolish man who’s fallen into a love that can never be…”

“…As expected.”

Instead of saying I don’t like the goddess, I decided it was better to ride this wave and claim I do like her.

For now, I’d maintain this flow. If I keep showing disappointing behavior, maybe Lady Melinoë will eventually say, “Joyi, is that all you amount to? You’re fired.”

It was a brilliant plan for something I came up with on the spot.

“Joyi, I don’t blame you. I’m a flawless goddess without a single weakness. Perhaps falling in love with me was only natural. Like bees drawn to honey.”

“…Indeed.”

“But, Joyi, I’d prefer if you kept your feelings for me a secret from everyone. Some executives might not take kindly to a mortal aiming for a goddess’s side.”

“Absolutely, I agree. Your wisdom, Lady Melinoë, is as vast and deep as the ‘Happy World.’”

“I won’t treat you specially either. Don’t take it personally. As the vice president of ‘Happy World,’ I have a duty to handle matters fairly and justly.”

“You’re absolutely right. You must be aiming for the ‘CEO’ position, Lady Melinoë. If it were revealed that you showed favoritism to a mere employee, it could stir up all sorts of rumors.”

Right now, it felt like the god of opportunity was showing me his forelock.

I had to seize it.

“Please, act as if I don’t exist at work. Treat me like a stranger if you must. Just this fleeting moment of conversation with you, Lady Melinoë, is enough to sustain me for a lifetime!”

Ughhh.

I even shed a few tears, like someone genuinely moved and overwhelmed.

The finishing touch, truly.

Lady Melinoë’s pomegranate-colored eyes sparkled as she gazed at my performance.

“Even so, ignoring a devoted follower wouldn’t be the act of a mature goddess.”

“No, please, ignore me.”

“Here’s a small hint, then. The ‘business reform’ was implemented too hastily. It’s full of gaps. Zagreus’s work is sloppy. Take a bite at him. You’ll find plenty of crumbs to pick up.”

With that, Lady Melinoë patted my shoulder twice.

“And stop eating this honey-candy nonsense. I’ll toss it out on my way. Stuff like this is why manager-level roaches show up at your place.”

—

“Manager Joyi, why’s your face so pale? You look like a dead man! I mean, I’m already a dead soul, but you, Joyi, you’re still a lively young man. Crack a smile!”

Clack clack.

It was Manager Bones, barging into my office, chattering his teeth to boost my morale.

As if that would make me smile.

“It’s gotta be a woman problem, right?”

“Huh?”

“It’s about time for you, isn’t it? You’ve made manager, moved to a bigger place. Your ribs must be aching. That’s when a man’s heart starts craving romance.”

Romance wasn’t exactly it, but a woman problem? Spot on.

Manager Bones didn’t scam his way to his position in this Happy World, that’s for sure.

“Could it be Kshali, Crates’s wife?”

“Whaaat!?”

“I hear you’ve been frequenting her flower shop.”

I do go to Kshali’s flower shop often.

To buy ‘Hell Cacti’ and ‘Hell Mint.’

But do I see her romantically?

Absolutely not.

I’m not shameless enough to go after another man’s wife.

Sure, she’s beautiful, capable, and has a great personality, but…

…

Why am I suddenly boiling with rage toward Crates?

I’ll have to sock him one when I see him later.


“Back in my youth, I had plenty of women trailing after me. Ha, I miss those days. Joyi, cherish this time of your life. Oh, this is my promotion gift for you.”

Manager Bones left with a wistful glow in his blue eyes.

The promotion gift he left behind was a fountain pen, looking incredibly antique.

Probably expensive.

‘Aha!’

A brilliant idea struck me.

Why not use this chance to collect promotion gifts from everyone? Maybe it’ll tank my reputation.

Ahem.

I stepped into the office where everyone was working and cleared my throat.

“To celebrate my promotion to manager, I’d like a small token of sincerity from everyone. Depending on the sincerity shown, I could be an angel… or a devil. Ahem.”

A subtle yet blatant demand for bribes.

At my words, everyone exchanged awkward glances.

“Actually, I was wondering when to bring it up.”

“As expected of Joyi, the man who rocketed to manager! Sharp as ever!”

“Congratulations on the promotion! I was going to give it during the surprise party!”

“Take it! Take it! The hero who saved us from the audit team!”

Whoosh!

Suddenly, all sorts of items poured in front of me.

Their readiness caught me off guard.

“So this is how much sincerity pours in when you make manager!”

“Damn, now I want to get promoted too!”

“Let’s work harder! More!”

“No overtime anymore, so we’ve got to focus during regular hours!”

Not only did they not lose respect for me, but the employees were now overly motivated.

The exact opposite of what I’d hoped for. Panicked, I racked my brain.

What if I reject their gifts in this situation?

The mood would sour, and my reputation and esteem would plummet!

“I won’t accept these gifts. Take them back.”

“Manager Joyi! What an upright, incorruptible man!”

“Wow, even I, Markius, acknowledge you!”

“That’s the kind of integrity that earns you ‘Employee of the Year.’”

“I respect you even more!”

I didn’t even have the energy to get mad anymore.

I needed to get out of here.

“Manager Joyi’s off to snag more work!”

“He’s even chasing nonexistent tasks to rack up achievements!”

“That promotion-crazed maniac!”

“Why’s he so damn driven?!”

“Rumor has it, the woman Joyi’s after is Mel—”

Stepping outside the office, I noticed the weather was unusually nice today.

Sisyphus was pointlessly rolling his boulder so hard that the fake sun was sparkling.

How did it come to this?

My feet instinctively carried me toward my sanctuary.

The quaint flower shop, Happy Flower, where delicate blooms grew.

Crates, tending to the flowers, spotted me and gasped.

“Gah, J-Joyi, Manager Joyi…! Here to keep tabs on me again?”

Crates?

What makes you think I’d come to see you?

“I’m here to buy a cactus.”

Then, from among the flowers, Mrs. Kshali appeared, beaming brightly.

“Oh my, Manager! You’re here. We’re out of cacti today, though. They’ve been so popular lately… giggle.”

“What? Cacti are popular?”

“It’s even in the papers.”

“Hell Cactus: Its Astonishing Benefits Revealed!”

“Boosts memory, restores vigor, increases romantic luck—”

“A massive hit among Elysium’s elite women…!?”

“Among cacti, those with yellow flowers are especially rare collectibles…”

“Some propose renaming them ‘Happy Cacti’…”

What the heck is this now?

—

At Elysium’s grandest stadium, the popular group E&S was preparing for a performance.

Arachne, the producer in charge of the event, was steeped in worry.

“Why?! Why can’t you sing?! Euriole! You’re the main vocalist! The executives are coming to watch this performance in person! Even if you can’t, you have to! Sing until you drop dead! Well, we’re all already dead, but still!”

The executives of this Soul Society were notoriously picky.

But if you caught their eye, success was all but guaranteed.

Arachne had poured her heart, soul, and a fortune into preparing this stadium performance, even securing promises from the executives to attend.

But just days before the show, the main vocalist, Euriole, was causing trouble.

“I need a flower. A beautiful flower. Rare and delicate. Beautiful, but with sharp thorns that make it unapproachable—a paradox.”

“What about these flowers? Roses! I went through hell to get these from the surface! Roses are pretty and have thorns, right?”

“No. They don’t spark anything.”

Artists, in a way, were as demanding as executives.

They valued inspiration, and Euriole was especially the moody, artistic type.

Ugh, her singing is so phenomenal I can’t do anything about it. Without Euriole, E&S wouldn’t have made it this far…

If the main vocalist went on strike?

The executives, arriving with high expectations only to be disappointed and enraged, might banish Arachne to the dreaded Happy World.

After all I did to climb to Elysium! After I moved into a brand-new apartment!

Desperate, Arachne scoured every corner for a rare, delicate flower to satisfy the vocalist.

Then she stumbled across a newspaper.

“Hell Cactus: Its Astonishing Benefits Revealed!”

“Among cacti, those with yellow flowers are especially rare collectibles…”

“Cactus… thorns… flowers…!? Hey, shopkeeper! Where can I get one of these yellow-flowered cacti?”

“Gone. All gone. Can’t get any. Supply’s limited, and Manager Joyi’s got most of them. Go ask him.”

“…Manager Joyi? Who’s that?”

“They say he’s a big deal at Happy World these days. But be careful. There are some pretty grim and terrifying rumors about him.”

A grim and terrifying man?


Arachne feared the executives’ wrath more, so she headed to Happy World.

If this goes well, cozying up to the executives will be a breeze. Manager Joyi, if you’re a Happy World employee, you’d want to score points with the executives too, right? This’ll be easy to negotiate!

Arriving at Manager Joyi’s house, she found the entrance littered with all sorts of ‘torture devices,’ making her swallow hard.

“Who’s there?”

“Eek!”



 
  Chapter 20: My Favorite Idol #2


“So, you’re that Arachne?”

Arachne.

A woman famed for her exceptional weaving skills, so proud that she challenged Athena and won.

The problem was, in doing so, she mocked and ridiculed the gods, which got her into trouble. As a result, Arachne was turned into a spider, fated to spin webs forever.

But the Arachne standing before me wasn’t a spider but a woman. Her hair gleamed like silver spider silk, and she wore a neat business suit with stockings. At first glance, she seemed like a capable corporate woman—almost disappointingly so.

“Miss Arachne, why aren’t you in spider form?”

“…Is that really the important thing here? Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said? I’ve been explaining how critical this is for over an hour!”

“You did. You said the idol group you’re managing is set to perform at Elysium’s giant stadium, but the main vocalist is being difficult, right?”

“What?”

Arachne’s face froze in surprise at my concise summary. She nervously twirled a strand of her hair.

“That’s a neat summary. Anyway… for inspiration, she’s demanding a flower with thorns. I’ve shown her roses, briars, acacias—everything! She rejected them all. Now, the only option left is this damned cactus flower.”

“And?”

“And?! Manager Joyi, if you cooperate on this, the executives will reward you handsomely. As a company man, you know how valuable it is to make connections with the higher-ups, don’t you?”

Her narrow eyes glinted as she made her pitch, like a predatory spider plucking its web to trap prey.

Miss Arachne, what a competent woman.

That’s exactly the problem.

Getting tangled with someone this capable would inevitably lead to piling up achievements. The chances of incidents, accidents, or failures—my preferred outcomes—would slip further away.

So, I wanted to keep my distance from her as much as possible.

“Miss Arachne, I have nothing more to say. Please leave.”

“Wait a second! Do you know how many jobs are on the line if this fails? How many people will face the executives’ wrath and get fired… or worse, the blame might even fall on you!”

Oh? My ears perked up.

The blame for a failed performance could be pinned on me?

‘Don’t you hear that sound?’

The sweet sound of layoffs and job transfers.

This only gave me more reason to reject Arachne’s proposal.

“Joyi, do you know how I climbed to this position? I clung to opportunities thinner than spider silk, grasping them until I made it here. I cannot stop now!”

Arachne stood up from her seat. She shed her suit jacket, revealing a silk blouse so thin it was practically see-through. And then—unbelievably—she began unbuttoning it, one button at a time.

“What are you doing?!”

“Manager, please, sell me those cacti! I’ll beg on my knees in my underwear if I have to! It might be clumsy since it’s my first time, but men like this sort of thing, don’t they? Lewd, sexual stuff!”

“Wha—?!”

I was floored!

What did this woman think men were? Drooling beasts who lose control at the sight of a woman?

Sure, in the Greek mythology worldview, men often are like that. And, honestly, I do appreciate a beautiful woman!

But the real issue was this: even though I was aiming for a layoff or transfer, getting caught in a sexual scandal was the absolute worst outcome. Why? Because I was under the subtle surveillance of the goddess Melinoë.

—You dared to say you love a goddess like me, only to turn your eyes to another woman? Want to spend an eternity squashed flat, Joyi? You should be a cockroach, not a spider.  

—Jyooooooouuuuujiii!!!

Just thinking about it made my legs tremble.

Arachne might not know my situation, but her instincts were razor-sharp, pinpointing exactly how to sway me. Was this her spider sense or something?

“Fine. I’ll cooperate. But please don’t take off your clothes. I have a woman I care about, and I don’t want any misunderstandings. Please!”

“You’ll help? You’ll grant my request? Yahoo!”

Arachne raised her left arm, then her right, shimmying her hips in excitement. Was she dancing? She even let out a bizarre sound.

“Hiiiooong…!”

“…Hiiiooong?”

When I frowned, she blushed and cleared her throat.

“I, uh, spent so long as a spider that I haven’t shaken off some habits… Ahem, ahem.”

What did that matter? Spiders don’t even make “hiiiooong” sounds.

Anyway, that’s how I ended up roped into helping with this performance. All I had to do was sell a few cacti, but now that I thought about it, it felt like a waste.

‘If I reduce my cactus stock, those cockroaches might invade again. If another manager-level roach shows up like last time, I might faint with my eyes wide open.’

In other words, selling my cacti was like dismantling my defensive barrier. Wasn’t there a better way?

After some thought, a brilliant idea struck me.

“You said she wanted a rare flower, right? I do have a cactus with yellow flowers.”

The yellow-flowered cactus I’d recently gifted to Orpheus. What if I could get Arachne to buy it from him? Orpheus, who’s been holed up digging lately, would get enough money to cover months of living expenses. I’d keep my roach-proof barrier intact. And Arachne would get her rare flower.

A win-win-win strategy, if I do say so myself.

—

Ugh, what a stench.

Miss Arachne’s relaxed smile vanished as she pinched her nose. The squalor of the tenement housing was too much for her.

“My brand-new Elysium apartment is nothing like this. Is the flower I need really in a place like this?”

“Of course it’s filthy. This is the cheapest slum in all of ‘Happy World.’ It was built as a place of exile, after all.”

Bang bang bang.

I knocked on the door.

“Orpheus, you in there?”

Arachne flinched in shock.

“Orpheus? You mean the Orpheus? The legend?! Wait a second! I wasn’t prepared to meet someone that important—”

Clunk, creak.

The door swung open, revealing a haggard man with a scruffy beard and tangled hair, looking utterly exhausted. Arachne’s expression cooled instantly.

“What? He’s a fake.”

“Fake? Who’re you calling a fake?”

“No way a legendary singer like Orpheus would live in a dump like this. Ever since I got connections in the entertainment industry, I’ve seen plenty of fake Orpheuses like you!”

Disappointed, Arachne fanned her face with her hand, as if she’d been duped.

Were there really so many Orpheus impostors in this “Soul Society”? But the man in front of us was the real deal. Just as I opened my mouth to clear things up, Orpheus spoke first.

“Y-Yeah, that’s right. I’m just a guy dreaming of being Orpheus. Name’s… Krauser. Johann Wolfgang something-or-other Krauser. Aspiring emperor of ‘Happy Metal’! Wooo yeah! Rock spirit!”

“Happy Metal? What kind of rootless, uncommercial genre is that? Tsk!”

Arachne clicked her tongue. As I struggled to process this absurdity, Orpheus pulled me aside and whispered.

“If she’s in the entertainment biz, she might know Eurydice. I don’t want her knowing I’m living like this. So please, keep it a secret…”

What a weird request.

Still, I’d once tried to use Orpheus for my own failures, which probably contributed to him holing up like this. I owed him. That’s why I’d given him the cactus and kept checking in on him. Playing along with this silly lie was easy enough.

“Anyway, Miss Arachne, the flower you’re looking for is with this Krauser guy.”

“Actually, I don’t have it.”

What?


This was unexpected, even for me. Arachne exploded.

“Hey, everyone’s story keeps changing!”

“I buried it in the front yard. Keeping a torture device in the house felt… off.”

What’s that now?

Burying someone’s kind gift in the yard, literally? But for some reason, Arachne nodded in understanding.

“Well, keeping a torture device indoors is a bit… In that sense, Manager Joyi’s place was downright terrifying. Oh, sorry—I’m the type who has to speak my mind to feel satisfied!”

“…”

We headed to the yard. In this slum tenement, the “yard” was little more than a neglected lot littered with trash. There, amidst the mess, stood a menacing cactus. Its sharp, lightning-like branches were aptly dubbed a “torture device.”

Even I can see that thing’s sinister. Why’d it grow like that?

Yet, despite its ferocious branches, the yellow flowers blooming on it were strikingly beautiful. They even seemed to emit a pleasant fragrance—so pleasant that this trash-strewn lot felt refreshingly floral. Arachne was thrilled.

“…That’s it!”

Swish.

She reached for the flowers.

“Ow!”

She got pricked by the thorns. Blood dripped from her hand! She sucked on her finger and tried again with her other hand, but the result was the same. Both hands injured, Arachne fumed.

“I miss when I had eight arms!”

Is that the issue?

Even with extra arms, those thorns would make picking the flowers impossible. I tried fetching thick gloves, but the thorns pierced right through.

“Argh! I got stabbed too!”

At this point, we had no choice but to call in an expert.

“…”

Mrs. Kshali, the cactus specialist, studied the cactus for a while before delivering her verdict.

“I told you, these babies grow affectionate if you show them love. But left in a harsh environment for too long, they’ve turned feral. There’s no way to handle them now.”

“No… it can’t be…”

Arachne collapsed to the ground. But in that moment, a brilliant idea flashed in my mind.

“Why not hold the performance here? Bring that picky main vocalist to this place and have her perform in front of these flowers. Isn’t that a fantastic idea?”

“Wait a minute! You’re telling us to ditch the grand stadium and drag our singers to this dangerous, godforsaken place for a performance? And invite the executives to this street?”

“Then what’s the alternative? If your singer refuses to perform and you face the executives’ wrath, wouldn’t it be better to at least hold the show here and avoid harsher punishment?”

“But…”

“It’ll be fine. If things go south, just throw my name under the bus, Miss Arachne. If this fails, you can pin it all on Manager Joyi.”

Inviting VIPs to a street performance? That’s doomed to fail.

Unless the singer’s as talented as Orpheus.

But in this “Soul Society,” there was no Orpheus. Only Krauser, the Happy Metal wannabe.

Thus, this performance was guaranteed to flop, and when blame was assigned, my name—Joyi—would inevitably come up.

I was moved.

To think such a masterful strategy came from my head. Perfect improvisation. A maestro manipulating the situation to my will!

—

“I told them it wouldn’t work, I swear I objected. But this Manager Joyi from ‘Happy World’ insisted on holding it here. So… what do you think?”

Arachne nervously gauged the reaction of the temperamental artist, the main vocalist Euriole. Euriole’s eyes sparkled as she gazed at the menacing “torture device” and its flowers.

“It’s coming. Inspiration.”

“I figured if you didn’t like it, we’d just go back to the stadium—wait, what? What’s coming?”

“This place radiates the soul of art. Looking at it, I don’t even want to perform at the stadium. I’ll sing here. Arachne, you really went all out!”


“R-Really? Uh, yeah… I put in some effort…”

“The torture device and the flowers… the irony of their mismatch. The paradox… I love it. Let’s write a song. I want to debut a new track at this performance—can I?”

Twinkle. Stars gleamed in the idol’s eyes.

In that moment, the savvy producer Arachne had a gut feeling.

This performance, whatever it became, would stir the biggest uproar in Soul Society’s history.



 
  Chapter 21: My Favorite Idol #3


This is the lowest, hottest place in Soul Society: the executive meeting room.

Women seated around a round table grumbled in unison.

“Huh? Changing the performance venue?”

“Not Elysium but Happy World? And what’s this address? It’s not even a concert hall.”

“Megaira, disappointment.”

These women, whose very names inspired fear, were called the goddesses of vengeance.

Their names were Managing Director Alecto, Executive Director Tisiphone, and just cute Megaira.

“Huh? Look at this, girls. It says ‘Venue Coordinator – Joyi’ here.”

“So this guy named Joyi is the culprit behind this awful situation?”

“Megaira, rage!”

The concert, set to take place in the new city of Elysium, was an event even the executives had eagerly anticipated.

But now the venue had suddenly changed to the most rundown slum in Happy World. A street concert, no less.

“Inviting executives and then showing such disgrace.”

“We can’t let the person responsible go unpunished, can we?”

“Heh heh heh heh.”

The person responsible.

Everyone’s gaze shifted to the name ‘Joyi’ added to the pamphlet.

At that moment, a goddess who had kept her mouth shut since the meeting began finally spoke.

“This concert. It’s absolutely going to succeed.”

It was Melinoë, the goddess of nightmares and Vice President of Happy World.

She stood from her seat, looked around, and spoke in a relaxed, gentle voice.

“If it’s Manager Joyi, I can trust him. That man has a firm goal for success. So, this concert will succeed.”

“Huh? You’re telling me, Ms. Alecto, to go to that shabby slum just because you say so?”

“Unlike our banished princess, we’re busy, you know. Because of the rebels.”

“Overtime…”

With public safety in Soul Society still unstable, it was somewhat difficult for executives to go to a slum.

If some accident or incident broke out, it might be irreversible.

But Melinoë spoke with a voice full of confidence.

“If the concert is a waste of time, I’ll take responsibility. I swear on the River Styx.”

An oath on the River Styx.

It was the highest promise gods could make.

“That responsibility. How will you take it? Can you stake your shares?”

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“At the next executive meeting, if the majority opinion is that the concert failed, I’ll give up 2% of my 10% stake to all of you.”

“Huh…!? 2%, that’s… two-tenths!?”

Even the goddesses of vengeance hesitated at Melinoë’s resolve, and the executives, who had shown little reaction, were greatly surprised, their eyes gleaming.

“2%.”

“Even 1% of Soul Society’s shares makes you an executive.”

“Not something easily obtained.”

But to Managing Director Alecto, Melinoë’s bold claim was like pouring oil on herself and jumping into flames.

“Our princess must highly trust this Manager Joyi. For someone who’s never praised anyone to speak so confidently.”

“But, if the concert succeeds, I’ll take 1% of the 5% stake held by you Erinyes sisters. As the price for doubting me and Joyi.”

“Huh?”

1% of their stake.

It would be a huge loss, but Alecto was confident.

There was no way a street concert could succeed.

“Fine. But Melinoë, if you lose your shares, the CEO seat will get even further away. Won’t you regret it over something so trivial?”

“Just watch. You’ll realize that trivial things are the most important.”

The Happy World concert.

It was no exaggeration to say Soul Society’s future now hung on this performance.

Time passed, and Chronos’s clock pointed to evening.

—

Is this okay? Is this really okay?! The executives are coming!

Among Soul Society’s executives, many had black wings like crows.

As these beings began gathering one by one in the slum, the usually brash slum residents hid like mice before a cat.

“L-Let’s run…”

“What the hell is this?”

“Is this Happy World’s doomsday…?”

Arachne, too, wanted to hide.

Holding a concert in Happy World’s slum.

When Manager Joyi suggested it, that option sounded plausible, but now that it was right in front of her, her vision blurred, and cold sweat kept flowing.

If this fails, I might be turned into a spider again as punishment for mocking the executives! If that happens, Manager Joyi, I’ll resent you forever! Forever! Eternally! ETERNALLY!

Arachne turned her eyes to her singer, who was in charge of today’s performance.

Euriole.

A mature, calm, yet cheerful blonde nymph.

She had been meditating with her eyes closed all day.

Euriole always meditated before a performance.

Producer Arachne thought she was used to this sight, but today, it somehow felt unsettling.

Like being thrown into a storm without a single thread to hold onto, Arachne grew sad.

“Hiiiooong…”

She trembled in fear.

Just then, someone entered the makeshift performance staff waiting room.

It was Manager Joyi.

“Is everything prepared?”

“Manager Joyi! We’re in trouble! Big trouble! The executives actually came to this slum! If things go wrong, you’ll have to take responsibility! Ahh, I don’t know…!”

“Now, now, Miss Arachne. Don’t be anxious. Don’t you know the skills of your idol group E&S best? Then you have to trust them.”

Beep-beep-beep-beep.

The sandglass alarm rang, signaling the performance’s start time.


Euriole, who had been meditating with closed eyes, and the Sirens, nymphs of the sea, stood as if waiting for it and took the stage set up around the yellow-flowered cactus.

A cramped back alley.

The black-winged, blood-teared executives stood with arms crossed, their expressions grim.

Their attitude was: You invited us to this filthy place, so show us something entertaining.

If they failed to move their hearts, they wouldn’t let just punishment pass.

The Sirens glanced at each other, then tapped their drumsticks—tap tap.

The accompaniment for E&S’s biggest hit, ‘I Forgot You,’ began.

Doom doom doom.

A low bassline.

Amid it, the main vocalist Euriole gripped the microphone with both hands and opened her mouth.

“───.”

In that moment, everyone got goosebumps.

Her voice cut through the space like a sharp knife slicing silk.

Even the executives, who had crossed their arms to judge strictly, trembled their wings at this first verse.

It’s a good song. Truly a great singer. But…

Managing Director Alecto, rumored to be the strictest among the goddesses of vengeance, frowned.

…It’s not worth my precious time, is it?

A good song.

Just that much.

It even felt a bit regrettable.

If they’d performed in Elysium’s dazzling stadium, how nice it would’ve been. Here, the hastily set up sound equipment, the narrow stage, even the audience can’t keep up with the band’s skill.

The venue was indeed the problem.

The E&S producer had been overly ambitious, chasing excessive innovation and change, only to ruin everything.

In a way, it was philosophical.

Excessive change. And failure. Just like business reform or this Happy World?

The first song ended.

Alecto thought there was no need to listen further and turned to leave.

Some executives had already left their seats.

Melinoë, looks like I’ve won this bet. We’ll take your 2% stake nicely.

That’s when it happened.

“Today, in this place, we’d like to announce our new song. The title is Happy World. It’s a song inspired by the yellow flowers blooming on this cactus. Here we go—”

Ding ding ding.

Euriole began plucking her lyre.

“──.”

The moment the first verse ended, Director Alecto’s steps stopped abruptly.

“…What…!?”

Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at the idol on stage.

For about a minute after the song started, they were rooted to the ground, unable to move.

The harmonious accompaniment, the soaring vocals competing with it—.

They raced as if in competition, and sweat poured from their foreheads like rain.

It was a song that deeply resonated with everyone’s soul.

The executives who had left returned one by one to their seats.

The strict goddess Alecto shed a single, clear, round tear—not of blood.

“Huh? Why am I crying…?”

Everyone forgot to speak, straining their ears to listen to the song.

Even the prisoners, who had hidden in darkness and corners at the fearsome executives’ arrival, opened their windows and leaned out to listen.

Even Sisyphus, engrossed in pushing his boulder, and Chronos, tending his fields, stopped their hands.

That’s when it happened.

“Why are you holding a weapon?”

Among the crowd gathered to hear the song—.

Melinoë spotted a man gripping a sharp sword.

The man, startled, shouted.

“D-Damn it! If you don’t look away, I’ll stab you! This is a real sword!”

The man aimed his sword at Melinoë.

In that moment, Melinoë’s red gaze exploded like flames fueled by oil.

“Daring to point a weapon at your goddess. Want to spend a dreadful, horrific time?”

BOOM!

Melinoë’s fist, charging like a comet, struck the man’s stomach hard.

And other executives began spotting armed ruffians here and there.

“Huh? You rat-like rebel scum, lured out by the song, huh!”

“Daring to disrupt the performance!”

“Arrest them all!”

—

“What a success! A huge success! Euriole, Rilke! Karnoi! Your new song Happy World!”

Arachne was overjoyed.

Good songs earn good reviews.

But legendary songs come with stories.

“Even the hidden rebels came out to hear the song and got taken down in one swoop! This will be a hot topic! It’ll set Happy World ablaze and become a spark to heat up Soul Society!”

Even the hidden rebels forgot their situation and came out to hear the song—.

The stories and incidents from the new song’s debut day were more than enough.

“Look at this! Black feathers! Gifts from the goddesses of vengeance! It means they’ll keep watching and sponsoring us! This new song is truly a success among successes!”

Shimmy shimmy.

Miss Arachne alternated raising her left and right arms, shaking her hips.

“Hiiiooong…!”

In that moment, Miss Arachne thought of Manager Joyi.

That man, could he have predicted all this…!?

What a bold gambler.

To face a difficult gamble and win big is like a basic virtue of someone destined to succeed. That man is a remarkable gem. He won’t stay a manager, so I’d better get along with him!

In Miss Arachne’s heart, her evaluation of Manager Joyi shot up vertically.

However, Euriole, the star who had led the performance to success, had an unsatisfied expression.

She stood before the cactus flowers, looking up at the old tenement housing.

When everyone opened their windows to hear Euriole’s song, when even the executives listened and the prisoners forgot their punishments—.

That house on the 4th floor, with its lights on, was the only one that didn’t open its windows and didn’t listen to Euriole’s song.

As if there was something wrong with this new song.

In fact, Euriole herself had many concerns about this new song.

It was made too hastily, so it lacks soul.

Euriole clicked her tongue—tsk.

If it was that man…

If it had been someone Euriole knew—.

Even a hastily made new song would have made the whole world listen.

Thus, Euriole thought her new song was a failure.

“Hey, that’s Krauser’s house, right?”

At that moment, Arachne linked arms with Euriole, tilting her head up high.

Room 404.

The house where Krauser, the weird ‘Happy Metal’ singer, lived.


“Krauser?”

“There’s a strange guy living in that house. Krauser, he says he does some weird genre called Happy Metal. Ugh, Euriole, you don’t need to worry about him.”

“…Krauser of Happy Metal.”

Euriole felt a slight spark of defiance.

She resolved to come to this place often and sing a song that would make that window open.



 
  Chapter 22: If You Can’t Enjoy It, Go Mad #1


The Happy World concert from a few days ago was an unprecedented success since the company’s founding.

Not only did the new song Happy World precisely snipe the hearts of those finicky executives, but it even drew out and wiped out the rebel scum hiding all over the slum.

No, why the hell doesn’t a street concert fail?

At this point, I was starting to fear myself.

Why do these things keep happening to me?

Ah, I don’t want to go to work.

If I go to the company, everyone will praise my contributions to this, my evaluation will soar, and they’ll dump a ton of work on me.

Then I’ll be a few steps further from my dream of transferring out of this hellwheel-filled Happy World.

Today, let’s just be late.

Blatant tardiness.

Today, I wanted to be late without any particular reason.

I thought that was the only way to lower my personnel evaluation, which had risen as high as the goddess of beauty Aphrodite’s nose.

So, when it was close to lunchtime, I strolled into the company.

“J-Joyi, Manager, at this time…”

“Yooou… why are you here now…”

Director Bones and Markius looked at me, their faces dyed with shock.

I thought it was because I was late, but Director Bones said something strange.

“Today is your reward vacation day, isn’t it! Coming to work on a vacation day! I’ve been with this company for a long time, but I’ve never seen a guy as tenacious as you!”

Reward vacation?

What was that supposed to mean?

Since the critical concert succeeded, for the past few days, I’d been so frustrated and resentful that I couldn’t focus on work, letting go of most tasks.

In other words, I was staging my own work slowdown.

Neglecting to check incoming documents and internal communications was part of that.

If a problem arose from missing important documents, I planned to say, “Oh, this happened because I was negligent. I’ll take responsibility!”

But now I saw there was a commendation among those documents.

Certificate of Commendation

For being an example to other employees, we commend this.

It was so dazzling, possibly made of pure gold, that I really wanted to freak out.

Since becoming an outstanding employee, I’d come to loathe anything gold.

Also enclosed was a Reward Vacation Order.

In short, starting today, they were forcibly giving me a week-long reward vacation.

In other words, I hadn’t been late today—.

“Wow, you’re really something, Joyi! I, Markius, acknowledge it! Company lover!”

“Manager Joyi, you’re really amazing.”

“At this point, aren’t you a company fanatic?”

“Coming to the company in a suit on a vacation day, even the executives wouldn’t do that…”

ARGHHHH!!!

I wanted to scream in this overly happy mood.

But I was so resentful that I didn’t even have the energy left.

“…I’ll return the reward vacation.”

I barely recovered my strength and managed to spit out that I’d give back the reward vacation.

Then Director Bones, with his bone-only face, started sweating coldly.

“W-Why…! Why would you go that far! What is this company to you! What kind of person are yooou…?!!!”

Why return the vacation?

Because if I’m at home, nothing happens.

I needed to somehow plunge my inflated personnel evaluation into an abyss deeper than Happy World, and to do that, I had to be in the office.

Drip drip drip.

Tears flowed freely.

Nothing could stop an employee who, for a noble purpose, voluntarily gave up their vacation.

From today, I’m a demon.

—

Anon : Ms. Chikoreta, lately nothing is going right.

Anon : Everything I try keeps failing and frustrating me.

Anon : What should I do?

└ Chikoreta : There’s a saying, if you can’t avoid it, enjoy it ^^

If you can’t avoid it, enjoy it—.

But right now, I couldn’t even enjoy anything.

If I can’t avoid it and can’t enjoy it, what should I do?

The answer is to go mad.

I left the office and headed somewhere.

In front of a door labeled Vice President’s Office.

The old me would never have come here.

But Manager Joyi, who’s gone beyond enjoying and gone mad, is a different matter.

Hoo.

I took a light deep breath and knocked on the door.

Knock knock knock.

“This is Manager Joyi from the Punishment Enforcement Department. I’m sorry for coming without a meeting request or appointment, but Vice President-nim, may I enter?”

”—Come in.”

Creak.

As I opened the door and entered, a rather dim interior came into view.

And there, seated on a throne-like chair, was Lady Melinoë.

Perhaps because the light didn’t come in well, only her laurel crown and glowing eyes stood out, unusually red.

“Manager Joyi, coming unannounced like this without a meeting request is problematic. I believe I told you before that I have no intention of favoring specific employees.”

Oh! Did I lose points?

“But, thanks to Manager Joyi’s Happy World Concert, I was able to gain a precious 1% stake. I’m in a good mood now, so I’ll let this rudeness slide.”

Damn it! Of course!

What’s this about gaining a 1% stake because of the concert? I don’t know, but.

I didn’t want to hear the detailed breakdown.

It’d probably just make my stomach ache.


“For making the concert an unprecedented success and even taking down a large number of rebel groups, Manager Joyi should rather receive a reward. That’s why you came to see me, isn’t it?”

A reward? I don’t even hope for that.

Normally, I’d have said I didn’t need a reward.

“Yes, I hope for a reward.”

Thud!

I prostrated before Lady Melinoë like a frog preparing to leap.

At that moment, I heard Melinoë-nim’s low murmur leaking out from above my head.

“…As expected.”

“That’s right!”

Having entered mad Joyi mode, I chose the direct approach.

If deciding to fail led to success?

Conversely, deciding to succeed might lead to miserable failure!

Swish—.

Soon, it seemed she stood from her seat,

The sound of soft fabric lightly sliding brushed through the space.

“Then don’t lift your head and stay like that for a bit.”

Soon, Lady Melinoë walked over barefoot, pat pat—across the office floor, and placed her hand on my head.

Her touch was soft and warm, and in some ways, chilling.

“Well done. This is the reward. Patting you.”

Pat pat, pat pat pat pat pat—.

“You mortals regard being patted by a perfect, mature goddess like me as more glorious than any achievement, don’t you?”

This wasn’t the reward I wanted.

What’s more upsetting is that her touch felt pretty good.

Pat pat pat—.

And another problem.

The fact that 70% of my heartburn is related to Lady Melinoë.

Without lifting my head, I opened my mouth.

“Lady Melinoë, I want to rise higher, faster. Even reckless, impossible tasks are fine. Please… give me more opportunities! That’s the reward I want!”

I came to Lady Melinoë to gain opportunities.

Opportunities to fail miserably!

Pat—.

The hand patting me stopped, and she spoke.

“I understand that heart wanting to stand by my side even a little sooner. But for the time being, there won’t be such big projects. Thus, there are no opportunities I can give Manager Joyi yet.”

As expected, it’s not easy.

Lady Melinoë waved her hand.

“Then leave now. I need to focus and meditate to absorb and digest the new 1% stake I gained. So, I won’t be able to meet for a while.”

Absorb and digest a stake?

In this Soul Society, are stakes the kind you swallow and digest?

“During meditation, absolutely do not disturb me. Absolutely.”

“I will.”

“So, if you have something to say, say it now.”

“Nothing.”

“Really nothing?”

I was curious about what kind of system these Soul Society stakes were.

But I didn’t think I needed to know, so I just kept my mouth shut.

What business would a mortal employee like me, just riding the waves of chance, have with stakes?

In the end, I had to leave without any gains, leaving Melinoë-nim, who seemed somehow sulky.

But then, a bag on Lady Melinoë’s desk stood out unusually.

It’s the same as the honey candy bag from our house.

The one Lady Melinoë said she’d throw out for me when she left our house.

Noticing my gaze, Lady Melinoë cleared her throat loudly.

“Ahem, this, I didn’t know where to throw it, so I just left it here. I absolutely didn’t taste or eat it, so don’t go suspecting your goddess.”

“Then, Lady Melinoë, shall I throw out this candy for you?”

“…Do so.”

I took the candy bag and left the vice president’s office.

In the end, all I gained from the vice president’s office was the experience of having my head patted?

No! That’s not true!

The situation where I found out there won’t be big projects in this Happy World for a while.

This was information that could be used beneficially in many ways.

As I was thinking of several incidents and accidents to cause using this information, I suddenly felt low on sugar, so I took a candy from the bag, put it in my mouth, and crunched it—crack.

Just then.

“Eating while walking in the company! 1 demerit point!”

Someone shouted loudly at me.

Turning my head, I saw Astaroth, a demon with horns on her head, holding out a piece of paper toward me.

Flutter—.

1 Demerit Point.

It feels like getting a parking violation ticket.

It’s probably not much different.

Since the audit team employees in Soul Society are in charge of maintaining order like police.

At that moment, a good idea flashed.

How about getting a ton of demerits this time?

“You said Astaroth, right?”

“That’s right. Demon Joyi. It seems the concert matter somehow worked out, but I’m always watching you. If I see even a slightly suspicious point, I’ll bite without mercy, so look forward to it.”

“Then, do you have time today? I’d like to borrow your day.”

Hanging out with an audit team employee called a demon.

Then I’d get plenty of chances to earn demerits, and my personnel evaluation would naturally drop steadily.

But Astaroth’s face turned red.

“What? Borrow my day? I don’t know what scheme you’re up to, but if you thought I’d fall for it that easily, you’re mistaken. I’m, uh… busy…”

“Please! I really want you to come with me!”

Grab—.

I grabbed Astaroth’s shoulders.

I can’t let the forelock of the god of opportunity slip like this!

—

Lady Melinoë sank into meditation.

A stake is a chunk of divine power.

To absorb 1% of this Soul Society’s possibilities, even Melinoë had to meditate for days.

Of course, Melinoë found that fact a bit frustrating.

If it were other executives, one day would’ve been enough…

In fact, Melinoë had a secret she couldn’t reveal to others.

It might even be called a ‘weakness’.

Maybe the reason I was pushed out by a fraud like Zagreus in the succession race was because of that weakness…

Of course, such a weakness could be resolved by increasing divine power through holding more stakes.

Before sinking back into meditation, Melinoë glanced at the window.

She wanted to check if Joyi was really throwing out the candy.

Not that I like candy or anything. Just… whether he’s throwing it properly…


But then, a strange situation appeared.

“…Joyi?”

Wasn’t Joyi going somewhere with a horned woman?

Whoosh—!

The goddess’s red gaze exploded like flames shot upward.



 
  Chapter 23: If You Can’t Enjoy It, Go Mad #2


Happy World is quite vast.

With all sorts of souls living here, there are numerous places and facilities. Speaking of Nyx Street, the downtown area, it’s so bustling it’s almost noisy.

“Surface goods for sale! Freshly sourced by our Hermes Trading Company from the surface!”

“Come on, come on, anyone wanting to contact a loved one on the surface! 100 gold coins for a chance!”

“Selling Nymph-tendo 2 Switches! Hurry and buy before the great CEO raises tariffs on surface goods!”

The Hermes Trading Company, which mainly deals in surface goods, is also on this Nyx Street.

“Branch Manager, are you there?”

“Well, well, Joyi! It’s been a while. I’ve been hearing a lot about you around Happy World lately.”

Keleton, the branch manager of Happy World, clacked his teeth and rubbed his bony palms. He looks like a skeleton minion from a game, but he’s rumored to be a shrewd merchant even in this harsh underworld.

“How’s Bones doing?”

“Director Bones is doing too well. That’s the issue.”

“Kak kak kak! Is that so! Man, I miss him! Bones and Keleton. Our cohort was called the golden generation. Somehow, I got pushed off the promotion track and ended up starting this business!”

“Ahem, Keleton, this communication service to contact the surface—can I use it too? There’s someone I want to reach. My mother.”

It seemed like a newly added product. For once, my heart pounded with anticipation.

“Of course you can. But Joyi, you know it’s one-way, right? All it does is briefly project your image into your mother’s dreams—”

“How much is the fee?”

Tap tap.

Keleton, the branch manager, tapped a sign with his bony hand.

Contact with the surface: 100 gold for 5 seconds

Add 20 gold for enhanced audio and video quality!

Premium subscribers can send without ads!

★Manager level and below cannot use the lottery number prediction service!★

100 gold was equivalent to several years of my salary.

Sadly, I’d spent most of my money on hell cacti and flowerbeds, so I could only smack my lips in regret. But Keleton, rubbing his palms, made a subtle suggestion.

“The reason we can even contact the surface is because Sisyphus Energy is producing so much power it’s hitting record highs. I heard that’s all thanks to you, Joyi. Is that true?”

“Just a coincidence.”

“Haha, so humble! Since I’m counting on your continued support, how about a little service? A call might be tough, but seeing someone’s situation is doable.”

“Oh, that’s great.”

And so, I stood before a peculiar well. It’s called the Well of Darkness, a treasure, they say.

“If you stare into that pitch-black water, it’ll project the image of the person you want to see. You have to wish for it earnestly in your heart.”

How curious. Thinking of my mom, I peered into the well.

—Professor, you not only paid all my medical bills but even arranged this job for me. I’m truly grateful. Luckily, I’m confident with housework.  

—Haha! Ise was like a son to me, so his mother is like family, isn’t she? With Ise working overseas and out of touch, I have to look after you.

It was Mom and the professor!

It looked like Mom had taken a job as a housekeeper at the professor’s house. When I was a grad student, I did all sorts of odd jobs—now it seemed that role had fallen to her.

Still, from what I heard, the professor had covered all her medical expenses and was taking care of her until she fully recovered. I was glad to see she was doing okay.

—Ma’am, how about a movie after work tonight?  

—Oh my, the professor has a wife, and here he is, ho ho ho!

Wait, what’s this?

Why is the professor flirting with my mom?

Blurble blurble.

Perhaps because my emotions were shaken, the image of the two in the well vanished.

“Argh! Show me their image again! Hurry!”

Swirl swirl.

As if responding to my desperate wish, the well showed someone else’s image.

—It’s probably just a work-related conversation with a female employee…  

—But if he’s harboring feelings for another woman…

It was Lady Melinoë, sitting in meditation.

Why was it showing Lady Melinoë?

—Who’s there? How dare you interrupt my meditation.

At that moment, Lady Melinoë opened her eyes wide and stared at me. I flinched in shock, and Keleton hurriedly covered the well with a lid.

“Good heavens! Joyi, spying on executives is dangerous business! You know Actaeon, right? The guy who peeped at a goddess bathing and got turned into a stag! You’re just asking for that fate!”

“No, I didn’t mean to look!”

“Oh, then it must’ve been a mix-up! I thought those stopped since the power supply stabilized. Phew, my apologies.”

And so, my spying came to an end.

At this rate, the professor’s going to become my stepfather!

I had one more reason to escape this Happy World and return to the surface as soon as possible. To do that, I needed to get on the bad side of that horned demon.

“Have I kept you waiting long?”

Astaroth from the audit team, arms crossed, gave me a warning as I came out of the trading company.

“Doing personal errands during work hours? And with an audit team member like me right beside you? You’ve got some nerve.”

“You’re keeping track of the demerits, right?”

“Naturally.”

Good, good.

Everything’s going smoothly.

“But why do you go around alone, Astaroth? I heard audit team members usually move in groups of three, like the Erinyes.”

I asked out of curiosity while we were wandering the market. Astaroth snorted.

“Because I’m more comfortable alone.”

—

Slacking off and gallivanting during work hours? I never thought Manager Joyi was this lazy. Was his reputation as Happy World’s demon just overblown?

Astaroth drastically lowered her internal score for Manager Joyi. She could even call it disappointment.

Someone called a demon should be as cold and solitary as her, she thought. But seeing him like this, he seemed just… ordinary. At that moment, Joyi, who’d been scouring the market like he was on a food tour, stopped in front of a shop.

“Heaven Company Happy World Branch…? I didn’t know a place like this had opened.”

“Huh?”

Astaroth was startled.

Heaven Company.

It was the headquarters she’d worked at before being dispatched here. In other words, her home base.

“When did this open? When!”

“Let’s go inside.”

Slide.


Manager Joyi stepped through the automatic door. Astaroth, excited at the prospect, started to follow—then froze, startled. She’d barely caught herself from being swept away by the unexpected scent of home in a foreign land.

“I’m not going in. I’m on duty.”

“Is that so? Looks like they have some interesting products. What’s this ‘Tree of Knowledge Tanghulu’? What happens if you eat it?”

“…What? Tree of Knowl—Ahem. I’m not interested. I’m on duty.”

Tree of Knowledge Tanghulu.

Just imagining its sweet-and-sour forbidden taste made her mouth water. Utterly demonic! So, Astaroth resolved to stop by the shop after work. But there was a problem.

Business Hours: 9:00–18:00

Astaroth’s work hours were always 9:00 to 19:00. The shop would close before she got off. Confirming this, Astaroth asked the clerk sweeping the entrance.

“What about Sundays? Do you do business on Sundays?”

“Miss, you must not know, but we Heaven Company employees rest on Sundays—it’s our Sabbath. Closing time is strictly enforced too. Man, it’s great to have ‘time’ here too.”

Originally, this Happy World had no concept of time, but thanks to Manager Joyi’s brilliant achievements, the concept of time was introduced everywhere. That’s why the Heaven Company store closed at 18:00.

What?! So I can never visit this shop! Manager Joyi, did you collaborate with Chronos to bring in time just to torment me like this…?!

No way.

Asking to spend the day with me—did he foresee this?! I knew the audit team and regular employees didn’t get along, but do they usually go this far to mess with us…?!

Astaroth couldn’t help but think so. To make matters worse, Manager Joyi tempted her in a sly voice.

“I heard you’re a dispatched employee from Heaven Company, Astaroth. Must be tough living in a foreign place. In that sense, we’re alike—both forced to leave home because of ‘business reform.’”

“…So what?”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t see, so how about trying a bite of this tanghulu? It’s not every day you get to taste food from home. Let’s go into the shop.”

“Hmph, I’ll eat it after work. I’ve got plenty of time tonight!”

“Is that so? As far as I know, the audit team gets off at 19:00. But this shop closes at 18:00, so the timing won’t work, will it?”

This guy—! He even knows my work hours. He is competent!

Astaroth thought Manager Joyi was skilled at temptation. He truly lived up to his demon nickname.

“I won’t eat it!”

—

I had a great time.

I even tried some strange tanghulu. I thought ‘Tree of Knowledge’ sounded grand, but it just tasted like apple. Anyway, I must’ve racked up a ton of demerits, right?

“…….”

Astaroth’s mood had been noticeably sour for a while. Maybe she was angry at my blatant slacking, given her strict audit team nature. Just then—

“Huh? Team Leader?”

“T-Team Leader?”

“No way. It’s still work hours—there’s no way our uptight Team Leader would be here…”

As we were about to leave the market, a few women stopped dead in their tracks. Astaroth seemed to recognize them.

“Huh? Aren’t you guys from our team, the ones who took leave today? What are you doing here?”

“Uh, w-well… we’re…”

“It’s Marika’s birthday today.”

“We all agreed to meet up here after work…”

“Hey, shh, don’t say that…”

What’s with this suddenly awkward atmosphere?

The women, who seemed to be audit team members, looked extremely nervous. Then one of them spoke.

“…Um, it’s my birthday today. Want to join us, Team Leader?”

A tense moment. Astaroth quickly opened her mouth.

“I’m good. I’m busy tonight. Got plans, and a lot of work to deal with. Don’t worry about me—go eat something tasty. Just make sure you’re not late for work tomorrow!”

“Is that so?”

“Aw, that’s a shame, Team Leader!”

“Let’s eat together next time.”

Whoosh.

The employees vanished somewhere. I recalled Astaroth saying earlier that she had plenty of time after work. But she couldn’t exactly tell the truth.

An audit team member who’s supposed to move in a trio, wandering alone. Not invited to a party most of her team was attending. Could she be…

Being ostracized or left out? Maybe because she’s a dispatched employee from outside. Or because of those odd horns. Or perhaps her overly strict personality.

Being different from everyone else… somehow, it doesn’t feel like someone else’s problem.

After seeing my mom in the well, homesickness had left me feeling extra emotional. I held out the bag of tanghulu I’d bought.

“I bought too many. No way I can eat all these. Can’t just throw them on the ground either. Astaroth, could you toss them out on your way?”

The next morning, Happy World’s newspaper blared shocking news.

Uncovering the Worst Food Scandal in ‘Happy World’ History!

Popular ‘Tree of Knowledge Series’ Revealed to Be Just Apples…!?

Cold sweat dripped down my back. I thought it tasted oddly like apple. It was really just apples…!? What a shocking twist!

Headquarters Audit Team Member A Testifies She Instantly Recognized the Deception as Home Cuisine!

Honey Butter Tree of Knowledge and Tree of Knowledge Tanghulu Entirely Recalled!

All Audit Team Members to Receive Incentive Bonuses! A Major Windfall!

“Joyi! That terrifying audit team member is here again!”

Markius made a fuss. I turned to see Astaroth approaching, poking me in the chest.

“To think you’d put me in your debt like this. Manager Joyi, what a devilish scheme, truly worthy of the Happy World Demon nickname. But! I’m not someone who lives with debts.”

“Debt? I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t want to know! Even if there’s a debt, you don’t have to repay it!”

“Look at you, lying without even wetting your lips. Truly worthy of being called a ‘demon,’ huh? Heh heh! Fine! If you ever get fired from Happy World, I’ll take responsibility and bring you to Heaven Company. I’ll guarantee at least a director-level position. Just sign this contract!”

Soul Lease Agreement

Joyi (hereinafter ‘Party A’) and Astaroth (hereinafter ‘Party B’) enter into the following lease agreement.


Contract Duration: Eternity

Leased Item: Soul

During the lease period, Party B promises Party A a director position at Heaven Company.

“D-Director position…!?”

Director Bones fainted.



 
  Chapter 24: An Awl Popping Out of the Pocket


The day before Astaroth thrust that suspicious contract at Manager Joyi.

18:00.

Astaroth returned to her office.

“Well then, everyone’s heading there after work?”

“…Shh.”

“Oh.”

The employees slipped out, glancing nervously at Astaroth. Astaroth didn’t particularly care.

I’m a cold and solitary demon. That’s what demons are.

Astaroth was a busy woman. She had to upload the demerit points she’d recorded for Joyi via Hermes Net.

If I take down a big shot like Joyi, everyone will have no choice but to acknowledge my skills. Then I’ll get invited to birthday parties or after-work gatherings more often. Of course, even if I’m invited, I won’t go.

Just as she was about to upload the demerits, an unexpected event occurred.

“What? A vacation!?”

Manager Joyi. He wasn’t currently on duty. He was on a week-long reward vacation. According to the paperwork, he’d even tried to return the vacation, but it had been rejected under the “President’s authority.” In other words—

“This lunatic tried to return his reward vacation, got rejected, and still showed up to work in a suit during his vacation time?”

An employee who loves work so much they try to return a reward vacation. And when that’s rejected, they just show up to work for free during their vacation.

Even the folks at Heaven Company strictly adhere to work hours and holidays. Yet Joyi was doing company work for free, even during his vacation.

…Then what was my entire day today? All these demerit points are useless! Manager Joyi, did you deliberately set me up to screw me over…!? What a devilish scheme…!!!!

She’d been had. Thoroughly. All Astaroth had left from her wasted day was the bag Joyi had asked her to throw out. She pulled a fruit candy on a stick from the bag and crunched it—snap. Her brow furrowed instantly.

“What’s this? It’s not Tree of Knowledge tanghulu—it’s just apple. They’re selling this as a scam?”

Betrayed by the food she’d been looking forward to, her mood soured immediately. Astaroth marched straight to the Heaven Company Happy World Branch and grabbed the manager by the collar.

“Don’t you see the business hours? We’re closed—Gueeek!”

“Branch Manager. I know all about how you sold plain apples as Tree of Knowledge. Don’t try to fool me, a former executive director of Heaven Company. Drag this out, and your sentence will only get heavier.”

Glowing blue snake eyes and horns signifying a senior executive!

Why is a senior executive from Heaven Company here!?

Terrified, the branch manager spilled his sins like a faucet.

“…W-Well, the price of hell cacti keeps rising, so I thought I’d stock up now and sell them later! But that left me short on funds, so…”

“So you lied and sold cheap apples as Tree of Knowledge?”

That day, Astaroth arrested the branch manager on the spot. She also rounded up all the accomplices who’d been hoarding hell cacti to manipulate market prices.

“Did you stay up all night at the company?”

“Team Leader, you work so hard.”

“To be so thorough even with people from your home company.”

The audit team members saw Astaroth in a new light. In a single night, she’d taken down a ring of criminals. Thus, Astaroth achieved a tremendous feat and came to a realization.

Manager Joyi, did you know about the corruption at the Heaven Company branch and set me up to take the credit? Why would you do that? Well… I have a guess.

He probably wanted to build connections with the audit team. The audit team holds a ton of confidential info, so plenty of people want to get on their good side.

But Astaroth didn’t like being indebted to Joyi like this. So, she drafted a contract so irresistible anyone would be tempted.

“At least a director-level transfer. The highest realm a mortal can reach. You know opportunities like this don’t come often, don’t you, Joyi? Kyahaha!”

“If it’s Heaven Company, that’s what used to be called Hell, right?”

“Right, working there as a director-level employee comes with tremendous honor—”

“But I refuse.”

Rip—!

Joyi tore the contract to shreds without even hearing her full explanation. Not a hint of hesitation.

“…You’re refusing my offer?”

Astaroth was stunned. And witnessing this, Bones fainted.

“To reject a scout offer guaranteeing a director-level transfer! What kind of demands are you planning to make at the upcoming salary negotiations…? I… I can’t handle a vessel like you…”

Was a director-level transfer not good enough for him? Astaroth felt two desires stir within her as she looked at Joyi.

Manager Joyi, I want to make you cry your eyes out with my own hands!  

I want to drag you to our company the day my dispatch ends!

Astaroth wanted to compete with Joyi to see who was the true “demon.” If she, as an audit team member, succeeded in catching a flaw and getting him fired, it’d be her victory. At the same time, she could bring him to her home company, Heaven Company, making it a two-birds-one-stone deal.

“Alright, Manager Joyi. You rejected my offer. The upcoming audit will be especially harsh. So, make sure to thoroughly enjoy your reward vacation! It might be your last! Hahahaha!”

—

I just wanted to hang out with an audit team member and rack up demerit points. It was a downright crazy plan. But somehow, things didn’t go well, and I even got an incredible scout offer. I don’t know what happened last night, and I don’t particularly want to know. The important part is the last thing she said.

“So, make sure to thoroughly enjoy your reward vacation! It might be your last! Hahahaha!”

Wait, reward vacation?

After Astaroth left, I grabbed the dazed Bones and shook him back and forth.

“Bones, what’s that demon talking about? Wasn’t my reward vacation canceled at my request?”

“…I wanted to do that for you, but the Reward Vacation Order was issued under the authority of Happy World’s president, Thanatos. A mere director like me couldn’t cancel it…”

“…No way!”

“And this time, that idol group E&S’s new song Happy World became our company’s official anthem, didn’t it? Thanatos was in a great mood. So, just enjoy your vacation!”

“Arghhh!”

So all my antics yesterday to earn demerits were meaningless! At my wail, Markius patted my back with a serious expression.

“You’re the first and last employee I’ve ever seen who hates vacations this much. Do you love coming to work that much? Joyi, I really respect you! Now, let’s go grab lunch!”

Whoosh.

Lunchtime.

“Alright, everyone, pick what you want freely! Today, I, the director, am treating! Hmm, I’ll have ‘Hell Jjajangmyeon.’”

“Uh, I’ll have jjajangmyeon too. I ate it yesterday, but…”

“I’ll have jjajangmyeon too…”

“Jjajang for me too…”

“Then let’s all go with jjajang.”

A uniform menu chosen to please the director. What if I went a different route here? Like an awl popping out of a pocket, I’ll be contrary.

“I’ll have palbochae.”

“What? Not even jjampong, but palbochae…?”

“…When the director’s paying…”

“Such an expensive dish…”

The atmosphere turned icy in an instant. Come on, everyone, condemn me for lacking tact and manners. But just then—

“Back when I hadn’t yet become a director, the company’s hierarchy was even stricter. A subordinate’s achievements belonged to the boss. A boss’s mistakes were the subordinate’s fault—that was openly accepted.”

For some reason, Bones, with his bone-only face, shed tears—drip drip.

“My mentor loved fiery red hell jjampong, like boiling lava, but I actually hated jjampong. But I couldn’t say that, so I had to eat jjampong for years…”

Wait a second—! This flow isn’t good!

“I swore that if I ever reached a high position, I’d let my subordinates freely choose their food. Seeing someone freely state their menu like this is downright moving!”


Bones crumpled the menu list he’d been holding. With touched eyes, he said,

“For an organization to innovate, free opinions like this must flow! That’s the essence of Happy World! Joyi, you’re relieving this old skeleton’s regrets!”

“Oh, I see! Actually, I prefer fried rice over jjajang…”

“Then I’ll change my order too! I’ll have yangjangpi with shark fin!”

“I’ll go with the truffle pasta sprinkled with gold dust—”

“Ahem, ahem, young folks these days have quite the appetite. How much money do I have in my account…?”

It went way off my intentions, but the palbochae was delicious. When else would I get to eat something like this?

—

One day, after my dreadful reward vacation finally ended, Bones introduced a bizarre human to everyone.

“To fill the vacancy left by Crates, who quit due to unfortunate circumstances, we’ve hired a new employee. As a director, I personally recruited this talent, so their work skills should be no issue!”

“Dreaming of world domination with Happy Metal, I’m Krauser.”

Orpheus, why are you here?

As I stood there with a dumbfounded expression, he cleared his throat—ahem.

“I heard Happy World employees make a lot of money. My dream is to earn a ton, buy an expensive instrument, play it to become a famous celebrity, and gain tons of popularity!”

What a grand plan. Orpheus… I mean, Krauser, greeted everyone and then approached me.

“Manager Joyi, I look forward to working with you!”

“Orphe—”

“I’ve cast that name aside! It’s what you’d call a personal business reform. Just changing my name makes me feel renewed in so many ways, doesn’t it?”

“…….”

“So, call me Krauser from now on, nice and easy!”

It’s incredibly inconvenient. Bones clicked his tongue—tsk tsk.

“Long hair, face painted white with makeup, appearance too untidy. A proper employee should be neat in appearance.”

Bones is so neat he’s just bones, though. The skeletal Bones said,

“Manager Joyi, take the new employees and handle one task. We need to meet that idol group regarding the recording of the company anthem. You’re the right person for the job, aren’t you?”

“Me?”

“That prickly Arachne said she’d gladly collaborate if it’s with you. Anyway, take the newbies, show them around the company, and get it done!”

—Jyoooojiii!  

—Jyoooooouujii!


I was already going mad in this office full of hellwheels. This is perfect.

“But wait a second, Bones. New employees? Besides Orph… Krauser, is there another?”

“Joyi, what are you talking about! Oh, here they come, perfect timing! The new employee you specially recruited.”

“Mhehe, this Melinoë has finished cleaning the supply room…! Small tasks are the most important, so this small new employee Melinoë is the most important employee…!”

Suddenly. A nymph appeared.



 
  Chapter 25: The Toad House and the Pirate King


When I closed my eyes, the surface I missed so dearly came into vivid focus.

My real home, where warm sunlight poured down.

I flung open the door. In the living room, Mom and Professsor Jusu were drinking tea together, laughing amicably.

“Ma’am, your beauty is truly remarkable. It’s hard to believe your son is all grown up.”

“Hohoho, Professor, you flatter me. I do get told I look like a high school girl sometimes.”

—That scumbag Professsor Jusu, a married man flirting with a married woman!

I reached out to pull him away from Mom, but—

“Where did this monster crawl in from? Get out of this house!”

Mom grabbed a broom from somewhere and started whacking me with it.

Mom—! How can you call your own son a filthy monster!?

But instead of those words, only a bizarre sound came from my mouth.

—Jooooyiiiiik!!!

What the hell is that sound!?

I glanced at the mirror in the living room, and my reflection was utterly horrific. A humanoid beetle with a glossy exoskeleton, exactly like the shining hell cockroaches of Happy World!

—Jooooyiiiiik!!!?

Why do I look so grotesque? A chilling hand of despair gripped me from the depths of my soul, making my heart feel like it stopped. That’s when—

“Manager Joyi, wake up…!”

Someone shook me vigorously, snapping me back to reality. The strange nymph Melinoë and Orph… Krauser were staring at me.

“Manager Joyi, you were thrashing like you were having a terrible nightmare. What did you dream about? I used to be a bard in my time. Interpreting dreams was a side gig of mine.”

“I dreamed I became a giant bug.”

Like Gregor Samsa, waking from uneasy dreams one day. A dream of becoming a giant bug.

“Like Actaeon turning into a stag, you became a giant bug? Hmm, you didn’t peep at a goddess, yet you suffered such a fate. It seems your subconscious psyche—”

Anyway, it’d been a while since I had a nightmare. The reason was obvious. The strange nymph Melinoë, who I thought had vanished, reappeared.

In a typical house, if you overuse electricity, the circuit breaker trips, right? Similarly, my mental strength hit its limit, tripping my mental circuit breaker, and I fell asleep. I asked Markius, who was busy copying something.

“Markius, tell me everything you know about Melinoë.”

“Melinoë? She’s the new employee you hired recently. You made quite a stir when you punched out the mercenary king Magnus.”

See? That’s the problem. Until recently, everyone acted like Melinoë didn’t exist, like she was never part of this world, and now suddenly this.

“Has Melinoë been coming to work regularly until yesterday?”

“Yeah. Saving Kuchiki, rescuing Inoue from Hueco Mundo, keeping the supply room spotless—it’s all thanks to Melinoë, isn’t it?”

Who are Kuchiki and Inoue? And where’s Hueco Mundo?

If my memory’s correct, Melinoë hadn’t shown up to work until yesterday. Yet, she was seamlessly woven into everyone’s daily lives and memories.

I have no idea what’s going on!

To be honest, in this Happy World, weird stuff is the norm, so getting shocked or overreacting to every oddity leads to nightmares like the one I just had. I thought I’d adapted to this bizarre Happy World over the past two years, but I guess I still have a long way to go.

What the Happy World.

—

I took the new employees out of the Happy World headquarters and headed to meet the currently trending idol group E&S. Recording the company anthem to represent Happy World. That’s my task for today.

Normally, I’d be seriously pondering, “How can I spectacularly fail this?” I’d have stirred things up like a muddy loach. But those methods have backfired multiple times. The more outrageous and irrational my actions to fail, the more the events slipped from my control, snowballing into unintended achievements that piled up on me.

Then I just need to perfectly control the situation.

Thus, the codename for this strategy is 【Work Ordinarily】. Work ordinarily, reduce and control variables as much as I can, and wrap things up at an adequate level. If the results fall just shy of everyone’s expectations, that’d be perfect.

Right now, I’m someone who’s unreasonably hyped up. What if I produce merely average results?

Just by being ordinary, I can come off as underperforming.

Let’s say there’s a film director who churns out hit after hit. Every release draws ten million viewers. Golden Lion awards, you name it!

If that director suddenly puts out a film that only gets two million viewers? That’s ordinary enough, but for people with sky-high expectations, it’d be a letdown.

—That guy’s finished.  

—No more hits from him.

Brilliant. A strategy that even leverages people’s psychology. Even I think it’s ingenious and fresh.

“Hoo, meeting an idol group to record is today’s mission…? A task most splendid for this Melinoë…!”

“I heard Manager Joyi, like King Midas, turns everything he touches into gold and glory. With you, even a newbie like me can succeed!”

Unaware of my strategy, the newbies were in high spirits, their steps light. Krauser, dreaming of superstardom, didn’t even hide his intent to piggyback on my prestige for his own success. I actually liked that.

Look at the story of Helios and his son Phaethon. Phaethon, banking on his father’s sun-chariot-driving glory, demanded to drive it himself, caused a disaster, and got struck dead by lightning. The fallout forced Helios to cede much of his authority to the next sun god, Apollo. Those who try to borrow another’s power can end up toppling even the master of that power. Thus, Krauser might be my secret weapon.

As we were about to board a ship to Elysium—

“Mhehe, this Melinoë wants to ride first-class business seats…! Because this Melinoë is a business nymph hired by Happy World…! I have the right to sit in business seats…!”

Melinoë threw a tantrum about wanting business-class seats. Krauser chimed in, intrigued.

“I heard Charon Transport’s business seats come with sweet music from the Muses. If I could hear that, I might rediscover my lost spark…”

As far as I know, Charon Transport’s business seats cost 100 gold per ticket. That’s about my annual salary, or enough to make a five-second call to the surface. They even serve a tiny bit of divine nectar and ambrosia, food reserved for executives. A minuscule amount, but enough to justify the 100-gold price.

What if we bought three of those tickets? This time, Krauser, Melinoë, and I could use the company card to buy business-class tickets.

The perfect misuse of a corporate card. If caught, it’s discipline and dismissal!

—That’s what yesterday’s me would’ve thought. But it’s sloppy. If we board business class, some unforeseen variable will probably pop up and make me succeed.

Maybe an old gentleman joining us in business class turns out to be a tycoon, and I end up networking with a big shot without realizing it. Sure enough, Krauser made a fuss.

“Look over there! The old man boarding business class! I know him—he’s Carnegie, who became a tycoon by investing heavily in Elysium real estate! For some reason, he’s looking this way!”

See? I knew it. I nearly got roped into connecting with a huge figure by accident.

“Melinoë, we can’t buy expensive business-class tickets with the company’s budget. That’s basic protocol.”

“But this Melinoë is fully qualified to sit in business class… Is it not allowed even if I pay out of pocket…? This Melinoë really wanted to try it…!”

Jingle—.

Melinoë pulled out a coin purse. A purse embroidered with a three-headed dog. It looked oddly familiar. But that’s not the point right now.

“No. Just as small tasks are the foundation of important work, sticking to basics and fundamentals is the first step to mastering corporate life.”

“Indeed, that mindset is what made you the Manager Joyi of today! This Krauser, new to corporate life, didn’t know that. I’ll keep it in mind!”

“Indeed, fundamentals are key…! When this Melinoë plays fighting games on the Nymph-tendo Switch 2, my ultimate moves often get blocked by the opponent’s basics…! Now I understand why…!”

They’re buying my half-baked spiel pretty well. Just to be safe, I decided not to board the ship with the real estate tycoon at all.

“Why wait for the next ship? That’ll make our schedule tight.”

“This Melinoë doesn’t understand…!”

The newbies grumbled, not getting why I’d take the next ship. How do I explain that it’s to reduce the chance of meeting the real estate tycoon to zero? Bwooo—, the ship’s horn blared as it departed. Some time passed, and then—

“Haha! Infiltration successful! Success! This ship is now under the control of our Tartaros!”

“Business class is full of fat-cat bourgeois!”

“This mercenary king Magnus dreams of being a pirate king! Who’ll stop me? I’ll show you true manly piracy!”

A problem arose on the ship, halfway across the river.

—

“Manager Joyi! I was worried after seeing the news! I heard the ship you were supposed to take got hijacked by pirates! They say Prince Zagreus stepped in to resolve it…”

Arachne examined me closely. In the TV set up at her agency’s office, breaking news was airing.


The regressive rebel group ‘Tartaros’ was subdued in one strike by Soul Society’s ‘Safety Manager: Zagreus.’  

Authorities are investigating the incident—

“…We’re fine…”

“Thanks to Manager Joyi! Truly impressive!”

“Even this Melinoë couldn’t foresee the rebels’ piracy…!”

I chose to stay quiet. My mental circuit breaker felt like it might trip again. I’m done with nightmares about becoming a bizarre hellish Kamen Rider. Let’s wrap this up and go home.

“So, Arachne. When do we start work?”

“Well, uh… the reason I called you here isn’t just that… The idol I manage is causing trouble again… She suddenly backed out of cooperating with the anthem recording…”

A sudden cancellation. A tricky situation, but Arachne’s eyes were filled with expectation.

“But if it’s you, Manager Joyi, you’ll figure it out, right?”

“Ooh! A key chance to see Manager Joyi’s work skills…!”

“…A singer causing trouble…”

Eyes sparkling with various emotions. In this moment, I knew it was time to execute the 【Work Ordinarily】 strategy. Let’s produce average results. Just a tad below everyone’s expectations.

“Alright. But every issue has a reason. Why did Euriole decide not to cooperate with the recording?”

“Well, she said it feels improper for an outsider like her to record an anthem symbolizing the company. She thinks company employees should do the recording themselves…”

That makes sense. It’d be weird if Justin Bieber recorded the official version of South Korea’s national anthem. It’d probably make headlines, though.

“I’ll meet Euriole first.”


“I-I suddenly have a stomachache…”

Scramble—.

Krauser bolted from the scene.

—

[TL Note:
1.Lol Professor “Zeus” at work even in dreams

2. Tartarus (mentioned in previous chapters) isn’t the same as Tartaros here, former is the place and latter is the gang]



 
  Chapter 26: The Demon of Song #1


E&S is a three-member band.

First, the E of E&S, the main vocalist and lyre player, Euriole. In life, she was a nymph called Eurydice, famously known as the lover of Orpheus, the legendary musician and hero. In this Soul Society, she became a top-tier celebrity through her own talent and passion.

Right now, she had short, blue-tinted hair, wore an oversized shirt and jeans, and had a magical conch shell headset over her ears.

“…….”

Either she didn’t notice I’d entered the office, or she didn’t care, quietly listening to music, occasionally humming along. It wasn’t that she was bad at human relationships—more like she had no interest in them.

Hipster.

I don’t know the exact meaning or origin of the word, but Euriole felt like a hipster. A wildly successful one.

Next were the S of E&S, the Sirens, Lilke and Karnoi, sea nymphs.

“I’m Lilke, a saltwater nymph, handling the bass. In life, I was called a Siren, though I don’t know if I was famous on the surface.”

Lilke was a woman with striking honey-blonde hair. Her short, pointed ears were a trait of nymphs in the Greek worldview. She was as tall as me, with a commanding presence that screamed “adult.”

“I’m Karnoi of ‘Wild Beating’…!”

Beside her was Karnoi, the drummer. With long orange hair and a petite frame that suited the word “girl,” she reminded me of Melinoë. But despite appearances, she’s probably centuries old, so I shouldn’t underestimate her.

“Is Karnoi a Siren like Lilke?”

“…No, she was just a field nymph, apparently.”

“This is my drum, ‘Thumpy’…!”

Karnoi introduced her drum. Its surface was covered with clumsy crayon drawings, like someone’s face.

“What’s this?”

Instead of Karnoi, Lilke the bassist answered.

“It’s Orpheus. Our E&S was formed to surpass Orpheus. We all hated that guy, so we bonded quickly.”

Hehehe—.

Lilke’s yellow eyes gleamed. Indeed, while it made sense for the main vocalist Eurydice to have a grudge, the Sirens were also deeply tied to Orpheus. When Orpheus sailed on the Argo with heroes, passing through a treacherous strait, the Sirens’ songs lured sailors to their drowning deaths. Even stout-hearted heroes stirred to leap into the sea, but Orpheus sang, overpowering the Sirens’ skill.

“Since that day, I’ve never slept soundly. I was confident in my singing, but that man completely defeated me. So, I’m waiting for the day I can fairly beat him with skill.”

“This Karnoi doesn’t get what’s what, but wildly beating drums is just fun…! Drumming makes me feel good and earns lots of money…!”

Boom boom boom—.

Karnoi pounded her drums. No wonder she’s Karnoi of “Wild Beating.”

“You’ve got a strange nymph back there.”

The mature bassist Lilke took an interest in the newbie behind me. Moments later, Lilke and Melinoë approached each other and pressed their foreheads together. What were they doing? As I wondered, Arachne, sipping coffee from her tumbler, spoke up.

“Oh, it’s been a while since I’ve seen that. Nymphs greet each other like that when they first meet. Touching foreheads lets them check each other’s health or evolution status, apparently.”

What a bizarre trait. Evolution status, huh…

Do nymphs really evolve?

Like Digimon or Pokémon? I feel like I’ve heard something like that before.

“I’ve seen many nymphs, but this is the first time I’ve met one so strange and peculiar. A black-haired nymph? Never heard of that. Her constitution seems special too…”

Lilke marveled. Melinoë, as if waiting for her cue, put her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest.

“This Melinoë is a miraculous business nymph who’ll one day rise to CEO…! For now, I’m a ditch-water nymph, but my dream is to evolve into a yokai nymph…!”

Evolution? Yokai? I can’t keep up with this conversation. My master’s degree in Greek mythology feels like it’s being crumpled. But Melinoë was thrilled.

“Seeing such big nymphs makes me happy…! This Melinoë wants to grow big too…! I wonder how I can grow as big as Lilke or Euriole…!”

Melinoë stood on tiptoes. Is her small stature a complex? Lilke let out a pfft laugh.

“I had a time when I was that small. I worked hard to become an adult. Why was I so eager to grow up…? Being an adult isn’t all that great.”

Hehehehehe—.

Lilke’s expression was bright, but her heart seemed shadowed. Anyway, I was here for collaboration.

Personally, I find nymphs hard to like.

Considering I ended up in this Happy World because of a thesis on nymphs, they’re like landmines or traps to me. Best to wrap this up and leave.

“I’d like to discuss the anthem recording. First, please accept a commemorative gift from our company.”

Slide—.

I offered “honey candies,” said to be a nymph favorite. They came in a fancy box, and Karnoi’s eyes sparkled the moment she saw them.

“This Karnoi loves ‘honey candies’ so much…! I never get tired of them every day…! Beating drums wildly gets me candies, so it’s great…!”

Gobble gobble—.

Karnoi stuffed the candies into her mouth. Lilke chuckled.

“I loved candies like that when I was young. Now they’re too sweet for me. Did I become an adult because I can’t eat them, or can’t I eat them because I became an adult…?”

Adults do struggle with sweets like candy or chocolate. Blood sugar concerns, you know. Seems nymphs are the same.

“This Melinoë dreams of being a mature business nymph…! I have zero interest in ‘honey candies’…! Let’s talk business…!”

At the mention of work, Euriole, who’d been listening to music through her conch, approached me. She gave a light hmph scoff.

“Manager Joyi, I already told the producer my opinion. I think it’s weird for an outsider like me to record the anthem. Employees should do it.”

“E… Euriole!”

Arachne flinched, perhaps thinking Euriole was being rude.

“Arachne, I’m not groveling to power or wealth. I sing to be free. Freedom and liberation—that’s why I sing.”

“Fine. Euriole’s opinion makes sense. Then we’ll have our employees record the singing. Could you assist with the instrumental accompaniment?”

Euriole’s stubbornness was a boon for me. Everyone’s expecting a stellar recording from the singer Euriole. If I present our employees’ amateur singing as the result, the higher their expectations, the greater their disappointment.

Though, one thing nagged at me. Krauser, who I brought today, was actually a great singer. But now, he’s little more than a clown. His singing is awful. It’s sad, but it’s the truth.

Besides, he probably won’t cooperate on this job.

I vaguely sensed he felt awkward facing Euriole. He won’t be involved in this recording at all.

I’ll record the song plainly and adequately.

Perfect variable control. I said, satisfied,

“Let’s prep and start recording in about 30 minutes.”

—

The man didn’t like this entertainment agency one bit. His heart kept stirring, and his breakfast sat heavy in his stomach.

Ugh, Sirens!

Worse, the agency was full of women he had bad history with. When sea nymph Sirens roamed the halls, Krauser—once Orpheus—deliberately made a bizarre face. If they recognized him, it’d be a disaster. But that backfired. A woman holding a bass guitar spoke.

“Hey, you. Why the suspicious face? This office is for authorized personnel only.”

“Ahem, I’m authorized. Krauser, newbie from Punishment Execution Team 1.”

“Oh, have we met somewhere? Your vibe feels…”

“Absolutely not!”

Thump, thump—.

His heart raced. Just then, someone appeared behind Lilke—a woman with striking short hair.

“Lilke, what are you doing? Not heading to the recording studio?”

“Oh, Euriole.”

Euriole—Eurydice’s pre-evolution childhood name! Of all people, the one he least wanted to meet stood unavoidable in the hallway.

The man despaired. He didn’t want his pathetic state seen by his thriving ex-lover.

I didn’t even put on lotion today!


If Euriole recognized him, nothing could be sadder. Yet, part of him quietly hoped.

The long thread of fate, like a spider’s web, led us here. Maybe we could start again… like lovers in a popular story reuniting across time and space…

Their eyes met. Euriole frowned.

“Who are you? Oh, are you the Happy World employee here to record? Joyi brought you, right?”

But Euriole didn’t recognize Krauser. Even if his appearance had changed slightly, they’d promised eternity together. Was it a relief? Still, he couldn’t hide the bitterness.

“I’m not here to record… Actually, I’m a singer myself… Ahem. Back in the day, I made a bit of a name…”

A subtle boast, fearing recognition yet craving it. The human heart is so complex. But Euriole got angry.

“You, a singer? Some people think flashy looks make them cool. Don’t trivialize music. People like you get me lumped in with clowns.”

“What…”

Just a bit of white face paint and long hair, and not only did she not recognize him, she insulted him.

Euriole, was your love for me so shallow!

The man was furious.

You followed me around, smitten, back then! Now that you’re successful, you treat me like a stranger!? You fame-chasing wench…!

Living in Happy World’s cheapest, crime-ridden tenement among vile inmates, the man’s personality had soured.

What’s E&S anyway? A hipster jumping on the idol bandwagon! Money? Was money and fame all you cared about…!?


Gone was the grace or nobility of his hero days. His heart, stained by overdue rent, cacti, warped ambition, failed love, and inferiority, finally, in this moment—

“Your flashy girl band isn’t making music—just putting on a show as entertainers. I doubt you have any real musical substance.”

—transformed him into a true demon of Happy World.

“Huh? What did you just—”

“I’ll show you who’s really trivializing music!”



 
  Chapter 27: The Demon of Song #2


“I’ll show you who’s really trivializing music.”

The man, now a demon, entered the recording studio.

When Lilke followed, intending to protest his outrageous outburst, the man snatched the bass from her hands.

“Hey! What the—!”

Lilke couldn’t resist because the man moved his hands at blinding speed, plucking the bass strings with extraordinary skill. Stunned by his prowess, she froze, unable to object to the instrument theft.

Doom doom doom doom—.

What happened next was even more astonishing.

Zwang, zwaaang—, zwaaang—!  

A tearing noise.  

Lilke, the bassist, panicked.

“How is an electric guitar’s distortion coming from a bass!? I’ve never heard of such a technique! What are you doing!?”

And then he sang.

“━───!”

A song like a scream, a soul-shaking voice as if wailed by a tormented soul in hell. Lilke’s legs gave out, and she collapsed.

“This… this is possible…?”

An overwhelming sense of defeat. The second time in her life she’d felt this way.

Could this man be… that Orphe…

Lilke stared at him. Long hair, face painted white. Tears streamed from his dark eye makeup, fitting for an employee of the notoriously fearsome Punishment Execution Department of Happy World.

There’s no way he could be the same thoughtful, noble Orpheus. Absolutely not. So who was this man?

…A demon! This man is a demon and a musical fiend…!

In that moment, Lilke thought of his boss, Manager Joyi, and the nickname he carried.

The demon of Happy World commands subordinates who are demons themselves! I thought he was ordinary, unlike the rumors, but I was dead wrong!

Lilke realized. If this recording spread across Soul Society, it would overshadow the hard-earned fame of E&S.

Soul Society is still vast. To think such talent was hidden. His skill… I hate to admit it, but it’s equal to or surpasses Orpheus!

The Siren Lilke had felt defeat against Orpheus. But now, this demon’s performance instilled only fear. The terror of dying from music. Luckily, everyone here was already dead, so at least they couldn’t die again.

“This Karnoi loves wild beating…!”

Boom boom boom—.

Then, E&S’s drummer Karnoi started pounding her drums. Was she refusing to be outdone by this “killer song”? Or maybe she just enjoyed hitting things. Who knows.

“Give it back! This is my guitar!”

Lilke snapped out of it, snatching her bass back. She played with fervor, refusing to be overshadowed. Pop, pop—. Her fingertips stung and bled on the thick strings, but she couldn’t care about that now.

If this song went out as is, it would ruin everything. They had to temper it with their own music, just as the hero Orpheus had overlaid his song on the Sirens’ to save the Argo’s crew. Only now did Lilke understand Orpheus’s noble intent and realize how wicked their actions were in life.

—

I had a casual coffee with Arachne. She brewed it expertly, probably thanks to her deft hands.

“Shall we head to the recording studio soon?”

“You’re doing it yourself, Manager Joyi?”

“That’s probably best.”

“You must sing well too?”

“No, I sing just ordinarily. Ordinarily.”

“This Melinoë wants to sing…!”

Melinoë, singing?

Absolutely not. Who knows? She might be insanely good. That kind of variable is unacceptable.

“Melinoë, wait here.”

“Just waiting is boring…!”

“Hmm, how about throwing out the leftover honey candies? The ones Euriole and Lilke didn’t eat. If we leave them, they might attract bugs.”

Melinoë’s face lit up.

“Leave it to this Melinoë…! If it’s tossing candies, I’m more confident than anyone…! I’ll throw them all out without tasting a single one…!”

Melinoë grabbed the boxes of honey candies and vanished somewhere. Feeling relieved, I headed to the recording studio.

Clunk—. Creak.  

Opening the heavily soundproofed door, a strange heat rushed past my face—whoosh. I saw Lilke collapsed on the floor, looking fainted, and my senses sharpened.

“Lilke! Are you okay…!?”

“…….”

Beside Lilke, Euriole knelt on one knee, as if injured. Arachne seemed equally alarmed.

“Euriole! Lilke! Karnoi! What happened!? Are you okay…!?”

Arachne helped Euriole up. With effort, Euriole spoke.

“…You, what’s your name?”

“…….”

The man at the end of her gaze—Krauser—looked flustered. Despite his white face paint making expressions hard to read, having observed him lately, I could tell he’d done something wrong and was tense about it.

“I’m outta here!”

Scramble—!  

Krauser bolted from the office. Euriole tried to chase him, saying, “Wait—,” but her legs gave out, and she collapsed. What the hell happened?

“Did Krauser do something?”

“Krauser? Could he be that Happy Metal… ugh… so he’s the one…”

Euriole’s expression was furious. Meanwhile, Karnoi raised her drumsticks high.

“This Karnoi doesn’t get what’s what, but beating drums wildly feels great…! This Karnoi loves hitting anything…!”

Doom-chit, doom-doom-chit—.  

With the drumbeat as background, I pinched my cheek. It hurt. This mess wasn’t a dream.

The situation settled somewhat. E&S’s members were still exhausted, collapsed, but Arachne listened to the recorded file and jumped with unprecedented joy.

“This is a masterpiece! The best album I’ve ever heard! Once this song spreads, we’ll be able to buy expensive magic chariots or magic carpets! Hiiyong…!”

The E&S members, who’d been unmotivated earlier, had poured their souls into this album. Why…? Worse, Lilke frowned at me and clicked her tongue.

“Manager Joyi, I didn’t take you for that kind of person. To think you’d plan this because we didn’t cooperate willingly. You’re ruthless.”

“No, I—”

Shiver—.  

A chill ran down my neck, cutting me off. Turning at a familiar, eerie presence, I saw a goddess with black hair and a laurel crown staring at me from the entrance—Lady Melinoë.

“Underestimate a Happy World employee, and you’ll face dire consequences. Especially Manager Joyi, renowned for his fearsome finesse. An untamed beast.”

“Lady Melinoë? Could it be—gasp! This Arachne greets the princess of Soul Society! Everyone, bow already!”

Tremble—.  

Arachne, sweating profusely, looked pitifully terrified. The other women snapped to and hesitantly bowed, but hipster Euriole gazed calmly at Melinoë.

“I don’t bow to power. You’re Princess Melinoë, right? I sense a nymph’s aura from you. A very strange one…”

Euriole tried to touch foreheads with Melinoë. Arachne, horrified, shed tears.


“E… Euriole! You can’t!”

“To treat me, a goddess, like some common nymph. You must not fear punishment. Shall we test if your defiance of power is genuine?”

Seeing Lady Melinoë’s delicate brow crease, I knew she was truly angry. To call the nymph-hating Lady Melinoë a nymph—her wrath was palpable. That could warrant becoming a hellwheel. But Euriole seemed unfazed.

“Adult nymphs have either gained or lost something. I did, Lilke did. Princess Melinoë, which are you…?”

“How dare you—”

Rumble rumble—.  

The recording studio shook with Lady Melinoë’s fury. At this rate, we might all be sent to the hellwheels for collective responsibility! To avoid that, I stepped in hastily.

“Okay! Recording’s done, let’s go! Lady Melinoë, it’s past quitting time—let’s head home! Strict work hours are important, right?”

Did my persuasion work? Ssss…. Lady Melinoë’s aura subsided sharply.

“Work hours are the foundation for employees. Those who value basics are fit to walk the royal path. Fine, I permit you to leave.”

Arachne marveled.

“Calming an angry executive’s wrath! Manager Joyi, you’re incredible. I nearly got turned into an insect again by an executive’s whim…”

Strictly speaking, the spider Arachne turned into wasn’t an insect, but that’s not the point now.

“Now, ghost employees, assemble.”

—Hoo, hoo…!  

—Hoo…!

At Lady Melinoë’s call, white, fluffy ghost employees seeped in from somewhere. Princess Melinoë rolled them into a fluffy ball, climbed atop, and extended a hand to me.

“With rebel groups disrupting ship schedules, I’ll personally give you a ride, Manager Joyi.”

Normally, I’d avoid getting close, but desperate to escape this situation, I boarded the ghost carpet. It was surprisingly cushy.

Float—.  

As we left the office, Lady Melinoë spoke.

“I heard the recorded album. It’ll likely be sung forever as Happy World’s anthem. Such an achievement puts your deputy director promotion right around the corner.”

“Deputy director?”

“Yes, headquarters staff are at least deputy directors. Become one, and you can go to headquarters. It’s the first step to becoming an executive.”

“But I heard the deputy director exam is brutal, with nearly 100:1 competition. Some executives personally judge it.”

“Correct. Even as a judge, I won’t give you special treatment, so remember that. I’m a mature goddess, and a mature goddess must be fair to all.”

Arriving home, she continued.

“From now on, you’ll drive this ghost carpet, Manager Joyi. With regressive Tartaros rebels stirring everywhere, commuting safety matters.”


She handed me a square wooden talisman.

“This is a pager. Use it to summon the ghost carpet or contact me directly. Of course, as a fair goddess, I won’t answer lightly.”

Is this the moment I’m handed the keys to a luxury foreign car and a direct line to the chairman’s daughter? I couldn’t ask how much this “car” cost.

Lady Melinoë’s lips were somehow smeared with honey. I was dying to know why, but fearing I’d become a hell cockroach, I could only bow my head.

“I’m honored…”



 
  Chapter 28: Intermediate Deputy Director Exam #1


“Whoa, isn’t that a ghost carpet? I heard even most souls couldn’t afford one after centuries of saving gold coins!”

On my way to work, old man Chronos, whom I ran into by chance, marveled at my new ride. Even to a former Titan ruler like him, the ghost carpet seemed a lavish luxury.

In surface terms, it’s like a Rolls-Royce.

“But, Joyi, don’t you find those ghosts creepy or unsettling?”

“These guys?”

Ghosts are fluffy and cute. In this Happy World, they’re one of the few healing points, alongside hell cacti.

Soon, old man Chronos began rambling about things I didn’t ask.

“In this Soul Society, where death doesn’t exist, oblivion is the scariest thing. Those who linger here long forget who they were, turning into hazy ghosts like these.”

I vaguely knew that. Old souls become these blurry, round ghosts.

“So, the residents here often fear ghosts. They think they might end up like that, so they instinctively shy away from them.”

“I see.”

I wasn’t particularly scared of ghosts. Maybe because I’m still a living human, not a soul.



Ding ding ding—.

“Oh, this must be that song.”

“You mean the anthem Joyi produced?”

“Wow, it’s so good. Just listening boosts my work efficiency.”

During Happy World’s lunch break, speakers throughout the headquarters played the beautiful song and accompaniment by the nymph Euriole and the Sirens.

“Man, Joyi, I didn’t know you had a knack for music producing too. This passionate song is perfect for boosting employee morale! Even our CEO was thrilled!”

“…Uh…”

“What’s the secret? How’d you get the picky idol E&S to record with such warlike fervor?”

Director Bones asked for my secret, but I didn’t have one. I just went to the studio after a coffee, thinking I’d sing a bit, only to find the recording already done. All because of that shady newbie, Krauser.

“Phew, my voice got fully edited out, as requested. Good. I let blood rush to my head and unleashed forgotten passion, but thankfully, my identity seems safe…”

I recalled this guy was Orpheus. I let my guard down, thinking he was a total has-been. My mistake. But that wasn’t the only issue.

“Markius, seen Melinoë?”

“Melinoë? What’s that mean?”

Just yesterday, Melinoë visited the agency with me, but everyone’s forgotten her again. This is the second time.

“Manager Joyi’s amazing. Even as a manager, he still cleans the supply room himself.”

“No one would care if he delegated that to subordinates.”

“How can someone be so consistent?”

Once again, Melinoë’s forgotten deeds were credited to me, doubling my achievements.

If I don’t stop Melinoë from popping up and piling up my merits…

If I recall, Lilke said Melinoë was a nymph with a unique constitution. It’s not far-fetched to think that “constitution” is behind this mess. Then, Director Bones burst into my office—bang.

“Manager Joyi! You’re on the deputy director exam list! Taking the exam less than a year after becoming a manager—you’re the second ever! The second!”

Deputy director already? My stomach churned, but I was curious.

“Who was the first?”

“Prince Zagreus! He’s CEO kin but started as an intern. So, among mortals, you’re the fastest to reach deputy director, Joyi!”

I’m so thrilled, tears are streaming. As I “cried,” Director Bones dumped a pile of stuff on my desk.

Thud—!

“These are the study guides I used for the deputy director exam. You’re talented, so you might not need them, but you never know!”

A towering stack of books. Beside them, axes and swords gleamed menacingly.

“What are the weapons for?”

“The deputy director exam isn’t like the written entrance test. As a deputy director, you’ll handle diverse tasks, so physical prowess is crucial.”

I didn’t even take an entrance exam. No chance to say that, though—Director Bones slapped my back—whack whack.

“Of course, you took down that mercenary… no, pirate king Magnus in one hit, so the exam should be a breeze!”

I didn’t take down Magnus. Melinoë did, but it’s remembered as my deed.

So, what’s my actual fighting ability? In this underworld full of superhumans like Sisyphus, who pushes boulders up mountains, my physical skills are just average.

That’s the problem!

As old man Chronos said, there’s no “death” here. The residents are already dead souls. Executives are immortal gods, untouched by death. So, extreme stuff is routine. Want an example?

“Director, can you tell me about the last exam’s subjects? I recall you were drafted as an event staffer.”

“Right! Your memory’s sharp! The first test was a treasure hunt on a plain with heart-pecking vultures flying around. The second was navigating Daedalus’s blade-filled labyrinth!”

See? Since there’s no death in Soul Society, the content gets this intense. Souls regenerate from fatal wounds. Look at Director Bones—just bones, yet he moves fine.

The problem is me. Can a normal human like me survive such extreme content?

I’d definitely die!

If that happens, bound by my contract, I’d revive as a soul in Happy World, stuck here forever. That’s worse than physical death.

This deputy director exam—I need to play it safe. Or maybe skip it entirely? As I pondered, the office buzzed.

“Why’s he here?”

“A big shot’s arrived!”

“What’s up? Did the horned demon from the audit team show up again?”

Lately, other teams’ staff keep coming to the Punishment Execution office.

Curious, I turned and saw a boy as short as Karnoi or Melinoë, looking around. He seemed barely middle-school age, maybe a lost kid. Then, text appeared:

【Bearer of War and Death’s Curse】
【Manager Admetus of Charon Transport】

“Those words… someone cursed by executives.”

“It’s perennial manager Admetus, right?”

“Why’s he here…?”

Admetus. The name sparked a long-dormant synapse in my brain. Who is he?

“Admetus is a friend of this Krauser! We sailed together on the Argo’s expedition! Hey, Admetus! Here to see me? Great to see you! Great!”

Former Orpheus, now Krauser, waved at the boy. The boy frowned and snapped.

“Huh? A lowly employee dares act familiar with Manager Admetus? Who are you? Never heard of someone like you on the Argo.”

“Uh, uh, I’m…”

What a prickly kid. Oh, eye contact!

“Ha! You’re the hotshot Manager Joyi, huh? I’m Admetus! We’ll face off in the upcoming exam. But I’ll win! Don’t hold a grudge! Hahahaha!”

With that, the boy left. The office erupted.

“This exam…”

“Manager Joyi’s been targeted by Admetus…”

“This means…”

What’s going on? Why’s everyone reacting like that? Krauser approached me.

“My heroic comrade Admetus is famous for loving his wife deeply. They’d die for each other… Sob… Dike and I had such times too…”

Krauser sobbed. I ignored the weird clown and questioned the office’s murmurs.

“But why’s he targeting me?”


“No idea.”

My bad for asking Krauser. Then I remembered my colleague Markius worked long in Charon Transport. Approaching him, the talkative Markius spoke eagerly.

“Admetus is always a top contender for the deputy director exam. Every time, he visits his chosen rival. Looks like it’s you this time.”

“Wait… every time?”

A strong contender, but “every time” means he’s never won.

“So, ‘perennial manager’?”

“The key is, the rivals Admetus picks always win the exam. Joyi, looks like you’re set to win this time!”

Now I get why everyone’s buzzing. Krauser shouted,

“Deputy Director Joyi! Congrats on the promotion!”

That jerk, giving me a headache!



Admetus returned home. His beloved wife, Alcestis, greeted him.

“Adme, look! Your assistant manager promotion gift. I worked hard to get this hell clover! Oh, they say we use ‘happy’ instead of ‘hell’ now…? Pfft!”

“Wow, Alke! What a great gift!”

“Admetus, even with all your adventures, you’ve never seen a happy clover, right?”

Perennial manager Admetus hugged his wife, took the happy clover, and went to his room. He carefully stored it in a glass jar on his bookshelf, filled with piles of happy clovers.

Decades had passed since he became a manager, but Alcestis couldn’t remember that.

She’s forgetting more and more. If this continues, my wife will become a hazy ghost.

Admetus, the perennial manager, resolved to pass the deputy director exam this time. The executives’ gift granted upon promotion could restore Alcestis’s memories.

The problem is that demon-reputed Manager Joyi is my opponent… plus other tough competitors… How do I…

Deep in thought, he pulled out a pager, a device to contact a certain being directly.

“Sorry to everyone, but I can’t hold back…!”

Beep—.


The pager activated.

【Friend, what’s up?】

“The last exam subject was ‘mutual slaughter,’ right? Can you use your authority to change it? I’d prefer a vehicle race, something I’m good at.”

As a Charon Transport manager, Admetus was unmatched in driving. Unless someone brought an out-of-spec vehicle like a ghost carpet, his victory was assured.

A ghost carpet costs centuries of a manager’s salary. My win is guaranteed.



 
  Chapter 29: Intermediate Deputy Director Exam #2


“Ha, the deputy director exam season’s here again? The third since the business overhaul, right?”

Alecto of the Erinyes, eyeing the schedule on the round table, gleamed with sly delight.

“So, Zagreus, is it true the CEO will personally reward the employee who wins this exam?”

“True. I swear on my lovers’ love.”

At Zagreus’s words, the executives’ eyes sparkled with their own desires. The exam, co-hosted by headquarters and subsidiaries, was more than a test—a grand event in Soul Society. Even the eccentric, busy executives attended, adding prestige.

“This victory is mine, Charon’s. The CEO’s reward, too. All mine, Charon’s.”

A man in a black robe spoke haltingly. Charon, head of the subsidiary Charon Transport, the underworld’s ferryman. His confident claim drew giggles from the Erinyes.

Pfft, “Thanks to the eternal favorite, Admetus, huh?”

“That perennial manager who keeps flopping the final test.”

“Megaira, stop laughing!”

Giggle giggle—.  

Alecto’s crescent-moon eyes turned to Thanatos, Happy World’s CEO and death’s executive, deeply tied to perennial favorite Admetus.

“Thanatos, what excuse will you use to fail Admetus this time? You’ve always been harsh in grading him, for petty, personal reasons.”

Thanatos shrugged at Alecto’s question.

“This deputy director exam is special, so the evaluation must be fair. By the way, our Punishment Execution Department is sending Manager Joyi. You’ve all heard his name, right?”

Manager Joyi.  

The name stirred the executives’ gazes. Recently, Joyi’s reputation had spread beyond Happy World to headquarters’ executives, making him a stronger contender than Charon Transport’s Admetus in some ways.

But some executives raised doubts.

“He’s just a subsidiary manager.”

“The winner will be from headquarters, right?”

“Like last time?”

“I hear the prince has a secret weapon too…”

In Soul Society, the gap between headquarters and subsidiaries was vast. Even at the same rank, a headquarters manager outranked a subsidiary one by several tiers.

But still—carelessness was unwise. After the meeting, executives returned to their workplaces, pulling out pagers.

“It’s Charon. This exam, we win no matter what.”

“Alecto here. Is that thing we discussed ready?”

“This is Hypnos, head of Employee Welfare. About the exam answer sheets…”

They schemed in the shadows to ensure their employees’ victories. Fair evaluation was a facade. Executives spared no means to make their champions win.

Thus, this was not just a deputy director exam but a test of the executives’ ability to secure victory for their subordinates.

Watching the fervor rise, Thanatos, Happy World’s CEO, gauged Princess Melinoë’s mood. She’d been silent throughout the meeting.

“We need to decide which team’s manager to back. If we split our support, both our candidates might fail. So—”

Flash—.  

Death’s gaze glowed blue.

“How about Manager Joyi as our champion? His achievements are unprecedented in Happy World’s history.”

“But he’ll face heavy sabotage. Admetus never won because, as a favorite, he was targeted most.”

Executives, driven to win, undermined and dragged down rivals’ candidates. Admetus often faced such sabotage, faltering just shy of victory. Joyi might now take that role. Could he withstand the plots and schemes? As Thanatos voiced slight concern, Melinoë remained calm.

“If he can’t overcome such schemes, he doesn’t deserve deputy director. In Soul Society, deputy director is the first step to headquarters, where slander and dark plots run rampant.”

Failing to win the exam meant no survival in headquarters’ warzone. Thanatos agreed, knowing the fierce battles between Princess Melinoë and Prince Zagreus.

Back then, the princess was like a nightmare incarnate. No composure, never smiling. Even I found her chilling. But lately, she’s changed.

Why? The priority now was how to aid their champion.

“So, how do we help Joyi? Other executives are scheming in the shadows. We can’t just sit idle.”

“It’s fine. Do nothing.”

“What? If Joyi fails, our reputation will take a hit.”

Reputation was life to executives. Yet Melinoë remained unruffled.

“Manager Joyi will definitely win. All we need to do is decide what reward he’ll receive.”

Of course, the great goddess Melinoë knew exactly what gift Joyi most desired.

—

Happy World had an arena built by Daedalus with the monstrous Hecatoncheires. Originally a labyrinth to confine fearsome Titans like Chronos, post-overhaul, it became a venue for contests, not punishments.

What contest? The deputy director exam.

Waaa—!  

The arena roared with cheers from countless spectators.

“This year’s event feels huge! Last time on broadcast, it wasn’t this crowded!”

Krauser marveled at the throng. It was a big crowd, and the reason was simple.

“After the rebel incident, they’re showing Soul Society and Happy World are still strong. They scaled up to prove it to the residents.”

This exam was more than an event—a massive PR stunt to show the regime was running smoothly, like the 1988 Olympics blooming despite enemy sabotage.

“Probably a scheme by Prince Zagreus, the icon of business overhaul.”

“Ho! I didn’t catch that. To think that far from this crowd—Manager Joyi, you’re amazing!”

“Krauser, even if you were hired as compensation for unjust punishment, failing to grasp and deduce things like this will cause trouble later.”

“Got it! I’ll keep that in mind!”

Ignoring Krauser’s fuss, I scanned the surroundings. Diverse spectators from across Soul Society gathered. Then, a thunderous cheer erupted.

“The executives!”

“The executives are here!”

“It’s Hypnos from Welfare!”

“The Erinyes sisters too!”

“My first time seeing executives in person… I’m tearing up…”

Executives entered the special VIP seats on a high platform. In Soul Society, ordinary residents might never see an executive’s face. My frequent run-ins with Lady Melinoë are the oddity. What business does a subsidiary manager have meeting the CEO’s precious daughter?

Anyway! The executives’ arrival heated the arena’s atmosphere.

“Even if I don’t win, it’s a chance to shine before the executives…”

“I’ll show everyone my one-hit-kill assassination technique, Brain Sever.”

“No more manager title. I’ll be deputy director.”

Managers burned with tense ambition. Soul Society’s scale was massive, with countless managers.

Only one will win and become deputy director. I’ll never win among these monsters and superhumans.

My goal: avoid injury and death. Strict self-preservation.

“Famous managers galore! Joyi, I know your skills best, but this exam will be especially tough!”

Director Bones chattered, teeth clacking. I suddenly realized this skeletal director rose past deputy director to director. Did he win an exam like this? Not through gambling? He’s got real skill.

“Of course, I bet my 100-year salary on your win! Money I saved to move to an Elysium apartment with my daughter!”

What? You bet your house fund on me? Crazy skull boss! His director seat was won through gambling, I bet.

“I’ve decided! I saved for a nymph-hair instrument, but I’m betting it all on Joyi! My future, my everything!”

Krauser clenched his fist. My shoulders suddenly felt heavy. Employees shouted everywhere.


“All Punishment Execution bets on Manager Joyi!”

“Manager Joyi will definitely win!”

“I saved to honor my mom in Happy World, but I’m betting it all on Joyi! I believe!”

“The hero who saved us from the audit team! The mastermind of E&S’s concert!”

Clink—! Clink—!  

Wait! Everyone’s pulling out heavy cash and tossing it with frenzy! If I don’t win, my hype will crash, and I might get beaten to death.

I planned to drop out early, but now I have to act like I’m trying hard.

“Look! Joyi’s name’s on the leaderboard!”

Clack clack clack—.  

Director Bones rattled excitedly.

『Total Betting Amount Ranking』  

『72nd: Punishment Execution, Joyi: 12,179 Gold』

Krauser frowned.

“72nd doesn’t seem that high.”

“Don’t be foolish! Hitting double digits in betting rank on a first exam appearance—only Prince Zagreus and headquarters’ Director Theseus have done that!”

“Really? I had no idea!”

“And the one who finishes the exam with the top betting rank, regardless of results, gets the glorious privilege of meeting the CEO!”

…What!? Meeting the terrifyingly named CEO? With my awkward tie to Lady Melinoë, that’s the last thing I want.

Good thing I’m still 72nd…

Phew, let me drink some water. Stay calm. As I gulped, someone slapped my back—whack.

“Pretty cocky for a first-timer! Most newbies can’t even drink water from the pressure, but you’re all relaxed. Worthy rival!”

【Bearer of War and Death’s Curse】  

【Manager Admetus of Charon Transport】

It was Admetus.

『Total Betting Amount Ranking』  

『2nd: Transport, Admetus: 666,575 Gold』

His ranking glowed on the leaderboard. A clear favorite. He spoke to me.

“Manager Joyi, I won’t lose this time. I can’t lose, for reasons.”

Telling me that does no good. I was flustered when—

“Admetus’s chosen rival? That means…”

“The favorite! Everyone Admetus picks has always won!”

“What’s that guy’s name…!?”

“Manager Joyi! From Punishment Execution!”

Clink—.  

Clink—.  


69th, 51st—my betting rank shot up!

『Total Betting Amount Ranking』  

『3rd: Punishment Execution, Joyi: 552,179 Gold』

What the Happy World!  

Just kill me!



 
  Chapter 30: Intermediate Deputy Director Exam #3


Contestants entered the arena, wider than most plains. Being one of them is pretty depressing.

Bwaaa—.  

Bbam bbam—!

Trumpets blared, signaling the event’s start. A man in red panties and a red cape floated into the air—whoosh—and shouted.

“Divine effect!”

Pop—!

[Bearer of Forgiveness’s Curse]  

[Hell’s Escapee – Hassan]

“Ugh, it’s glitching again. Refresh!”

Pop—!

[CSO]  

[God of Happy World – Zagreus]

“I’m Zagreus, Soul Society’s security chief, hosting today for the great CEO! Now, let me introduce the first event, designed by yours truly! Come forth!”

Flash! Flash—! Flash—!  

Lights flared across the arena. Rooar—. Machinery under the floor whirred to life.

Walls rose, forming a labyrinth.

“Crafted by our planning team’s pride, Director Daedalus, modeled after the Cretan Bull’s labyrinth! It’s packed with traps and monsters. How many can escape within the time limit?”

Honestly, I don’t even want to step in there. If a manager-level cockroach pops out, I’ll die of a heart attack.

…Should I just forfeit?

I looked up at the leaderboard.

[Total Betting Amount Ranking]  

[1st: Safety Management, Markius – 999,247 Gold]  

[2nd: Transport, Admetus – 766,575 Gold]  

[3rd: Punishment Execution, Joyi – 652,179 Gold]  

…

I’m 3rd. What happens if I forfeit now? The crowd betting on me might riot. If they each spit on me once, I’d drown. I’d revive as a soul in Happy World, bound by a lifetime contract, never escaping to the surface.

“Now, all contestants, prepare—”

Die in the labyrinth. Die outside it. Every choice is a bust—Happy World’s miracle.

How did it come to this?

“Go!!!!!!!!!!!!”

Zagreus’s red eyes exploded like bombs as he roared. At his thunderous cry, contestants surged forward.

Rooar—.  

Dash dash dash—.  

Scramble—.  

Footsteps thundered like lightning.

Admetus took the lead, sprinting at unbelievable speed, like a fired bullet.

“Manager Joyi! Victory’s mine!”

Admetus vanished in a duststorm.

“Chase him! Chase!”

“Damn, Admetus is in front!”

Those following weren’t slow either—cheetah-speed, if not lightning. And me?

“J-Joyi isn’t moving!”

“Only Joyi remains at the start! What’s going on!?”

“Is he forfeiting!?”

Commentators made a racket. As they said, I hadn’t entered the murderous maze, lingering at the starting line. Why?

“Argh! Save me! Save meee!”

“It’s a hydra! The cursed monster hydra!”

“There’s a hell wolf-spider too! Argh! My limbs are tearing off!”

Crunch, snap—.  

Chomp chomp—.  

Hiiyong—!

Horrific sounds already echoed from the labyrinth. I don’t know what a hell wolf-spider is, but the hydra’s a beast even executives fear in Greek myth. I’d die just breathing its air.

Should I forfeit after all?

Looking up, the leaderboard’s insane betting figures gnawed at me. Crushing pressure! The crowd’s gazes stung worse than cactus spines.

So, I lowered my head for mental management. Let’s think. The first event takes about an hour, so I’ve got ten minutes to ponder. It’s literally life or death—ten minutes of hesitation is fine!

Then, something caught my eye.

“Huh, what’s this…?”

A hell clover growing in the arena’s grassy floor. So rare, finding one lifts your mood.

Kshali said she’d trade a cactus for one.

With hell cacti’s amazing effects recently discovered, they’re near impossible to find. I heard high executives and their wives are hoarding them. Finding a hell clover—exchangeable for a cactus—is pure luck. Since learning cacti repel hellwheels, I’ve been buying every cactus I see, but it’s never enough.

What luck!

A thought hit me. Entering the labyrinth means a 99% chance of death. Why not pick clovers here instead? Sure, the betting crowd might stone me, but—

If I survive, I can deal with that.

A few plans came to mind, even ways to use this for my “get fired” strategy.

“Ultimately, surviving means I win.”

Then—something weird happened. Admetus returned to the entrance, looking utterly wrecked.

“J-Joyi… you just said… victory…”

—

Zagreus, prince of the underworld, floated in the air, his fiery eyes scanning the labyrinth’s chaos. Battles raged inside, with injuries and dropouts piling up.

“No sign of the regressive Tartaros causing trouble. For now.”

As CSO, Soul Society’s security chief, Zagreus ensured security—not against external invasions, but to prevent internal escapes. Once you’re in, you never leave—that’s Soul Society’s first principle, even post-overhaul. This labyrinth was built on that rule.

“Running the exam while researching and testing security enhancements. Multitasking as always, Zagreus.”

Float—.  

Melinoë, the ghostly goddess, rose beside Zagreus. She surveyed the labyrinth, smiling at Joyi, still at the starting line.

“As expected, Joyi alone grasped this exam’s ‘essence.’ He didn’t even step into the escapeless labyrinth. Zagreus, your cheap trick’s been exposed.”

“…Ha.”

Zagreus didn’t show it, but he was impressed by Joyi’s choice.

“You’re right. This labyrinth is a microcosm of Soul Society. Once you enter, you can’t leave. They don’t realize it, but there’s no exit.”

The labyrinth was designed to make escape impossible upon entry. Thus, not entering was the correct choice.


‘Stay put, and you’re halfway there’—perfect for this event. It’s a key virtue for a deputy director in Soul Society.

Challenge or status quo? Deputy directors lead many subordinates, constantly facing tough choices. Most crash from overzealous, reckless decisions.

“I heard Joyi’s obsessed with merits. Yet, when everyone dives into risky gambles for glory, he stays calmly rational. Gives me chills after a while.”

Zagreus beamed at Joyi.

“Melinoë, still think my business overhaul failed? Without it, where’d we find talent like him?”

Melinoë stayed silent, lips sealed. My little sister—what’s she thinking? Zagreus wondered. Then—

“Zagreus, your work’s always sloppy. A labyrinth no one can escape? Not quite. Look there—”

Melinoë nodded toward something. Admetus was returning to the starting point.

Admetus had sped through the labyrinth, dodging monsters and traps.

“First place is mine!”

As a former Argo expedition member, this wasn’t too hard. The problem: no exit in sight. In that moment, Admetus grasped the exam’s essence.

Prince Zagreus, the security chief, designed this labyrinth. In Soul Society, security means absolute inescapability. Maybe there’s no exit at all…

A spark lit in his mind. There was one exit—the entrance he’d come through.

He couldn’t stay still. Others will soon catch the exam’s flaw! I need to be the first back to the entrance! This isn’t about finding an exit—it’s about returning to the entrance!

Admetus raced back like a shot. He was certain he’d be the first escapee.

But? At the starting line—also the finish line—stood Manager Joyi.

“Oh, another hell clover. My luck’s holding.”

He was casually picking hell clovers. Admetus was stunned.

Faster than me, the Argo’s speed king…? No, he didn’t even enter the labyrinth. That means… he saw through the executives’ intent from the start…!?

Admetus recalled this man had outwitted Sisyphus, Soul Society’s slyest trickster. He’d thought it was luck, but—

“Ultimately, surviving means I win.”

When Joyi declared his “victory,” Admetus was convinced. This man was the real deal.

—

I was just thinking of picking clovers at the entrance when Admetus returned. What’s going on? He even shouted, furious.

“Damn it, Joyi! I lost this round, but I won’t lose the next!”

“Huh? Lost? Admetus, why’d you come back…”

“I… escaped.”

“To think the labyrinth had no exit…”

“What kind of brutal exam is this!?”

I shut my mouth as more people trickled back to the entrance. Something bad was happening, though I wasn’t sure what. The commentator blared.

“First event! The labyrinth escape winner is—Happy World’s core, the blue-blood of Punishment Execution, the rising star, Manager Joyi!”

“To see through the entrance being the exit before it started! Incredible! Incredible! Truly the man chosen by Titan King Chronos!”

“Top contender Admetus! Finishes 2nd again! Finishes 2nd again!”

“Why say it twice? Why say it twice?”

“Aaah! The betting ranks just updated!!!!!”

[1st: Punishment Execution, Joyi – 1,052,699 Gold]  

[2nd: Safety Management, Markius – 999,247 Gold]  

[3rd: Transport, Admetus – 766,575 Gold]

“If he holds 1st until the end, win or lose, he’ll earn the honor of meeting the great and fearsome CEO! Joyi takes a giant step toward glory…!!!”

Argh! Forfeit! I need to forfeit! Getting beaten isn’t the issue. In my situation, meeting the CEO is the one thing I must avoid!


I raised my hand to forfeit, but—

“Joyi raises his hand! A victory declaration!”

“Overwhelming! Overwhelming!”

Waaaa—.  

The crowd’s cheers drowned out my forfeit attempt.



 
  Chapter 31: Intermediate Deputy Director Exam #4


“The time limit’s up!”

“Those who didn’t escape the labyrinth are disqualified!”

“Over half eliminated in the first event! A first in exam history!”

Far fewer people than before. Still a lot, though. How many? A hundred? Two hundred? What matters is someone’s burning with rivalry toward me. I turned at the stinging gaze—Admetus, who called me his rival—

“Joyi! I’ll crush your arrogant nose and avenge my brother Magnus.”

Not Admetus. Who’s this? Magnus, the mercenary king turned pirate king, right?

“You’re not saying you don’t know me! I’m Markius, intern at headquarters’ Safety Management!”

As I understand, a headquarters intern is on par with a subsidiary manager. A headquarters full employee matches a subsidiary deputy director. So, an intern’s no pushover.

Melinoë took down Magnus, not me.

No one would believe that, though.

Bbam bam—.  

Trumpets blared.

“Now, a short break before the next event!”

“Check out ads from the companies sponsoring this event!”

—

“Participants in the top 10 betting ranks get private lounges.”

“Manager Joyi, this way.”

A brief pause to prepare for the next event. The betting rank spike wasn’t my plan, but a private lounge? Very nice.

Ding ding ding—.  

With E&S’s trendy song softly playing, the lounge felt like a luxury hotel, fully equipped. Massage chair, unopened bottles of liquor looking tempting. In this mess, my eyes go to booze? I’m such a drunk.

“No! It’s because of this mess!”

Pop—!  

I uncorked a top-shelf 666-year-aged Koreaniak pomegranate liquor and chugged it.

Gulp gulp—.  

The buzz hit fast. Fueled by that fiery passion, I could finally scream.

“Argh! Save me!”

Why am I here doing this? Tears welled up. Then, my lounge door opened, and someone rushed in.

“Joyi! What’s wrong? Save you!?”

Oh no—Lady Melinoë! I hurriedly bowed.

“…Uh, I was just rehearsing how other department managers might beg me next event.”

“Not even sparing a break for image training. Your harsh self-discipline is the root of your skill.”

“But, Lady Melinoë, what brings you here…?”

Her sudden visit sobered me up. She waved off my greeting casually.

“Raise your head. I’m here to praise today’s star, you.”

Pat pat pat—.  

She said, stroking my head.

“I’ll commend you. You mortal employees love being petted by a flawless goddess like me, right?”

Being petted by a goddess felt good but stung inside.

“Uh, Lady Melinoë, didn’t you promise no special treatment…?”

“Praising great achievements isn’t special treatment. Ignoring or shunning someone for their success—that’s special treatment. This is fair.”

Damn, her logic’s airtight. Can’t counter that. Truly the CEO’s daughter, schooled in leadership and management from childhood.

“But, Joyi, winning won’t be easy. The next event likely has Apollo, the surface god, meddling.”

“Apollo?”

“Since Zagreus’s business overhaul, many events got surface help. Problem is, Apollo, Mount Assembly councilor, is close to a certain employee. Bad news for you.”

“You mean Admetus, right?”

Apollo, Admetus, and the CEO’s ties. When Apollo’s son Asclepius revived the dead, defying Soul Society’s laws, the CEO raged, protesting to Mount Assembly Olympus. The gods’ Chairman struck Asclepius dead with lightning.

Furious over his proud son’s death but unable to challenge the CEO or Chairman, Apollo killed the Cyclops brothers who made the lightning.

—“You made the lightning that killed my son! Die instead!”

The Chairman, enraged—“You insolent fool! Killing my beloved Cyclops brothers!”—meant to hurl Apollo into Tartaros, but other gods persuaded a compromise: Apollo would serve mortals for years. A god serving humans? Utter humiliation. That’s the punishment.

Imagine Lady Melinoë working under me. How humiliating would that be?

“…….”

Anyway, Apollo became a mortal’s servant—Admetus. Admetus treated him kindly, and Apollo, deeply moved, vowed to be his protector. Apollo greatly aided Admetus’s marriage to Alcestis.

“My cousin, Councilor Apollo, will do anything for his cherished mortal, Admetus. When Admetus faced death, Apollo even persuaded the Moirai.”

The Moirai, fate-deciders even gods can’t defy. Asking them to delay a mortal’s set death was unprecedented since creation, a huge humiliation for Apollo. But he did it for Admetus.

“You can guess how far Apollo will go to make Admetus win, Joyi. Your path to victory just got longer.”

Great! That’s exactly what I want! I was thrilled, but Lady Melinoë spoke, her voice slightly subdued.

“Joyi, don’t resent me for not seeking special measures for you like Apollo does for Admetus. I must be impartial.”

“Resent? Never! You aim for the CEO’s seat, right? I can’t be a stain on your record!”

Please, just stay out of it! I couldn’t show that to a goddess.

“Put your well-being above a mortal like me. Just talking to you and being petted—I could die with no regrets!”

“Joyi, you value me that much…?”

My act worked. Her eyes gleamed, deeply moved.

“If I do nothing for someone who says that, it’d be unfair… Hmm… I’ll think of something…”

She left the room softly. Phew, finally gone. That took ten years off my life. Talking alone with her feels like my lifespan’s shrinking in real-time. I needed healing to recover.

The arena’s crawling with hell clovers. Maybe I’ll pick some before the next event.

My idea, but damn good. I headed to the arena’s grassy patches. Luck struck—a hell clover peeked through the grass. As I reached for it—

—Jouji!!!

Hell no!? A manager-level hellwheel lunged from the bushes, targeting me! I nearly fainted!

“D-Danger!”

Then, someone shoved the hellwheel with their body—thud—knocking it to the ground, lifeless.

Squeak—.  

Fainted, huh? Serves it right!

“…You okay?”

A silver-haired, frail-looking woman asked. A stunning beauty, my savior. But her body-check seemed to hurt her more.

“Are you okay? Your nose is bleeding.”

“F-From the tackle… I’m fine. But…”

She eyed the hell clover in my hand, her eyes sparkling.

“That…”

She wants the clover? For my savior, who got a nosebleed for me, I can spare one.


“Here.”

“…Really? Wow, I’m thrilled! My husband loves these clovers. His first gift to me in Happy World was a clover. Oh, I’m rambling…”

She seems scatterbrained but stirs a protective instinct. Though she protected me this time.

“You and your husband must be close.”

“My first love, love at first sight. I’d die for him. I did, actually… Heh… Hehehe…”

Quite the bold confession. Part of me was jealous. Will I ever love someone enough to die for them? Why are all these charming women married? Probably because they’re charming. I wondered who her husband was.

“Where’s your husband? Here watching the event?”

“Well… He works in Soul Society as an assistant manager. I remember that… He got promoted recently, so I wanted to give him a gift… Huh…?”

Fade—fade—.  

Her body turned translucent. I know what this is.

Ghostification.

Losing memories, becoming a round, ghostly blob.

“…I can’t remember. Who was my husband? Why was I picking hell clovers…?”

Plop—.  

Tears fell. Glow—.  

Her body shone.

“…Congratulate… his promotion… I wanted… to say…”

She became a round, transparent ghost. Startled by the sudden change?

—Hoo, hoo, hooo…!

The ghost thrashed, causing chaos. People screamed, fell, or fled.

“Eek!”

“A ghost’s going wild!”

“Ghost alert! Ghost alert!”

“Newly formed ghosts are unstable and dangerous. Subdue quickly.”

Clack clack clack—.  

Skeletal security guards marched in, snaring the ghost with a net.

“Capture complete.”

—Hoo, hoo hoo…  

The captured ghost looked anguished. The hell clover clutched in her mochi-like hand pierced my eyes.

“Hey, wait! Stop!”

“Who are you, interfering with enforcement? We’re from headquarters’ Safety Management.”

“New ghosts go to the facility for resocialization. That’s our job.”

Resocialization—giving nameless, memoryless ghosts new names and roles. Then, no one knows who she was.

“I’m Manager Joyi from Punishment Execution. Can I take custody of this ghost for a bit?”

“Joyi? That Joyi?”


“Why’s a contestant out here…?”

“It’s really him! Can you sign something…!?”

Losing someone dear forever? Doesn’t feel like someone else’s problem. Ignoring my savior like this feels wrong, too.

I know someone who’s an expert on ghosts. Lady Melinoë, the ghost goddess, must know a cure for ghostification. She could figure out who this woman was.

The pager Lady Melinoë gave me. Never thought I’d use it.



 
  Chapter 32: Ghost and Cloud #1


Before the second event, Admetus gazed at his wife’s photo in his wallet, praying.

Alcestis, please give me strength.

Admetus was small and short. In life, he was often mocked or underestimated.

—“Beardless guy calling himself a man?”

—“Booze? Go suck your mom’s milk!”

That’s why he threw himself into reckless feats, constantly pressured to prove his masculinity and worth. He lived fiercely every day.

One day, while strolling near a flowerbed, he spotted a four-leaf clover, rare and intriguing. As he reached for it, someone giggled—pfft.

—“A man who likes flowers and grass?”

—“N-No, you’ve got it wrong! I hate flowers!”

Admetus deliberately avoided flowers or cute things.

—“I despise small, cute stuff! Hmph! I’m a man’s man!”

But the woman laughed.

—“I love them! Flowers! Grass! Lying in a flowerbed watching clouds drift! I come here daily to watch clouds!”

Daily? Clouds? Admetus thought she was awfully carefree, unlike him.

She really did watch clouds every day, distinguishing weeds by name. Admetus often chatted with her about trivial things. Like drifting clouds, he fell in love, carefree.

But her father, Pelias, sneered at him.

—“Tch, a puny, unevolved nymph-like man wants my daughter? Fine, bring a chariot pulled by a lion and a boar, and I’ll allow it! If such a thing exists! Pfft!”

A lion-and-boar chariot? Impossible. The lion would eat the boar.

Yet, thanks to his bond with Apollo, Admetus got a lion and a non-eatable boar, riding their chariot to proudly marry Alcestis. That was the problem.

That boar was Ares in disguise…

Ares, the war god, though aiding Apollo, was humiliated transforming into a boar to pull a mortal’s chariot. He cursed Admetus, dooming him to die. The only way to survive: someone else had to bear the curse and die.

Then, Alcestis spoke, calm as drifting clouds.

—“Admetus, I’ll take your curse. Because I know how manly and amazing you are. Live long and achieve great things.”

—“Alcestis! No!”

—“In return, though we didn’t live long together, think of me as a good wife. At least until you meet another woman and start a new family…”

“When I visited your home to take your dying wife to Soul Society, your friend Heracles, who happened to be there, grabbed me by the collar,” said a voice.

“…Thanatos!”

Bow—.  

Recalling the distant past, Admetus hurriedly bowed at the executive’s sudden visit.

Swipe—.  

Thanatos showed his neck.

“The handprint’s still there. Because of it, I couldn’t take Alcestis, and I was humiliated. You got to lift her curse, though.”

“…….”

Admetus and Alcestis owed their happiness to Heracles’s chance visit on her funeral day, which drove off her death. But because of that, Thanatos held a grudge. Admetus, now employed in Soul Society, kept failing the deputy director exam because Thanatos disliked him.

“But, Manager Admetus, the handprint’s fading, so I’ll forgive you. In fact, I have a proposal. About Manager Joyi.”

“Manager Joyi?”

“I know you contacted Councilor Apollo to rig this event. But that won’t stop Joyi. I guarantee it.”

Admetus was confident he’d outshine everyone and win the next event. But there’s always a what if.

If I lose to Joyi…

His wife would lose all memories, becoming a ghost. In her unstable state, even a small injury could ghostify her. He couldn’t afford to hold back. But—

“I’ll make sure Joyi fails this exam. Frankly, he’s far too green for deputy director. A living body can’t handle that authority.”

Extend—.  

Thanatos offered his hand.

“Take my hand, and it’s all yours. Don’t you want to save your wife? I hear her ghostification’s advanced. The winner’s prize could surely save her.”

—

“Joyi, what’s this? Calling me back to your lounge?”

The pager’s performance is top-notch. Lady Melinoë really reappeared in my lounge, though her expression was a bit curt.

“I clearly said no special treatment. Or do you need my help to win this event after all?”

“It’s not that. It’s this ghost.”

—Hoo, hoo—!

I showed her the fluffy, cloud-like ghost. Her curt expression softened instantly.

“Heh, cute ghost.”

“Right? She just became one. She was a woman before.”

“A woman?”

Her face soured again. I quickly added, before misunderstandings arose, about nearly getting attacked by a manager-level hellwheel while picking clovers, how this woman saved me, and her sudden ghostification.

“I see. This ghost was likely unstable already. A shock like a nosebleed accelerated her ghostification.”

She ghostified faster saving me? Her muttering about wanting to see her husband pricked my conscience.

“Can you restore such a ghost? You’re the ghost goddess. You can do anything with ghosts, right?”

“I’m a perfect, flawless goddess from birth, but I can’t do everything. Even with ghosts, many things are impossible. My share has limits.”

“Share?”

“Think of it as a god’s coercive power. Those with more share in their domain wield greater influence. My current share is 11 percent—”

11 percent of Soul Society’s total share? That’s impressive.

“—With my ghost powers, I can only read this ghost’s name and who she was. Even that’ll consume immense divine energy.”

“I see.”

Knowing her name could help find her husband. I was relieved, but Lady Melinoë flinched, like someone pricked by cactus spines.

“…That’s all I can do, no helping it. Our divine powers lie under the Moirai’s fate. This share is the chance to escape that fate.”

So, with her 11 percent share, reading the ghost’s name is the limit of escaping set fate. More share means more power to defy it.

“Just curious, but how much share does our great CEO have?”

“91%.”

Incredible. But something’s off. Her 11 percent plus the CEO’s 91 percent makes 102 percent. What’s the total share in Soul Society? Truly, gods’ rules defy human logic.

I had many questions, but this matters now.

“So, what’s this ghost’s name?”

“Wait.”

Swipe—.  

She pressed the ghost to her forehead, like a nymph’s greeting… I caught myself thinking such blasphemous thoughts.

“Cute ghost, your name is…”

Her name—

—

“How’s my proposal? I’ll ensure Joyi fails,” said Thanatos.


Admetus sank into thought. Joyi was vividly alive. Why did he, a living human, dive into reckless feats for merits in Soul Society?

There must be a reason. A desperate one.

Thinking of Joyi reminded Admetus of his own struggle to prove his manhood, his readiness to risk all for his wife. They were alike.

“I appreciate the offer, but may I decline?”

“Oh? Why?”

“Though I rigged the event to my advantage, I know it’s already unfair. I don’t want to steal the opportunity itself from him…”

“Even if it earns my grudge? You know how terrifying my grudge is.”

“…Even so. I believe he has his own desperate reason. I don’t want to crush a man’s resolve. Please don’t forgive my selfishness.”

Bow—.  

Admetus prostrated himself. Thanatos’s blue eyes flared.

“Rejecting an executive’s offer—”

“…….”

“—is what I’d say if I were angry. But I don’t dislike it. That manly resolve. I vaguely see why Apollo and Heracles liked you. I’m starting to like you, too.”

Beep beep—.  

The lounge alarm rang. The next event was starting.

“Likely the last event. If Joyi wins this, he’ll score so high the third event won’t matter. His deputy director promotion will be sealed.”

“That won’t happen. I’ll win.”

Admetus steeled himself and headed to the arena.

“The second event is to retrieve a flag from headquarters’ rooftop!”

“One winner only!”

“Any method goes!”

Headquarters sat at Soul Society’s deepest point. Even free-falling takes nine days. Swarming with fearsome wraiths and monsters, it’s nearly inaccessible.

But I have my chariot.

A lion and winged squirrel pulling it. Admetus, confident in chariot-driving since borrowing one from Apollo, rode a chariot bought with years of saved gold. He was certain he’d win.

“Joyi has appeared!”

“What’s that!?”

Fluffy—.  

Joyi rode a strange, cloud-like thing. Admetus, a Transport team member keen on vehicles, recognized it.

“A ghost carpet!?”

It could outpace his chariot and shield against headquarters’ wraiths. Rumor said the ghost goddess poured 10 percent of her share’s miracles into crafting it. And Joyi was riding it.

“Go—!”

Ugh—!?  

Caught off-guard by the unexpected, Admetus started late. But even a proper start wouldn’t have helped. Joyi shot toward the deep bottom like an arrow.

“I’ve got the flag! The winner is Manager Joyi!”

“Joyi! To prepare such a trump card!”

“Where’d he get it!?”

It happened in a flash.

“Joyi leads 2nd place by a huge margin in points! Two event wins is unprecedented!”

“Even if others win the third event, catching up is nearly impossible.”

“The deputy director promotion is decided!”

Admetus’s vision darkened, worse than when he faced death. Deep despair engulfed him.

It’s over…

Float—.  

Joyi, riding the ghost cloud, rose into the air and shouted.

“I heard the winner’s prize comes from the CEO! But I want a different prize! Revered Chairman! Please pity this small ghost!”

He held the round ghost high. Admetus couldn’t recognize the blurry, round ghost, but the hell clover in its hand—he knew it instantly.

Alcestis…!

Boom—!  

Like lightning, fiery words blazed in the air.

[I prepared the prize myself, and you want something else?]  


[A mere subsidiary manager, fearless.]  

[You won’t back down, even if it means firing over that small, round ghost?]

Firing. Admetus’s head spun. In Soul Society, firing was scarier than death. As everyone stirred, Joyi calmly shouted.

“I’m not afraid of being fired.”

He even smiled.



 
  Chapter 33: Ghost and Cloud #2


When I restored Orpheus’s memories, I had regrets. My reckless plan to get fired could deeply hurt someone else.

If only I were the type to shrug off others’ pain for my gain. Sadly, I’m too good at self-reflection.

In this Happy World teeming with all sorts, I’m painfully ordinary. That’s why I’m struggling.

Ordinary people feel guilty hurting others and quietly rejoice when others are happy.

So, naturally, I felt a duty and debt to the woman who, in her unstable state, saved me and became a ghost.

Learning her true name shocked me, but luckily, I had a chance, and fortune followed.

The second event being a race saved me.

I’d use the winner’s prize to restore the ghostified woman. With over 90 percent share, the CEO might make it possible.

[I prepared the prize myself, and you want something else?]  

[A mere subsidiary manager, fearless.]  

[You won’t back down, even if it means firing over that small, round ghost?]

Boom—!  

Fiery words blazed in the air with thunderous noise. Reading them, I couldn’t stop grinning.

“I’m not afraid of being fired.”

Restoring the ghostified woman and getting fired? One stone, multiple birds. This is why you live virtuously.

“If you can give this ghost—Alcestis—time to live happily in Happy World, I’ll gladly drink my cup.”

Unexpected harvest: a chance to be fired by the CEO himself!

Mom, Professor Zeus, just wait! I’m heading to the surface!

I was brimming with anticipation when strange words appeared in the air.

[Dear, hold on, it’s picking up everything.]  

[Didn’t you say you were going to your parents’? Why are you still—]  

[Crash, bang—.]  

[Sizzle, sizzz—.]

What? What’s that? Communication error? After about 30 seconds of chaos—

[Very well.]  

[An unprecedented winner deserves a fitting reward.]  

[I accept Manager Joyi of Happy World’s Punishment Execution’s request.]  

[^_^]

—

In the VIP box, an emergency executive meeting convened. Zagreus, in the temporary chair, flashed his red eyes.

“The CEO approved Joyi’s reward request. But restoring a memory-lost, ghostified being isn’t easy. We need to pool share.”

At the prince’s words, executives exchanged wary glances. Pooling share was no small matter.

Alecto, one of the Furies, slammed the table—bang.

“Ugh, what a hassle. Joyi, a mere subsidiary manager, making us executives jump through hoops.”

“Promote him to headquarters so we can torment him properly.”

“Megaira agrees!”

The Furies smirked wickedly, then gathered their palms at the round table’s center.

“Our sisters’ 4 percent share.”

“Thanatos, Happy World’s president, 60 percent.”

“Hypnos, Welfare, 22 percent.”

Tap tap tap—.  

Executives’ palms aligned on the table, totaling 120 percent share. Charon, Charon Transport’s head, marveled.

“So much share pooled. First time since the business overhaul.”

All eyes turned to the silent goddess, Soul Society’s most unique. The ghost guardian, Melinoë.

“I’m Vice President Melinoë of Happy World. Adding my 11 percent, we execute this with 131 percent share.”

A surge of power coursed through Melinoë—the coercive force of Soul Society, enough to twist fate itself.

This is the power of over 100 percent share—

Though temporary, Melinoë was awestruck by the omnipotence. Yet, it felt oddly familiar.

This feeling… somewhere before…

Just déjà vu, probably. The task at hand mattered now.

“Ghost Alcestis, I twist your fate and forge a new path.”

Snap—!  

A shockwave swept Happy World. But there was a problem.

—Hoo, hoo…?

Alcestis hadn’t returned to normal; she was still a ghost. Melinoë, the ghost expert, assessed it.

“Restoring a fully ghostified soul was too much, huh? She’ll spend half the day as this ghost, the other half normal.”

“What’s that? Our princess’s work is so sloppy.”

“Must be that nymph blood.”

“Megaira laughs!”

Giggle—.  

The laughing goddesses.

“…….”

Melinoë, unable to retort, just grimaced. They might be right.

“That’s how it is. Twelve hours a day. Best I can do. And this elixir, made from Mnemosyne’s river, will restore lost memories. Too pricey for a manager’s salary.”

—Hoo hoo…!

In a breezy field, Melinoë handed the round ghost to Admetus. He embraced it like a precious doll.

Round and fluffy, clutching a hell clover, the ghost offered it to Admetus, as if waiting.

—Hoo…!

Taking it, Admetus couldn’t hold back tears. He’d never cried, not even facing death, to prove his manhood, yet he didn’t know why he wept now. Joyi spoke.

“Admetus, Alcestis says she’s sorry. You hate small, cute things, but she became this small, cute ghost.”

Whoosh—.  

Alcestis, still a ghost, returned to human form, hugging Admetus, tears trickling—plip.

“Sorry, Admetus, for becoming like this…”

Admetus thought she had nothing to apologize for. If anyone should, it was him.

“…I’ve lied to you forever. I actually love flowers, weeds, small things. Cute things, too. I lied to seem manly.”

Admetus loved Alcestis, half the day a small, cute ghost, because he secretly adored cute, dainty things. But even if he didn’t, or if Alcestis turned hideous and terrifying, they’d still love each other. Appearances never mattered to them.

The couple embraced for a while, then recalled the one who made this possible.

“Lady Melinoë, thank you for helping my wife. And Joyi, I never expected you’d do this for me. I saw you only as a rival, but you…”

What if he had won? He could’ve gotten Mnemosyne’s river water to restore her memories. But in eternity, her memories would fade again, and she’d ghostify eventually. Joyi, though, pleaded with the CEO to tackle her ghostification itself.


To Admetus, who’d leapt into reckless feats to prove manhood, this was audaciously bold. Joyi’s resolve to stand firm, even risking firing, was palpable.

“How can I repay such a debt…?”

“Admetus, I hear Alcestis says you like hell clovers. Got any spares? That’s enough.”

Admetus was stunned. Hell clovers? That’s it?

“Joyi, a bold, hearty guy like you deserves deputy director. Me? I’m far off. I kept failing the exam because I wasn’t enough.”

Admetus’s total defeat. No event, no method, could make him believe he’d beat Deputy Director Joyi.

—

Admetus and Alcestis vanished toward the sunset. Watching their shrinking figures, Princess Melinoë said,

“Loving someone is incredible. Admetus would’ve loved Alcestis even as a ghost, I bet.”

“Really?”

Seems like it. Their bond is enviable.

If they’d been separated forever because of me, I’d have nightmares from guilt every night. Though becoming deputy director is a nightmare itself.

Yet, some nightmares are beautiful.

“…What if.”

Swish—.  

Melinoë’s black hair fluttered in the breeze, a nightmare goddess. I thought it breathtakingly beautiful when she spoke softly.

“…What if, Joyi, I, whom you so fervently admire and love, wasn’t a perfect goddess? What if I had secrets I hide from others…?”

Her eyes wavered. Then—pfft—she burst into laughter.

“Kidding, of course. A perfect goddess like me has no secrets or weaknesses. I’m tired from using so much power today. Joyi, I’m heading back.”

“Lady Melinoë, thank you so much today.”

Bow—.  

I lowered my head. Without her, I’d have been a frantic mess. She waved coolly.

“No need for thanks. Joyi, focus on preparing for deputy director duties. Headquarters will watch you closely now. And—”

And?

“My curfew’s up, so I’m off!”

Dash—.  

She fled somewhere fast. A curfew for Lady Melinoë? First I’ve heard.

But as the CEO’s precious daughter, it’s not surprising. So, I walked alone toward the distant sunset.

Damn, I feel lonely.

The exam winner being the saddest and loneliest—fair? Admetus failed the exam, has a lovely wife, so enviable.

“…I’m really a deputy director now.”

How did my life come to this?

“Mhehe, Manager Joyi, you worked hard today…!”

Suddenly.  

A nymph appeared at the corner. Impeccable timing.

“Melinoë?”

Normally, I’d be flustered. Still am, but somehow glad. Me, a nymph-hater, happy to see one? Never thought I’d see the day.

“Miss Melinoë, you worked hard too.”

Swipe—.  

I raised my hand, placed it on her head, and, recalling being petted often, stroked vigorously. Melinoë trembled—shiver—loving it.


“This Melinoë adores praise and petting…! Stroke harder…! Praise boosts Melinoë’s work efficiency and promotes her to CEO…!”

Weird nymph, as expected. I couldn’t help chuckling—khehe. Then, Melinoë dropped a bombshell.

“So, Manager Joyi, prepare well for your CEO meeting soon…! By the way, this Melinoë has no ties to the CEO, so I can’t help at all…!”

Meeting…? Oh, that! The betting rank 1st prize…!?

Despair hit hard. What the Happy World!



 
  Chapter 34: CEO


“…….”

Am I seeing things? Stepping out for work, I found a hellwheel as big as my torso sprawled in front of my house.

—Zzziiiiik!!!

Its shell gleamed platinum, with a Y-shaped horn like a stag beetle sprouting from its head. Without that weird cry, I might’ve mistaken it for a giant stag beetle.

“Isn’t this just a massive stag beetle?”

—Zzziiiiik!!!

What a temper. The manager-level hellwheels I’ve seen lately were scary enough, but this one’s size and form were almost awe-inspiring.

“Then this guy’s deputy director-level.”

This deputy director-level hellwheel must’ve collapsed, unable to breach the cactus field I traded for with my recent haul of hell clovers. The more cacti, the better.

That aside—I really don’t want to go to work.

“Deputy Director Joyi! Congrats on the promotion!”

“Wow, you’ve got my, Markius’s, respect!”

Dragging heavy feet into the office, pop pop—firecrackers burst loudly. Colleagues showered me with bouquets, and I nearly cried.

This reality is too sad. For a fleeting moment, I hoped the promotion exam was just a dream from last night.

But some realities are stranger than dreams. Me, already a deputy director?

“Deputy Director Joyi! Thanks to my bets on you, moving into Elysium’s new apartments isn’t just a dream! I knew I could trust you!”

“This Krauser’s closer to that instrument I’ve been eyeing! Should’ve taken loans and guarantees to bet more!”

Everyone’s thrilled with their winnings, huh? While I’m this miserable! I resent it.

If I’d known, I wouldn’t have won the deputy director exam. As I thought this, Admetus burst into the office, arms full of big boxes.

“Joyi, congrats! These are gifts from our Transport team. Hearing my and Alcestis’s story, they all recognized your greatness.”

“Tch, aren’t these mangoes?”

“Peaches! First time in a century!”

“Reminds me of when I was alive… Eating all sorts of fruits, good times…”

Rare surface fruits in Soul Society. Admetus, wiping his nose.

“Working at Charon Transport, we get tons of surface fruits. Share them. And Joyi, need anything from the surface? Just tell me!”

Thump thump—!  

Admetus pounded his chest. Small but bold, I thought, when Markius, from Transport, asked.

“Admetus, didn’t you swear off getting surface stuff? That’s smuggling. Get caught, and your career’s toast.”

“Ha! I’m a ‘perpetual manager,’ passed over for promotion! That’s my fate, and I’ve accepted it! So, Joyi, any surface items you want?”

Something I want? Not really. My unintended deputy director salary’s high enough to get most things in Soul Society. Then Krauser asked.

“Can you send underworld stuff to the surface?”

“To the surface? Anything that clears customs, sure. For someone like me, even misfired lightning can be smuggled!”

Why send misfired lightning to the surface? I’d never want to. Still, tempting. Maybe a letter to Mom? What to write?

Hellwheels swarm, sulfur rain falls from the ceiling, and I’m suffering in a Happy World full of skeletons and ghosts?

That’d be worse than not sending one.

By the way, we shared Admetus’s surface fruits with the office. Everyone missed the surface. Manager Bones, a skeleton, wept buckets—gush.

“Oh, the good old days!”

—

Headquarters sat at Soul Society’s lowest, deepest point. Its building, a massive Parthenon, was plastered with gold, marble, and ivory. The floor was carpeted with mythic-era velvet—too pricey for even an inch with my salary—adorned with gold thread.

Clack clack—!  

Clack—!  

Armored skeletons with spears stood guard, fitting for Soul Society’s most secure place.

Float—.  

Entering required complex procedures, but—

—Hoo, hoo…!  

—Hoo…!

My ghost carpet seemed like a free pass to the fearsome skeleton guards. They opened the doors without checks, letting me enter headquarters easily. That was the problem.

I didn’t want to come here!

Why am I here? Finishing 1st in betting ranks earned me a CEO meeting.

I want to turn and run! A meeting with the CEO, feared even by executives? An ordinary guy like me wouldn’t last a minute—my heart would stop.

“Ha! Joyi, what brings you here!”

Dash dash dash—.  

Someone charged, slapping my shoulder—thwack thwack. Ouch. Looking down, I saw horns.

“Got it! You’re here for that contract I tore up, right? I’ve got a new one! Sign here, and you’re with Hellven Company!”

“Miss Astaroth, I’d rather die than join.”

“You’re the real demon I respect. I’ll drag you to Hellven Company, just wait. Soon, Happy World’s getting a mega audit! Nehahaha!”

“Team Leader! Let’s grab lunch!”

“Team Leader’s treating again, right?”

“Huh? O-Of course! I’m off!”

Astaroth, once an outsider, seemed chummy with colleagues. I’d need to dig for details, but I didn’t want to.

I had no energy to care about others. I was mentally and physically drained.

Why? The Chairman’s Office on the first-floor lobby had its doors wide open.

Peeking inside, a grim man with an even grimmer scowl sat like a guardian deity. Long black hair flowed like a cape, fiery eyes blazed, and muscles bulged under his suit, overwhelming.

[Chronos’s Eldest Son]  

[One of the Three Chief Gods]  

[CEO]  

[God of Soul Society – Hades]

Talk to that guy? I’ve risked everything for firing, but this is too much. I’d die before getting fired.

“Don’t dawdle, come in!”

A thunderous voice boomed from inside, like a bomb in my ears. Startled, I entered, seeing stacks of paperwork like temple pillars.

My deputy director workload’s already insane, but the CEO’s? Unimaginable.

“Sit anywhere.”

Up close, the CEO was huge. As Chronos’s eldest, maybe his Titan blood or muscles made him twice my size. His pen looked like a club. He wouldn’t bludgeon me with it, right?

—Dare touch my daughter? Thunderbolt Strike!

I’d turn to dust. Frozen in fear, lips sealed, a nymph shouted behind me.

“When inviting a guest, offer a drink…! This Melinoë knows that fridge is stocked…! Of course, this Melinoë’s a newbie with no ties to the CEO…!”

“What!?”

I panicked. Sudden. Ly. A nymph appeared!

“What—!!!”


The CEO seemed just as shocked, his voice like an earthquake, deafening me.

“—!”  

“—!”

What’s everyone saying? My ears are ringing, I can’t hear! Oh, my vision’s darkening… Is this… a heart attack…!? My last sight was the CEO pulling a candy bag from a drawer.

—

……….  

……

“Drugh! Nymph! Candy!”

I jolted awake. Was I napping on this plush sofa?

Scratch scratch—.  

The CEO was signing papers, same as before. Across from me, Lady Melinoë sipped tea elegantly, as if nothing happened.

“Deputy Director Joyi, a nymph? Strange talk. No nymphs in headquarters. No candy for nymphs either. Must’ve dreamed of one. Heh heh…”

Lady Melinoë’s beautiful laugh faded to calm.

“Of course, you wouldn’t dream of nymphs. You hate them. Dreaming of someone you dislike? Impossible, right?”

—“What? Dare dislike nymphs?”

Halt—.  

The CEO stopped signing. Rooar—.

Rumble—.  

The headquarters building shook.

“You nymph-hater!”

Was disliking nymphs a no-go!? He looks furious! My survival instincts screamed, and I prostrated myself.

“…It’s not dislike, just personal discomfort! I don’t hate them! I actually like them! My first thesis was on nymphs!”

—“What!!! Dare like nymphs!?”

Boom boom boom—.  

Crack—.  

The building cracked, gold dust raining from the ceiling.

“Argh! It’s… Conqueror’s Haki!”

“Is Prince Zagreus sneaking to the surface again…!?”

“Typhon’s reviving, for sure!”

Rage on par with demon god Typhon’s revival? He seems angrier than when I said I disliked nymphs… This is… a chance!

“I apologize for enraging the CEO! It’s a grave sin! I’ll take any punishment!”

The CEO, furious because of me. To quell his wrath and get fired, I groveled lower.

“Please fire me!”

A man’s heartfelt plea. Then, Lady Melinoë chuckled—heh heh.

“Joyi, get fired over this? Nonsense. Liking or disliking nymphs—Soul Society doesn’t fire over preferences.”

“Over this? I’m livid! I haven’t been this mad since your brother Zagreus grabbed my collar to run away!”

Runaway? Collar? What’s that about? I wanted to plug my ears. Maybe faint again? Soon, Melinoë’s smile vanished.

“Dad, enough joking. Zagreus running away? That never happened. We’ve always been a ‘happy family.’”

A brief silence followed. Melinoë stood—swipe.

“I’ll grab drinks for our guest, so you two talk.”

Whoosh—.  

She passed through the wall like a ghost, vanishing.

Just me and the Chairman. The awkwardness choked me, but he spoke first, calmly.

“As you see, our family’s normal. Like any normal family, we have minor issues. But everyone’s too busy to fix small problems.”

Honestly, not minor or normal. I couldn’t say that.

“So, Deputy Director Joyi, known for recent excellence, I want to entrust you with a personal task. Unrelated to the company, about my family. Someone in it.”


Someone… Princess Melinoë? Or Prince Zagreus, with his flashy ‘runaway’?

“My wife.”

My guesses were all wrong. His wife, really?

“She hasn’t gone to her parents’ in years.”

That’s a serious problem, isn’t it?



 
  Chapter 35: My Wife Won’t Go to Her Parents’ #1


The love story of the CEO and his wife is famous even on the surface. While patrolling a world cracked by Typhon’s rampage, the CEO fell for a girl at first sight and abducted her to the underworld.

—“Heh heh, come here!”

—“Eek!”

The girl was Kore, daughter of Demeter, goddess of agriculture and seasons. Demeter abandoned her duties to search for her, plunging the surface into a brutal winter, turning it hellish.

Didn’t the Krates family die in that winter?

Eventually, gods mediated. Kore would spend nine months yearly on the surface with Demeter, and three in the underworld.

—“Why must my daughter stay three months below?”

—“Kore ate three pomegranate seeds, binding her to the underworld.”

During those three months, grieving Demeter neglects her work, halting crops and bringing long winters.

So, if the Soul Society’s Lady Persephone doesn’t return to the surface, long winters plague the world.

“But my wife hasn’t gone to her parents’ in years. Maybe she fought with her mother? I can’t figure it out. Asking directly feels awkward.”

Could this tie to Earth’s recent weird weather?

“But if Lady Persephone stays here long, isn’t that good for you? You don’t have to part with your beloved wife.”

The CEO’s face turned gravely serious. His sharp features cast shadows just by frowning.

“You’re too young to get it, but love sometimes needs time apart. A man needs time alone, focused solely on himself.”

I didn’t fully grasp it, but I got the gist. Like how married guys rejoice when their wife takes the kids to her parents’?

“Also, my wife’s been displaying torture tools around the house lately… I worry her long stay underground is affecting her mental state…”

“Torture tools?”

The CEO cleared his throat—ahem.

“Joyi, you owe me. You nullified Orpheus’s punishment, which I personally enforced, and acted arrogantly during the deputy director exam. Want forgiveness? Do this job right.”

So the CEO does hate me! That he notices and remembers a fly like me—should I feel honored? I’m so wronged, I could cry. As I stayed silent, he added,

“Deputy Director Joyi, if you handle this well, I’ll answer one question you’re most curious about. Say, about a certain nymph? Not bad, right?”

Not bad at all. I had tons of questions I couldn’t dare ask.

“But fail, and you’ll face consequences.”

“How should I take responsibility?”

“You’ll leave this glorious Soul Society. We can’t keep someone who fails after meddling in the CEO family’s secrets. Reject the offer now, or never.”

Extend—.  

He offered his hand.

“It’s a huge risk. No greater risk exists in Soul Society. I won’t resent you for refusing.”

“That job!!!”

I grabbed his hand.

“I desperately want to do it!!!!”

“Deputy Director Joyi, risking firing? Do you love nymphs that much? So eager to hear about them from me?”

“No, it’s…”

Whoosh—.  

Lady Melinoë returned through the wall, holding pomegranate juice.

“What were you two talking about? I heard ‘nymph’ just now?”

Worst timing. What do I say? As I racked my brain, the CEO’s voice filled the room.

“Orpheus, the nymph’s husband. We discussed accountability for Joyi nullifying his punishment, which I designed.”

We were talking about his wife. He clearly wanted that kept secret, even from his daughter. Entrusting me with such a personal matter—does the great CEO acknowledge me?

My stomach churned. I’m getting an ulcer.

Getting tangled in Soul Society’s secrets makes escaping harder.

Luckily, failing this task likely means taking responsibility and getting sacked. And success odds are slim.

Why doesn’t Lady Persephone return to the surface? Figuring that out and fixing it—easy? Just ask her, but can I, a nobody, meet the CEO’s wife?

Then, Melinoë hummed—hmph.

“Orpheus’s punishment, huh? Joyi can’t be blamed for nullifying that shoddy regulation. Orpheus himself requested it.”

What? He did? Shocking news startled me.

Orpheus’s punishment—memory loss, forgetting his lover—was his own request?

“Melinoë, we swore to keep that secret.”

“It’s fine. Joyi probably knew.”

…I didn’t. Ahem—. The CEO coughed loudly.

“Now get out. And Joyi, keep being arrogant.”

Flare—!  

His eyes blazed like hellfire. A piercing sensation hit me, and something incredible appeared.

[One Watched by the CEO]  

[Punishment Execution Deputy Director Joyi]

Strange text hovered over my body—a divine effect, like on Admetus or Prince Zagreus.

—

They said leaving headquarters requires a belongings check to prevent theft of valuables. My inspection was extra thorough, down to pocket dust.

[One Watched by the CEO]  

[Punishment Execution Deputy Director Joyi]

Probably because of this weird title. As I removed my shoes, Melinoë chuckled—heh.

“Zagreus once fled to the surface with misfired lightning. Since then, checks got strict.”

“Escaping such a secure place? The prince is something else.”

Half awe, half sarcasm. Melinoë slowly shook her head.

“Zagreus never ran or escaped. Not on paper. So, Joyi, don’t spread such stories, especially around Zagreus.”

I trudged out of headquarters. Tension drained, leaving me limp like a marionette with cut strings. A boneless squid feels like this, huh?

Meeting the CEO and surviving? A miracle.

Now what? My work’s done for today.

“Here’s a souvenir. Headquarters staff get pomegranate wine handmade by Mother annually for holidays. Joyi, you’ve earned it.”

Swipe—.  

Melinoë handed me a bottle. It sparked curiosity.

“Your mother ate three pomegranate seeds, binding her to Soul Society, right? What about this wine?”

“Binding you?”

“If I drink it, will I be trapped here too?”

“Deputy Director Joyi, nothing binds you, like the contract you signed at hiring. Post-business overhaul, food regulations vanished.”

As I thought. I saw a hiring clause: Eating any food in Soul Society doesn’t bind you. Unlike Persephone, I’ve eaten tons here without being trapped. So why can’t I leave?

Need to get fired.

What about Persephone? Why hasn’t she gone to the surface in years?


“Did your mother really return to the surface for nine months, like the story?”

—“Ah, that story.”

Flare—.  

Melinoë’s red eyes flickered like a winter bonfire fed dry logs. Curious about the emotions in them, she explained.

“As a child, I didn’t understand why I had to be apart from Mother for so long. Though a perfect goddess from birth, her absence was sad even for me.”

No kid likes being away from parents. I was devastated when my dad died young.

“Now I’m a proper societal member. I’m past crying over months apart from Mother. But… lately, she doesn’t seem to go to the surface…”

Melinoë only then noticed the oddity. Why? I’m curious, but—

It’s not my problem. Why? I plan to slack off and not solve the CEO’s request. Then he’ll fire me from Soul Society.

I lazed around, doing nothing.

“Why’s Deputy Director Joyi slacking since promotion?”

“Don’t you see that title? He’s handling a special CEO task.”

“Got it!”

Idiots! I’m just loafing!

But doing nothing was tough. Boring. Then I saw a post.

[Plant Gallery Meetup Notice – Author: Chikoreta]  

[Gauging attendees for food prep.]  

[Comment if you want to join! ^^]]

Plant Gallery meetup? I haven’t gone in days—perfect.

“Manager, I’m heading out for fieldwork tomorrow.”

If I’m slacking, I’ll go all-in with a hooky excuse!

—

A man returned home at dusk. Navigating a foyer and living room cramped with ever-growing torture tools, he saw a lavish spread in the kitchen.

“Why so late?”

“…!”

Startled, he turned to see his wife holding a torture tool.

“I made your favorite cactus kimchi today. Cactus radish cubes and pickles, too. Try them.”

“…I ate dinner out.”

“Heh, pity. I waited to eat together.”

She smiled, but shadows in her eyes sparked fear in him.

Slide—.  

She packed the lavish side dishes into containers, stacking them in a bag, like preparing for a long trip.

“Why pack those? Going to your parents’?”

He asked, hopeful. She chuckled—heh.


“No, for tomorrow’s meetup to share with members. Don’t worry, I left enough for your breakfast.”

Piles of kimchi containers. Seeing them, he felt sick.

—What the Happy World.  

Each day shaved years off his life. He couldn’t keep eating kimchi made with torture tools.

Deputy Director Joyi! You must complete your task!



 
  Chapter 36: My Wife Won’t Go to Her Parents’ #2


Back in grad school, most of my friends were full-fledged adults. For some reason, they were hooked on mobile games. I didn’t know much, but their high levels and epic items were obvious.

—“Dude, when did you grind that much? Gaming all night at home?”

—“Nah, barely at home. Mostly at work!”

Gaming at work? Is that possible?

—“Joyi, you’re a grad student, so you wouldn’t know. Companies have peak and off seasons. Busy times, you can’t even hit the bathroom. Slow times, you’re super chill.”

Work life isn’t constant hustle. There are busy and calm periods.

What about *Happy World*’s infamously intense Punishment Execution Department?

“Manager! What do I do with these papers?”

“Budget reports? Hide ‘em! If the audit team catches those, our skulls will throb!”

“These papers for shredding, right? This Krauser’s a newbie, I don’t know!”

“Shred them all! All!”

*Grind grind grind—.*  

With the headquarters audit team’s major audit date confirmed, everyone battled stacks of documents to avoid scrutiny.

Too busy for a bathroom break—that’s this chaos. Then, Manager Bones handed me a thick file.

“Joyi! These are top-secret documents we must hide! If the audit team finds them, not just Punishment Execution but *Happy World* will be humiliated!”

Why give *me* such critical files? Simple: I’m the deputy director, right under the manager. High rank, high responsibility.

“With Deputy Director Joyi here, this audit will work out somehow!”

“Deputy Director Joyi! What should we do?”

“Just give us orders!”

Everyone stared at me like puppies eyeing a treat, their eyes sparkling with expectation. The pressure was ulcer-inducing. No way.

I need to escape!

“Manager, as I mentioned yesterday, I’m heading out for fieldwork. Might clock out from there. Audit prep’s on the rest of you.”

“Fieldwork during audit week, Deputy Director Joyi? I don’t recall any external tasks assigned to you…”

Fieldwork? Like Manager Bones said, there was no such thing.

“Argh! The shredded papers are backing up!”

“We’re short-handed! Need more people!”

In this desperate shortage, I’m bailing with a fieldwork excuse. If they knew, they’d be furious and disappointed.

But what choice do I have? Under the *CEO*’s watch, my life’s more precarious than a candle in the wind. I gotta save myself first.

“Deputy Director! Where you going?”

“Deputy Director Joyiii!”

“Joyi, this Krauser hopes you’re not abandoning us!”

Ignoring their desperate calls, I left the building. *Blaze—.* Daedalus’s sun was so bright, I grimaced.

“Mmm, the scent of freedom.”

Where to now? Obvious: the *Plant Gallery* meetup!

“Venue’s *Happy Flower*.”

Krates’s wife, Kshali, runs that flower shop. A familiar spot, easy to find.

*Happy Flower*. Brimming with flowers and spiky cacti. One of my few healing spots.

*Coming here calms my soul.*

“Oh my, Manager Joyi—no, Deputy Director now, right? My husband’s been grinding for a proxy promotion, but you hit deputy director in just a few years? Impressive.”

*Hohoho—.*  

Kshali covered her mouth, laughing elegantly. Krates, trimming cacti with shears, retorted gruffly.

“Promoting to proxy in 50 years is pretty great too. Joyi’s just freakishly fast. Only Prince Zagreus compares.”

[One Watched by the CEO]  

[Punishment Execution Deputy Director Joyi]

Krates seemed to see the text hovering before me, jaw dropping in awe.

“Wow, a subsidiary deputy director with a *CEO*-granted title? Insane. But with a major audit looming, is it okay for you to be here?”

“…….”

Krates, you jerk, making me hear work talk even in my healing spot? My conscience already stings from ditching my team.

“Krates, a mere proxy like you can’t see the deputy director’s world. Being here is all work-related.”

“…Really? Looks like you’re just playing hooky with a fieldwork excuse. Punishment Execution doesn’t have fieldwork before an audit.”

Krates…! As expected of Team 1’s former ace, his insight’s sharp.

If this guy stayed at the company, pointing out my screw-ups, my rep would tank, boosting my firing odds. *Happy World* lost a gem to those rebel *Tartaros* jerks. My hatred for them surged.

Kshali scolded Krates.

“Dear, how dare you say that to the ultra-busy Deputy Director Joyi? He’s surely on some grand task we don’t know. Stop slacking and set the table! Guests are coming!”

“…Is that so?”

The *Plant Gallery* meetup was at noon, with a shared lunch planned, so folks should arrive soon.

*Clatter—.*  

A chariot stopped at *Happy Flower*. Since riding my *ghost carpet*, I’ve grown curious about *Soul Society*’s vehicles. This chariot, decked in gems, gold, and eerie skulls, was so grand it rivaled my *ghost carpet*.

Even grander was the beast pulling it: a three-headed hellhound, eyes blazing, breathing fiery breath.

—Grrr…  

—Brrr…

Its massive size evoked mythic monsters. Maybe it *was* one, chilling my spine.

“Argh! T-The—Dear! Trouble! Big trouble! Come out! No, run! We gotta get out!”

Krates, carrying drinks for the table, saw the hellhound and collapsed in shock. *Clunk—.*

The chariot door opened, and a foot in floral shoes stepped out. A woman in a black dress adorned with skulls and flames emerged.

[Plant Gallery Admin – Chikoreta]  

[Meticulous Verdant Goddess – Persephone]

My heart stopped; I prostrated myself. In this situation, an ordinary guy like me can only grovel to survive, like pheasants diving at a gunshot.

“Looks like I arrived on time.”

—

Krates felt his stomach twist. If he weren’t already dead, shock and tension would’ve burst his heart.

*Terrifying Lady Persephone at our flower shop!*

The *CEO*’s wife, mistress of headquarters—the former *Hades’s Palace*. A mere proxy like Krates could scarcely dream of seeing her, yet here she was, moving boxes of side dishes.

“Don’t just stand there, move these boxes. I made tons of kimchi. Still 100 more to carry, so no slacking.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Hauling heavy boxes, Krates glanced at Deputy Director Joyi. Why was a key figure like Joyi here during a major audit?

He likely predicted this. *Of course he did! Outshining an ace like me to snag deputy director at lightning speed—a merit-obsessed demon wouldn’t miss this!*

Maybe Joyi ditched work to host the underworld’s queen. His corpse-pale, rigid face showed he knew the weight of his task.

“Joyi, you monster. If you knew this was coming, you could’ve warned me. That Cerberus’s face makes me feel like I’m dying again.”


The giant hellhound pulling the chariot could swallow heroes whole. The woman gently stroked its forehead.

“Spotty, you can head home. But come back tonight to pick me up.”

—Grrr…!  

—Brrr…!  

—Woof…!

*Dash—.*  

Cerberus sped off. The *Plant Gallery* meetup began. But *Soul Society*’s mistress clicked her tongue at the empty table.

“I made tons of kimchi for attendees, but it’s just me, these two gentlemen, and Miss Kshali. I thought plant-growing was booming—”

She smiled, but shadows on her face made her seem angry. Krates, though dead, felt suffocated, dizzy.

*Should I drag everyone I know to fill seats…!?*

Then, silent Deputy Director Joyi pulled out his pager. Calling reinforcements?

“What? Back to the office now? Got it! They can’t do without me! I’m coming! Ugh, sorry to say this at such a rare meetup.”

*Swipe—.*  

Joyi stood.

“Punishment Execution’s swamped pre-audit, so I gotta head back. Really sorry. Can’t ignore my team’s struggles…”

Krates couldn’t fathom Joyi’s plan to ditch, shrinking the already sparse crowd.

*Want to die, Joyi!*

But his courage was admirable. Then—

“You’re Deputy Director Joyi, right? We’re here to discuss the *hell cactus*’s effects you discovered. The star can’t leave. Hold on.”

*Swipe—.*  

The fearsome goddess pulled out a pager and called someone. It connected quickly.

“Hey, son. It’s Mom. Can you reach Lady Nyx at headquarters? Yeah, the audit team. They’re auditing *Happy World*. Can you exclude Punishment Execution?”

What an absurd call to *Soul Society*’s top power, Prince Zagreus—like a mom calling her son!

*Well, they are mom and son!*

And *Nyx*? The primordial nightmare goddess even Zeus fears. Krates wanted to plug his ears.

“Oh, fully excluding’s tough, but they can halve the audit team’s staff? That’ll do. Thanks. I’ll send kimchi to your place soon.”

Halving the audit team—going through the motions to meet regulations minimally.

“Deputy Director Joyi, no need to worry about the audit now. We can enjoy the meetup carefree, right?”

Krates revered Joyi in this stunning turn.

*This guy knew this would happen and came here? A man who rocketed to deputy director wouldn’t miss this. He orchestrated it…!*

Joyi’s moves were on another level. To think he calculated even the dreaded mistress’s actions for his career.

But even Joyi would struggle today. Pleasing the unpredictable *mistress* stumps even the *CEO*.

Still, Krates owed Joyi.

*Joyi, I’ll back you up today to clear our debt!*

Meanwhile, at Punishment Execution’s office—

“Just got word from headquarters: the audit team’s cut in half! Who could pull this off…”

“Deputy Director Joyi! Long live Joyi!”

Krauser raised his hands, and everyone followed.


“Long live!”

“From now on, I, Hedone, am more than Joyi’s supporter—I’m one with him!”

“Hedone, you wench, why’re you one with Deputy Director Joyi?”

“Eek!”

Total chaos.



 
  Chapter 37 – My Wife Won’t Go to Her Parents’ #3






Who’d have thought Plant Gallery’s admin, Chikoreta, was Lady Persephone? Looking back, clues were plenty.

Chi‘Kore’ta’s Kore means “maiden,” Persephone’s childhood name. I thought it was inspired by the cute grass-type Pokémon ChikoXta. Nope.

Persephone and ChikoXta are both grass-types. Joyi, if you truly aimed for firing, you should’ve seen this! A mistake!

I berated myself internally.

Is this situation a gain or loss? Honestly, given my track record, I’d likely lose more. So I tried escaping, citing audit duties.

“No need to worry about the audit team.”

Persephone called her son, Prince Zagreus, and slammed the brakes on the audit team’s activities. Behold her unchecked power. In some ways, this goddess outranks the CEO, making her Soul Society’s ultimate authority.

“Joyi, help me prep drinks.”

Krates nudged my side. Eager to escape, I followed him to the indoor fridge. Glancing around, Krates whispered.

“Joyi, you promotion-crazed demon. To pull this off? A heads-up would’ve been nice!”

Heads-up? I had no clue. Seeing Cerberus, I blacked out standing for two seconds. Before I could explain, Krates sighed—phew.

“Seen the kimchi from hell cacti? Those are torture tools. No mortal body can handle them. I’ll eat them all, so don’t push yourself.”

“Kimchi?”

“I’m repaying my debt to you. A promotion-and-merit nut like you must be planning to scarf down the mistress’s kimchi for points.”

Why would I? I like hell cacti, sure, but as hellwheel barriers, not food. Loving pesticides doesn’t mean I’d drink pesticide juice.

“I’m already dead. Eating torture tool side dishes won’t kill me again. It’ll hurt, but… leave this to me!”

Kind of touching. He felt that indebted?

“Talk too long, and they’ll suspect. Let’s head back. Today, I’ll fight for the family I barely kept!”

Dash—.  

Krates bolted. I slowly approached the tables outside the flower shop.

Tables were lined with kimchi containers. Persephone, chuckling—hoho—showed me the contents. Red, square chunks caught my eye.

“Ho, you cut cacti into cubes for radish kimchi?”

“Right. My own creation. Want a taste?”

Taste? Eating cacti is a bit… As I hesitated, Krates nodded, signaling he’d step in. Swallowing hard, he grabbed a plate.

“…Hoo…”

Kshali chimed in.

“The mistress says eating this kimchi emits waves pests hate, keeping mosquitoes and hellwheels away. Isn’t that amazing?”

What!!!! A food with such a dreamy effect!? After nearly getting jumped by a deputy director-level hellwheel, this was too good to pass up!

“Krates! Hand it over!”

I snatched the plate from Krates and shoveled the side dish into my mouth. I was like a nymph eyeing honey candy. Chewing, I was stunned.

Crunch crunch—.

Surprisingly edible.

No, this is actually tasty!

Like radish kimchi served at a seolleongtang joint? Who knew cacti had a firm, radish-like texture?

“Tasting it, feels like you added cider, right?”

“Heh heh, Deputy Director Joyi’s a gourmet. I used lime-infused soda for sweetness. My husband never notices.”

“In grad school, I stayed at my professor’s house for days, making kimchi. Tried every method. I feel the care in the flavor.”

I made more kimchi than theses. This cactus kimchi felt extraordinary, genuinely impressing me. The fearsome mistress bloomed into a floral smile.

“It’s nice when effort’s appreciated. Cooking for my son, daughter, or husband, I can’t help but pour in care. It came out well, so I wish more could try it…”

She sighed, eyeing empty seats, wistful at the piled kimchi containers.

“We’ll have to share among ourselves.”

“Can I share with people I know?”

“Of course. Better than letting it rot.”

Maybe give some to coworkers. It’d handle the office’s hellwheel swarms. Sounds great. Adding it as a cafeteria staple wouldn’t be bad.

“Deputy Director Joyi, you live alone, right? Don’t just bury yourself in work—eat well when you can. I’ll send you side dishes often.”

Really? Tempting offer. But my stomach churned.

I unintentionally scored big with Soul Society’s mistress, far from my plan to tank my rep for firing.

Should I lower my rep here? Say something she’d hate, like:

“A thought—since you made so much, why not bring some to your mother? Your family’s from Eleusis, right?”

A temple honoring Demeter stood in Greek Eleusis. At my subtle jab, faint wrinkles creased her flawless brow.

Is she upset?

Her frown resembled Melinoë’s. Or rather, Melinoë resembles her mother, Persephone.

“No need to give my mother any. She still treats me like a kid. With my eldest son grown, talking about grandkids, I don’t want to visit just to get nagged.”

Nagging. True, Demeter’s obsessively protective, locking Kore in Sicily, barring her from leaving. Sick of such overbearing parenting?

“But… don’t you have to stay here only three months? Shouldn’t you spend the other nine with your mother on the surface?”

“Oh, that. You know the business overhaul years ago revised food and binding rules? It applied retroactively.”

Wait—retroactively? Meaning…

“Whether I ate a few pomegranate seeds or not, I’m free. I can stay here as long as I want.”

Got it! That’s how it is.

The business overhaul lifted the three-month underworld binding on Persephone.

Kshali asked, “Then you can visit your mother anytime?”

“Miss Kshali, as a married woman, you’d get it. Sometimes, your home with your son, daughter, and husband feels comfier than your parents’.”

“Oh, I get it… At my parents’, I minded Mom’s nagging, but at home, I’m treated like a crown princess. With my husband and son.”

Aha, now I see. There’s no big reason Persephone avoids the surface. She just doesn’t feel like going.

—

Hmm hmm—.  

The man’s wife hummed cheerfully, returning home before evening.

“Everyone loved my kimchi, scraping plates clean.”

“…Great. Your cooking’s top-notch, so naturally!”

“All thanks to you.”

“…Me?”

“Deputy Director Joyi. You sent him to the plant club meetup so I wouldn’t be disappointed by the low turnout, right? I saw your title on him. I pretended not to notice.”

Joyi at the Plant Gallery? The man had no idea. But he was wise.

“Ahem, you caught that? Joyi’s acting must’ve been lousy.”

“Don’t blame him. I’m just sharp. Still, I was touched. Only you think of me like that.”

Hug—!  

She embraced him.

“I’ve been conflicted, but I’ve decided. I’ll stay in Soul Society forever as its mistress, mother, and wife, never returning to my parents’.”

“…What!? Such a huge decision…!? You don’t have to…”


“Don’t say what you don’t mean! You’re thrilled we’ll never part! We’re together forever! Forever!”

Forever—forever—foreveeerrr—her voice echoed like a nightmare in his ears.

Swish—.  

As she went to shower, the man scowled at a hidden fishing rod. He pulled out a box labeled Permanent Seal and stuffed it inside.

—

—Hoo, hoo…!  

—Hoo…!

That night, as I tried sleeping, ghosts knocked. Following them, I found the CEO in a black robe waiting at the Phlegethon River’s ferry.

I rushed to bow, but his words struck like lightning.

“You, Joyi. Whatever you said, my wife declared she’ll never return to her parents’.”

“Still, I learned why. The business overhaul’s retroactive rules freed her from her binding—”

“Ugh, enough. That damned business overhaul. Zagreus, my son, his work’s choking me. Must be the rebellious Chronos blood.”

Rooar—.  

His rage rippled the fiery river. Glancing, I saw his red eyes flicker like a winter bonfire, bittersweet, reminding me of Melinoë.

Her brows take after her mother, but her eyes, her father.

“So—how’s that man?”

After deep silence, he spoke, like dusting off an old book. Who?

“That man?”

“That cursed old geezer. I heard you meet him often, Joyi. A fox like you knows who I mean.”

“If you mean Chronos…”


Should I say he’s fine? Hesitating, with bitter memories of that geezer, the CEO snorted—hmph.

“Forget it. Don’t want to hear it. You did your job, so I’ll keep my promise. Ask your question. One chance, choose wisely.”

Unintended, but things somehow worked out, leading here. I almost think I’m competent.

Not a bad chance. My burning question:

“Who—or what—is the nymph Melinoë ?”



 
  Chapter 38: Every Secret Has a Reason!






To me, the nymph Melinoë  was an extraordinary being. Appearing out of nowhere, inserting herself into everyone’s daily life, then vanishing, forgotten.

What’s the deal? Wouldn’t the CEO know?

Swish—.  

The CEO closed his eyes. Without his radiant gaze, the fiery Phlegethon River nearby glowed brighter. As I grew slightly anxious, his bearded mouth opened, delivering a solemn reply.

“I don’t know who this nymph Melinoë  you speak of is. I’ve never heard of such a nymph. This isn’t a lie.”

What? How’s that possible? Even the CEO doesn’t know?

“Deputy Director Joyi, to a sly and wise serpent like you, this should be answer enough. But your question’s aim is off. If it were me, I’d ask this instead.”

Flare—.  

His eyes opened, blazing again.

—“Why are you the only one who knows of a nymph named Melinoë ? Deputy Director Joyi, you should be more curious about that than who she is—for your life and safety.”

For my life and safety. His voice brimmed with authority, yet I sensed genuine concern for me.

“In Soul Society, to forget and be forgotten happens for a reason. The fates woven by the Moirai hold no accidents or mistakes.”

It’s as if there’s a reason Melinoë must be forgotten by all. So why am I the only one who remembers her?

“Of course, I’ve ruled from the deepest, lowest seat for eons. I know men like you. Warned of danger, you’ll still dive in headfirst.”

He’s got me all wrong. I’m the first to flee danger. But I swallowed those words.

So, I couldn’t pinpoint what Melinoë  is. Still, as the CEO said, “even I don’t know” is a huge answer.

A secret unknown to Soul Society’s mighty CEO. I shouldn’t dig recklessly. Better to live in ignorance.

Dig too deep, and you’ll sink so far you can’t climb out.

—

Morning, I opened my door to find a platinum-shelled beetle sprawled, wriggling. A familiar sight.

“You’re that deputy director-level hellwheel, huh?”

—Zzziiiiik!!!

What a temper. Why’s this guy always lurking near my house? But as I approached, it slunk back.

—Zz, zzziiii…

“Scared of me?”

Unbelievable. The cactus-kimchi’s effect is real! Eat this daily, and deputy director-level hellwheels are no issue.

“Muahaha!”

I strode to work, laughing boldly. As I stepped, hellwheels infesting Happy World’s building fled—scurry scurry. So satisfying.

—Joyi…!?  

—Zzzi…!

“Deputy Director Joyi’s here, and the hellwheels are fleeing!”

“That’s deputy director-level Haki! Most can’t withstand it!”

“Deputy Director Joyi’s so cool…”

“Hedone’s down from deputy director Haki! Newbies, evacuate!”

They’re so dramatic. Probably hyping me up because they think I halved the headquarters audit team. Manager Bones approached, slapping my back—thwack thwack.

“Deputy Director Joyi, your Haki’s so intense even I, a manager, feel it. Truly the hero who crippled the audit team with special fieldwork!”

“Chills, man. The guy who floored Magnus and Markius! This Markius salutes you!”

What are they on about? Over two years at Happy World, and I still can’t adjust. But it felt good, so I let it slide.

A hellwheel-free office. How nice. If every day were like this, I’d enjoy working.

…Wait.

I rethought that. Liking this office? No way. I hate it here.

I need to return to the surface. But the path back feels distant.

Flip—.  

I pulled out a letter for my mom. If I can’t go, I’ll ask Admetus to send it to the surface.

“Mom, this place is hell. Hand-sized hellwheels swarm, sulfur rain falls, and I suffer among skeletons and ghosts.”

She’d freak out if I sent this.

Swish—.

“Argh! Sulfur rain shower!”

“Eek! A swarm of hell-mitchuris is rampaging! This Krauser’s never seen such terror!”

“Stop freaking out and close the windows!”

Weird weather, bizarre beasts. Can’t love this place even if I wanted to.

Crumple—. Fwoosh—.  

I burned the letter with a candle. It’s 9 a.m.

“No more fussing—let’s start work. The audit team’s halved, but they’re still coming, so stay sharp.”

I’m glad the audit isn’t canceled. Maybe I can showcase my incompetence to tank my evaluation.

—

“Move all these documents to the supply warehouse? This Krauser can’t do it alone! Even pulling an all-nighter won’t cut it!”

Krauser gaped at the document mountain. Lately, I’ve noticed this newbie often whines about tasks being too hard.

“Why hide documents right before an audit?”

So curious. In short, utterly useless. Which is great. Keeping him close will drag my evaluation down too.

“In Soul Society, there’s a saying: there’s a reason to forget and be forgotten. Hiding sensitive documents pre-audit has its reasons.”

Like papers that’d cause trouble if found—say, the shoddy Orpheus Punishment Regulation. That reminded me.

“Speaking of, Krauser, I heard from a higher-up that a prisoner’s memory loss punishment was self-requested—”

“Gah!”

Flinch—!  

Krauser jolted. I felt like a detective flashing a light, yelling, Gotcha!

“Why do you think someone would do that?”

“…I-I don’t know who, but Soul Society says there’s a reason to forget and be forgotten. Maybe they had memories they desperately wanted to erase…”

Krauser, you jerk. Thinking of how you caused my struggles and pushed me to deputy director makes me mad.

“Ahem! Gotta move! No time to slack! Moving all these documents—ugh, busy!”

Huff puff—.  

Krauser hustled with the papers. Watching, Manager Bones, teary with his skeletal face, marveled.

“Guiding that trash-tier newbie Krauser to work so hard! Deputy Director Joyi, your knack for charming Sisyphus and Chronos was no fluke!”

“Deputy Director Joyi’s so amazing…”

“Hedone’s down again!”

Full-time employee Hedone, a petite, yellow-haired rookie, was like a frail chick. She’s been fainting often lately—troublesome.

“I’ll take her to the medical team.”

Perfect. Using Hedone as an excuse, I’ll hide and slack off.

Swipe—.  


As I reached for the collapsed Hedone, whoosh—. Something passed through, and Lady Melinoë appeared, scowling fiercely.

I’d never seen her this angry, so I dropped Hedone in shock.

“No! Lady Melinoë! This is—”

Thud—.

“Ow! Ouch…”

“An executive’s enraged!”

“Someone’s getting fired today!”

“Firing—scarier than death!”

The office buzzed instantly. Melinoë clicked her tongue—tch—and calmed her expression, speaking icily.

“Regular hours, in and out—that was my rule. But today, I must break it. Everyone’s working overtime.”

Overtime. Those two words sparked wails everywhere. Why now? Because I picked up Hedone…!?

Slide—.  

Melinoë produced something: a jet-black feather, like a raven’s. Manager Bones gaped, his jawbone clattering to the floor.

“Arghhh!”

With his jaw gone, I couldn’t understand him! I picked it up, and he reattached it, shouting again.

“Arghhh!”

What’s he saying? I’ve never seen Bones this panicked. What’s with that raven feather? He finally yelled clearly.

“That’s Lady Nyx’s feather! Princess! Why do you have it—!?”

Nyx… the terrifying goddess even the CEO and Zeus avoid?

Equal to Gaia, mother of all positive things, Nyx—primordial night, mother of all negative things—her feather!? For example, Happy World’s president Thanatos and Charon Transport’s Charon, ancient high-ranking gods, are mostly Nyx’s children.

Shiver—.  

Instinctive fear gave me goosebumps. Bones’s freakout was justified! Not fainting, just losing his jaw, deserves praise for his grit.

“N-N-N-Nyx…”

“Hedone’s out again!”

“Employees are dropping like flies!”

Collapsing staff. Melinoë clicked her tongue—tch.

“You all know Deputy Director Joyi’s special fieldwork slashed the audit team’s size, thanks to wisely hosting my mother. But the audit team’s being stubborn.”

Point—.  

She showed everyone Nyx’s feather.

“They’ll keep the halved headcount but send Lady Nyx’s direct subordinates. Some executives too, mostly Nyx’s children.”

So, instead of a full team, they’re sending an elite few. This is—

“A declaration of war from the headquarters audit team on Happy World. This feather, sent to the president’s office today, is their notice. War’s coming.”

War. Not mere bravado.

“What about our president…?”

Bones asked, securing his jaw. Melinoë shook her head.

“Thanatos has no intent to defy Mother Nyx’s authority. If this continues, Happy World will collapse, teams will disband, and employees will be fired.”

What? Fired?

“So, Joyi, take leave on audit day. That’s an order from the vice president. This war’s a retaliatory event to teach you a lesson for thwarting the audit team repeatedly.”

Retaliation? I get it. If someone like me kept sabotaging my work, I’d be pissed too. Imagine being inches from my dream firing, only for someone to block it. I’d curse them with confidence.

“Princess! We should hide Deputy Director Joyi completely! Markius, you know a hiding spot the audit team won’t find, right?”

“It’s tight, but not impossible.”

But!

Rumble rumble—.  

My blood boiled. I’m a human power plant!

“No leave for me. I won’t hide! Tell the audit team to bring it on!”


“What, Joyi!? You’re throwing eggs at a boulder!”

“I’ll fight alongside everyone! We’re a subsidiary, but we’ll show the audit team our unyielding spirit!”

“Woooh!”

“Deputy Director Joyi’s so cool!”

“Hedone’s dead!”
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A retaliatory audit from the audit team is coming. How terrifying and strict will it be? They’ll dig up every sin, real or not, and dish out punishments.

Even I, dubbed a competent deputy director, won’t withstand it. In this war, can a mere mortal like me survive?

“But I’ll never run!”

Fall gloriously. Get fired. That’s my desired fate.

My junior colleague Hedone grabbed my arm, sobbing.

“Deputy Director Joyi, you idiot! Why go so far!? What’s your reason for sacrificing yourself for this company and its staff!?”

“It’s—”

Zing—.  

A chilling gaze made me turn. Lady Melinoë watched our melodrama, her eyes blazing red, like a ‘goddess power plant’ fueled with dry logs.

“Woah! Look at that fiery stare! Our goddess is surely moved by Deputy Director Joyi’s declaration! This Krauser, known for social savvy and quick wit, can tell!”

“Hedone, get off.”

I detached Hedone. Aiming for firing and discipline, the one tactic I’d never use is a scandal. In Happy World’s work environment, a scandal means straight to firing or worse.

But Melinoë might say, “A disloyal employee like you should become a hellwheel, zap!” and split my skull. So I tried peeling Hedone off, but she clung like a stag beetle on tree sap!

“Deputy Director Joyi! You can’t die! Waaah—”

Die? Why would I? Hedone, don’t jinx me. Then Melinoë let out a soft hum—hmph.

“Deputy Director Joyi seems reckless, but he’s not. He’s driven by clear goals to rise. He doesn’t fight losing battles. So, no fussing.”

Clap clap—.

“Back to your seats and prep for the audit.”

—

Goddess Melinoë strolled through Happy World’s garden, created post-business overhaul. Her jet-black hair contrasted with the flowerbeds, yet she blended in, being the daughter of Persephone, goddess of verdure.

Mothers and daughters resemble each other. Like how Alecto, goddess of vengeance, mirrors her mother’s cruelty.

“Princess, you might cry like when you parted from your mom. This audit’s gonna be brutal.”

“I’ve never cried, Alecto. Unlike my brother, I was born a perfect, flawless goddess.”

“Hmph, sure. But you’re awfully calm despite Nyx’s feather. Or are you so shocked you’ve lost it?”

Giggle giggle—.  

Alecto and her Erinyes sisters, original audit team members, knew how ruthless their investigations could be.

No one could endure it, not even top executives. Yet Melinoë snorted at Alecto.

“Worry about yourself instead. Joyi’s declared a head-on fight, meaning he won’t hold back.”

“Huh? Worried about us? This war’s because Joyi disgraced our audit team’s authority multiple times!”

“That’s his strategy. Joyi’s a lion hunting for merit. You, the easiest prey in headquarters, just walked into his jaws.”

Slit—.  

Melinoë’s red eyes narrowed. Alecto exploded.

“What? You’re saying our audit team’s prey for a mortal? You bloody wench! When you were in the womb, I—”

“The audit team’s rotten, right? Why else bring in a ‘horned woman’ from a partner company during the business overhaul? To check your corruption.”

“Sh-Shut up! Hmph! Seems our princess fancies that mortal Joyi. Fallen in love? How romantic—”

“Not at all. I’m a thorough nightmare incarnate. I don’t favor or coddle any employee. I just invest in the competent.”

“Oh, look, Joyi’s strolling with a female colleague!”

Whip—!  

Melinoë’s gaze followed Alecto’s finger. No one was there.

“Whoops, my mistake.”

“…….”

Crumple—.  

Melinoë scowled, her hair bristling—rumble rumble. Alecto gulped. The ‘terrifying nightmare Melinoë,’ once rivaling Zagreus for succession, seemed back. Provoking her further meant nightly torment.

…But she’s cute, right?

Vengeance goddess Alecto loved tormenting. Cute things? Even more so.

“Joyi strolling with a female colleague piques your interest? They say single employees at deputy director level get marriage proposals left and right.”

“Fragrant flowers attract bees and butterflies. A stellar employee naturally draws admiration. You can’t blame the flower or the butterflies.”

“Right, right. Come to think, Joyi’s a heroic exemplar unseen for centuries. Worthy of my interest and affection. Should I be a butterfly?”

“What?”

“If he loses his job in this audit, I might keep him as my personal butler. Hmm, worth considering—”

“Joyi won’t get fired. You Nyx faction better wash your necks. If Joyi’s integrity shines, you’ll lose your stake.”

The Nyx faction holds roughly 200% of shares, surpassing the CEO’s sole 91%. Such formidable figures backed Zagreus over Melinoë in the succession, leading to the absurd business overhaul.

Zagreus. To topple him, first crush his pawns—the Nyx faction.

Joyi saw this and sparked this event, prodding the sluggish Nyx faction. Turning my crisis into opportunity.

Alecto spread her wings—flap—ready to return to her workplace.

“Hmph! Show me this miracle! But this audit’s led by my sibling Apate. Once she’s involved, your precious Joyi will be torn to shreds.”

Apate, strategic planning’s mastermind, god of deceit and trickery, infamous for ruthless tactics.

“…Joyi.”

—

“Manager Bones, you were originally from the headquarters audit team, right?”

“Yup!”

“What’s it like? Office vibe, policies, that stuff.”

“Deputy Director Joyi, know your enemy and yourself for victory, eh? What a thorough man! Already scouting the enemy! Everyone, learn from this!”

I think the audit team’s got issues. Cliques, factions.

Astaroth’s proof.

Why bring an executive-level talent from a partner company? Why only for the audit team?

It’s Prince Zagreus’s doing, meticulous enough to win the succession war against Melinoë. There’s a reason.

There had to be a problem. And problems breed incidents.

Incidents always bring stormy firings or disciplines. I hope I can dive into that storm.

But Bones misunderstood.

“…Wait, you’re not just planning to block the audit team but to tear their throats out and win?”

He thinks my interest means I’m set to fight and triumph. Opposite, actually. I want to learn their pet peeves to do exactly what they hate. Bones shook his head.

“Stop, Joyi. Don’t dig too deep into the audit team’s darkness. Especially avoid the ‘Night Faction’—”

Bones gasped—gasp—covering his mouth with bony fingers, glancing around, and warned me.

“Forget what I said. It’s for your safety.”

“Why?”

“…In Soul Society, seeking certain knowledge is dangerous. Taboos. Like Cerberus’s diet…”

Bones trembled hard. What’s with Cerberus’s food that’s so scary?

Still, the audit team clearly has more issues than expected. Should I probe?


“Could it be, Manager, your demotion from headquarters to here was due to this ‘Night Faction’? And your peer Keleton, fired and now self-employed…?”

“Enough! I can’t say more! Don’t dig further! Your competence might ruin you!”

Knowledge itself is a dangerous taboo. A goldmine not underground but in headquarters.

“So, Deputy Director Joyi, how will you shock us this time? Surely you’ve got a mind-blowing plan my empty skull can’t fathom?”

“Of course. Trust me. Panicking or acting flustered lets enemies spot and bite our weaknesses. So, everyone, act normal.”

“Act normal before an internal audit? No countermeasures—? That’s what you’re saying?”

Bones’s eyes flickered blue with distrust. Staff murmured, faces worried. The opportunity’s here.

“Normal’s fine. Normal. If anything happens, I’ll take responsibility! No need for overtime today!”

“…No overtime?”

“Today? Tomorrow?”

“How about a group dinner instead of overtime? My treat. Name your cravings!”

“Ooooh!”

“I want truffle-topped golden caviar. A friend bragged about it at a fancy restaurant, but it’s too pricey for my salary…”

Fancy restaurant? Hedone, this tiny junior, plans to bankrupt me. But—

“Alright! Let’s go!”

“Joyi! Deputy director’s made you generous!”

“Man, this Markius salutes you!”

Eek eek—.  

The office mood brightened instantly.

Rush—.  

I led everyone to the dinner spot. No one knows I’ve got no plan or strategy.

Time flew. Four days later, audit day.

Demon-like audit team members stormed in. Now, expose my sins and fire me!


“I’m Apate, executive director of strategic planning, overseeing this audit. Also called the god of deceit. Before we start, Deputy Director Joyi, a word—”

A dark-circled executive glared at me.

“How and where did you plant spies among us!? Making us distrust and fight each other, you demonic Deputy Director Joyi!”

What’s she talking about? I just slacked and partied daily, no audit prep.
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Apate, executive director of strategic planning, a key brain of the Nyx faction, excelled in deception and schemes. Thus, Happy World’s audit was entirely in her hands.

“The audit’s in four days. But that’s just the surface date, a facade. This is all about retaliatory punishment.”

The audit’s core was to discipline Deputy Director Joyi, who disrespected the audit team’s authority, and the Punishment Execution Department shielding him. Announcing the audit date, watching targets scramble in panic—that was Apate’s strategic crux.

“What if we delay the audit suddenly? Or move it up?”

Longer or shorter prep time would exhaust them further. It was a form of punishment. But shocking news reached Apate.

“What? The entire Punishment Execution Department is feasting at a fancy restaurant? Is this confirmed!?”

Their reaction far exceeded Apate, the god of deceit’s expectations. With a fiery audit looming, they’re leisurely dining?

Her direct subordinate, Narcissus, bowed and asked.

“What now? Should we raid these insolent fools unannounced? With your authority, Lady Apate, you could ambush a mere subsidiary department for a surprise audit!”

“Yes, let’s—”

Wait. Apate’s hand froze. Her top spot in strategic planning wasn’t won by chance; she quickly saw through her opponent’s move.

“No raid. It’s their deception tactic.”

“Deception tactic?”

“Narcissus, you’ve heard of Deputy Director Joyi’s fame. A mere subsidiary employee, yet rumored to be a meticulous ‘demon.’ He even aced the recent promotion exam.”

“Not into rigged promotion tests, but I’ve heard of Joyi…”

“Would such a guy carelessly feast at a high-end restaurant before an audit? It’s nonsensical. Thus…”

Thwack—.  

Apate slapped her desk.

“It seems careless, exposing weaknesses, but it’s calculated. Acting rashly will backfire. It’s a trap.”

Why feast at a fancy restaurant now? What’s their aim? Zing—. A spark of insight flashed through Apate’s mind.

“Last year, where did the safety management team treat us to loosen their audit? Rare liquor, lavish gifts.”

“That place with truffle caviar…!? Could their dining spot be where we secretly met the safety management team—”

“Exactly! Joyi knows about our secret dealings with the safety management team! How did this leak…!?”

Truly a deputy director worthy of a private CEO meeting. But Apate still believed she was a step ahead, having unraveled Joyi’s plot.

“If our exclusive info leaked, there’s one answer: a spy among us.”

“A spy!”

“Before invading externally, secure internal unity and weed out traitors—tactic’s first rule. Find the spy. No one goes home until we do!!!!”

“…Truly wise, Lady Apate!”

Thus began a vicious spy hunt within the Special Audit Team. For days, they distrusted and suspected each other. Yet Joyi’s supposed spy remained elusive.

Who is it!? Could it be Narcissus? My aide for ages, he knows our sensitive secrets best!

Apate suspected Narcissus. On reflection, there were red flags.

Why’s Narcissus always squinting? Highly suspicious.

Distrust spreads like ink on paper. It gnawed at her.

“Lady Apate! What’s this about searching my house and phone!?”

“Quiet, Narcissus! If you’re innocent, there’s no issue with checking! Unless you’re the spy?”

“What? You doubt my loyalty? Search away! See if I’m Joyi’s spy!”

Narcissus’s seized phone was filled with selfies—nude ones. His home was plastered with nude self-portraits.

“Agent Narcissus, still stuck in mortal habits?”

“Narcissism?”

“Drowned in a lake over it.”

“Nude selfies… pfft!”

Murmuring staff. Narcissus’s face reddened.

“See! My innocence is proven? After tarnishing my honor, I won’t hold back! I suspect plenty too! It’s all or nothing! You there!”

“Me?”

“Your Hermes Net account! Show every post and comment! Everything! No hiding!”

“That’s not a thing! It’s a privacy violation!”

“What’s this post? ‘Want to get beaten by angry nymphs’? You’re into that!?”

“Eek!”

A bloodbath erupted within the audit team, swords drawn at each other. Still, Joyi’s spy showed no trace.

Audit day arrived. The Special Audit Team, famed for ferocity, was fractured by infighting, morale shattered, exhausted from days without rest.

Conversely, Happy World’s Punishment Execution Department seemed more united than ever, morale sky-high from days of upscale dining.

All part of Joyi’s scheme!

Apate confronted Joyi, furious.

“How and where did you plant spies among us!? Making us distrust and fight, you demonic Deputy Director Joyi!”

“Who, me?”

Joyi looked genuinely shocked, even wronged, claiming innocence.

“What did I do? Great executive, pity this foolish mortal and explain clearly.”

His innocent victim act nearly fooled Apate. But as a master of deceit, she wasn’t swayed.

“Silence! Think I don’t see your filthy schemes!? I won’t back down! For Narci’s dignity, ruined by your spy!”

“My dignity was ruined by your suspicions, Lady Apate!”

—

The audit team’s leader, an executive, stormed in, raging. I was genuinely baffled—what did I do? Lately, I’ve done nothing.

Before the audit, I dropped all work. No overtime; I treated staff to lavish dinners on my way home, spending my salary and savings to ease my guilt for their upcoming struggles. Clueless colleagues and juniors swore loyalty to me.

…Why’s she mad? Did he see through my plan?

My strategy: half-ass audit prep to get caught. Maybe Apate saw through it.

My plan was a desperate makeshift from my average brain, but Apate, dubbed the god of deceit, was a formidable executive.

Perhaps she exposed my clumsy attempt to get fired. If everyone found out? If Melinoë heard…!?

—“Trying to get fired on purpose? Such insolence deserves torment. Become a deputy director-level hellwheel, zap!”  

—Jowziiiiik!!!

I must avoid that! So I half-admitted.

“Alright, some of it was intentional. But all of it? No. Since nothing happened, can’t we let it slide…!?”

“Nothing happened!? Your petty trick kept us from home for four days, stuck at work, pulling all-nighters—!”

Apate clenched her fist. But she leaned in, whispering.

“How much do you know about our ‘Night Faction’ and ‘safety management team’ connection? What did your spy tell you?”

Connection? No clue. I frowned, and Apate, frantic, added.

“Don’t play dumb. Think this Apate can’t spot a mortal’s weak poker face? I’m the god of deceit and strategy!”

I really don’t know what you’re talking about. I glanced at Manager Bones for help, but he was busy freaking out, blue eyes flickering.

“Joyi’s toying with the terrifying Special Audit Team and Apate! The power dynamic flipped!”

I’m losing it. Let’s think.


Melinoë called this audit a ‘war.’ The auditors, grinding their teeth after days of toil, must be stressed. That pressure’s driving Apate nuts, causing hallucinations, delusions.

Sounds plausible to me.

But Apate suddenly laughed—hahaha.

“Fine, I didn’t want to say this, but did you know Happy World has spies? From the regressionists, Tartaros.”

Tartaros—rebels insisting Happy World revert to Tartaros, rejecting the business overhaul, demanding a return to the past.

They hid weapons in Krates’s field, ruining my ‘real estate scam firing’ plan. They’re my enemies. Their spies in Happy World?

“Using Agent Krates’s corruption to manipulate him shows deep intel. Only possible by observing him long-term within Happy World.”

Makes sense. I vaguely suspected it too.

“They stole unfired lightning and Cyclops iron stakes from Happy World’s supply warehouse, hiding them in fields for their uprising. Such boldness requires an insider!”

Shocking. Narcissus, the squinting guy, was stunned too.

“…Lady Apate, wasn’t that classified until more intel came in? Revealing it now risks them destroying evidence or fleeing…”

“Catch them before they flee. Based on intel and profiles, I’ll name the traitor here. It’s you!”

Point—!  


Apate’s finger singled someone out. The target flinched.

“This Krauser, a traitor!? Even I didn’t know! To think I had acting talent to fool myself! What a twist!”

“Sigh, not you, clown! The guy behind you!”

“Me?”

Markius frowned, his already bandit-like eyes glinting menacingly.
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Apate pointed at my colleague Markius, declaring him a spy for the rebel Tartaros faction.

“Markius?”

“Markius, a rebel…?”

The office buzzed instantly. Manager Bones, incredulous, questioned.

“Executive Director, why is Markius a rebel spy? I hope there’s solid reasoning for suspecting my subordinate.”

“I’ll explain. Markius, in life, you were a notorious bandit, right? You betrayed and killed your comrades, even tried to murder the boss who raised you, dying with him!”

What? I thought his face was just bandit-like, but he’s an actual ex-bandit? A psychopath who killed over ten people?

“…That terrifying?”

“No surprise. His face is scary…”

“Total spy vibes!”

“Physiognomy’s a science—”

The office atmosphere wavered—murmur murmur. Apate, seizing the moment, snapped her fingers—click.

“Betrayal’s sweeter than opium. So, Markius, my theory: unable to quit backstabbing, you’re plotting to betray Happy World too.”

“…….”

Markius, usually chatty, went silent. Silent Markius? Rare.

Is he actually a rebel? His face is suspicious!

This is my chance!

“Wait! My colleague Markius is not a rebel! I vouch for him! If he’s found guilty, I’ll take full responsibility!”

With Markius looking guilty, vouching for him—and taking the blame—will redirect the fallout to me. Like blocking a 10-meter tsunami with a pot lid. Perfect!

“Deputy Director Joyi’s right! There’s a chance Markius isn’t a spy! Heck, I could be the spy!” Krauser piped up.

That useless guy probably doesn’t even know what he’s saying.

The key: Apate took my vouch—snap. Her orange eyes gleamed as she clapped—clap clap.

“Vouching, Deputy Director Joyi? Only those ready to sacrifice everything for another can claim that. Are you okay losing your job for Markius?”

“Absolutely!”

Instant reply. The office erupted like a tidal wave. Especially Hedone, the chick-like junior, crying rivers.

“Oh, how Deputy Director Joyi loves his staff! He cherishes colleagues and subordinates like his own body!”

Hedone, you naive fool. Selfish as I am, who else compares?

But her naivety seemed contagious—

“Deputy Director Joyiii!”

“I’ll take responsibility too!”

“Me too! If Joyi quits, I’m out!”

Why’s everyone quitting? Did the fancy restaurant food I treated them to mess them up?

Apate, seeing us, got angrier.

“So many idiots volunteering for punishment! Fine, detain them all! You’re locked up with Markius until he confesses!”

—

Happy World has many prisons.

Despite its cheery name, it’s designed for punishment and torture. Our Punishment Execution Department was thrown into a massive prison built for Titans.

In this mess, I found it kinda funny. What are we doing? Is this a dream?

As I chuckled—snicker snicker—Manager Bones, trembling beside me, gasped.

“In such despair, you’re laughing! Joyi, you must have a trump card! Do you truly believe Markius is innocent?”

Innocent? Nah, I don’t think so. Markius, with his thuggish face, was a bandit. Even if not a rebel spy, he’s likely done plenty wrong.

While we’re locked up, the ferocious audit team will dig through Markius’s sins, down to every convenience store receipt. Something’s bound to turn up.

He’ll get disciplined. And I, with 60x leverage on my vouch, will crash spectacularly. Flawless plan.

So flawless, even Apate, god of deceit, didn’t catch it. My perfect victory. I could laugh!

Struggling to stifle it, Markius sighed—phew.

“Joyi, everyone, sorry you’re jailed because of me.”

“No worries, Markius,” I replied.

“Joyi, why the formal tone?”

Formal? You stabbed multiple people to death, you psychopath. Treat you casually, and who knows if you’d shank me? That made me rethink my past interactions with him.

Manager Bones asked Markius, “No one in Punishment Execution lacks a story, but yours stands out. What’s the deal? Since we’re in this together, spill.”

Markius averted his eyes. Must be hard to share.

“If it’s tough, don’t say,” I encouraged. No confession could flip this hopeless situation.

“And everyone, don’t worry. I’ll bear the responsibility alone.”

Firing’s enough for me. If others lose jobs because of me, that’d haunt my dreams.

Markius laughed—haha.

“Joyi, you’ve got my respect. Alright, I’m decided. I’ll be honest. As a kid, my country was overrun by bandits. Laughter became a luxury.”

Markius reminisced. After recent weird events, I sensed something bad brewing. He shouldn’t speak, but he chattered on—blab blab.

“My sister and parents were killed by bandits. At seven, I groveled to survive, obeying them. It took years, but I completed my revenge. A common tale.”

A vengeance demon! Markius was a terrifying avenger!

“That’s it?” Bones frowned, as if the story was dull. Others agreed. Hedone, who faints often, even yawned.

“Kinda boring.”

“Lacks punch.”

Punch? I got it. Punishment Execution staff deal daily with vile criminals and demons. Markius’s bandit-revenge tale feels mundane.

“Still, it was hard to share. Betrayal’s betrayal. My rough face scares people, but Joyi, you never judged me from day one.”

Stand—.  

Markius rose, scanning the room.

“Being trusted by so many is a first. I wanted to hide longer, but I can’t let valued colleagues suffer in a Titan’s prison.”

Clang clang—.  

He tapped the cold iron bars.

“I’ll confess.”

Confess? Was he really a Tartaros spy? Chills ran through me as he continued.

“I’m Markius, manager from headquarters’ Safety Management Team. On Prince Zagreus’s orders, I re-entered as a newbie to infiltrate Punishment Execution.”

What? Headquarters manager? My mind reeled. I didn’t know where this talkative bandit’s story was going, but it was spiraling beyond my control!

“I infiltrated Happy World to catch a big fish supporting Tartaros regressionists. I’ve long gathered enough evidence. But—”

Markius glanced at us, huddled on the floor. His fierce, white-eyed gaze held a tender affection.

“I got attached to this charade. Staying too long, I grew fond and forgot when to leave, causing trouble for everyone.”

Pat—.  

He placed a hand on my shoulder.

“Especially you, Joyi. You saw through my identity but kept it secret. All I can say is thanks. You’ve got this Markius’s respect!”


“What did I see through?”

“No need to play dumb. You believed in my innocence more than anyone. Only someone who already knows would act like that.”

Apate, rushing to the detention center, questioned Markius through the bars.

“You’re Zagreus’s confidant? Infiltrating Punishment Execution for years to investigate rebels, with evidence already secured? Then the spy—”

“Not a spy, Lady Apate. If this leaks, it’ll be the biggest scandal since the business overhaul. Right—”

Glance—.  

Markius looked toward the prison entrance, where Happy World’s president, Thanatos, stood, his blue eyes glowing eerily.

“—President Thanatos of Happy World. Or should I say, Commander Thanatos of Tartaros regressionists?”

Murmur murmur—.  

The atmosphere surged like waves. Markius continued.

“Power to overlook Krates’s corruption. Authority to access the supply warehouse unrecorded, smuggling weapons. All evidence points to your betrayal.”

Thanatos, god of death, his eyes glinting coldly.

“I thought I could hide longer, but Deputy Director Joyi’s competence was too great a variable. How about joining me? A scout offer.”

What did I do? I’m so wronged, I could cry.

Apate shouted, “Protect Deputy Director Joyi! We can’t let Tartaros steal such talent! Defend him, even at the cost of a second death!”

Whoosh—.  

Goddess Melinoë appeared.

“Thanatos, surrender quietly. Even you can’t face two executives at once. One wrong move, and you’ll face tormenting nights.”

Executives faced off, their intensity felling subordinates.

“Th-The executives’ Haki is too strong!”

“Can’t breathe…”

Heavy tension! Thanatos opened his stone-heavy mouth.

“If a strawberry runs away?”

A strawberry running? What’s that mean?

“Strawberry jam.”

Poof—!  

Thanatos vanished in a puff of mist.

That night, every Soul Society evening paper screamed:


Shock! Happy World President’s Scandalous Betrayal!

Prince Zagreus’s Operative M’s Infiltration Exposes Plot—

M: “Joyi’s secrecy made the investigation smoother.”

Executive Director Apate Sacked!

Thanatos’s betrayal a fatal blow to Nyx’s executive faction—



 
  Chapter 42 – Feng Shui Matters Too





The morning after the shocking revelation of Happy World President Thanatos’s betrayal, the office was unprecedentedly chaotic.

“Now, I bid you all farewell. Thanks for everything.”

Wave wave wave—.  

Markius waved to everyone. The guy who cracked lame jokes daily was a headquarters manager? Astonishing.

I thought I’d adapted to Happy World, but surprises keep coming, making me worry for my heart. This place isn’t for adapting—it’s for escaping.

“Joyi.”

“Yes, Manager.”

“Just call me Markius. We’re friends.”

Hand—.  

He gave me his card.

[Safety Management]  

[Manager – Markius]

“Visit me at headquarters. Safety Management’s access is tight, but for you, whom I respect, it’s likely possible.”

Join Prince Zagreus’s direct team? That’d trap me in this underworld forever. Terrifying thought.

“See you all somewhere, someday!”

Gruff-faced Markius packed and left. The office buzzed.

“Markius, a headquarters manager? Still can’t believe it.”

“Like a lie.”

“Did Joyi know from the start? That’s why he was nice?”

“His caliber’s different.”

Clap clap—.  

Manager Bones clapped his bony hands.

“Back to work! Happy World never rests, no matter the situation! Hedone, get the new prisoner catalog by lunch!”

Back to normal. But of course, it wouldn’t be.

“What’ll happen to Happy World now?”

“The president’s seat is empty.”

“Will Lady Melinoë become president? Or will headquarters send another executive?”

Murmuring staff. I was curious too. Bones approached, patting my shoulder.

“Joyi, let’s step out for a smoke.”

Smoke? I’m a non-smoker. But I didn’t refuse.

Smoking during work hours? Perfect slacking excuse.

—

“This situation’s serious. Headquarters and subsidiaries alike are facing a bloody purge. Countless jobs lost, people thrown to the streets. A storm’s coming.”

A storm? I had no idea. My surroundings were so calm, almost peaceful.

Why’s this purge bypassing me? Hit me too!

“Of course, this storm might be a tailwind for you. You know various headquarters departments are eyeing you, especially Safety Management.”

Bones puffed on a cigarette with his skeletal frame. No lungs—how’s he smoking?

“Safety Management is Prince Zagreus’s direct department. Join, and your life will bloom. A smooth road ahead.”

Smooth road? No way. I don’t want that.

“Manager, I love Happy World and Punishment Execution. I don’t want to leave. If I must, I’d rather quit!”

“…Joyi, your company loyalty and camaraderie bring tears! But we’re not the vessel for a fish like you. Chaos is coming. You belong in bigger waters.”

No! Don’t send me to headquarters! Especially not Safety Management.

Why? Markius, who overrates me, is manager there. He’d pile merits on me with weird excuses, leading to promotions, not firing. Spine-chilling thought.

Flip—.  

Bones pulled a paper from between his ribs.

“I got orders to recommend you to headquarters. Direct from the CEO. I haven’t told everyone, but you must leave us…”

Directly from the CEO? Even Bones, a crafty skeleton, can’t ignore that.

“Exactly.”

Whoosh—.  

Princess Melinoë appeared through the wall.

Every ghostly entrance shaves a decade off my life. She elegantly touched her forehead.

“Joyi, like me, you’re headed to headquarters.”

“Wait, you too, Lady Melinoë?”

“Yes. With President Thanatos’s rebellion, it’s unprecedented. A new presidential team, each Protogenoi-level, will take over Happy World to clean up.”

Protogenoi—primordial deities, like Gaia, untouchable even by Zeus. Nyx, goddess of negative night, is one too.

“With them handling it, Happy World will stabilize quickly. The issue is you, Joyi. Headquarters has many people and executives who don’t like you.”

Being hated by scary bosses? I almost lost motivation… but wait, isn’t that great?

They’ll all be itching to fire me. Sounds perfect.

“Especially the ‘Night Faction’ is gunning for you. Apate’s disgrace and Thanatos’s betrayal heavily damaged their standing.”

Headquarters’ audit team will target me even more passionately. Good. Decided.

“Manager Bones, with your influence, can you write a recommendation? If I must go to headquarters, I want to choose my path.”

“A recommendation? Sure. Want Safety Management? Markius would be more reliable for that.”

Someone asked, “Where do you want to go?”

Someone answered, “Neutral ground.”

But I’m different. The battlefield.

—

Packing was endless. Gifts from my officer promotion. More from my deputy director promotion. Boxing them up felt infinite.

“Deputy Director, don’t forget us there.”

Sniff sniff—. Hedone cried. Soon, staff everywhere sobbed. Is leaving me that bad?

“Idiots, why cry? You should be glad I’m going to headquarters. Honestly, I’ve only caused you trouble. That’s all I planned, and maybe will.”

—Jouji.  

—Jouuujiii.

I scanned the office, filled with hellwheels and eerie ghosts. Two years here. I thought leaving would feel refreshing, but why this bittersweetness?

“Markius is gone, and now you, Joyi. Punishment Execution will feel lonely. New hires and sprouts will come, but still.”

Pat—.  

Bones placed a hand on my back.

“Deputy Director Joyi, your heroics will live on as legends among our staff and newbies. Working with you… was an honor.”

“Deputy Director!”

“Don’t gooo!”


Rush—.  

People swarmed me, suffocating.

Idiots. I caused so much trouble aiming for firing. My plans failed, but still. So many memories.

“These two years—I’ll never forget. Manager Bones, Hedone, Makari, Tartane, absent Markius, Krates, prisoners like Sisyphus, old Chronos—”

How could I forget? Even as a skeleton or memory-less ghost, I’d remember.

So unfair. Why did a normal human like me endure so much?

Maybe that’s why? A tear welled deep in my chest.

I didn’t get fired. Now I’m headed to headquarters.

My tears triggered a flood of sobs.

“Joyi, why skip this Krauser’s name? Though our homes are close, so we’ll see each other daily.”

“Farewell, Punishment Execution!”

“Come back often!”

“Bye!”

I left the office. I thought I’d hate Happy World, but leaving feels… wistful.

“Huh!”

Wistful, my foot!

Anyway, going from Happy World to headquarters seemed smart.

Ever hear of bad turf?

Happy World was that. Bad turf kept promoting me. Headquarters might be different. Feng shui’s no joke.

I entered headquarters.

Opening the door to my new office, eerie gazes locked onto me.

“Bold, striding into enemy territory.”

Flap—.  

An executive with raven wings, Lady Alecto, leaned close, her breath palpable.

“Praise for not fleeing?”

I stepped back, bowing deeply.

“Please take care of me, Audit Team. I’m Joyi, transferred from Happy World’s Punishment Execution to join you.”

The Audit Team. A prestigious, prideful headquarters department. Heart of the ‘Night Faction.’ On thin ice after Thanatos’s betrayal.

My chosen battlefield.

Perfect. A nobody like me will be swept away in the bloody purge and fired easily.

“Khehe, Joyi. With ties to Melinoë and plenty with you, I’ll specially favor you.”

The Erinyes, feared terror goddesses—Alecto favoring me? Definitely bad. Sarcasm, for sure.

“Newbie, marked by Alecto right away.”

“Here we go again.”

“Cocky guy, didn’t like him, but now I almost pity him…”

Pity me? Even better.

—

Alecto, goddess of wrath and vengeance, didn’t know why Melinoë’s favored mortal chose the Audit Team over Safety Management, despite hearing Zagreus’s team wanted him.

Didn’t matter.


Keeping Joyi close meant seeing Melinoë’s many sides. Alecto loved watching that haughty, icy princess’s expressions.

Plus, Joyi was reportedly involved in producing her current obsession, idol group E&S, making their connection personal.

“Khehe, Joyi. With ties to Melinoë and plenty with you, I’ll specially favor you.”

Pure sincerity. A fun toy like Joyi, walking in willingly? No way she’d let him go.

Gotta treat him well so he doesn’t jump to another department!



 
  
    Chapter 43 – That Man’s Fishing Spot #1





What’s the point of explaining my bad blood with the Audit Team? I thought they’d tear me apart for walking into their lion’s den. But it wasn’t quite like that.

“Agent Na! Those documents!”

“Has Manager Hek gone out yet?”

The Audit Team was too busy to notice me. Watching them, I saw they often slept at the office, unable to go home.

Glance—.
The squinting man approached.

“Agent Narcissus, right?”

“Good, you remembered my name.”

Agent Na. He often came over, sharing tidbits about the department—who’s who, what to watch for. My new mentor, basically.

“Joyi, a subsidiary deputy director is a regular employee here. Got it? Always keep that in mind. Except interns, everyone outranks you, so memorize names.”

A subsidiary deputy director is a nobody at headquarters. Some might resent this hierarchy, but—

“Hey, everyone at work? Let’s kick today off strong!”

Flap—.
A goddess entered through the window, raven wings spread—Executive Director Alecto.

“Lady Alecto’s here!”

“Good morning!”

“Nice weather today!”

Headquarters departments have executives, making it a literal ‘divine workplace,’ unlike subsidiaries like Happy World or Charon Transport, with only presidents or VPs. The rank gap is natural.

Like Kyeongryongdae, where stars shone everywhere.

Headquarters staff’s pride is immense. All are elite among elites.

That odd skeleton over there? Looks like a low-tier dungeon mob but is actually super-elite Manager Hector.

“Joyi, you worked with Bones? Man, old times! We were hire-mates. Stuff happened, and he got sent to a subsidiary…”

Hector, with flashing yellow eyes, seemed to like me due to my Bones connection. Even in this ‘divine workplace,’ networks matter.

“How’s the Audit Team these past few days? Any issues or questions? You’re practically marked by Lady Alecto, so I bet you’ve got plenty of gripes.”

Twinkle twinkle—.
His eyes seemed to pity me. As he said, Alecto marked me from day one.

“Joyi! Get to my office now!”

See? She’s calling me. Hector patted my back—tap tap.

“It’s tough at first, but hang in there. Bones recommended you, so you’ll do fine.”

Knock knock—.
I stopped at Alecto’s door. “Come in,” she said.

Creak—.
Inside, Alecto was grooming her wings. Black women’s suit, black stockings, heels. Fiery red hair slithered like snakes. Pale skin, divine beauty so pristine it was chilling.

“Your adjustment period’s over. I’m giving you a task. You know we’re clashing with Safety Management, right?”

“No missing that.”

Manager Markius of Safety Management exposed Thanatos, a key Night Faction figure, declaring war on the Night Faction-heavy Audit Team.

“That Zagreus jerk. Doesn’t care we backed him over Princess Melinoë, yet he stabs us. But that’s this world—no eternal allies or enemies. So—”

Slit—.
Alecto’s narrowed eyes glowed yellow, eerie.

“If, as an Audit Team member, you had to investigate Princess Melinoë’s corruption—your former boss, by your own hand—could you?”

Melinoë? What’s the most useless response here? Easy.

“Can’t do it.”

“What? Can’t? You punk, the Audit Team gets paid big to do exactly that! Can’t? This guy’s a total blockhead!”

Perfect. Points tanked. But despite her shouting, Alecto was smiling.

“Blockhead! I love it. People need that stubbornness. Especially mortal men worshipping goddesses—they need that loyalty.”

What? My ultimate useless answer scored points? Being useless is hard.

Suddenly, I recalled Krauser, certified useless by Bones in days. What a guy. Gotta meet him this weekend—my mentor.

I wondered how everyone’s doing. Happy World’s probably fine without me.

“But you’re Audit Team now. Remember that. This task will test if you can be one of us.”

Hand—.
Alecto gave me a file. Its contents were shocking.

“Know what Safety Management, Zagreus’s team, values most? Ensuring no one leaves Soul Society without permission. But look.”

Tap tap—.
She pointed at the file.

“11 unauthorized trips to the surface”
“Confirmed private use of a secret passage, unreported”
“Passage location unknown”

“Someone’s sneaking to the surface without approval. Discovered during Happy World’s audit. If this leaks, it’ll tarnish Safety Management’s rep, right?”

Soul Society’s core: no one leaves without the CEO’s okay. That ironclad security is their pride. Safety Management, tasked with it, wields immense power.

Yet, a Happy World employee was secretly visiting the surface, keeping it hush-hush.

The surface. The place I longed to return to. Someone’s been hogging it?

Outrageous. Flipping through the file, I saw a photo of a hooded skeleton.

“Grainy shot of the culprit. Definitely a Happy World skeleton, but they’re not rare there. If intentional, this guy’s meticulous.”

“…….”

“Joyi, you worked at Happy World recently. Catching which skeleton’s the culprit should be easy, right?”

This skeleton in the photo. Looks like a mob, but it’s an elite. Smoking without lungs. It’s Manager Bones!

“If you can’t handle it, I’ll assign others. After Zagreus’s blow, we need thorough revenge, or we’ll be mocked forever.”

“No need for others—I’ll take it! My first mission! I’ll meet Lady Alecto and seniors’ expectations!”

“You sure? You might end up fighting old colleagues.”

“I’m Audit Team now!”

“That’s the spirit? Ruthless as the ‘demon’ rumors say. I love it!”

Fluff fluff—.
Alecto shook her feathers.

First impressions and tasks matter. Failing spectacularly under scrutiny will boost my useless cred. Boasting big means 60x leverage on backlash if I flop.

And if I play this right, I could use Bones’s secret passage to hit the surface. Can’t let others take this case!

This is a no-lose opportunity. I won’t miss the god of opportunity’s forelock.



Sigh. “Without Deputy Director Joyi, time drags.”

“Hedone, stop slacking and work!”

“Aaah! The copier’s gone berserk under the moonlight! Run! This Krauser will hold it off—flee!”

Happy World’s Punishment Execution carried on as usual. Recent staff losses left the office emptier, but it couldn’t be helped.

Veteran Manager Bones, battle-hardened, felt this parting like a hole in his chest. The past few years were that fun.

“Alright, let’s clock out.”

Quitting time. Bones returned home to his newly acquired spacious Elysium apartment.

“I’m back, Boni, Libi.”

A mansion-like home. His hard-earned Soul Society prize. But the lights were off, no one greeting him.

Bones ate cereal with milk, sat on the couch, and zoned out to the TV. By 10 p.m., he lay in bed.

Fade—.
The blue glow in his empty skull dimmed. He slept like a corpse.

He should sleep. But he rose.

“…….”

With resolve, he moved. Sneaking out at night, he headed to Happy World. Rustle rustle. He crept around the flowerbed, made during last year’s business overhaul, searching for a hidden hole.


“Manager Bones, where you off to? Not planning to slip to the surface, are you?”

“Joyi…!?”

Startled. His former subordinate, now Audit Team, appeared. Bones shook his head.

“S-Surface? No idea what you mean.”

“I know everything, so don’t play dumb. I’m not here to stop or blame you. Let’s go together. To the surface!”

“What? Together? Don’t say that lightly! Joyi, you’re among the elite at headquarters! Don’t throw away that chance!”

Scuffle scuffle—.
As the men grappled, a voice interrupted.

“What’s going on?”

Rumble—.
A man with overwhelming presence appeared.

[Master of the Lake]
[Big Catch Angler]
[God of Lure Fishing – Hades]

“CEO!”

Bones prostrated, unable to meet his eyes. Of all people to meet now. Dizzying moment. The fearsome CEO asked from behind.

“…You didn’t find a passage to the surface near this flowerbed, did you? One leading to a serene lake with two laurel trees.”

“T-That’s…”

Bones panicked. Hades’s description was too specific.

Of course, the great CEO knows all! He already knew my transgression! I’ll be punished. But I must protect Joyi.

Joyi had no part in this. Bones would take the fall alone. Then Joyi spoke.

“Manager Bones is innocent! I found the passage and didn’t report it. This was all my doing.”

“You knew and didn’t report? You, Joyi!”

Crumple—.
Hades’s eyes darkened menacingly. Rumble—. Soul Society seemed to quake.



Happy World staff clocked in as usual, expecting a normal day. But morning brought chaos.

“What’s happening?”

“Hedone! Look! Joyi’s in the paper—!”


“Headquarters Audit Team’s Joyi recovers lost Kunée!”
“Sacred relic symbolizing CEO’s authority returns to his office after 10 years!”
“CEO personally rewards Audit Team and Joyi!”
“Audit Team, on the brink, miraculously revived by Joyi’s feat!”

Meanwhile, Joyi was at headquarters’ grand hall for a special commendation ceremony, awarded by Princess Melinoë herself.

“Heh, Joyi. Barely at headquarters and already racking up feats. I worried you’d struggle among fierce executives, but it was unfounded.”

Unlike Melinoë’s relaxed smile, Joyi’s face was stiff. He thought:

Why’d it turn out like this? I was sure I’d get disciplined this time.
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